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Chapter 1: An unexpected visitor
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Tuesday 18th April 1826

I thought it was a cat at first.  Just as you turn into Norton Street there is a yard on the corner, used by a local blacksmith during the day.  At night he pulls an old wooden door across the entrance to keep out the curious, and as I walked past it I heard a high-pitched whimper.  Martha’s never that keen when I bring home stray animals, as she says – with some justification – that as soon as you get fond of them, they find their feet and leave you, but I had a look anyway, expecting to see a mother cat and some kittens.  Instead, as I inched the door to one side and peered through the fog into the yard, two very human eyes looked back at me from the shadows.

“Now then, who are you?” I asked.  “Come on, lad – you shouldn’t be in here.”  I pushed the door aside and stepped into the yard.

“I’m not a lad,” replied the girl with some difficulty, drawing in a breath between each word.  “And I want my ma!”  With the last word came that whimper again.  Her hand shot out and grabbed hold of mine with unexpected ferocity.  “Please, mister – get my ma!”

“Does she live near here?”  I asked.

The girl screwed her eyes shut and shook her head.  Again, that awful mewl, and I made up my mind.

“Well, I do,” I said, “and my wife’s at home and will know what to do.”  I bent down to the girl.  “Here: put your arm around my neck, and I’ll pick you up.”  She looked at me with uncertainty.  “I’m a constable – I look after people.”  Another whimper, and I scooped her up before she could object.  She was heavier than I expected, and by the time I reached home and kicked the door to summon Martha, I was sweating.

Martha took one look at us and realised in an instant what I had missed.  As I stood in the kitchen, the girl unprotesting in my arms, my wife whirled around us, making preparations and issuing instructions.

“Keep hold of her for a moment while I get the spare bedspread from the cupboard.  Now, bring her through here and put her down – no, not on the chair, here on the floor.  That’s it: put the cushions around her.  No, don’t light the fire – she’ll be too hot with that.  But you can bank up the range, and fill the two large pots with water and put them to heat.”

All the while she was making little shushing noises to the girl – not words, exactly, but just sounds of comfort and presence.

“Now, Sam, you’ll have to go out.  Back to the police office is probably best, and then I’ll send word when you can come home.  And on your way past, knock for old Sadie and ask her to come with her birthing bag.”  And with a quick peck on the cheek, I found myself once again outside.
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Chapter 2: Little Martha
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Wednesday 19th April 1826

At about six the next morning, Thomas Neale the office-keeper nudged me awake.  I rolled my neck and stretched my arms above my head; it was not the first night I had spent on that bench in the back room of Great Marlborough Street, but it never seemed to grow any softer.

“Your Martha’s sent word that you can go home now,” Tom said, handing me a cup of tea.  “You must have really upset her this time.  Fine woman, too – if she grows sick of your antics, you know where to send her.”  He winked: I knew that in my choice of wife I was the envy of many men of my acquaintance.

I shook my head.  “No, nothing like that.  We had an unexpected visitor – well, two – and she wanted me out of the way.”  I put on my coat and yawned widely.  “I’ll be good for nothing today, Tom.  Can another man take my hours?”

Tom nodded.  “I thought you’d say as much.  I’ve checked the roster and sent a lad round for Constable Wilson.  He’d walk through fire for you, let alone cover your hours.”

When I reached home there was already the smell of baking in the air, so I knew that all was well.  Martha was sitting at the kitchen table, pouring a cup of tea for the handywoman, and the two of them glanced frequently at the blanket-lined dresser drawer resting on the table next to them.  Fast sleep in the middle of its woollen nest, chubby fists curled on its chest like a squirrel, was a baby.

“Meet little Martha,” said my wife.  “Named after me.”

