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Chapter 1: Cannot this business be settled?
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Friday 10th September 1824

On the day of the arrest, it was Daniel waiting to deliver my messages.  He stood on my doorstep, dancing eagerly from foot to foot – six or seven, I reckoned he was, although he himself couldn’t tell me, and filthy as they come.  No son of mine would have been allowed to get into that state, not with my Martha’s fondness for soap and water, but back then we were still waiting and hoping.  I tore the page out of my notepad and folded it into four, the writing hidden on the inside – force of habit, as Daniel couldn’t read a word.  I reached into my tunic pocket for a coin and the lad’s eyes followed my hand hungrily.

I held out a farthing.  “You’re to deliver this to the surgeon, Mr Goodchild – you can remember the address I told you?  Just behind the cricket ground.”  He took the coin and nodded.  “And there’ll be another farthing for you from Mr Goodchild, so make sure you give it direct to him.”  His heels given wings by the promise of a halfpenny before noon, Daniel raced off and I settled myself to waiting.  I had done all I could in preparation.

Patience is one of the signal characteristics of the police constable, but I will confess that it comes easier to me now in later years than it did at the beginning.  As a young officer I was quick to judge and quick to act.  Ironic, isn’t it: when you’re young and have plenty of time you’re always in a hurry, but as it runs out, you learn to pause, to consider and reflect.  Things are almost never what they seem at first look: the painted trollop winking at gentlemen in Regent Street is no more than a child, and the fine coach-horse offered for sale with boot-black on its hooves is ready for the knackers.  So I’ve learnt to take the time to let things reveal themselves.  If you sit, quiet and patient, oftentimes the bird will come to you.  But chase it and call out, trying to catch it, and off it flies.

So I was less irritated than I might once have been, given that I had already spent the whole of the previous evening waiting outside the bank in Berners Street.  But Mr Fauntleroy had not come back to his house next door to the bank, and so eventually I had posted my deputy to stand watch until the morning and gone back to Mrs Plank in the early hours for a bit of home comfort and a rest.  I’d tried to lift the bedcovers and get in without waking her, but a constable’s wife knows not to sleep deep until her man is home and beside her, and she drew my arm across her and pulled me in close, sharing her warmth.

A good woman, Martha, although she never could understand why I do the work I do.  “Why didn’t you stay a barber?” she’d ask.  “It’s steady work – whiskers always grow.  And you’d be home nights.”

But barbering was just a youthful diversion, and by the time I was waiting for Henry Fauntleroy I had been a constable for twenty-five years, wearing my blue frock coat and top hat with pride.  Taking Martha’s advice – or, truth be told, her drunken father’s – I had tried the Redbreast life for a few months, as part of the foot patrol working out of Bow Street.  “Good money, that,” said the old bugger, looking out for his daughter and even more for his own fondness for the ale.  “Sell your services to whoever pays the most, and a bounty for every arrest.”  And he wasn’t wrong: a good Runner could earn proper money – up to seventy pounds if his catch made it all the way to the scaffold.  And many of them added to their pay with, well, let’s call them donations from a grateful public.  But I’d also seen the way the crowd could turn on these mercenaries, ignoring their hue and cry for help, screaming abuse at them, and obstructing them in their pursuit of a popular local villain.  And to my mind, swaggering round in a red waistcoat and swinging a gilt-topped cane was poor recompense for all of that.

I flatter myself that over the years I built myself a good reputation as a constable, at Great Marlborough Street and beyond.  I tended to get the best business: if a case required tact or delicacy – both sadly lacking in some younger constables – it would be passed to me to decide who to assign.  I’ll be the first to admit that I’m not the strongest or the fleetest of men, but brute force and speed are easy to come by, and I always made sure that I had at least one strapping young constable within sound of my whistle.

