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      Few cities present their best face to the world under cloudy skies, and London, on the whole, is generally no exception to this rule. Within this overall picture of gloom, however, one may discover small shining exceptions to the norm, such as that presented by Thompson Square.

      The houses that surround the square are solid worthy Regency buildings, for the most part painted with a white or cream finish that seems to have miraculously defied the ravages of the London air, and present a cheerful front to the beholder, even on the greyest of days. The door-handles, knockers and brass fittings of the houses are uniformly polished to a degree that would satisfy even the strictest martinet inspecting one of His Majesty’s ships, the railings surrounding the areas are a shining black, and the front door and area steps scrubbed to a high degree of perfection. The curtains at the windows appear gay and bright, and such window-boxes as are permitted to be shown are all trimmed and regulated to within an inch of the lives of the plants contained therein.

      As for the square itself, it is a model of nature brought to order by Man. Every plant in the beds is in its precise place, such that it would be impossible to imagine the plant being in any other location, or indeed, any other plant taking its place. The gravel on the paths is so neatly raked and ordered that those who tread there feel a sense of guilt and a compulsion to put right the damage they have caused by their careless footsteps. As for the benches, supposedly placed there for the ease of visitors, it would take considerable courage to sit there, for the presence of Man or Woman in this artificial Nature would surely constitute a crime against the overpowering perfection of the place.

      On the day that I mention here, the almost heavenly perfection of the place was marred by two very terrestrial beings. One was dressed in the style of a Roman Catholic priest, who presented an almost comical aspect, being short, and possessed of a figure that might have been produced by a child making its first attempts at figure drawing by placing a smaller circle on top of a larger, and then adding stick-like arms and legs, surmounting the whole with a wide-brimmed hat.

      The other was of a very different aspect, being tall, and with the build of a veritable Hercules. He appeared to be in deep conversation with the priest, the subject of which was obviously causing him some mental agitation, for he moved his arms about in an expostulatory fashion as he talked.

      The unlikely pair had entered the square some ten minutes earlier, and had been observing the infrequent comings and goings that made up the traffic of the houses there, marking a housemaid here, a footman there, and once a touch of exotica in the form of a man whose dress and general appearance marked him as a visitor from an Eastern country, though at the distance that the observers were from him, it was impossible to be precise as to his nation of origin.

      “My dear Flambeau,” the priest was saying to the larger man. “You must not consider that because a man’s house is of a cheerful appearance, the man inside it must also be of a sanguine and cheerful nature.”

      “I merely remarked,” said the other, “that it must be very pleasant to live in a dwelling such as this, where the view from the windows presents such a uniformly cheerful prospect. It scarcely seems credible to me that one could be miserable in such surroundings.”

      “And yet I tell you,” said Father Brown (for it was he), “that in my work in one parish, there was a man whose dwelling was coveted, often openly, by others, chiefly on account of the views across the river valley that he enjoyed. He was the most misanthropic and melancholy of all my parishioners. Indeed, one of my duties as his priest was to convince him that his life was a gift from God, and it was not a gift that should be squandered in the selfish act of suicide.”

      Flambeau sighed. “I still maintain that a man’s house is a mirror to his soul, and that it would be nigh-impossible to maintain anything but an open and joyous outlook on one’s life when one resided in such a place.” He paused in reflection. “Though I confess, such a dictum would apply to the masters and mistresses of these houses, rather than to their servants.”

      Father Brown smiled. “I am glad you remembered that little caveat,” he remarked. “It is all too easy to overlook those on whom our everyday lives depend.”

      “Believe me, I do not do any such thing,” retorted Flambeau. “Indeed, in my former profession of thief, the servants were only too willing to aid me in my work on many occasions, delighting to see their masters and mistresses humbled. I was always careful to see that the rewards for their assistance were made in such a way that no suspicion would fall upon them.”

      “Indeed,” remarked the priest, with a comical lift of his eyebrows. “You must not consider that I was ignorant of these matters, however much the police may seem to be unaware of them.”

      “I suppose you heard it all in the confessional?” Flambeau enquired.

      “Oh, I did, of course. But you must allow me some credit for the few weak powers I possess to see into others’ souls. I know for a certainty that were I in the wretched position of some of the domestics of my congregation, I too would be only too willing to help a Flambeau despoil a household of its riches, with or without a reward, I may add.”

      “And yet my opinion still stands,” said Flambeau. “What say you that we make the acquaintance of some of the inhabitants of these splendid houses and we will see for ourselves who is correct? We may knock on the door, I will furnish some suitable reason for our calling on the master of the house, and we will engage him in conversation. We may then judge for ourselves whether he is a happy man or not.”

      Father Brown laughed softly. “And what of that?” he asked. “No doubt you would claim that he with whom we talked was happy, whether or not the evidence seemed to point in that direction, and for my part, you might expect that I would claim the opposite.” He broke off, and his round face, which had hitherto worn an expression of cheerfulness, suddenly changed to one of alarm as he appeared to catch sight of something, seemingly over his companion’s shoulder.
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