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Chapter 1: The leathercutter’s wife
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Friday 4th July 1828

The man sitting on the bench against the wall in the front office of Great Marlborough Street police office looked familiar, and indeed he stood as I walked in, as though he had been waiting for me.  I looked questioningly at Tom Neale, the office-keeper, in his usual place behind the counter.

“One for you, Sam,” Tom said, nodding at the visitor.  “I have offered him the pick of the constables to help with his business – even our young Mr Wilson – but he says that he will speak only to you.”  He leaned towards me and lowered his voice.  “Shook up, I would say he is.  He’s given me no trouble, and he’s polite enough, but definitely shook up.”

I turned to the man, and recollected that I did know him.  “Mr Humphries, isn’t it?” I said.  “The bootmaker, from Conduit Street?”

He nodded.  “You have an excellent memory, Constable Plank – it must be, what, nearly three years now.  But then I suppose an ability to recall faces is as important to you as knowledge of a person’s feet is to me.”

I thought back to when I had last seen Humphries.  “Is this to do with Mr Macintosh?” I asked.

The bootmaker shook his head.  “No, thank heavens.  I am thankful to say that I have heard no more from him; mind you, I am a deal more cautious these days, about my business associates.”

I waited, but he said no more.  “In that case, Mr Humphries, what is it I can do for you today?”

Humphries looked over my shoulder towards Tom’s counter and the door.  “Would it be possible to speak somewhere more private, constable?”

“Is the back office free, Tom?” I asked.

The office-keeper nodded.  “Constable Wilson has gone out in search of his second breakfast, and all other constables are attending warrants.”  He glanced past me at Humphries.  “Tea is in order, I think – I’ll be along in a minute.”

Tom was as good as his word; the bootmaker and I had only just settled ourselves at the table in the back office when he came in with a tray.  “The water had just boiled,” he explained, before putting the tray down and leaving us alone.

“Now, Mr Humphries,” I said, pouring him a cup and pushing it towards him.  Tom was right about the bootmaker being shaken up; his hand trembled as he lifted the cup and he quickly steadied it with the other.  He took a small sip and then replaced the cup carefully in the saucer.

“Constable Plank, I have come to you because I remember that you had a certain, well, delicacy in handling difficult matters.  And today I have another difficult matter.”

“A monetary concern?” I asked, reaching for my notebook.

He shook his head.  “Not this time, no.  It may be nothing – indeed, I pray it is nothing – but then again, it may be something dreadful.”

I laid my pencil on my notebook and clasped my hands.  “Mr Humphries,” I said, using the gentle but firm tone I have tried so often to teach Wilson, “Mr Humphries, there is clearly something amiss.  You have come to me, which is sensible, but I cannot help you while you talk in riddles.”

The bootmaker swallowed hard and closed his eyes for a long moment.  When he opened them again, he leaned towards me and said in a low tone, “It is Mr Welford – Josiah Welford.  My leather cutter.  He says that he has murdered his wife.”

As Humphries and I walked down the steps of the police office I saw Wilson coming along the street towards us.  Although the bootmaker had been adamant that his leather cutter was not a violent man, I took the view that someone who claimed to have murdered his wife should be treated with caution, and it seemed wise to have someone of Wilson’s deterrent dimensions on hand.  As we walked the short distance to Conduit Street I explained the bare bones of the matter to my junior constable; he raised an eyebrow but said nothing.  I was glad to see that he is learning to keep his counsel, at least in front of others.

The bootmaker’s premises were as I remembered them: a narrow shopfront consisting of the door and a window right alongside it, with the shop itself crowded with shelves to the ceiling, filled with boxes and lasts.  As we pushed open the door a bell rang in the back of the shop – the workroom, I guessed.

“Is Mr Welford alone?” I asked Humphries.

He shook his head.  “When I decided to come and see you, I thought it best not to leave him unattended – we have plenty of knives, scissors and the like, you see.”  He looked at me and I nodded.  “Jem is in there too; he’s a carpenter, a friend of mine, and he’s pretending to measure for new cupboards.  Big lad, just in case.”

We walked through a door at the back of the shop into, as I had surmised, the workroom where the boots and shoes were made and repaired.  The man I took to be Jem was standing in the middle of the room, a notebook in his hand, while another, much older, much slighter man was sitting at a bench.  They both looked over at us.

