
        
            
                
            
        



    
        
          Unquiet Valley

        

        
        
          Leslie and Pashtine Mysteries, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Jo Currington

        

        
          Published by Jo Currington, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      UNQUIET VALLEY

    

    
      First edition. January 29, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Jo Currington.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230396031

    

    
    
      Written by Jo Currington.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


	The Unquiet Valley









A Leslie and Pashtine Mystery



Jo Currington





Chapter One

Surrey Hills, 1865



The body had been found at the end of the previous working day, purely by chance it seemed. One of the members of the Railway Board had known who to contact at Scotland Yard. Inspector Leslie and his sergeant had been summarily dispatched from London, by train and carriage. They had now left the carriage at the road, and followed the local constable for ten minutes along the muddy river path through the wooded valley to where a small group of navvies were smoking pipes. 

As they approached they could see the men were standing by a mound of freshly dug earth, and a tarpaulin. The main path of the new railway track was being built a few yards away. A line of wooden poles snaked away down the quiet valley. Leslie looked down at the sorry state of his new patent leather boots, then glanced over at Sergeant Pashtine’s heavy boots.

A stocky man in a dark woollen jacket had been watching the path for them, and detached himself from the other men who wore an assortment of scowls on their weathered faces. A young man in a suit accompanied him.

“Jones,” the stocky man introduced himself. “Works supervisor.” Jones’s face was tense, his hands screwing up his cap.

“Why did the men happen to dig here?” Inspector Leslie asked.

“We put in drainage ditches every fifty yards on land like this, dig out a channel and fill it with stones. You see the water comes off the hillside and needs to get to the river below, under the railway.”

“They stopped immediately when they found the remains?”

“Yes. As a result we have lost many hours’ work, and the weather is not on our side.”

“Whose land is this?” 

“Mr Reynolds owns the land down to the river on this side, Mr Taylor the land beyond the river.”

“Why are there also pegs over there?” Inspector Leslie pointed at a wobbly line of wooden stakes some way beyond the opposite bank of the river. Each stake had something dark hanging from it.

“That was the original route, but it rained heavily a few weeks ago and the land on that side of the river got very boggy, so we moved the bridge half a mile upstream, and are going this side of the river.”

One of the navvies pulled back the corner of the tarpaulin, and the police men looked down at the dead man’s face, staring up into the sky.

“The police surgeon could be a few hours, if he can come today. It is not fresh.”

“I am no expert. This is Dr Mayne, the local doctor.” Jones turned to the young man. “He came to see it yesterday evening. He wants to talk to you.”

“Of course. What are your men waiting for?”

“I told them to halt, out of respect, like. I can move them further up.” 

“Of course, do so. The constables can guard the site now.”

“They are used to accidents, but they don’t want the blame for this one.”

“Why would they be blamed?”

“That is their experience. They are outsiders, who get blamed for any trouble.”

“I see. Have the tarpaulin removed completely.”

The soft valley air soured rapidly, as the full body was exposed. Putrid meat, open wounds from digging creatures, flies. The dirty, wet, forgotten clothes, mud on the knees and legs. Inspector Leslie looked more closely. These were a gentleman’s clothes, thin black leather shoes, more suited to match a dinner suit than a walk in a muddy wood. The man seemed in his early twenties, barely pulling off a moustache, the face was intact apart from some bites on the forehead and cheeks. The inspector nodded to the workman who had pulled the tarpaulin back, and he restored it.

“Anyone know who he is?”

“It is Mr Reynold’s son, Timothy.” Dr Mayne said. “I know the family. He was thought to have gone to India, two months ago.”

“Have the family been informed?”

“Mr Reynolds will be on his way, he has to come from Chatham. We sent word last night.”

“Get your men working somewhere else.” Inspector Leslie repeated to the supervisor, who seemed relieved that someone was taking authority for the situation.

“Right.”

Sergeant Pashtine came up, he had been talking to the men. 

“Foreman said the men noticed a dog sitting here, that’s why the men dug here.”

“A dog?”

“A local woman walks it along here, she would call for the dog and it would go to her. But every day at the same time it came here to sit. They thought someone might have buried some money, or some keepsake. Heaven knows what.”

“Clever dog to smell buried money,” Leslie replied.

“Here comes the father now.” Dr Mayne said.

Mr Reynolds strode towards them. He was maybe fifty, tall, well dressed in a dark suit, grey waistcoat, top hat. Not caring about the mud on his shoes because he had someone to clean them.