The handywoman sniffed.  “When you’ve delivered as many babies as I have, dear, the novelty wears off.  There are more Sadies in this street and the next than you can shake a stick at.”  Like me, she saw Martha’s smile falter and reached across to pat her hand.  “But the first – you’re right: that is something special.  Here’s to little Martha – after a start like that, things can only improve for her.”  And she raised her cup and drained it in salute.  “And now I must be off.  I’m not as young as I used to be, and Mrs Darwin above the butcher’s is just about ready with her fourth.”  Martha handed her her bag.  The old woman stood for a moment, contemplating my wife.  “You’ve a good touch, Martha Plank.  Good instincts.  Not many have, even those who’ve had their own.”

Martha nodded wordlessly.

After a few hours’ sleep, I woke in the early afternoon and went down to the kitchen.  Sitting near the range was the new mother, and I looked away quickly when I realised she was feeding her child.  Martha smiled reassuringly at her, and adjusted the shawl that was draped around the girl to cover the baby and the breast.

“This is Mr Plank, Alice – my husband.  He’s the one who found you and brought you here.”

Alice nodded but said nothing.  She didn’t meet my eye.  Martha squeezed her shoulder.  “He’s a good man, Alice.  Not one to frighten you.”  Alice nodded again, and this time glanced shyly up at me.  I smiled in what I hoped was a good way.

“You’ve a pretty little girl there, Alice,” I said.  “One of the prettiest I’ve seen, I should say.”  The new mother beamed broadly at this, for who can resist praise of their child?  “Now Martha – or should I say, my Martha – could you come upstairs and help me find a fresh shirt?”

In the bedroom I pushed the door to and sat on the edge of the bed, pulling Martha down next to me.  “Alice,” I said.

“Alice Godfrey,” said Martha.  “She told Sadie.”

“Have you taken a good look at her?” I asked.  Martha nodded.  “How old do you think she is?”

Martha looked down at her hands.  “She told us she’s fourteen.”

“Did Sadie say anything about her physical condition?”

“Only that she was very, well, unformed.  Really only a child.”

“Was there any mention of the father?”  Martha shook her head.  “Violation?”  My wife bit her lip and looked up at me.  I took her hand.  “If a man has forced himself on her, there may be something we can do – at least have him acknowledge the child and pay towards its upkeep.”

“It may be difficult for Alice to say precisely who...” started Martha.  “I’ll show you what I mean.  Wait here.”

A few minutes later Martha came back into the bedroom with a bundle of clothes.  “This is what Alice was wearing.  I will launder it all for her, of course, but look.”  She nudged me off the bed and set about laying out the clothes as though displaying them in a haberdashery.  Once she had finished creating a flat and dismembered person there on our bed, she stood back with her hands on her hips and waited for me to say something.  “Well?”

I leaned forward and took stock.  “The neckline is very low cut,” I said.  “Much more revealing than any you would wear.”  Martha sniffed.  “And the skirt,” I felt the fabric, “is of quite fine stuff.”

“And has been turned up, to show these.”  Martha indicated the adjusted hem of the skirt with one hand, and the pair of stockings with another.  “Look at that embroidery.  You know how dear are clocked stockings.  Not silk, to be sure, but fine all the same.  Now where would a young girl like Alice get the money for such stockings – or why would someone pay for them for her?”

“You think Alice has a patron?” I mused.

Once again, my sensible wife surprised me.  “No patron would have allowed a pregnancy to continue to this stage, or he would have hidden her away in the country to have her baby.  I don’t think she has a patron: I think she has an abbess.”  She smiled at the look on my face.  “And as you know several such women of commerce, Samuel Plank, I suggest you ask some questions.”  She started folding up Alice’s clothes, and as she did so a strong scent filled the room.  I caught her arm.

“Wait, Martha – can you smell that?  Is it coming from the clothes?”

We both bent towards the bed and sniffed.  Martha wrinkled her nose.  “I did notice that earlier, but thought it might be something in Sadie’s bag of potions.  But it’s on the clothes.”

“And it’s not herbal or medicated,” I said.  “That’s something scented.”