Humphries indicated the man at the bench, who stood.  “This is Mr Welford,” he said.  Welford was about sixty, I guessed, and almost as leathery as the man’s boot he held in one hand while tidying its edges with the sole knife held in his other hand.  His greying hair was neat, and his posture surprisingly good for a man who had spent, I imagined, four decades or more crouched over benches.  He nodded his head in acknowledgement.  “These are two constables, Josiah,” continued Humphries, “come to talk to you about your wife.  About what you told me about your wife.”

I walked over towards Welford, lifting a stool that I passed and setting it alongside his bench.  I sat and indicated that he should too.  I tapped the bench with my hand, and he put down both the boot and the knife.

“Mr Welford,” I said quietly, “Mr Humphries tells me that you have killed your wife.”

The leather cutter looked up at me but I do not think he really saw me.  He nodded but said nothing.

“Is that right, Mr Welford?  Have you murdered your wife?”

He showed no reaction in his expression and simply nodded again.

“Did she anger you, Mr Welford?  Did she shame you with her behaviour?  Perhaps another man?” I asked.

This time there was something – a slight tear in the eye, I thought – but still no reply.

“Was she a bad wife, Mr Welford?” I asked.

He shook his head.  “No, sir – she was a good wife to me, for nigh on forty years.  A good wife.  But,” and he glanced over each shoulder in turn before leaning towards me and lowering his voice even further, ”the message told me to do it.”

“The message?” asked John Conant.  Wilson and I had gone straight up to the magistrate’s rooms as soon as we had returned to the police office.  “A real message, or an imagined one?  Is the man mad, do you think?”

I shook my head.  “I think not, no, sir, as he seemed quite ordered in his thinking.  Not mad, but rather simple, perhaps.  Naive.  Unquestioning.  I asked him about the message and he talked of a gathering, and of his brethren.”

The magistrate raised an eyebrow.  “Brethren?  Religious brethren?”

“The same thought occurred to me, sir,” I said.  “We asked Mr Humphries – the bootmaker – about it, and he said that for about a year now Mr Welford has been attending Methodist meetings.”

Conant frowned slightly.  “Methodist meetings?  But the Methodists are a peaceable group, are they not?  Hardly likely to encourage a man to do away with his wife.”

I beckoned Wilson forward.  “Constable Wilson had an idea about that, sir.”  I looked at Wilson and nodded.  “Tell Mr Conant what you told me on the way here.”

Wilson took a breath and began.  “My mother, sir, Mrs Wilson.  She has a friend, Mrs Farnell.  Both widows, you see, sir.  Not easy for them, sir, but my mother has me, bringing in my wages, while Mrs Farnell has only two daughters, both married now and living up north.  They send her money, of course, but they live so far away.  So she’s on her own, really.”  Conant caught my eye; he was obviously wondering where this might lead.

“The Methodists, constable,” I prompted.

Wilson nodded.  “Mr Farnell was a Methodist, and Mrs Farnell joined when she married him, and now she has fallen in with a particular group of them – the ones who worship out of doors, in fields and the like.”

“The Primitives, you mean?” asked the magistrate.

“Or the Ranters, as the news-sheets would have it,” I said.

“My mother says that since Mrs Farnell started going to these outdoor services, she has been different.  Trying to convert everyone, and talking of little but what the preacher has said.”  Wilson shook his head sadly.  “And then when Mr Humphries said that Mr Welford had attended meetings in Cooper’s Gardens, the name sounded familiar: that’s where Mrs Farnell goes.”

“Cooper’s Gardens?” asked Conant.  “Where is that?”

“Bethnal Green,” I said.  “About four miles from here.”

“Four miles?” said the magistrate in surprise.

Wilson looked at me and I nodded.  “Mrs Farnell says that there is nowhere nearer; it is difficult for them to find premises in which to worship.  Many landlords do not trust them, and they do not have the money to build their own chapels.”

Conant sighed.  “And so they gather in fields.”

“They also believe that it brings them closer to God, says Mrs Farnell,” added Wilson.  “Being outdoors, rather than under a roof.”

“And it was at one of these meetings – these services – that someone told Mr Welford to kill his wife?” asked the magistrate.

“That is what we need to discover,” I replied.

“Married for nearly forty years – she must have trusted him completely,” said Martha sadly.  “What would make a man do such a thing?”

I considered teasing her about keeping a man waiting for his dinner, but in all honesty I was in no mood for jest.  As Martha sat down next to me I patted her hand.

“I think that Mr Welford is not quite right in the head.  He kept saying that a message had told him to do it.  Mr Conant wondered whether it was all in his imagination – whether he was hearing things.”