“Who is in charge here?”

“I am Inspector Leslie of the Metropolitan Police.” 

“My son is in India. I do not understand the note the doctor sent. I have been riding for hours, how are you so quick down from London?” 

Mr Reynolds spoke with an air of authority. Inspector Leslie noticed his eyes looked slightly odd, he glanced at Sergeant Pashtine for confirmation, but the sergeant was studying the other men who had come with Mr Reynolds.

“A member of your Railway Board knows the Police Commissioner. He is concerned about any possible delay to the line, apparently. He did not know the identity of the victim. Dr Mayne has identified him as your son.”

“I am on the Railway Board myself. I was not informed.” Mr Reynolds said tersely, glancing down at the tarpaulin.

“Do you need to prepare yourself, sir?” 

Mr Reynolds glanced around the familiar valley as if it would suddenly disappear. Eventually he nodded, and the men pulled the tarpaulin back.

Inspector Leslie had seen many reactions to dead bodies. Some relatives fainted or cried out, most were shocked into immobility or raised their hands to their eyes to block the sight or cover their mouth. Mr Reynolds just looked as if he no longer quite trusted his own tired eyes.

“Damn.” Mr Reynolds said quietly, under his breath and looked away. A second later he met Inspector Leslie’s eyes with his quiet, unnerving stare. Those small dark pupils.

“I tried to talk him out of going, but he had made up his mind. I thought he would die out there, many young men do, of disease. I did not expect to see him again.”

“But he never left, how do you explain that?”

“Not now. I must talk to his mother before some damn fool servant bleats it out.”

“We will come and talk to you later, sir.”

“I must be back at Chatham this afternoon. We have sea trials imminent.”

“With all respect, sir. That would look very odd. They will understand you have to stay with your family. Send a message.”

Mr Reynolds considered this for a second and then nodded. He strode off rapidly. The well-built man who had arrived with Mr Reynolds had been quietly watching proceedings. He now turned and followed Mr Reynolds back towards the road.

Inspector Leslie’s assistant Gregory arrived with an old hand cart the local constables had lent him. He had been away for a month, on compassionate leave, and was now sporting a luxurious ginger growth under his nose. Inspector Leslie could see Sergeant Pashtine struggling a little to keep his opinion of moustaches on non-military men to himself.

“The police surgeon sent a note, he is busy in court this morning.”

Dr Mayne was looking into the hole.

“Quite carefully positioned don’t you think.? Like he is sleeping.”

“As opposed to what?” Inspector Leslie asked.

“I don’t know, laid on his back with his hands crossed like an effigy in church, or all jumbled up like he was dropped in.” Dr Mayne ventured.

“Might just be the way he landed. Can I ask you to do the first examination, Doctor? We can’t wait for the police surgeon.”

“Of course.”

Together they lifted the body onto the cart. There was nothing underneath but rat holes, and some kind of twisted bundle of twigs. Inspector Leslie went through the pockets and retrieved the man’s wallet, watch and a number of letters.

Gregory retrieved the twigs, and straightened it out. It formed a rough circle about six inches wide. There were broken threads as if something had been suspended in the middle. Tiny black feathers were attached to one of the threads. Leslie noticed the sourness with which the supervisor Jones looked at the object.

“You recognise this thing?” Leslie asked.

“We find them in the woods. Sometimes they have a dead bird in the middle, its wings stretched out. Gave the men a fright at the start, we have a box full now. Those are dead rats nailed to the stakes over the river.”

“Don’t the gamekeepers do that.” Gregory spoke up. “To show they are working.”

“Ain’t no gamekeepers round here, it’s not hunting ground, just common ground. It’s the locals letting us know how welcome we are. Don’t dare show their damn faces, of course.”

 


Chapter Two



Inspector Leslie and Sergeant Pashtine followed Dr Mayne’s directions and climbed the road up the hill to Mr Reynold’s house. It sat in its own gardens on top of one of the hills overlooking the valley where the body had been found. It looked like the kind of house a successful man might have built. A modern structure, loosely based on a mediaeval hall. It stretched around three sides of a courtyard, with stables beyond. They walked towards the pillared entrance and the oak door opened.

“The family have been waiting for you.” A reproachful voice came from inside. 