And so that’s how I came to be in charge of the Fauntleroy arrest.  It was always going to be a sensitive case, with the banker being a close friend of several magistrates.  And as a man of means, he might even attempt to bribe his way out of it, so the arresting officer needed to be above temptation – or at least, temptation of the monetary kind.  Lord, if I’d taken one tenth of the bribes offered to me to wink at the escape of some wealthy or titled culprit, I might have retired years ago with a handsome fortune.

After a good breakfast and a pinch of Martha’s ample backside at which she pretended outrage, I put on my coat and walked to Great Marlborough Street.  I always found it invigorating to see the metropolis come to life around me, imagining myself as one small cog in the great machine of London.  Waiting outside the police office was a gang of lads – the regulars, always on hand to run messages or shadow a suspect.  One spotted me and came over with a note that stated simply: “He is returned.”

Seasoned constable though I was, my blood still quickened at the prospect of an arrest, and I fairly trotted down the road.  But once I reached Berners Street I slowed my pace so as not to attract attention, and walked seemingly casually past the bank at number six.  I then crossed the road to observe the imposing double front door from a safe distance.  My deputy – a handy fellow called William Wilson – was waiting a little further down the street, and nodded slightly in acknowledgement without looking at me, just as I had taught him.

A few minutes later the surgeon John Goodchild appeared, puffing slightly from his brisk walk and pulling at his collar.  He hesitated at the steps to the bank and would have gone in had I not coughed to catch his attention and beckoned him over the road.  Goodchild was a man of quiet dress and habits, a gentle and unassuming soul, and obviously ill at ease with his role this day.

“So, constable,” he said, “here I am.”  He blinked rapidly and covered a yawn.  “Forgive me: I did not sleep well.  Concerned about today.”

“I am sorry to hear that, sir,” I replied.  “But you do remember our rehearsal yesterday; you know what you are to do?”

Goodchild nodded, but he was pale.  “So he is in there?” he asked.

“Mr Fauntleroy arrived about an hour ago,” I confirmed.  I laid a hand on the surgeon’s shoulder, seeking to calm him.  “I know it’s frightening to confront a man like this,” I continued.  “Like animals, people can be unpredictable when they’re cornered.  But I will be following you shortly, and Constable Wilson is just over there.  And we must go in now, sir, or we will miss our chance.  Are you ready?”

Goodchild swallowed hard.  “As ready as I’ll ever be.”  He waited until a hackney had passed before crossing back towards the bank.  At the top of the steps he turned to look at me, and I smiled to reassure him.  He wiped his palms on his jacket and pushed open the door.

According to the later testimony of the chief clerk, Goodchild crossed the tiled floor, black and white in the pattern of a chessboard, his heels ringing on the hard surface.  He walked up to the mahogany desk in the middle of the room and spoke to the young clerk sitting there.

“I should like to see Mr Fauntleroy, please.  It is a matter of some urgency concerning the Bellis will.  My name is Goodchild.”

Exactly as we had practised.  The clerk looked up from his ledger and laid down his pen.  He indicated a chair where Goodchild could wait and disappeared behind the banking counter, returning shortly to escort the visitor into the banker’s office.

Two minutes later, I entered the banking hall and went to the main banking counter.  I presented a cheque for cashing to the chief clerk, an older man with a balding head and a look of weariness.  The cheque had been helpfully provided by a tradesman round the corner who owed me a favour; more than once I had protected his shop from light-fingered visitors.  As the clerk busied himself with the cheque, inspecting it carefully and then transcribing its details into his large banking ledger, I glanced to my left.  Through the half-glazed door, I could see the back of Goodchild’s head and – over his shoulder and seated opposite him – the banker Fauntleroy.  Content now that my quarry was on the premises and unlikely to make a run for it, and ignoring the indignant and ineffectual protests of both clerks, I walked smartly past the banking counter and made for the banker’s office.  Alerted by the clerks’ cries, the banker leapt to his feet, but it was too late: I was in his office and had shut the door behind me.

The hunted look in the banker’s eyes told me plainer than any evidence that I had found my man, and I held out the arrest warrant.  He stared at it but did not reach out to take it, and so I let it fall onto the desk between us, where it unfolded slightly to reveal the seal of John Conant.  Seeing the name of one of his friends seemed to startle Fauntleroy into a reaction.