Martha held up the items one by one.  On the chemise there was a dark stain, greasy to the touch.  I took the garment from her to smell it.  Martha looked enquiringly at me.

“Scented pomade, I should imagine,” I said.

“For gentlemen’s hair?”

I nodded.

“From a gentleman visitor?” she suggested.  “Perhaps he bent his head to kiss her...”  She indicated her own bust.

“Perhaps,” I agreed.  Just then a loud wail floated up towards us.  “And we’ll have to see about where to take Alice for safekeeping – I’m not sure I’m up to having two Marthas in the house, calling for attention.”
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Chapter 3: The house on Harrison Street
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Friday 21st April 1826

Martha was right: there was someone I could ask about Alice’s situation, and at the end of that week I went to see her.  It had been several months since I had called on Mrs Eliza Welcome – or the Warmest Welcome, as her gentleman visitors knew her.  As with many of her profession, the married title was purely honorary.  She had come to London, like hundreds before and since, looking for her fortune – and, like so many of them, she quickly found that she had only one thing to sell.  Starting out as a barque of frailty, she was lucky: as her beauty faded her business acumen increased.  She navigated carefully through the choppy waters of sin, avoiding the twin dangers of pox and gin, and before long she was running her own group of lightskirts.  Thanks to some timely investment advice from a grateful customer who worked at the Bank of England, she was able to set up in some style, and it was to this Golden Square mansion – known as the Aviary, as it was home to so many birds of paradise – that I turned my steps now.

I gave my name to the maid at the door, and was shown into a small waiting room and then ushered into Mrs Welcome’s private parlour.

“Constable Plank,” she said smoothly, inclining her head.  “A delight.”  She indicated the plump velvet armchair alongside her own and I sat.

“I trust I find you in good health, Mrs Welcome, this fine spring day.”

“You do, constable, you do.  May I?”  She lifted a teapot from the tray beside her and poured me a cup.  “Mr Twining may be trying his hand at banking these days, but I prefer his tea.”  We both sipped companionably for a couple of minutes until the striking of the mantel clock seemed to remind her that constables rarely make social visits.  “And so how may I be of assistance to you today, constable?” she asked.  Mrs Welcome knew full well that the judicious supply of information to constables like me was part of the price she had to pay to be allowed to continue her business relatively undisturbed.

“My wife and I have a young girl in our care.  I found her by chance, about to have her baby in the street like a dog.”  Mrs Welcome shook her head sadly but said nothing.  “When my wife talked to her – Alice Godfrey, she’s called – and examined her and her clothing, it became clear that she is...” I waved my hand to indicate the premises around me.

“A prostitute, constable?” enquired Mrs Welcome sweetly.

“Indeed.”

“But I have no Alice – Godfrey, you say? – working for me, Constable Plank.”

“Oh no, she is not one of your girls – that is immediately apparent.  Alice is only fourteen.”

“Fourteen?  And if she has had a baby, then conception was perhaps when she was thirteen?”

“Quite possibly, yes.”  I put down my cup and leaned towards the abbess.  “Mrs Welcome, I know that within these walls you cater for a variety of tastes and preferences.  But you do not, I believe, sell children.”

Mrs Welcome reared back in her seat.  “I most certainly do not, sir – most definitely not.  My ladies are all of an age to choose their own profession.”

“But there are some abbesses who are less scrupulous...” I let the half-question hang.

She inclined her head slightly.  “There are men who prefer their encounters to be – pure.  To meet this need, there are certain deceptions that a woman can employ.”  She paused.  “And so some men will seek an absolute guarantee of purity by insisting on a very young woman.”  I raised my eyebrow.  “A child, yes.”

“And you know where such purity can be found?”

Mrs Welcome gnawed her lip as she considered.

“Of course, it might be prudent for me to satisfy myself that no such children are indeed on the premises by a thorough search of all the rooms,” I suggested, making as though to stand.