Martha nodded as she blew lightly on her spoonful of broth.  “I have heard of that, of people thinking that God is telling them what to do.  And if God can speak to people, perhaps Old Harry can too.”

“The Devil, you mean!”  I shook my head.  “Surely you cannot think that the Devil is going around whispering into men’s ears, telling them to murder their wives!  There is no such creature: what some call the Devil is simply the evil side of our own nature.  We look for someone to blame for our own shortcomings.”

Martha said nothing, but I could tell from the pink in her cheeks that my words had stung her.  I shook my head again and we continued eating in silence.  Any married man can tell you that there is a most uncomfortable quality to the particular silence that falls when your wife is displeased, and I felt it now.

“I’m sorry, Mar,” I said.  “I did not mean to make fun.  Truly I did not.”  I reached under the table and squeezed her leg.

“Hmph,” she said, using a piece of bread to mop around her bowl.  “You are a clever man, Sam Plank, but there are plenty of things that you do not know.  Only a fool thinks that he knows everything.”

“Of course you are right, my love,” I said.  She looked across at me with narrowed eyes, checking for sarcasm, and I smiled contritely.  She stood to clear the table, and I knew I was forgiven when she wordlessly handed me a slice of walnut loaf.

I always try to undress quickly and climb into bed so that I can enjoy watching my wife prepare for sleep.  Although she is no longer a young woman she has kept the soft, neat shape that I find so desirable, and witnessing the delicate play of her hands over her hair as her fingertips search for pins and the gentle shiver with which she shrugs on her nightdress is for me a pleasure at the end of each day.  But this evening, as she pulled up the covers and slipped into bed alongside me, craftily moving her chilly feet to warm them on my shins, I sighed more with sadness than with contentment.

Martha turned to me.  “What is it, Sam?  Are you hurting?”  I shook my head.  “Then what, Sam?”  Still I said nothing.  “You can tell me, Sam, or I can keep asking.  And if you wish to sleep at all tonight, I suggest the first.”

“I thought it did not matter, but it seems that it does,” I said quietly.  Martha moved her hand across my chest until it was resting over my heart – a calming, warming connection between us.  “Mr Welford killed his wife in their bed.  At night, like this.  He put a pillow over her face while she slept, and she could not breathe.  And lying here now, with you...”  I stopped.

“Did you see her?” Martha asked.

“Yes,” I said.  “Mr Welford took us to her.  She looked... calm.  Peaceful.  He had arranged her very carefully in the bed – respectfully, I thought.”

“Well, that at least is something.  And what has happened to him?”

“Welford?  He was no trouble at all – meek as a lamb.  He is spending the night in a cell at the police office, under the watchful eye of George Cooper.  When I left, they were settling down to a game of draughts.”

“Hah!” said Martha.  “I hope Mr Welford does not put any money on the game – I’ve heard you say there’s not a player in London to beat Mr Cooper.”  She turned her head to look up at me.  “And tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow morning,” I replied, “Mr Welford will appear before a magistrate.  After that, it will be the house of correction, or – more likely – a madhouse.”

Martha propped herself up on an elbow.  “A madhouse?  For killing his wife?”

I shook my head.  “Not for the murder, no – that would be Newgate.  At first, as I told Mr Conant, I didn’t think Welford was mad – he seemed too calm, too sensible for that.  No raving or shouting, no wild eyes or flailing limbs.  But as we were leaving his bedroom, he called out a farewell to his wife, just as I do every morning to you.  And then in the coach on the way to Great Marlborough Street he asked me to send word to his wife that he would be home late for supper.  The poor man had quite forgotten that he had killed her.”
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Chapter 2: A visit to Cooper’s Gardens
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Sunday 6th July 1828

Martha tried hard to act as though she rode in a coach every day, but as we pressed on into High Holborn and the traffic both thickened and accelerated, her hand crept across the space between us on the seat and I took hold of it.

“At least we have fine weather for our excursion,” I said lightly.

Martha gasped as a cart going the other way passed within a whisker of touching us, and I squeezed her hand.

“You should see it on a weekday,” I said.  “At least we are making good progress; I’ve often had to jump out and continue on foot, making better time than the horses.”

“It was kind of Mr Conant to insist on paying for a coach for us,” said Martha.

“If you are going to act as an unpaid constable for him,” I said stoutly, “it is the least he can do – and four miles there and four miles back would be too much, with all the standing in between.”