An elderly butler appeared and directed them. The hall was dark with oak panelling and rich green wallpaper. An ornate staircase with rich red carpet led upstairs. The living room was lit by extensive windows onto the gardens. The walls were lined with paintings, the surfaces busy with ornaments. There was a large marble fireplace with red and yellow floral tiling either side. An eclectic collision of styles, good quality with no coherent taste. Leslie’s wife’s sister would have whispered ‘new money’ from her wheelchair, had she been there. 

Mr Reynolds was standing at the unlit fireplace. Mrs Reynolds and her daughter were weeping on the settee. Mrs Reynolds looked up as the policemen approached, took her arm from round her daughter’s shoulders and wiped her face. Her daughter ran from the room. Mr Reynolds watched quietly.

“George, can you get us some tea?” Mrs Reynolds called out to the butler.

“Please sit down, gentleman, I have not had time to change.” They followed her instructions. Leslie was painfully aware of the mud on their shoes.

“To change? Madame.”

“Into mourning. I am sorry, we are so shocked, we thought he was in India. It is hard to explain. We were expecting a letter from him any day now. I just can’t understand how we weren’t told he had not gone on the ship.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs Reynolds. I wish I didn’t have to trouble you at a time like this.”

The butler entered with a tray of tea he must have had ready, and Mrs Reynolds poured for them, visibly regaining her posture performing the domestic ritual. It was hard to imagine she had been crying just a few minutes before. Her hair was still unpinned in places, and she smoothed it back behind her ears. She glanced at her husband from time to time, not from warmth, perhaps to check she was doing the right thing. 

She had once been a very handsome woman, Inspector Leslie noticed, slightly austere, slightly reserved, in control of herself, yet with a sculptured face, blue grey eyes. One could not imagine her laughing, at least not in this room, not now.

“Can you tell me what exactly happened to Timothy? Did he fall?”

“Perhaps your husband didn’t explain. He was buried. Someone buried him.”

“But why?”

“I don’t know. The police surgeon will look at the body. Dr Mayne will help him.”

“Is he good, the surgeon?” Mr Reynolds put in. “I can get a Navy doctor down.”

“He is a good man. Can I ask you about the day your son left? What day was this exactly.”

“The twenty-first of February. The high tide was in the middle of the night, and the boat was sailing at some terrible hour from Tilbury, so he was going to go off on a carriage that afternoon. He wanted to walk down through the woods one last time. He was quite agitated, there was a girl he was saying goodbye to I think.” Mr Reynolds paused. “He had made his mind up to go, Inspector, against my advice. He had no job there to go to. He was always terribly impulsive, but this was a big step and he wouldn’t listen to the dangers.” 

Mrs Reynolds glanced at her husband. Was there a flicker of suspicion between them, Inspector Leslie wondered. Wouldn’t it have been more normal for the family to see him off together?

“He had made up his mind to travel around India, before settling anywhere.” Mrs Reynolds blurted out. “We didn’t know what to pack, how hot it was going to be when he arrived, and he ended up with so much luggage, he would have to get porters everywhere. He had these dinner clothes with no one to help him dress. No proper linen for the heat.” 

“When did you see him last?” Inspector Leslie asked her.

“I had to be somewhere that afternoon, so I left around 2pm. He was going to walk down into the woods with his father and meet the carriage at the bottom of the hill. They had to leave by 3pm, no later.”

“We walked a short way.” Mr Reynolds continued. “I tried to talk him out of it, but he was adamant. I gave him some money and a letter of introduction to a friend of mine in Calcutta. He said he didn’t want help from any of my friends, which was a bit rich as I was paying for everything. In the end I persuaded him to take it, just in case. I left him about two fifteen.”

“And you heard nothing after that?”

“Nothing. The carriage had come from Tilbury, a special service they do.”

“Do you know the driver’s name?”

“No, I can give you the company name. Tilbury Transport.”

“Did you have a good relationship with your son, Mr Reynolds?”

“Why do you ask that?” The calm, quiet voice again, weighing up the threat. Inspector Leslie got the sense of some calculating machine working deep behind the eyes.

“Your son said he did not want any help from any of your friends.”

“He did not approve of some of my businesses. We make guns for the Navy, shells, amongst other things. It was not a new argument between us, I accepted his position.”

“Timothy had been away a lot, boarding school and then Oxford.” Mrs Reynolds said quietly. “In some ways he was a stranger to us. He could never settle here.”

“He wanted me to get him a place in town, but I said he should at least choose a profession, or come into the business with me. He needed to know a bit more of the real world, Inspector, before I would recommend him to one of my friends.”