“You might pay a visit to a lodging house in Harrison Street.  The landlady is a Mrs Marwood – known to many as Mother Marwood.”

Harrison Street leads off Gray’s Inn Lane in Bloomsbury, and I knew the area mainly for the Foundling Hospital, an imposing building a couple of streets south of my destination.  Just coming out of Harrison Street as I arrived was a rabbit-seller, his pole across his shoulder and a few rabbits still swinging from it, and I asked him which was the lodging house of Mrs Marwood.

“Corner o’ Frances Street.  The lady of the house is home now, and looking forward to a delicious rabbit stew.”  He raised his hat to me and headed off in search of more hungry housewives.

The house he had identified was a three-storey dwelling, hugging neighbours on both sides but with a good, airy aspect from its corner position.  I knocked and heard reluctant footsteps stomping towards me before the door was hauled open.  A grubby-looking maid of all work glared at me.

“Well?” she said.  “I haven’t all day, you know.  Some of us have work to do.”  I daresay that had I been wearing my uniform she would have been a deal more civil, but if I want to be taken for a man in the street, I have to be prepared to be treated as one.

“I’d like to see Mrs Marwood.  About one of her girls.”

The maid sniffed and rubbed her sleeve across her nose.  She looked appraisingly at me, and after a few moments she jerked her head over her shoulder.  “Wait in there, and I’ll get her.”

The parlour of the house was pleasantly light, with windows giving out in two directions.  The walls were painted a fashionable – but to my eye bilious – shade of yellow, and a large portrait of a man stared severely down on me from above the mantelpiece.  A bureau was open in the corner of the room, papers spilling out of it, and I had to restrain myself from going over to look at them.  An armchair was drawn close to the fireplace, while a more upright pair of chairs and a small drop-leaf table stood by one of the windows.  There was a small pile of books on the table, and I contented myself with leafing through one of these while I waited.

After about ten minutes the parlour door was pushed open and in came Mrs Marwood.  Younger than I had expected, she wore a blue afternoon dress with a white chemisette, and – from the way she kept putting her hand to her hair – I suspected that she had only just changed.  She smiled at me and indicated one of the two chairs by the window.

“Delighted to meet you, Mr...?” she began in a voice that tried hard to sound genteel but struggled to hide all traces of a more humble beginning.

“Plank,” I supplied.  “Mr Samuel Plank.”  I bowed and took the chair.  She sat opposite me.

“I understand from Matthews that you are interested in one of my resident young ladies.”

I nodded.  “I am indeed.  One in particular has been spoken of – Alice, I believe her name is.  Alice Godfrey.”  I was not at all sure that this was where Alice had been so misused, but Mrs Marwood’s reaction was all I needed.  Her welcoming smile faltered for a moment, and she readjusted her features into an expression of regret.

“Ah, what a shame, Mr Plank,” she said.  “Alice is indeed a charming young woman, but sadly indisposed at the moment.  Might I interest you in the company of another of our residents?  They all have special qualities.  Is there something in particular that you seek?”  She smiled sweetly again, cocking her head to one side in a manner she no doubt thought both inviting and comforting.  “A specific appetite you wish to sate?”

“Mrs Marwood,” I replied, clearing my throat as though with nerves, “Mrs Marwood, I am a man who has travelled widely and sampled much.  And I find myself jaded.  Weary, if you will.”  My hostess nodded sympathetically.  “Modern women are too, let us say, knowing for my taste – their sophistication dampens my interest.  I prefer a more unspoilt experience.”  I paused and looked straight at her and enunciated the next two words very clearly.  “Totally unspoilt.”

Mrs Marwood raised a delicate hand to stop me.  “You need say no more, Mr Plank.  Alice, alas, is of no use to you any longer – you will understand that there are other gentlemen who also prefer the company of such stainless creatures.  But if you are willing to bide your time a little, I am sure I can find you the perfect companion.  Would you care to leave an address, or...?”