“Will there be a deal of standing?” asked Martha.

“Aye,” I said, glancing out as we passed Newgate.  As ever, the tall stone gateway was in the shadows – both morally and literally, as the keeper John Wontner often said.  “It seems that people like to get their money’s worth from the preachers: these meetings can last two hours or more.”

The jarvey stopped on Hackney Road, saying that he could take his animals to the watermen’s stand by Shoreditch Church, and I helped Martha to climb down from the coach.  We turned into Crabtree Row – named, I guessed, in more rural times but now lined with modern brick houses – and walked to a small crossroads by the Birdcage public house.  Here we left the road and struck off into the field that made up Cooper’s Gardens; thankfully we had not had rain for several days and so the ground was hard and dry.

There was a crowd of about sixty people already waiting – young and old, slightly more women than men.  At the centre of the gathering there was a wooden crate; I guessed that the preacher would stand on this to address the meeting.  Martha and I kept to the edge of the group, as my intention was to watch rather than to participate.  If Welford was to be believed, it was at a gathering such as this – mild though it seemed for the moment – that he was instructed to kill his wife.  An earnest looking fellow, aged about thirty, neat and tidy, approached us and held out his hand, which I shook.

“George Robinson,” he said.  “Welcome – you are most welcome.”

“Sam Plank,” I said, “and my wife Martha.”

Robinson nodded and smiled.  “Perhaps you would like one of these to read later at your leisure.”

He gave me a handbill, a few paragraphs printed on cheap paper, with the heading “The First Sermon and the Power of Peace”.

“The subject of today’s sermon by the Reverend Miller,” he said, before nodding again and moving off to greet another new arrival.

The nearby church tolled the hour, and a man of about fifty years of age climbed up onto the crate – the Reverend Miller.  He was dressed not as a minister of the church but in plain, sturdy clothes, such as a farmer might wear on market day, with only the white preaching bands to indicate his intent.  He held in one hand a black book – no doubt his Bible – and the other hand he laid over his heart.

“Welcome, brothers and sisters,” he said in warm tones that carried well – I guessed that this was not the first time he had addressed a crowd.  “Welcome to you all, on this glorious day that our Lord has seen fit to send us.  And on this glorious day we shall reflect on another, perhaps even more, glorious day: the day on which God sent down his first sermon.”

The Reverend Miller was a good speaker: he moderated his voice to introduce excitement and despair, he used words that could be plainly understood yet which thrilled and engaged.  By the time he reached the point in the story where Peter recounts what God has told him – the first sermon to the church – the whole crowd, whose numbers had now swelled to eighty or more, was listening in silence.  He allowed his voice to quieten, requiring his audience – his congregation – to lean in to hear him.  “The word which God sent was preaching peace by Jesus Christ.  The first thing that God sends is peace.  The proclamation this glorious day is, I am at peace with thee, be thou at peace with me.  There is no thunder-bolt: God is a God of love to you.  Every man here ought to believe that God is at peace with him, and believing it will make you at peace with him.  His Son is the prince of peace – the Holy Ghost is the minister of peace – the first word in the commission given to the apostles is, peace be to this house.  Peace be to this house.”  He looked downwards, eyes closed, hands clasping his Bible.  “Peace be to every one of you.  Amen.”

“Amen,” echoed the crowd, including Martha.

“And now my wife Sarah, who has heard the call from God to preach, would like to address the ladies.  Gentlemen, if you would follow me, we shall continue our prayers and discussions.”

I looked at Martha and raised my eyebrows.

“Off you go, Sam,” she said, jerking her head towards the crowd of men that was moving off to another part of the field.  “If you think I am going to miss the chance to hear a woman preacher, you’re much mistaken.”

After an hour of prayer and discussion quite unlike anything I had attended before – it seemed that anyone could raise his hand and address the group, talking of a revelation he had had or asking a question about how to interpret the Scriptures – we men were finally allowed to return to our womenfolk.  By now my stomach was grumbling and I was keen to sample the slices of pie that I had seen Martha pack in her basket that morning.  As I walked back towards her, I could see that Martha was engaged in close conversation with an old woman – seventy if she was a day.  As my wife caught sight of me and smiled, her companion looked over her shoulder at me and then quickly took her leave of Martha, patting her on the arm in farewell and then – I thought, but surely not – touching Martha’s belly before hurrying away.

“Who was that, my dear?” I asked.