“Do you think he had arranged to meet someone else in the woods?”

“Probably. Timothy was not very good with time, he would just try and fit a lot of impossible things into the shortest time imaginable, and then just laugh when he was hopelessly late.”

A short silence developed. Mrs Reynonds glanced towards the door.

“I am sorry about my daughter, Inspector, she was terribly fond of Timothy, although she is quite a few years younger. She had written so many letters to him, they must be all piled up in Calcutta by now. It’s the shock you see.”

“Of course. We can return later.”

“Can I ask who called you down from London?” Mr Reynolds said quietly.

“A member of the Railway Board, as I explained before, I do not have a name. They did not know the identity of the body at the time, or I am sure they would have contacted you. I understand there are often tensions with the navvies working the new routes. They say it calms the situation down, bringing in the London police.”

“Only if you find the culprit quickly.”

“We will do our best, sir.” Mrs Reynolds rose and took their half-drunk cups. Inspector Leslie rose to his feet, recognising the signal that they should leave. She seemed relieved she did not have to speak. Mr Reynolds looked neutrally at them.

The butler showed them out.



 


Chapter Three



Gregory had found them rooms in the village inn. They were sitting in the saloon bar planning their next steps, when a familiar figure walked in, accompanied by a slender young woman in a dark blue dress and a light blue bonnet.

“Inspector, what a surprise to meet you here. Can I introduce my sister, Claudia.”

Inspector Leslie stood up and walked over to the pair.

“Jaundice Jackson.”

“Is that what they call you?” Claudia laughed.

“The inspector respects me, really. It is a case of mutual respect, is it not?”

“You must have some spy in the local police. To be on the scene so quickly.”

“No need, with your route paper system, one can have a spy anywhere. Anyway, as soon as the Yard is called in, we know something is up. An industrialist’s son killed, the navvies suspected, an MP involved, a beautiful wife.”

“Jaundice has been yakking with servants all afternoon. They are buzzing about town, come down from their big houses for the gossip.”

“I did not know you had a sister, Jaundice? A respectable one at that, by all appearances.”

“Appearances can be deceptive, Inspector. He tries to keep me out of the way. I do a bit of illustration for the weeklies, fashion and jokes mainly. Earn more than he does.”

“You do not.” Jaundice said crossly.

“Why did you say beautiful wife like that, whose beautiful wife?”

“Mrs Reynolds. I thought you were up at the big house this afternoon with your tame guardsman.”

“Oh yes, I see what you mean now. What is the implication of the MP’s involvement?”

“Horizontal, that is the implication.”

“I dare you to put that in your piece, Jaundice.” His sister teased.

“Perhaps you could purchase us some drinks, dear, with your enormous income from your scratchings. While I talk to the inspector about serious matters.”

“I am sure the inspector does not drink on duty.”

“I am pretty sure he does.” Jaundice continued. “The body was two months in the ground, they are saying, face half eaten by rats, railway was re-routed at the last minute. Navvies had noted a dog sitting mournfully on the grave. Nice detail that.”

“You know more than I do.”

“They all thought he had left for Tilbury, but the carriage left without him. Why would it do that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Was his father the last to see him? Didn’t want him to go, apparently, wanted him to follow him in the armaments business, but he is no engineer. He employs Mr Charles Taylor, the MP’s son, instead. That must rankle with them both, together with the affair.”

“You are sure about the affair?”      

“He’s a busy man, she’s the biggest catch in the neighbourhood, and there’s talk of them being seen walking in the woods together. And other things.”

“Village gossip then, wishful thinking.”

“There’s lots of gossip. The two men are allowing the railway through because they both have financial interests in the racecourse it is going to.”

“Don’t the villagers want it?”

“People don’t get off trains to buy things, apparently, not like they stop in carriages. Not so good for business.”

“Surely it makes it possible to live here and work in London, so more people will move down here.”

“Bringing London ways, Inspector, you yourself know intimately the sinful depravity of that dreadful place. They don’t like change. They say there has been a wave of robberies with the navvies here, women seen going into the camp. All sorts.”

“Do they say the navvies did it?”

“Of course, but why would they? And they had barely started here, two months ago. Would they be able to persuade the carriage to go to Tilbury without him? They are not gentlemen.”

“Timothy could have told the carriage to go on, and then been attacked.”

“You are looking for the carriage driver?”

“You are probably too.”