I shook my head; I doubt many who visited Mrs Marwood would be foolish enough to give their true details.

“Now that I know that you will be able to provide what I need, madam, I shall call again in, shall we say, a fortnight?  And in the meantime you can keep an eye out for a young lady who might suit my needs.”

Mrs Marwood inclined her head in agreement and held out her hand.  I pressed it to my lips and, with supreme self-control, did not retch.
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Chapter 4: Two wild horsemen
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Monday 24th April 1826

The following Monday I went about my duties, all the while considering what to do about Mother Marwood and her vile trade.  When I called in at Great Marlborough Street to see if there were any afternoon warrants, I found that Conant had left a message for me to attend him in his dining-room at four, and at five minutes to the hour I made my way upstairs.  He was tending to some papers, so he waved me to a chair.

In all walks of life you will find the diligent and the lazy, the curious and the unquestioning.  This is certainly true in my own line of work, and on many occasions, while listening to the tales told by fellow constables, I have thanked whatever providence brought John Conant and me to Great Marlborough Street at the same time.  Although we are both bound, of course, to work with whomever is on duty – he with other constables and I with other magistrates – we both, I believe, feel that it is in our particular partnership that we gain the greatest satisfaction and make the most important discoveries.

The clock on the mantelpiece chimed, and a few moments later the footman brought a young lad of about sixteen into the room.  Conant beckoned the boy forward.

“You are Croft?” he asked, and the lad nodded.  He was a well-formed boy, his clothes tidy and of the right size – I guessed him to be in service, living in, with access to good food.  “Croft here is a groom in Sir John Brigstock’s household.  This morning the coachman there, a...” Conant looked down at a piece of paper, “a George Parker, came to see me about something that Croft had noticed.  We would like to hear about it from you, Croft.”  The magistrate took off his glasses and smiled encouragingly at the groom.

“Well, Your Lordship, I mean, Your Majesty, no, not Your Majesty.”  The groom turned red with his efforts.

“Mr Conant is a magistrate, and I am a constable,” I said, “and you can call us both sir.”

The groom swallowed.  “Thank you, sir.”  We all waited.  “Oh yes, what I saw.  Sir John has two sons, well, had two sons.”  I noticed the correction but said nothing.  “Mr Edward is the older, and Mr Francis the younger.  Three days ago they went out riding together, to Rotten Row.  They both like riding fast, and Mr Edward often challenges his brother to races.  I prepared their horses – Beacon for Mr Edward and General for Mr Francis.  And then there was the accident.”  He stared down at his hands.

“Francis Brigstock was thrown from his horse,” explained the magistrate.  “He hit his head and was killed outright.  The only person who saw it happen was his brother.  They were galloping through the park – not along Rotten Row – and no-one else was about.”

“But it’s the horse, sir, Mr Francis’s horse, General,” said Croft in anguish.  “They talk of destroying him, saying he’s unreliable and a bolter.  But he’s not, sir.  He’s the steadiest of mounts.  And when I was rubbing him down afterwards, I noticed something.  There was a deep mark across his rump – from a crop.”  I must have looked puzzled.  “Oh, I know Mr Francis had a crop, of course, sir, but it’s the angle of the mark – it couldn’t have come from his own rider.  And it must have been a hard whack to leave such a mark.  Poor General, sir – I think he was hit by someone else and took fright.”

“And the only person who could have done it was Mr Edward Brigstock,” I said.

Croft looked down at his hands again and said nothing.

Once Croft had left, the magistrate turned to me.

“Well, Sam?” he asked.

“Inheritance, perhaps?” I suggested.

Conant shook his head.  “Unlikely; a motive for a younger son to kill an older, maybe, but not the other way round.”  He rose and went over to his bookcase, running his finger along the spines until he found the volume he wanted.  “Debrett’s,” he said.  He sat with it on his lap and leafed through it.  “Here we go: Sir John Brigstock, of Hans Place in London.  Widower, two sons – born in 1797 and 1799 – and one daughter.  That’s Sophia – a friend of Lily’s.  It was she who first told me of the death.”

