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Chapter 1: The charming Elizabeth
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Monday 8th January 1827

Wilson rubbed his shoulder as he held the door, now hanging off one of its hinges, aside for me.

“Dear heavens,” he said behind me.  “No wonder the old girl was complaining.”

From the foot of the stairs we could hear the landlady calling up to us.  “What is it?  Can you see?  Is he there?”

“Wait down there, Mrs Anderson,” said Wilson.  He looked over the banisters.  “A warm drink would go down well, if you’re asking.”  A few moments later I could hear her in the kitchen below us.

Wilson and I stepped into the dingy room and peered into the darkness.  Holding my arm across my nose I walked to the small window and, with my free hand, pushed open the shutters with a bang.  I gulped in the cold air; it was far from fresh but a sight better than the fetid atmosphere in that squalid room.  In the dim light now cast across the floor, we could see all the signs of a struggle: the two chairs were both upturned, one missing a leg, and the floor was covered with whatever had once been on the table – smashed pots, torn scraps of paper, and several pens.  I bent and picked one up.  Not pens: paintbrushes, with fine, pointed hairs for close work.  Wilson crouched down next to what looked like a jumble of old clothes but which, on closer inspection, proved to be rather more.

“This must be him,” he said.  He picked up the man’s wrist, as I had taught him, and felt for the pulse.  “Nothing,” he said sadly, and gently laid down the arm again.  “Several days ago, judging from the smell.”

I heard the stairs creak, and turned around to see Mrs Anderson at the door, a tray in her hands.  Wilson made as though to shield the body.

“Don’t you worry about my finer feelings, young man,” said the landlady.  “You don’t keep a house in this part of town for as many years as I have without seeing a few gone to meet their Maker.”  She looked about the room.  “But this one didn’t go easy, did he?”

I reached for one of the cups and shook my head.  “Did you not hear anything – raised voices?  The furniture?”  I indicated the broken chair.

“I was away for two days, visiting my sister in Bromley.  When I came back I didn’t see him, but then that was nothing unusual – kept odd hours, he did.”

I held out the paintbrush.  “An artist, was he?”

“So he said,” she replied with a sniff, “but I had my doubts.  Not proper paintings, anyway.  Tiny little things, they were – couldn’t hardly see them.  No bigger than the palm of your hand.”

“Miniatures?” I asked.  She shrugged.

“Like this, sir,” said Wilson.  He walked over and handed me a small oval.  “I was checking the body and it was in his other hand – clutched tight.  He didn’t want them to take it, whoever they were.”

I walked over to the window and held the oval to the light.  It was one of the loveliest things I had ever seen.  Only about two inches high and less than that wide, it was a tiny portrait of a little girl.  Aged about five, she smiled shyly out at me in her finest dress with a silk sash at the waist, her cheeks rosy and her eyes bright blue.  She was enchanting.  Wilson stood at my shoulder.

“She’s a pretty thing,” he said.  “Daughter?”  He jerked his head towards the dead man.  “Or grand-daughter, more like?”

“Possibly,” I said.  “Or maybe a valuable commission that he did not want to lose.”

I walked to the door and showed the portrait to Mrs Anderson.  She shook her head.  “Never seen her,” she said.  “He didn’t have many callers.”

“Family?” I asked.

She shook her head again.  “Nice and quiet, he was.  Mind you, he didn’t speak much English, so that helped.”  I raised my eyebrows.  “French,” she elaborated.  “Mr Rambert.  Turned up one day, oh, about four years ago now, with another man – he was English, that one,” she nodded at me, “and paid a month in advance.  They liked the room because of the window – good light, they said.  After that he,” she pointed to the man on the floor, “Mr Rambert, paid himself.  Every Friday, regular as clockwork.  I wish all my tenants were as reliable.”

“Did the Englishman come back?”

“Not that I saw, no.  But then I’m not always here, as I said,” she replied.

“Can you remember anything about him?” I asked.

The landlady thought for a moment.  “He was about your age.  Bit taller than you, but not as tall as him.”  She pointed at Wilson.