“I don’t have the resources. Freelance now. Claudia is right about the money. If I can sell something quickly, I can get help.”

Claudia came back. “I’ve got us a room, Jaundice. Hadn’t you better start writing some of your noxious copy, before someone better gets the jump on you. I will keep the handsome inspector company.”

“You will not. He’s married anyway, not that that seems to bother anyone, anymore.”

“When Jaundice writes for The Times he has to clamber up on some invisible moral high ground first. I might do a cartoon of it, you could have all sorts of figures, bishops and judges, inspectors perhaps, struggling to stay on this narrow piece of high ground.”

“We inspectors are usually to be found in the swamps below.”

Inspector Leslie left them and went back to his colleagues.

“Is that Jaundice’s woman?” Sergeant Pashtine asked.

“Sister, apparently. Earns more than he does doing illustrations for the weeklies. Guinea a picture.”

“Really?”

“I don’t know the exact fee. He has spent the afternoon listening to gossip in the village. Quite a little problem we have wandered into. Anyway, he is right, the carriage driver is the key to this. What was the firm Mr Reynolds mentioned?”

“Tilbury Transport.”

“Gregory, can you go up there, see if you can find who drove the carriage on the twenty-first of February. Tell them not to talk to the press, for God’s sake. Find out who gave the order to go ahead with the luggage, what time he left, and what he said at the ship.”

Gregory left. Inspector Leslie glanced at Sergeant Pashtine.

“Jaundice will be trailing around after us in a small place like this. May as well get used to it. Shall we go and see how far the doctor’s got with the body.” He drained his glass.

 




Chapter Four



Dr Mayne was doing his best, using a table in one of the cells of the local police station. It was a dank airless place, the brick walls and concrete floor impossible to clean properly so it smelt like a public urinal, or it had until they had brought the body in, now the air was as foul as Leslie had ever encountered. In London police stations, they were bringing in porcelain tiles for the cell walls, and a sealed floor.

Timothy Reynolds looked thin and vulnerable without his clothes. His flesh had been eaten away in places by rodents, and a few white maggots fell out of the body onto the floor. The front of the torso had already been opened up with a neat Y incision, but was currently closed but not stitched.

“He had a bang on the head, just before he died. The bruising has not fully developed, barely there now. Skull wasn’t cracked as far as I can tell, so I am not sure that would have killed him, ordinarily.”

“Ordinarily?”

“As you can see some of the soft parts have been got at, but there is a sign of something wrong near the rectum, in the lower bowel. Nothing in the stomach.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Some kind of slow poisoning. On a whim I use the Marsh test for arsenic, since that particular poison is so easy to get hold off. Tested positive alright. Not much though.”

“That is quite an insight for a country doctor.”

“I am eager to learn, Inspector. It makes a change from the various imagined ailments of the well off, round here.”

“What is the significance of it being in the lower bowel and not in the stomach?”

“I will spare you the details about how arsenic can be applied. There was a case last year at Guys of a man poisoning his wife, even though he never did any of the cooking, and servants prepared the drinks. Turned out he was coating his sheath in it. I have a friend there.”

“How is that sparing me the details? Anyway, is that is what you suspect here?”

“Not really, it could have been taken once every few days in the food, just happens to build up there, but I will test the whole canal. These low-level poisonings are difficult, they can be accidental.”

“How can they be accidental?”

“Arsenic is in things like wallpaper dye, rat poison. Mice and rats can spread it around if it is stored near food. Or it gets on plants in the garden, if some idiot has been putting it about liberally to kill rats. You could ask if other members of the household felt unwell.”

“But it is more likely someone was doing it on purpose?”

“Yes. Maybe they started with a low dose. Maybe they just wanted to cause a bit of discomfort or mischief.”

“I can’t go around accusing them without evidence. Would the poisoning make it more likely that a weak blow on the head could kill him?”

“I don’t see why, inspector, the damage to the bowel was a long term degradation, in my view. He would have suffered badly in later years. He may have felt sickness, nausea and so on, at the time, of course.”

“Was he definitely dead when he was buried?”

“There is no earth in his mouth or airway, but you will have to ask whoever uncovered him whether there was a covering to the face.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You remember I said the body looked a little like it was carefully placed in the grave. It is a bit unnerving seeing the face looking back at you when you are burying someone.”

“Someone could have put a scarf or something over the face, and we would not see any earth in the mouth.”

“I would imagine there would be more signs of the body struggling. Unless he suffocated while still unconscious.”