I nodded: Conant’s daughter often gave her father valuable insights into the worlds of fashion and society.  Having inherited her mother’s beauty and ease with people and her father’s intelligence and sense of humour, Lily Conant would be a match for any man – but her devotion to her father and her unwillingness to put up with any form of foppery or buffoonery meant that she would be a hard prize to win.

“Admitted a Knight Companion of the Order of the Bath in 1814, having twice been mentioned in despatches in the War of 1812,” continued the magistrate.

“But you have had no word from the family about the death?” I asked.

Conant shook his head.  “And nor am I likely to.  Sophia sent a note to Lily yesterday talking about the ‘tragic accident’, but observing that her brother had always been a wild horseman.  It was only the man Parker’s request to see me that made me think otherwise.”

“So officially...” I began.

“Officially, Sam, there is nothing to be done.  But to satisfy my own curiosity I would prefer to know whether Edward Brigstock is capable of killing his own brother and, if so, why he would do it.”

Something in the magistrate’s tone made me pause.  There were dozens, if not hundreds, of young men killed in London each year through reckless riding, so why should this instance concern him?

“Forgive me, sir, but is there anything more I should know about Mr Brigstock?  Has your daughter told you much of his character?”

Conant thrust himself up out of his chair and strode over to the window.  He looked out for a few moments before turning to me.

“Lily has a very dear friend, Isabel Sheridan – although we have always called her Izzy.  They have been friends from childhood, and Lily mentioned a few nights ago that Izzy was being shown some preference by a young man of their acquaintance – Mr Edward Brigstock.  Lily gave me to understand that things had progressed to such a stage that Izzy was expecting Brigstock to call on her papa.”

“Ah,” I said.

“Of course, Izzy has her own papa to protect her, but he is not privy to what we know about Edward Brigstock.  The visit could still happen, of course, once Brigstock is out of mourning.  And should it happen, Sam, I must know what manner of man he is.  We must not deliver Izzy into the hands of a man capable of murder.”

“So you see, Alice, the heavy responsibilities of being a parent,” said Martha as she folded linen that evening.  “One day you will have to decide whether some fellow is good enough to wed your little Martha.”  Alice gazed down at the tiny one asleep in her arms and bent to kiss the top of the baby’s head.  Our visitor was still reluctant to speak in front of me but at least now she stayed in the kitchen when I came home, rather than scuttling away into the other room, and listened with Martha to my news of the day.

I had told them of Mr Conant’s concerns, leaving out some of the more disturbing details of the death of Francis Brigstock, as I needed to decide how to proceed.  I could not approach Edward Brigstock himself, of course, or indeed anyone in the family, without betraying our suspicions.

“It seems to me,” said Martha, patting the top of the pile of linen and turning her attention to the stove, “that the young groom might be of most help.”

“Not a housemaid?” I asked.  I had been thinking of using one of my favourite tricks: asking young Wilson to sweet-talk a girl into sharing information.

“What would a housemaid know about the comings and goings of the men in the family?  No, you need one of the menservants – and the grooms will know when Mr Brigstock leaves the house, and perhaps even where he goes.  If you follow him, you will soon build up an understanding of the man.”

Alice’s eyes grew rounder by the minute.

Martha was right, of course, and I decided that the next morning I would send word to Croft.  Wilson had some experience of shadowing people but he needed more, and Edward Brigstock would be good practice for him.

Martha bumped me with her hip to get my attention.  “You need a wash before we eat.”

As I stood in the yard rinsing my hands, I heard the two women in the kitchen start to talk.  Alice’s voice was barely a whisper, so I had to guess what she was saying from Martha’s clearer responses.