“Good God!” he cried.  “Cannot this business be settled?”  He pulled open the top drawer of his desk and took out his cheque book.  With a shaking hand, he turned to a blank cheque and held his pen poised above it, the tremor of his grip spattering tiny drops of ink onto the paper.  He looked up at me.

“I’m afraid not, sir,” I said.  Even though I had half-expected it, it was still sad to see a supposed man of honour betray himself.  “Are you Mr Henry Fauntleroy, senior partner of this bank?”

Fauntleroy nodded and collapsed into his chair, his pen falling with a clatter onto the desk.  Goodchild, doubtless relieved that his part was done, likewise subsided.

“The keys to the safe, please, sir,” I said, holding out my hand.  Fauntleroy reached into the drawer again, unclipped a secret compartment, pulled out a bunch of keys and put them on the desk.  “And the key to your desk too, if you please, sir,” I added as I picked them up.  Fauntleroy hesitated, and then pulled his watch from its pocket and detached from its chain a small brass key, which he handed to me.  I put all of the keys carefully into an inside pocket of my jacket.  “Mr Goodchild,” I said without letting my eyes leave the banker’s face.  “Please observe that I have taken these keys from Mr Fauntleroy and am putting them into this pocket.”

I opened the office door.  The clerks were standing where I had left them, mouths open with astonishment, watched by Wilson who had taken up his position by the entrance.  “Lock the door behind us when we leave, Wilson,” I instructed him.  “No-one is to come in, and no-one is to leave.  No-one,” I repeated as one of the clerks drew breath to object.  “Mr Fauntleroy and Mr Goodchild are coming with me.”  I stood back to let the two gentlemen precede me, and the three of us walked through the banking hall and out of the front door.  Behind us the lock fell shut as Wilson secured the premises.

We walked in silence down the steps of the bank and turned left, my hand steering the banker lightly by the elbow.  Berners Street was quiet at that time of day; the gentlemen of leisure who frequented its premises were rarely about before midday.  But when we joined Oxford Street it was another story and people crowded in on us from all sides.  Carts carrying produce from the farms in the west to sell in the capital streamed past in an unbroken flow.  Newspaper boys cried the titles of their rival publications, each trying to out-yell the competition.  Piemen with steaming trays on their heads called out prices – had I been alone, I would have been tempted.  Fauntleroy stopped, almost stunned, and I took his arm to steady him.  Not that I thought that the banker would run.  No, I had seen his face when I presented the warrant and I knew what it meant.  After ten years of looking over his shoulder, of jumping at every unexpected caller, of living with the daily expectation of capture and exposure, Fauntleroy would not want to add to that tally.  We negotiated our way across the road, ducked down Argyll Street and finally turned into Great Marlborough Street.
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Chapter 2: The reluctant magistrate
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Friday 10th September 1824

I doubt Fauntleroy was in any state to notice it, but it was generous and delicate of the magistrate to allow us to avoid the public entrance to the court.  Instead, John Conant – who, like many of his profession, lived above the shop – received us in his private residence.  Following the footman who had answered my knock, we climbed the narrow staircase from the side entrance to the building and filed into the magistrate’s dining room.  Conant and Fauntleroy were acquainted socially, and I had seen as he had signed the arrest warrant the previous day that the magistrate was very sorry to see the banker brought before him in this way.  Extending one long, thin hand of welcome to Fauntleroy, Conant gestured with the other to the most comfortable of the chairs in the room.  Goodchild shrank into another seat against the wall, trying to fade into the wallpaper, while I declined a third: I always find that I am most alert and observant while standing.