The air in the cell was becoming oppressive. Inspector Leslie was well aware that the police surgeon would have his own opinions as well, when he eventually turned up. 

“Can you write up what you have seen, Dr Mayne. How do we get all these bloody maggots out, by the way?”

“Funeral directors will immerse the body, that is what I should have done. Affects the testing though.”

“How do the flies find the body under the earth?”

“Through the rat holes, I would imagine.”

“They could be more recent than the burial?”      

“Yes, they could even be linked to the digging which uncovered the body. They could have happened after it was discovered, though they look older. I don’t know the exact time line, but I can find out.”

Sergeant Pashtine was looking at the clothes on a trestle table in the corridor outside the cell.

“Is there mud on the knees and elbows, as if he fell?” Inspector Leslie asked.

“There is a fair amount of mud everywhere, sir. But then he was buried in wet earth, near a river.”

“He had some matter in his hair did he not?” Inspector remembered walking behind the body on the hand cart. The rain had started by then and they had covered the face as best they could, but the lank brown hair was visible.

“What are you saying?”

“If he had mud all over his clothes, and vegetable matter in his hair, then he could have fallen or rolled. Just mud on his knees means that he knelt.”

“I see.”

“He was last seen at the top of the hill, where his father’s house stands, and was found at the bottom of the same hill, more or less. Because he was buried, we know someone else intervened in some way.”

“Some shirt buttons are also missing, sir.” Sergeant Pashtine said.

“He could have been in a fight, then.”

“Or with a woman.”

 


Chapter Five



There was a small desk in Inspector Leslie’s room at the inn, and he lit the oil lamp and spread out the letters they had recovered from Timothy Reynold’s body.

He started with the two opened envelopes, the first was from his mother.

Dear Timothy,

I don’t quite know where to start. When you asked me this morning why I seemed so happy, and I wanted you to know that I was not happy because you were going away. How could I be?  Anyway, I had to give the real reason, and then you were so cross, and I hate us to part like this.

The fact is that your father is very busy with his businesses, and does not care to discuss them with me, so we have little to talk about except our children. He cannot talk about you without getting cross that you do not share his outlook, and he does not care what happens to Paula, he thinks she will marry and that will be that. The result is that I get bored and lonely.

I am not some stone statue that can sit in the darkness for months until it is needed, I need a little spark every day. I have found a man to give me that happiness, and if we are discrete, no one is any the worse, and we two are very much the better for it. I do not really believe what the fusty old church men say. I have seen the way the vicar looks at Paula and the other girls, let alone that new curate. They have to say things they cannot even believe in themselves. 

I am sorry if I have disappointed you. I am not about to leave your father or cause a scandal. This affair will probably peter out in a few months, they usually do. This is not the first and it won’t be the last. I may as well say it, and hopefully when you get back, we can have a proper grown up talk about this. As ever,

Your loving mother.

The second letter was simply signed J. The paper was torn from some cheap notebook, and the writing hurried and sloppy.

I must see you before you go. I am sorry for what I said last time we met, and that I have wasted our last few weeks together with my pettiness. Mother is watching me like a hawk, but I know she will go upstairs for her nap at 2pm, and I can shut the shop for an hour. J

The third letter was unopened, and was addressed to someone other than Timothy, so Samuel presumed he had intended to post it. The right thing to do would be to visit the person it was addressed to and show it to them unopened.

He took his boots off and lay down on the bed. He fancied he heard Sergeant Pashtine snoring in the next room. He tried to rationalise a plan of action for the morning, but his mind kept slipping to two new women, Mary Reynolds and Claudia Jackson.

There was a knock at the door. He got up and answered it. It was the barmaid looking for ‘the tall sergeant’, with a glass of beer. He directed her next door.

 


Chapter Six


The others were eating breakfast when Inspector Leslie came down.

“How did you get on with the driver, Gregory? I must confess I did not expect you back last night.”

“You were not the only one.” Gregory said darkly, looking at the sergeant, who snorted a laugh, with his mouth full.

“The driver?” Inspector Leslie poured himself some coffee.

“He was found dead, six weeks ago. His carriage was lured to some woodland near Faversham, he was stabbed, partly undressed.”

“Maybe not lured there, then. Was it a well known haunt of such things?”

“Don’t know sir, he lived in Gravesend, married with a son. Quite a distance away, but they go all over, long distance transport to the docks at Tilbury. They ferry them across from Gravesend, if they come from the south.”