“Whoever that little girl was, she meant a great deal to him,” said Wilson.  He bent down and turned over the man’s hand to show me: Rambert had grasped the miniature so tightly that the metal frame had bitten into his skin and drawn blood.

“Well, it worked,” I said,  “Whoever did this to him missed it.”  I took out my handkerchief and wrapped it around the portrait before slipping it into my coat pocket.  “Once Constable Wilson and I have finished looking around the room,” I said to Mrs Anderson, putting my cup back on the tray, “we will return to the police office and arrange for an undertaker to come and take the body.  We might send someone else to see the room, so don’t touch anything or clean it until I send word.  And if anyone comes calling, asking for our late friend, say that you don’t know what has happened to him and then send word to me – Constable Sam Plank, at Great Marlborough Street.”

Mr Conant sighed as he held the miniature to the light from the window.

“Charming, isn’t she?” he asked and I nodded.  “I’m no expert, but this looks like fine work to me.  See, here.”  I walked over to him and he turned the portrait so that I could see it.  “Take the glass and look at her sash, there, where it casts a shadow on her skirt.”  I took the magnifier from him and looked; the two fabrics seemed real enough to touch.  “They say that the best artists use a brush with a single hair,” he mused, shaking his head in wonder.  “The patience they must have – the steadiness of hand.  Rambert, you say?”

The magistrate took the glass back from me and laid it and the miniature carefully on his desk.

“That’s what the landlady said,” I replied.

“Rambert,” repeated Conant.  “Not a name I know but then, as I say, I’m no expert.  But I know someone who is – something of a collector of miniatures himself, and a dealer in curiosities.  Henri Causon.  His premises are not far from here – Maddox Street, I believe.  Perhaps you could call on him with our young lady and see what he can tell you.  If Mr Rambert is responsible for this, then it is sad to see the death of such a talented artist.  Those cheeks – you could fairly pinch them, couldn’t you?”

“Ivory?” asked Martha.  “From an elephant?”  She put her hand to the side of the pot to check that it was warming and then came to sit opposite me at the table.

“That’s what Mr Conant said,” I replied.  “They take the tusk of the elephant and cut layers from the outside, then polish them and paint on them.  I tell you, Martha,” I leaned back in my chair, “it makes the skin on that little girl’s face look alive – warm.  Glowing.  I’ve never seen anything like it.  Look.”

“You have it here?” said my wife as I put my hand into my pocket.

I nodded, laying the little bundle on the table and carefully unfolding the napkins that Conant had lent me.  “Mr Conant wants me to visit a curiosity dealer he knows, who may be able to tell us more about the artist.  And perhaps about her.”  I picked up the miniature and handed it to Martha.  She carefully wiped her hands on her apron before reaching out for the tiny thing.

She gazed at the miniature for a long minute.  “The pictures I’ve seen before now,” she said, “well, apart from the ones in churches, of course – the ones of people, I mean...”

“Portraits,” I suggested.  “Portraits on canvas.”

“Yes.  Well, they always look a bit stiff.  Not – glowing, as you say.”

“That’s the beauty of the ivory.  But you can only use it for miniatures because it comes in small pieces.”

“And you think this Mr Rambert painted her?” asked my wife.

“He was definitely a painter; the room was full of paints and brushes.  But there were no other pictures, and no more pieces of ivory.  Just this one, which we think they overlooked.  It’s all we have at the moment.”

“Elizabeth,” said Martha quietly.  “Do you not think she looks like an Elizabeth?”

“Perhaps,” I replied with a gentle smile.  “Wilson thinks she may be the artist’s grand-daughter – he was old enough.  It would explain why he was so reluctant to let her go.”  I waited for a moment.  “As are you, it would seem,” I said, holding out my hand.

Martha took one more look at the miniature, sighed softly and then handed it back to me.  She stood and went to the stove, stirring the stew before raising the spoon to her lips to blow on it and taste.  I wrapped the miniature in the protective napkins once more and returned it to my pocket.  Martha put two plates onto the table and ladled out the stew; I reached for my steaming dish and then paused, as Martha had known I would.  She rolled her eyes and added two more potatoes.

“Mr Rambert must have been a famous artist,” my wife said as she sat down with her own plate, “for them to go to all that trouble to steal his work.”