“Mrs Wilkes,” Martha replied, looking past me to the retreating back of the old woman.  “You would have liked her, but she said she had to be on her way; a neighbour had offered her a ride home in his cart.”

I offered Martha my arm and she took it, handing me her basket to carry.  “I imagine that you are peckish, Sam, so I thought we could find a shady spot under a tree and have something to eat.”

Quite how women manage to pack so much into a basket is beyond me – it must be a skill passed down the generations, for I remember my mother doing the same.  First to come out was a blanket, which I spread on the grass before lowering myself onto it.  Martha knelt beside me and unpacked our meal.  Besides the pie, there was a crusty loaf, a paper bag of cherries – “Mind you eat those over the grass – I don’t want to be scrubbing cherry juice out of that shirt when we get home” – a thick wedge of pound cake studded with currants, and a corked bottle of lemonade wrapped in a damp tea-towel to keep it cool.  I pretended to take a swig from the bottle; Martha tutted and handed me two tumblers from the depths of the basket.

I took a bite of the pie and looked at Martha.  “So,” I said, “what did your woman preacher have to say?”

Martha gave a small shrug.  “Much the same as a man preacher – nothing particularly, well, womanly.”

“Womanly?” I repeated, smiling.  “Still, it’s unusual, isn’t it – a woman leading a service.  Even a service in a field.”

“She’s been doing it for ten years or more, apparently,” Martha said, holding out her tumbler for more lemonade.  “Her late father was a preacher, and she married a preacher, Mr Gregson, and when he died, she put it to them – the others at a meeting – that she should carry on his work.  And they agreed; it turned out she had been writing his sermons all along.  So now she travels the country with her second husband, preaching wherever she is needed.”

“An itinerant preacher,” I said.

“That’s right,” said Martha.  “That’s what she said – I didn’t know the word.”  She looked at the food on the blanket.  “More pie, or shall I wrap it up?”

“Another small piece, and then I’ll move on to cake and cherries,” I said.  “And what about Mrs Wilkes?  Is she a preacher too?”

“Oh no,” said Martha, slicing the pie.  “She just comes to listen, and for the company too, I think.  She’s local – lives in Whitechapel – so she knows most of those who come.”

“You seemed to be deep in conversation with her,” I said.

“Did I?”  Martha took a sip of lemonade.

“And she did not want to meet me,” I added.  I paused.  “Had you told her I am a constable?”

Martha sounded indignant.  “I did tell her, yes, but I doubt she was avoiding you because of that.  She was keen to be on her way with her friend and his cart, to save a long walk later.”

“And did I see her put a hand on your belly?”

“My belly, Sam?  What a peculiar suggestion!”

But a quarter-century as a married man and even longer as a constable has given me a good ear for a falsehood.
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Chapter 3: The queer plunger
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Monday 7th July 1828

The next morning, Martha asked me to accompany her to Oxford Market, which was on my way to Great Marlborough Street.  We had just paused at the corner of the market to say farewell when I saw Wilson coming towards us at a great pace, his hand on his hat to keep it in place.

“Good morning, Mrs Plank.  Good morning, sir,” he said breathlessly.  “I was coming to fetch you.  Reports of a fight, sir.  At the receiving house by the reservoir in Green Park.  Another queer plunger.”

“Another?  That’s the third this month,” I said.  “It’s high time we put a stop to this shamming.”  Wilson was stepping from foot to foot, obviously keen to reach the brawl.  “You go on ahead, lad, and I’ll catch you up.  No running unless you have to, remember.”

My instruction fell on deaf ears as Wilson hared off down the street.  At what age does a man stop running towards fights and choose instead to run from them, I wondered. 

“What on earth is a queer plunger?” asked Martha.

“An irritation is what they are,” I replied.  Martha folded her arms and huffed slightly, and I remembered my manners.  “After a number of drownings some fifty years ago,” I explained, “two doctors set up what we now call the Royal Humane Society to encourage attempts to resuscitate the drowned.  Receiving houses were established across London, equipped with life-saving equipment and instructions on what to do to revive someone.  Anyone who does manage to save someone from drowning is given four guineas by the Society, as a reward.”

Martha raised her eyebrows.  “Four guineas!  A fine sum.”

“Indeed,” I said, “and therein lies the problem.  Rogues have worked out a way to bilk the system.  They operate in pairs: one throws himself into the water and pretends to drown – he’s the queer plunger – while the other pulls him out and carries him to the nearest receiving house.  The rescuer is rewarded with his four guineas, and the revived fellow will pretend that he was driven to such extremes by great financial necessity, which he hopes will solicit further donations from soft-hearted bystanders.”