“Oh yes, Lily Conant is a very pretty girl, but not one of these silly ones who care only about the latest fashions from France.  She listens as well as talking, just like you – that’s a clever thing to do, because that’s how you learn.  If your head is always filled with the sound of your own voice, there’s no room for anything else.”

Alice asked something else that I couldn’t catch, and Martha laughed.

“Not dozens, no, but enough.  A girl like that will attract plenty of men, but some are put off when they find that she has opinions of her own, and a determination to voice them.  And the ones that are scared off, well, they weren’t worthy of her.”

There was another muffled question from Alice.

“Now you’re asking – it was a long time ago, mind you, so I’m having to think back.  Three, I think – no, four.  But only one that really mattered, and I accepted that one quick smart.  When the right man asks you to marry him, you’ll know.  He may not be the richest or the handsomest, but you’ll know: something in him will call to something in you.”

I smiled to myself as I dried my arms and slipped back into my shirt.  Martha had always insisted that mine was the first proposal she had ever received, but I had never quite believed her; she was a fine-looking girl, with a ready laugh and a sharp mind, and I can’t have been the first man to notice that wonderful combination.  No doubt she wanted to make me feel that my proposal had been unique, but all that mattered to me was that those three other fellows had been sent packing while I had been allowed to take her into my arms and call her mine.  And I thank the heavens daily for whatever it was that she saw in me all those years ago, to make her take such a chance on me.
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Chapter 5: Serle’s
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Wednesday 26th April 1826

Wilson turned up the collar of his coat and sighed as we walked down the steps into Great Marlborough Street.

“It may not be comfortable,” I said as we skirted a large puddle, “but a rainy day is perfect for what we’re doing.  Following someone on a bright summer’s day is the Devil’s own job.  They loiter and gaze around them, enjoying the warmth and the sunshine and smiling at their fellow man – but on a day like today, they’re so intent on getting to their destination as quickly as possible, head down against the rain, that you could follow them on an elephant and they wouldn’t notice.”  Wilson smiled despite himself.  “Well, perhaps not an elephant.  But at least it’s not cold.  And anyway, the timing is not our choice: we must go when summoned.”

That morning I had sent a message to Croft, the Brigstock groom, telling him to let us know should Edward Brigstock ask for his horse to be readied.  A reply had come almost within the hour that the man would be riding out after lunch, and so we needed to be in place.  We hurried along Conduit Street and Bruton Street, and took a shortcut through the formal gardens of Berkeley Square, scattering damp and disconsolate pigeons before us.  We followed our noses through the grand streets of Mayfair and after about twenty minutes we emerged onto Park Lane.  Hyde Park opened out before us, but we kept outside it to the east and walked on to Hyde Park Corner.  The dismal weather was keeping all but the most determined sellers off the streets, and the pavement alongside the wide thoroughfare outside the marvellous Apsley House was almost deserted.

Wilson stopped to brush the rain from his shoulders, and looked down at me in almost comical misery.  “Just how far is this blasted Hans Place?” he asked, wiping drops of water from the end of his nose with the back of his hand.  “We’d have kept drier swimming there along the Serpentine.”

“Not far now – just around the corner.  We’ll be in a dry cab soon enough, when we need to be.”  I set off again and he followed, with rather ill grace.  We turned into Sloane Street, where tall brown terraces of elegant houses swept down either side, each with a short flight of steps up to a gleaming front door, and tidy railings around a small front yard.  Even in the rain they looked sleek and prosperous, reminding all passers-by that here was comfortable money.  Just as I felt Wilson about to protest again, I steered him into Hans Street and out into Hans Place.  Its octagonal shape is rather unusual and I pointed this out to Wilson, but he simply grunted and hunched his shoulders.  I sometimes forget that he is still young; children are born thinking that they are the centre of everything, and it takes many years for them to learn to look outwards and eventually realise that the world beyond themselves is so much more interesting.
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