“You think he was targeted?” I asked.

“Well, it certainly wasn’t a random attack, was it?  Not in the man’s room, on the third floor of a lodging house?  No, his attackers went to find him, or followed him there.  He was the one they were after.”

“I shall have to be careful you don’t take my job,” I said, “with astute observations like that.”

My wife looked at me with a smile.  “After twenty-five years, it would be a pretty poor constable’s wife who didn’t learn to notice everything,” she said.
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Chapter 2: The curiosity dealer
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Tuesday 9th January 1827 – morning

“Twenty-five years!” said Wilson as we walked along Great Portland Street the next morning.

“Longer than you’ve been alive,” I said.

He shook his head wonderingly.  “A quarter century.”  Such expanses of time seem unimaginable to the young.  “How did you meet Mrs Plank?” he asked.

“All those years ago now,” I said, “I can barely remember.”  But that was not true: I could remember every detail.  “Mrs Plank’s father was an innkeeper – a rough place in Holborn.  Laystall Street.”  Wilson nodded.  “I was walking past one evening and a little girl was sitting on the step crying.  I stopped to ask what was the matter and she said that her sister had scolded her.  Just then the scolding sister came out with a piece of barley sugar by way of apology.  That was Martha – Mrs Plank.”  With curls that could not be tamed, skin like buttermilk, and deep brown eyes that undid me the moment I saw them.  “She thanked me for comforting the little one, we fell to talking, I happened to walk down that same street the next evening, and the next, and two years later we were married.”

“So if you hadn’t gone that way that evening, or if Mrs Plank hadn’t scolded her sister, you would never have met and she would have married someone else,” said Wilson as we turned into Great Marlborough Street.

“I was a handsome young fellow of twenty, with a bit of ambition about me,” I said.  “She was lucky to find me still on the market.”  But we both knew that I was blustering: when it came to luck and our marriage, it was all on my side, and many’s the time I have thanked whatever impulse pushed me to walk down Laystall Street that long-ago evening.

As misfortune would have it, there were warrants aplenty that day, and it was not until late in the afternoon that I could attend to the miniature.  The brass plaque by the door of number 9 Maddox Street confirmed it to be the premises of Henri Causon, curiosity dealer.  I put my hand to my pocket as I had already done a dozen times that day, to check that Elizabeth was still there, and then knocked.  A maid came to the door and I explained who I was and that I wished to see her master on a matter of business, on the recommendation of John Conant Esquire.  She took my hat and showed me to a small parlour, saying that she would tell Mr Causon of my arrival.

The curiosity dealer certainly practised what he preached.  In the room where I waited, every surface was covered with ornaments, statuettes, gilt boxes and coins, while the walls displayed drawings and paintings of every size, from grand landscapes to tiny, intimate sketches.  There was even a pair of miniature portraits side by side near the mantelpiece and I was just walking over to examine them when the door opened and the maid said that Mr Causon would receive me in the drawing room.

In his sombre black jacket and snowy cravat, Henri Causon stood in sharp contrast to the profusion of colour and excess in his drawing room, which was even more filled with examples of his trade than the parlour I had just left.  He was a tall man with defined features, in particular a long, straight nose down which he looked at me now.  He came toward me and bowed before putting out his hand.

“After many years in your fine city, Constable Plank, I have learned how the Englishman does love to shake hands.  With this firm grip, you can tell that I am a man to be trusted, no?”

“I can tell that you are a man not armed with a sword,” I replied.

“Which is also useful to know,” he said with a smile.  “Come: you will join me in a little cognac before we turn to business.”  It was a statement rather than a question, and I took a seat on the small sofa that he indicated.  He poured two measures from a decanter and handed one to me.

“To your health, and to my santé,” he said and raised his glass.  I did likewise.  It was an uncommonly fine wine and I looked at him in appreciation.  “All duty paid,” he said with a wink.  “One of the many benefits of the renewed friendship between our two countries.”

“You say that you have lived in London for many years,” I prompted.