“Quite a scheme,” observed Martha.  “But dangerous too – what if he really does drown?”

I shrugged.  “No doubt that does happen.  And often people will realise that they have been duped, and will take matters into their own hands – as I suspect has happened today at the reservoir.”  I leaned across and kissed Martha on the cheek.  “And so I must go and pour oil on troubled waters.”

By the time I arrived at Green Park, perhaps fifteen minutes later, the situation had calmed down.  Wilson was standing outside the receiving house – not one built for the purpose, like the grand one near the Serpentine, but simply one of the park keepers’ buildings – with another man, who had a pile of dark cloth at his feet.  A small crowd of curious onlookers waited nearby, and from time to time there was a banging from the receiving house, as though someone was knocking loudly on the door from the inside.

Wilson stepped forward to meet me.

“Constable Plank,” he said, “this is Mr Ward, Under Park Keeper.”  Mr Ward and I shook hands.  “And that noise you can hear”, continued Wilson, as we all turned in response to a fresh bout of banging, “is the much-recovered victim.”

“A miraculous return to health,” I said.

“Mr Ward is a volunteer with the...” Wilson looked at the park keeper.

“The Royal Humane Society,” said that gentleman.  “I have been instructed in the techniques of resuscitation.  Using the bellows.  And that man,” he pointed angrily at the receiving house, “that man is no more drowned than I am.  He is a cheat, sir – a thief and a disgrace.”

Someone in the small crowd said, “Hear, hear!”

“And what has become of the man who rescued him from the water?” I asked.

“Gone,” said Mr Ward.  “Took to his heels.”

“There is a bell,” explained Wilson, pointing.  “When someone is pulled from the water and taken to the receiving house, a placard outside explains that they are to ring the bell to summon a volunteer...”

“And I come running,” interrupted the park keeper.  “I am the volunteer.  I have received instruction in these matters.”

“Indeed,” I said.  “And what happened when you came running this morning?”

A few of the people from the little crowd moved slightly closer.  Ward, sensing an audience, warmed to his theme.  “As I say, I have received instruction in how to deal with such an emergency.  I heard the bell; I was working further down the Queen’s Walk, but I left my duties immediately and came running.  Outside the receiving house I found two men: one was lying on the floor, and the other was leaning over him.  Both were wet.  I assumed that the one had pulled the other from the reservoir.”

“A fair assumption,” said one of the onlookers.

Ward nodded.  “I told the rescuer – for that was what I assumed him to be – to help me drag the dead man – for such he seemed – into the receiving house.  We lifted him onto the table and started to take off his wet outer garments and wrap him in dry blankets.  This is the first step of resuscitation.  I have received instruction, you know.”

I caught Wilson’s eye and he quickly looked away.

“And then what happened?” I asked.

“I took the bellows from the cupboard and told the rescuer to put them into the corpse’s mouth.  As he did so, the scarf that the rescuer had pulled up across his own face fell away, and I recognised him.”  Ward paused; the onlookers crept even closer.  They looked at me expectantly, and I realised my role.

“Who was he, sir?” I asked.

“He was the very corpse I had helped to revive only the week before!” said the park keeper triumphantly.  Someone in the crowd gasped.  “I knew this was not a coincidence.  The two men were in collusion, sir, to cheat me, and to cheat money from the Royal Humane Society!”  He shook his head.  “Once he saw that I knew him, he fled.  His companion – by now fully alive again – would have followed, but he was wearing only his undergarments and no boots, and I ran out past him, grabbed his clothes and locked him in.”  Ward pointed to the dark pile at his feet.  “And then I sent a lad for the constables.”

“I see,” I said.  “Constable Wilson, I am going to talk to the gentleman in the building.  Would you bring his clothes and then stand guard to waylay him should he try to escape.  The key if you please, Mr Ward, and perhaps you could stand over there with the others.”  I held out my hand and nodded towards the small group of observers.  The park keeper was about to object and I said quickly, “He may well be armed.”  This did the trick, and Ward moved swiftly away to safety.

Wilson and I walked towards the receiving house.  The banging continued.  Wilson dropped the dripping clothes in a heap and then surveyed his surroundings.  He took hold of a bench overlooking the reservoir and dragged it so that it all but blocked the door of the building.  When he was happy with the position of both the bench and himself, he nodded to me.
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