I liked Conant.  Unlike some magistrates he took his work seriously, and was as incorruptible as I was myself.  He was the son of the famous and respected magistrate Sir Nathaniel Conant, and like many sons of famous fathers had struggled to make his own mark.  A portrait of his late father looked down on our gathering that afternoon with distaste and disappointment – or maybe it was just poor brushwork by the artist.  The son was an altogether leaner figure than his large-girthed father, with more delicate features and the upright carriage common to Navy men.

The footman had just brought coffee when a man announced as John Hume joined us.  Like Goodchild he was a trustee of the Bellis will, and it was their discovery of the loss of the Bellis funds that had brought us all to this point.  Two clerks of the court slipped in silently and sat at either end of the dining table, their books open before them in readiness for note-taking.  Last to arrive were George Graham, introduced for the benefit of those notes as one of the partners in Fauntleroy’s banking house, and three of their clerks – the two who had witnessed the arrest and one other whom I had not seen before.  Their hats clutched nervously in their hands, the three clerks formed a straggling crow-like row along one wall, there being no more seats left to accommodate them.

Mr Conant started with words so familiar to me that I could recite them in my head like the creed on Sundays.  “This is not a trial,” he explained.  “This is an initial hearing, to establish the basis of the public examination that is to come, when lawyers for and against will argue their case in court.”

He then started to gather information.  I could guess many of the questions and most of the answers, and so I concentrated instead on watching the banker.  A man gives himself away not just with his words but also with his face and his body.  Fauntleroy sat small in his chair, both hands holding his hat tightly in his lap except when one or other was nervously smoothing down his hair.  On and on went the questions, the corroboration of answers, the clarification for the record.  The pens of the clerks scratched across their books, their fingers becoming ever more stained with the ink as they dipped their nibs again and again.  At one point, Fauntleroy cried out in a strained and cracking voice, “I alone am guilty!  My partners did not know.”  Graham exhaled a sigh of relief at this, but still the questioning went on.  The bank clerks and I shifted as our feet started to ache.

After nearly two hours, Mr Conant had heard enough.  He rose from his chair, sighed and said, “I am satisfied that there is a case to answer, that the banker Henry Fauntleroy should be examined further on this matter.  The date for the public examination is set for...”  He looked questioningly at one of the court clerks, who consulted a large ledger, wrote a date on a scrap of paper and handed it to Conant.  The magistrate continued.  “The public examination will take place here, at Great Marlborough Street Magistrates’ Court, on Saturday the eighteenth of September, at four o’clock.  Yes, Mr Fauntleroy – what is it?”

The banker cleared his throat.  “The week from now until then, Mr Conant – will I be permitted to return to the bank to ensure that things will run smoothly in my absence?  Or will I have to spend the time at home?  My partners know something of the current business at the bank...”  His voice trailed off as the magistrate and I exchanged glances.  I felt almost sorry for the banker, who had plainly failed to grasp the seriousness of his situation.

“Mr Fauntleroy, I quite understand your desire to attend to matters both professional and personal,” said Mr Conant with genuine sadness, “but the gravity of the offence of which you are accused leaves me no option but to commit you to custody until the hearing.”

One of his clerks handed him a sheet of paper, and the magistrate leaned forward to sign it.  His hand shook very slightly.  A dedicated and efficient magistrate, Mr Conant had sent scores of men, women and even children to gaol, but I suspect that few of his decisions had disquieted him as much as this one.  Conant handed the warrant back to the clerk, who checked it and passed it to me.  I did not look at it; I had been a policeman long enough to know its contents.

“Mr Fauntleroy,” said the magistrate, “that warrant instructs Constable Plank to accompany you to the house of correction at Coldbath Fields.  There you will be detained until you are brought back to this court in a week’s time.  Might I suggest that you use that time to consult a lawyer and prepare your defence.”

I watched the banker’s reaction to the name of the prison.  He went a little paler but, like a child remembering his mother’s instructions to be polite, he took care to shake the hand of the magistrate and thank him for his hospitality.

At the door of the dining room, Fauntleroy stopped and spoke to the clerk I had not recognised, laying his hand upon the man’s arm.  The clerk, several inches taller than the banker, put his hand over that of his master, and bent his head to hear him.  I turned away, seeming to give them privacy, but actually listening very closely.