“Many,” he replied.  “My late wife and I came here at the end of the last century, as did plenty of our countrymen.”  I nodded: London had provided sanctuary to many who had fallen foul of the new regime in France.  “We were young then, of course – all of us.”  He smiled at me.  “My wife died nearly twenty years ago now, and my son returned to France.  He was a babe in arms when we came to London, but he always said he felt more French.  And he died for her, for France.  Leipzig.”  I said nothing: what is there to say to a man who has lost a son?  He was silent for a moment or two and then seemed to remember me.  “I, on the other hand, well, there is little for me now in France, and so I stay.  My daughter and I, we stay.”

His mention of a daughter brought Elizabeth to mind and I put my hand to my pocket.  Causon saw the movement and put down his glass.

“Ah, you have something to show me,” he said.  He leaned towards me and I handed him the miniature.  He carefully unwrapped the cloth and held the portrait in the flat of one hand while reaching into his pocket with the other, bringing out a small oval mother-of-pearl case.  He passed it to me.

“Would you open that for me, please?” he said.

I pushed the side of the case and a magnifying lens swung out.  “A neat device,” I said, handing it back to him, but his attention was elsewhere.  He bent forward and looked closely at the miniature, moving the magnifier across it as he examined the picture itself, the frame and even the reverse.  I waited.

“Exquisite,” he said finally, still looking through the magnifier.  “The finest quality.  Where did you obtain it?”  I said nothing, and he looked up at me, blinking.  “I see, I see.  Still, no matter.  You have come to me for a professional appraisal and this I can offer.”

I took my notebook out of my pocket.  “Do you mind?” I asked.  “The memory is not always reliable.”

“It fades, does it not, constable?  The memory, the eyesight,” he waved the magnifier at me.  “It all fades.  By all means, take your notes.”  His voice became business-like in tone.  “Miniature three-quarter portrait of female child in formal wear and setting.  Watercolour on ivory.  Unknown sitter and unknown artist – which does not mean that we shall never know, constable, but simply that the work is unsigned.  Estimated date – I shall say 1800, from the look of the frame, and the way the little girl’s hair is curled.  I cannot be sure, but I would guess that it was painted ad vivum – from life, that is – or at the very least by someone who knew the child well.  The – how to put this? – the emotion of the piece would not be present in a mere copy.”

I looked up from my notebook and nodded.  “I felt that too – and my wife.  She has taken to calling her Elizabeth.”  I flushed slightly.

“Hah!”  My host smiled.  “Your wife is a woman of feeling.  Elizabeth: it suits her, I think, and will work as well in French as in English.”  He took another close look at the miniature.  “Yes, she is definitely French, our little Elizabeth.”

“We can’t keep it, you know, my love,” I said as Martha carefully placed the wrapped miniature in the top drawer of the dresser and patted it before hiding it away.

“Of course I know that, Sam,” she said, “but I am enjoying having something so lovely to look at.”  She lifted the cloth covering a bowl of potatoes and counted some out before glancing at Wilson and adding another one.  “Ten guineas,” she said, shaking her head.  “Imagine something so tiny being worth so much.”

“Mr Causon said it was just his educated guess, and that the only way to know for certain would be to put it up for sale and see what someone is prepared to pay for it.  But something like that, yes,” I said.  “If it were a portrait of someone well-known, and painted by a respected artist, it would be worth ten times that.”

“And yet the attackers left it behind,” said Martha.

“It was hidden in Rambert’s hand, so they might not have known that it was there,” I suggested.  “Although Wilson found it quickly enough – and if they were robbers they would have gone through every last one of their victim’s pockets before leaving.  So if they were not looking for valuables, what were they doing?”

We sat for a moment and thought.

“Although they made a mess, as robbers would do,” said Wilson after a while, “Mrs Anderson told me that nothing in particular was missing – his easel was there, and his box of paints.  Quite a handsome one, too.  With his name carved inside the lid: Louis Rambert.”

“So not a robbery,” I said.  “Self-murder?”

Wilson blinked.  “With those injuries?”

“Quite right.  Which leaves us with...”

“Murder by another hand,” said Wilson, making a note in his book.  He turned back a few pages.  “I went to see the body at the undertaker’s, like you said, once it was cleaned up, and he’d had a good beating.  But he was killed by a knife wound – here.”  Wilson pointed to just below his heart.