“Did you see that man with Mr Reynolds at the graveside?” Sergeant Pashtine ventured.

“Military man.” Leslie replied, “Reynolds has protection. The Chatham they keep referring to, is the naval base, Gregory.”

“I know that. There is something about him in the paper, sir.” Gregory passed it over.

The son of Mr Reynolds, the well-known gun manufacturer, was found dead yesterday morning, on land earmarked for the new railway to Epsom Downs. Scotland Yard had sent Inspector Leslie to investigate the death. The navvies working on the railway had spotted the mournful sight of a pale brown labrador sitting on a patch of ground at the same time every day, before its owner, Jenny McBride, a local shop worker, came to collect it. When the chance arose, the navvies decided to dig up the earth which meant so much to the faithful dog, and so the body was found. 

Timothy Reynolds, a graduate of Oxford university, is thought to have been killed on the very day he was travelling to India. By some miscommunication the carriage which had been ordered for him, took his luggage, and so the ship sailed and no one knew he had not gone with it. The police are looking for the carriage driver and making enquiries as to who had been in the wood on the fateful afternoon. The ancient woodland, previously a well-known beauty spot, where clandestine lovers could meet, is now being mightily disturbed by the new railway which has divided the town in so many ways. Locals tell stories of fertility ceremonies which took place in the woods, going back to pre-Christian times. Your correspondent remains on scene to report developments.

“What did the transport company say about the carriage arriving without Timothy?”

“They said it was quite common for the luggage and the passenger to arrive separately, or even to travel on separate ships. The ship has to sail with the tide.”

“The luggage is in India, then?” Leslie suggested.

“They will wire to their offices in Calcutta to explain.”

“But there is no way of knowing who told the carriage driver not to wait.”

“No, sir.”

“I read the letters we found on him last night. He was meeting a local girl, probably this Jenny McBride. Between two and three.”

“Yes.”

“If Mr Reynolds has professional people looking after him, they could have cleaned up after the carriage driver easily enough.” Sergeant Pashtine said quietly. Gregory looked at him in surprise.

“We should try and get the case reports for the driver, if the local police did an investigation. Then there is the arsenic.”

“What arsenic?” Gregory asked.

“The surgeon thought the bowel looked odd so he tested for arsenic. He is a keen one. Someone had been giving Timothy small doses for some time before he died.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. There was a letter in Timothy Reynold’s possession addressed to his cousin, I would like to deliver it and see what it says, also we need to talk to the girlfriend. Gregory, can you get the case notes on the carriage driver?”

“I gave the superintendent this address, by the way.” Gregory added.

“Why did you do that? He will expect daily reports, and offer suggestions.”

“He does expect reports, he told me so.”

“Then he can do something for us. Ask him to find out how important Mr Reynolds is to the Admiralty. What about this MP, that Mary Reynolds is having an affair with?”

“Mr Taylor, what does that matter?”

“His son works for Mr Reynolds, we need to find out in what capacity. It is odd, favouring another man’s son. How do they know each other?”

“Won’t the superintendent expect us to find all that out, sir, and tell him.”

“Of course he will, I just mean the high-level sensitive stuff, Mr Reynolds and the Admiralty. Don’t worry, I’ll write to him in due course. We’ll take the letter to the cousin, we can drop you at the station, Gregory.”

Timothy Reynolds’s cousin lived in a terraced cottage in a nearby town, one which the railway had already reached. The town was bustling with workshops and small factories, but the street they were directed to was narrow and dirty, with many listless men hanging around smoking. Inspector Leslie asked the carriage to wait while they went inside. 

The family had just finished a simple meal of bread and cheese, and were still seated around the bare wooden table, there not being anywhere else much to go apart from outside or to bed.

Inspector Leslie introduced himself and gave the letter to the older man, who glanced at his wife and opened it. At a glance from the mother, the four children stood up to provide seats for the visitors. 

“Can I ask what it says?” Leslie asked.

Simon Reynolds handed the letter over.

Dear Simon,

I spoke to father about your situation as I promised before my trip. He is as unsympathetic as ever I am afraid. However, I did point out it was the cheapest way to avoid a scandal and he has consented to a small annual sum, please be prepared for how small it is. I can only apologise, but it is something. I am hoping to have time to drop in, but if you get this letter from Tilbury, then as usual I have run out of time. My father has given the driver orders to ignore my pleas if I am late.