“Tyson,” said Fauntleroy, “would you be good enough to call in on my mother when you return to the bank, and let her know that I have been detained.  Tell her only that there has been a misunderstanding at the bank and that I am helping to unravel it – pray do not mention Coldbath, but say merely that I will be away from home for a few nights.  I will send for my brother John: he is an attorney and will know what to do.  And get word of my arrest to Freddy Lampton – his address is in the green book on my desk.  Lampton – don’t forget.”

I stood impassively – but I would make a note of that name later.  I led the banker down the stairs and checked that Wilson had secured a hackney coach before we went out into the street.  When he saw us, Wilson opened the door of the hackney and climbed in.  I indicated that Fauntleroy should go in next, and I followed him.  As I stepped in behind the banker, I glanced back over my shoulder and saw the magistrate at his dining room window looking down at us.  He shook his head before turning away.  Just then one of the court clerks appeared at the door of the coach and handed me a sealed note.

“For Mr Vickery, from Mr Conant.  Urgent,” he said.

I slammed the door and we set off.

We rode in silence from Great Marlborough Street eastwards, then the hackney turned north, barging its way across the busy thoroughfare of Oxford Street before heading east again to Clerkenwell, right to the very edge of the city.  Wilson shivered as the bulk of the house of correction loomed up alongside us.

“So much for a cold bath being good for the health!” he said almost to himself.  I shot him a warning look and he said no more.

Coldbath Fields certainly had a fearsome reputation, and even regular visitors were unnerved by it.  It was a massive, squat group of red-brick buildings surrounding eight large exercise yards, with small barred windows high in the walls providing the only light to the hundreds of apartments within.  I was once told that the original house of correction had been designed by a man who had spent years in a terrible French gaol and came home fired with a passion for reform, designing prisons with areas for inmates to get exercise and fresh air.  However, as more people fell from the path of righteousness and as Middlesex’s magistrates demanded space for the detention of an ever-increasing number of miscreants, Coldbath lapsed from that ideal and by the time I delivered Fauntleroy to its doors, it was a crowded, filthy and brutal place.

As far as I could see, its only saving grace was its keeper, John Vickery.  A former Bow Street Runner, Vickery was a good man – honest and compassionate.  Working with criminals can turn a man one of two ways: either he becomes worse than the worst criminal himself, or he learns that there is nearly always a reason for a man to turn bad.  Perhaps he has been treated harshly by others, or maybe he has too many mouths to feed and not enough skill to do it, or perhaps he cannot see that others are using him to do their dirty work.  So you learn not to judge a person until you know why, as well as what, when and how.

When the hackney came to a halt, I left Fauntleroy and Wilson inside while I jumped down and bade one of the two gatekeepers to fetch John Vickery.  A tall, well-built man with a full head of red hair, the keeper came within minutes and I handed him the arrest warrant, which formally stated the charge on which Fauntleroy was to be imprisoned: having feloniously forged and uttered as true a certain instrument with intention to defraud the Governor and Company of the Bank of England.  I also gave him the sealed note from the magistrate, which he opened and read before showing it to me.  The note said, “Keep this man in your safest custody – protect him from all including himself”.  Vickery raised his eyebrows at me before approaching the hackney.

From my conversations with the turnkeys, I knew that sixteen of the apartments in Coldbath Fields had no window to the outside world.  These most secure of cells were completely surrounded by other cells, their only light coming from a small aperture above the door.  It was to one of these dark, dank, hidden apartments that Vickery led the banker and me, along with two turnkeys.  The smell of the prison was familiar to me – a mixture of damp, filth, waste and fear – but Fauntleroy shrank from the stench and at one point whipped out a handkerchief to cover his nose and mouth and contain his retching.  I had done the same on my first visit.