“But we found no knife in the room or on the body, did we?” I asked.

Wilson looked back through his notes.  “Only a knife for eating,” he said, “and something called a palette knife – a flat thing used for mixing paints.  Nothing sharp or pointed enough for that injury.”

“So why would his attackers bring a suitable knife with them, and then go to the trouble of beating Mr Rambert before stabbing him?” I asked.  I had a fair idea, but simply telling Wilson would rob him of the chance to think of it for himself.  “Our artist was no greenhead, was he?”

Wilson shook his head, running his finger down a page of notes.  “No: the undertaker thought he looked about sixty-five.”

“So...”

“So unlikely to have put up much of a fight – the attackers could have just killed him outright.”  Wilson paused.  “Perhaps they beat him to throw us off the scent – to make it look like a bungled robbery or a matter of business gone wrong.  When all along it was a planned murder.”  He looked up at me with eagerness.  I nodded, and a wide grin spread across his face until he remembered that he was supposed to be a seasoned constable.  He cleared his throat and carefully underlined the word Murder in his notes.  Martha and I glanced at each other over his head and smiled.
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Chapter 3: Conant borrows a soldier
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Tuesday 9th January 1827 – evening

“Ah, good evening, constable,” said Mr Conant as I knocked on the door of his dining room which had been left ajar.  “I’ve sent Thin Billy to bed, so we’ll have to shift for ourselves.”  He smiled at the surprise on my face.  “Williams and I are well aware of what you constables call him.”

The magistrate’s footman was a long, lanky fellow and so the nickname was perhaps inevitable.

The clock on the mantelpiece struck the half hour and I raised my hand to cover a yawn; Martha and I had been preparing for bed when the message lad arrived with the note from Conant, and it was some time since I had found myself on duty at past midnight.

“Mrs Plank will forgive the intrusion, I hope,” said Conant as he went across to the coffee pot left ready on a tray and poured two cups.

“As the wife of a constable, she is used to interrupted sleep,” I said, taking a cup from the magistrate.  I waited until he had settled into one of the fireside armchairs and indicated the other before seating myself.

“I considered waiting until morning, but an opportunity presented itself, and...”  Conant put down his drink on the side table at his elbow and reached into his coat pocket.  He took out a small bundle of linen and handed it to me.  I likewise put down my cup and rested the bundle on my knees to unwrap it.  At its heart was a miniature portrait in a rather ornate gold frame.  Slightly larger than Elizabeth, this one was of a young adult man, with carefully curled dark hair and wearing a fine red military coat with an embroidered black collar, all against a fanciful background of rolling hills.  I looked up questioningly at Conant.

“This evening I dined at the home of Lord Winstanley, a distant cousin of my late wife,” he explained.  “We see each other rarely, but his eldest son is to marry and there will be something of a massing of the clans.  Winstanley wanted to ask whether Lily would attend as a bridesmaid.”  The magistrate smiled.  “I said that I will put the invitation to her – that was all I could promise.”

Conant’s daughter Lily was a young lady of independent spirit; at times her father feigned exasperation at her unwillingness to tread the well-worn path from father’s care to husband’s, but his pride in her quick wit and her reluctance to settle for a quiet life were plain to all who knew him.

“After supper Winstanley took several of the gentlemen to view a collection of miniature paintings that he has gathered.  Most of them were, shall we say, immodest in subject.”  The magistrate looked over at me and I tried to make my face as expressionless as possible.  “Based on classical subjects, of course, but with a particular admiration for the female form in its most natural state.”

“Indeed,” I said.  “But this one...” I indicated the portrait of the young man.

“As we were looking at the collection – presented in velvet trays housed in drawers in a locked cabinet – I noticed that there were about a half-dozen finer than the rest.  They were more suitable for public display: portraits of fully clothed subjects,” the magistrate gave a small smile, “in Arcadian landscapes.  Portraits that might be offered as keepsakes or love tokens.  This fellow is one of them.”

“Did you ask Lord Winstanley about the sitter when you asked to borrow his portrait?” I asked.