My fondest regards to all of you, I shall bring presents back from India for everyone.

Timothy.

“Can I ask the nature of your dispute with your brother?”

“Children, upstairs. I want to hear the door shut behind you.” The mother said sternly.

“They can hear plain enough through the floorboards.” Simon said quietly. “They know we have not been invited up to the big house for two years, not even at Christmas, and anyway we have no suitable clothes to go in.” 

Inspector Leslie noticed he was holding one hand firmly in the other, resting on the table.

“Timothy would still come to see you here?”

“He was a darling.” His wife said. “We are so sorry to lose him. He remembered all the childrens’ birthdays.”

“What was the nature of the dispute?”

“My brother is a self-made man, our father did not leave either of us anything. He married Mary and I married Louise, and they never saw eye to eye. Then a few years ago, I hurt my shoulder and could not work.”

“What did you do before?”

“I was a tailor. Louise takes in shirts now, we all do a little sewing. That is how we eat.”

“An annual allowance would make a big difference.”

“It will be pitiful, less than they pay one of their gardeners.” Louise said bitterly. “We should tell the papers what he is like. We see his name from time to time. Neighbours mention it, of course they do. They used to see Timothy come here in his carriage and fine clothes. Now he is dead, and we have nothing.”

“Did Timothy get on with his father?”

“My brother wanted Timothy to join him in business, but they were such different characters. My brother is very focussed and efficient. Timothy would forget the time, chatting to people.”

“He was a kind man, God knows he got that from neither of them.” Louise put in.

“It does us no good to think of them. Most people here are poor. Your carriage will be the only carriage which stops in this street today, they will be round to ask about it, as soon as you are gone, mark my words. We just need a little to get by.”

“Have you any idea why Timothy was killed?”

“It must have been some kind of accident. We thought he was in India, we were expecting a letter. The children were looking forward to hearing of his reaction, he was going to do a drawing of the animals, elephants and tigers. He used to send us drawings from Oxford. Everyone liked him.”

“Did you come down with your brother from Birmingham?”

“I came down before, he stayed with me for a year. I worked in a tailor’s shop in Southwark. That was in 1843.”

“When did he start making money?”

“He had helped a man who ran a factory in Solihull. The machines kept breaking, and my brother strengthened the part that broke. You could get anything made in Birmingham then, still can, all sorts of metal working, and machinery was made and used there. Mr brother was very quick off the mark. He knew about the legal side of designs, patents, things like that, you could have one idea and it would keep making money for you. He said all the old trades would be replaced by machines, shirtmaking, shoes, everything could be made by machines, eventually.”

“Did he make enemies in Birmingham?”

“I don’t know, Inspector, I do not wish to say.”

“You should, Simon. This is your chance.” Louise said.

“What do you mean?” The inspector asked.

“Sharp practices. That’s what I mean. Taking other people’s ideas as your own. Borrowing money from your brother.”

“Did he borrow money from you?” Leslie asked.

“He did, inspector, a small amount and he paid it back. I’ll grant him that.”

“When he was making a fortune, you helped him start up and he gave you nothing back but what you had lent him.”

“Is that sharp practice?”

“It is in my book, Inspector.” Louise added. “He left Birmingham because he had a reputation for sharp practice, that is what I heard. Not to mention getting the actress Mary Spiller pregnant and spoiling her career. That is why she is so bitter, up on that fancy hill.”

“Pregnant with Timothy?”

“Yes. They were all sharing with Simon when I met them. All charming and gentlemanly he was to me, but they used to fight like nobody's business, then they moved out and I moved in.”

“Louise, dear, the inspector is a busy man. My brother has been successful, that is all, and I have been a disappointment. Even as a tailor.”

“Not to me, Simon,” she said fiercely.

“As for Mary, no one in Birmingham thought she had much of a career.”

“Except her, Simon. You don’t understand women.”

“No. That is a true fact. I have certainly gone down in her estimation, just as she has gone up in the world.”

“She is still acting, don’t you see. She was better at that than you thought. Dropped her Birmingham accent off at the railway station, as they say.”

“That she did.”

Leslie thanked them and they left the cottage and walked up the narrow street to where the carriage was waiting and got back in.

“What do you think?” Inspector Leslie asked Pashtine.

“There is some bitterness there alright, between the women.”

“Louise picked the wrong brother?”

“Mrs Reynolds is more handsome by a long chalk, that is the root of it I expect.”

“Surely he could get work, it seems a busy place
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