Seven feet wide by ten feet deep, the cell was secured by a thick oak door.  Its only furniture was a wooden table with two chairs, a wash-hand basin on a stool, and a stump bedstead.  Yet when Vickery led Fauntleroy into the cell, the banker seemed to recover himself.  He thanked Vickery as graciously as if he had been shown to a fireside seat in his club, and made no objection when Vickery indicated to one of the turnkeys to stay in the tiny cell with the prisoner.

It was time for me to leave.  “Farewell, sir,” I said to the banker.  “Until next week.”

“Next week?” he repeated.

“Indeed, sir: I am to accompany you to the hearing next Saturday – a week tomorrow.”

“I daresay I shall be glad to see a familiar face, constable.”  And he smiled weakly.

Outside the cell, Vickery instructed the other turnkey to lock the door and to sit nearby, ready to swap shifts with the man inside, so that Fauntleroy would spend his first night in gaol under the unwavering gaze of Vickery’s men.

“Why do you think a man like that does such a thing, constable?” Vickery asked me as we made their way back to the front of the prison.  “A man with position and wealth, to risk it all.  Is it the daring of the thing?  A grand wager?”

I shook my head.  “Sometimes, yes, sir, but not this time, I don’t think,” I said.  “He’s not a man made for reckless excitement.  He did it, of that I’m certain; I’ve never seen a man act more guilty.  But why?  That’s where the interest of it will lie, I’m sure.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: A most unpleasant man
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Tuesday 14th September 1824

The following Tuesday I had just arrived at Great Marlborough Street when one of the younger officers waylaid me.

“You’re wanted upstairs,” he said, jerking his head in the direction of Mr Conant’s apartment.  “Right away, he said.”

Another delicate arrest, I assumed as I climbed the stairs to the magistrate’s dining room.  I knocked lightly on the door and he called me in; he had just finished his breakfast and was readying himself for a day on the bench by sorting through various papers.  I stood and waited, fully expecting him to pass me a warrant, but he did not.  Instead, he waved me towards a chair opposite his own, and I sat rather uneasily – this was obviously going to be a serious discussion.

“Constable Plank,” he began, and then stopped.  “Constable Plank,” he tried again, “what do you know of Mr Fauntleroy, from Friday last?”

I was surprised by his question but answered as fully as I could.  “I know that he is suspected of forgery concerning assets held in trust under the Bellis will, and that you were worried enough about his state of mind to send a note of warning to the keeper at Coldbath.”

“And how did he – Fauntleroy I mean – seem to you, constable?  At the arrest, and afterwards?”

“Seem to me, sir?”

Mr Conant leaned forward in his seat.  “Did you think him guilty, Plank?”

It was rare for a magistrate to concern himself with the opinions of one of his officers.  I recalled my conversation with Vickery, and wondered whether he had relayed it to the magistrate.  But he had asked and so I answered him truthfully.  “Yes, sir, I did.”  He made no reply, so I continued.  “He offered me a bribe, sir, which I generally take as a sign of guilt.  But not just that: when I arrested him, he seemed almost relieved to have been caught.”

Mr Conant sat back in his chair.  “So you saw that too?  I wondered if it was my imagination.”  He stood up and walked to the window, looking unseeingly down into the street.  “Do you think he acted alone, constable?  Or are there others involved?”

“Mr Graham, you mean, sir?  His partner at the bank?”

The magistrate shook his head.  “Unlikely, to my mind.  I wondered more about that tall clerk of his, or perhaps someone helping him to sell the Bellis stock...”  He turned to look at me.  “You have an interest in forgery, don’t you, Plank?  I recall that you were concerned in the prosecution of Philip Whitehead.”

I nodded.  “That was some time ago, sir – in 1812.”

The magistrate continued.  “A long-standing interest, then, constable.  What I need is someone to make discreet enquiries about Mr Fauntleroy and his bank.  Word will be out by now that he is under arrest, and if we are not careful, anyone else who is involved will cover their tracks and disappear.  We need to act swiftly but carefully, Plank.  Take whatever time you need; I leave it to you.”
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