Conant cleared his throat.  “Ah, well, ‘borrow’ might not be strictly accurate.  If my suspicion is correct – that this miniature is also the work of Rambert – then I did not want to have to explain to my host why I was so interested in it.  As I helped him to replace one of the drawers in the cabinet, I took hold of the nearest portrait to me and slipped it into my cuff.  And when I return it to Winstanley tomorrow – well, later today – with my most fulsome apologies, I shall explain that the twisted metal edging of the frame caught hold of the lace on my sleeve and it was not until I undressed that I discovered it.”

“Which is why time is of the essence,” I said.

The magistrate nodded.  “I want you to take this little fellow to Causon first thing in the morning, along with the other miniature that you have still, and ask him whether, in his opinion, they are the work of the same man.  If they are, it may help us to learn more about who killed Mr Rambert.”
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Chapter 4: Poor French widows
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Wednesday 10th January 1827

After a hurried breakfast, I returned to Maddox Street.  Causon was as welcoming this time as the last, and soon we were leaning over a small table by the window, where the morning light was best, looking closely at the two miniatures now laid side by side.  Causon bent down, his mother-of-pearl magnifier in his hand.

“Hmmm,” he said quietly to himself.  “And here, too.”  He picked up Elizabeth and held her in the flat of his hand, looking along the length of the portrait, and then did the same with the miniature of the uniformed young man.  “Yes, yes – that would be the case.”

I waited in silence; breaking another man’s train of thought is rarely helpful.  Eventually the dealer laid down his magnifier and drew up two chairs, taking one himself and waving me into the other.

“Now, constable, I can offer no guarantees.  You come to me for an opinion, yes, and this is what I give you.”  I nodded and took out my notebook.  “Neither of these miniatures is signed, but that is not unusual for portraits of this size, this intimacy.  But artists can leave a signature other than their name, as you know.  An old man sitting in a darkened room, with wrinkles, a double-chin and a textured cloak about him,” here Causon swirled his hand around his throat to demonstrate, “does not need a signature for us to suspect the hand of Rembrandt.  And so these little ones carry the mark of their maker.  First, they are both on ivory, but before ivory can be used for portraits it must be polished to a smooth surface – and the ivory in both these cases has been polished in the same manner, the same direction.  So the same man prepared both pieces – either the artist himself, or his supplier.  Second, the two pieces use the same palette of colours: the red of the uniform is the same as that of the little girl’s sash.”

“But all artists would use red,” I said.

“Indeed, constable, indeed – but there is not simply one red pigment.  There is brilliant crimson – carmine, they call it – and Venetian red, light red, Indian red, and more besides.  And when I look through my glass at those two items of clothing, I see that they are painted using exactly the same pigment.”  Causon waited until I had finished writing before continuing.  “And third – and for me, this is the most persuasive point – there is great similarity of technique between the two portraits.  Here, let me show you.”  The dealer handed me his magnifier.  “Look at the nose of each sitter.  The very tip.  What do you see?”

“Their noses?” I asked.  Causon nodded, smiling eagerly like a magician about to perform a baffling trick, and I stood up and then bent low over the table, peering through the glass first at Elizabeth and then at the young man.  And then I saw it: right on the tip of each nose was a minute dot of white.  I looked at Causon.

“Right on the very end, no?” he said, pointing to his own nose.  “Bright white – just a dab to highlight the tip.  It makes the nose look more natural, less flat.”

“Surely all artists will know that?” I asked, handing back the magnifier.

“Not all, no – but the more practised ones, certainly.  And a dab on the end of a life-sized nose is quite simple to achieve, in normal portraiture.  But a dot – a tiny, almost invisible dot – on the end of a miniature nose, well, that requires great skill and steadiness, which are altogether more rare.”

“So in your opinion, sir...” I prompted.

“In my opinion, constable, your two miniatures are by the same hand.”

Mr Conant shook his head in bewilderment.  “I sometimes wonder whether the running of this country is in the right hands.  Winstanley is no scholar, to be sure – my late wife had all the brains in that family – but even for him it is quite something to boast that all of his pretty little pictures came to him by way of Cheapside!  To tell me, a magistrate, that he has profited by taking advantage of poor French widows and the like, stripping them of their family treasures.”  Conant shook his head again and downed his drink in one.  “I almost regretted returning the portrait to him, I will confess.”  We sat in silence for a few moments, contemplating the avarice of Lord Winstanley.  “But tell me, constable, what did our French dealer say?”

I described to the magistrate the careful examination that Causon had made of the two portraits.  “To conclude, he stated that he was of the opinion that the two miniatures – Elizabeth, and the young soldier you returned to your cousin...”

“My wife’s cousin, the fool,” corrected Conant.

“...to your wife’s cousin today – are by the same artist.  That artist, we believe, is the late Mr Rambert, who lived and worked here in London.  And yet your cousin – your wife’s cousin – claimed that his miniatures had been found in France?”

Conant thought for a moment.  “Winstanley was definite.  When I gave the young red-coated chap back to him and explained how I came to have it, Winstanley was almost dismissive.  He said that the keepsake miniatures had been thrown in as part of the deal when he bought the other, more revealing pieces.  He didn’t care for them much, but he never could resist a bargain, I recall.  When I enquired where he had bought them, he winked at me – odious fellow – and said that he had an agent who kept an eye out for suitable pieces for his collection, and arranged to have them brought across the Channel.  A private shipment, he called it – another wink at this.”

I looked at the magistrate.  “So how would miniatures painted in England – right here in London – end up being brought in from France?”

“Winstanley is, as I say, a prize fool.  It would be like him to believe any Banbury tale that someone might tell.”  Conant smiled.  “I will admit I like to think of him paying over the odds for his unseemly collection.”

Wilson listened carefully as I told him what Conant and I had discussed.  The evening was closing in as we walked together northwards along Great Titchfield Street.  It had started out as a duty for me, walking part of the way home with the young man and talking through his day’s work, but I will confess that I now found it more of a pleasure than an obligation.  Wilson was growing into a fine constable, with an enquiring mind and a careful logic.

“Perhaps Rambert was working as an artist in France before he came to England, and painted the soldier miniature for a family there,” he suggested.

I nodded.  “Entirely possible.  And then that family fell on hard times and had to sell some of their possessions, putting the miniature – eventually – into the hands of Lord Winstanley’s agent.”

“We could try to find out exactly when Rambert came to England,” said Wilson.

“Perhaps,” I said.  “If we could identify the Englishman who first went to Mrs Anderson’s with Rambert, he might know a little more.”

We turned into Carburton Street, and coming towards us from the direction of Portland Road was Martha.  My heart leapt a little as it always does on seeing her out and about, as though it can never quite believe that such a fine woman should be my wife.  She was carrying a basket loaded with packages, and Wilson stepped forward smartly and took it from her.  She smiled up at him.

“Thank you, William,” she said, “and it is good that I catch you.  I have just passed a woman selling mackerel, and as it is the end of the day she has let me have one extra.  Will you join us?  We can send a message to your mother.”

“I am very fond of mackerel, Mrs Plank,” said Wilson.

“That’s settled, then,” said my wife with satisfaction, and walked ahead of us up Norton Street.  She would deny it if I suggested it, but I strongly suspected that she had bought the so-called extra fish on purpose, hoping to be able to feed our young constable again.  Money was tight in the Wilson household, that we knew: with Wilson providing for a widowed mother, two almost grown sisters and three little ones while taking home only a junior constable’s wage, rations were spread thin.  The more suppers we fed him, the more was left for the others in that crowded attic on Brill Row.

After a fine fish apiece followed by a handsome wedge of bread pudding with apple, we two constables leaned back in our chairs and continued our discussion of the Winstanley miniature.

“I could call on Mrs Anderson tomorrow,” offered Wilson, “and see what she can remember of Mr Rambert’s English friend.”

Martha paused as she cleared the table.  “Have you considered the uniform?” she asked.

“The uniform?” I asked.

“The man in the miniature,” replied Martha.  “You said he was wearing a red military coat.  If you can find out when that uniform was being worn, that will tell you when the portrait was painted.”

I looked at Wilson.

“I know, I know,” he said.  “A quick-witted wife can be a benefit as well as a torment.  You have told me many times.”
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