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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

The Sam Plank Mysteries 

The Sam Plank books are set in London in the 1820s, to-
wards the end of a period often known as the Regency.  The 
vain and spendthrift King George IV is on the throne, the 
wars with France are finally at an end, and London is grow-
ing at an amazing pace. 
 
In terms of policing, the 1820s are a particularly interesting 
time.  The famed Bow Street Runners are on their way out 
and the Metropolitan Police has yet to be launched (that 
happened in September 1829).  Policing the capital in the 
1820s falls to magistrates and their constables – and Samuel 
Plank, narrator of this series of books, is one of those con-
stables.  He has a particular interest in financial crime, as – 
just like today – there are all sorts of interesting financial 
developments which can bamboozle the unwary and provide 
fodder for criminals, such as investment schemes and new-
fangled paper cheques. 



Of course Sam does not work alone.  His endeavours are 
guided by John Conant, the senior magistrate in Sam’s po-
lice office – Great Marlborough Street in the heart of Picca-
dilly.  Sam is giving what we would now call on-the-job 
training to a young constable called William Wilson.  And at 
home, providing Sam with excellent advice, the female per-
spective and lots of pies is his wife Martha. 
 
So come and join us in Regency London and immerse your-
self in the sights and smells of this exciting city.  The books 
are designed to stand alone, but many readers prefer to make 
their way through the series in chronological order.  You can 
read the “blurb” and first chapter of each novel in this guide 
– there will be seven Sam Plank Mysteries in total and I will 
update this guide as each book is published.  And I have in-
cluded a little glossary to give you a taste for Regency slang. 

 

C O N T E N T S  

Fatal Forgery (Book 1 in the series) 
The Man in the Canary Waistcoat (Book 2) 
Worm in the Blossom (Book 3) 
Portraits of Pretence (Book 4) 
Faith, Hope and Trickery (Book 5) 
Glossary 

  



 

 

“Fatal Forgery” 
T h e  f i r s t  S a m  P l a n k  b o o k  

 

 

 
 
It is 1824, and trust in the virtual money of the day – new 
paper financial instruments – is so fragile that anyone forg-
ing them is sent to the scaffold. So why would one of Lon-
don’s most respected bankers start forging his clients’ 
signatures? Sent to arrest Henry Fauntleroy, Constable Sam-
uel Plank is determined to find out why the banker has risked 
his reputation, his banking house and his neck – and why he 
is so determined to plead guilty. As the case makes its way 
through the Regency justice system, exercising the finest 
legal minds of their generation and dividing London society 
into the banker’s supporters and detractors, Plank races 
against time to find the answers that can save Fauntleroy’s 
life.





 

 

F A T A L  F O R G E R Y :  C H A P T E R  O N E  

Cannot this business be 
settled? 

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 sur-
geon, 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 of-
fered 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 Fauntle-
roy 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 consta-
ble’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 under-
stand why I do the work I do.  “Why didn’t you stay a bar-
ber?” 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 con-
stable 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 con-
stables – 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 Fauntle-
roy 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 tempta-
tion – 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 shad-
ow 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 quick-
ened 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 ob-
serve 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 ap-
peared, 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 obvious-
ly 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 re-
member 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 con-
tinued.  “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, Good-

child 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 bank-
er’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, in-



 

 

specting 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 premis-
es and unlikely to make a run for it, and ignoring the indig-
nant 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 unfold-
ed 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 part-
ner 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 bank-
er’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 in-
structed 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 ob-
ject.  “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 se-
cured 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 car-
rying 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, Fauntle-
roy 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. 

 
 

“Fatal Forgery” is available in paperback, various e-
book and audiobook formats.  Links to where to buy in any 

format can be found here: 
https://susangrossey.wordpress.com/purchase/ 

 
 





 

 

“The Man in the Canary 
Waistcoat” 

T h e  s e c o n d  S a m  P l a n k  b o o k  
 

 

 
 
In this new mystery set in 1825, Constable Sam Plank sus-
pects there may be a link between a suicide, an embezzler, 
an arsonist and a thief.  No corner of Regency London is 
untouched by these crimes, as he travels from the mansions 
of St James’s back to his own childhood haunts among the 
dank alleyways of Wapping.  As his steadfast wife becomes 
involved in his investigations, and with a keen young police 
officer now under his command, Sam finds himself leading 
them all into a confrontation with some ruthless and brutal 
adversaries – one of whom he had hoped never to see again.





 

 





 

 

T H E  M A N  I N  T H E  C A N A R Y  W A I S T C O A T :  
C H A P T E R  O N E  

All is gone 

TUESDAY 19TH APRIL 1825 

Over my years as a police officer, I have seen more 
corpses than I would care to count.  Young and old, rich and 
poor, lame and sound.  Of necessity you become hardened, 
and you try not to think of the soul that so lately inhabited 
the body before your eyes.  But the ones I can never see 
without sorrow, without regret for the waste, are the self-
murderers, those who choose to end their own life rather 
than endure whatever despair or shame or fear is tormenting 
them.  The worst of all are the young men: with them, more 
often than not the police officer has the awful prospect of 
seeing a young woman crumple before him and disintegrate 
into a widow at his news. 

One such was Henry Dubois, although in the normal run 
of things I should not have attended him at all.  As one of the 
more experienced constables at Great Marlborough Street, I 



 

 

am rarely called upon in cases of self-murder, where the 
cause of death is usually clear and the prosecution therefore 
simple, without the need for further enquiry.  And to be hon-
est, once murder by another hand has been ruled out, I prefer 
not to encourage any investigation; it seems to me barbaric 
to add to the family’s distress with the stain of criminality.  
But on this damp April morning I was still shaking the rain 
from my coat and stamping my feet to warm them after the 
walk to work when Thomas Neale, the office-keeper, called 
me over. 

“Just the man, Sam.  Mr Conant needs you to get to an 
address in Gerrard Street.  Looks like self-murder – house-
maid came in with a note about an hour ago.”  He handed me 
the scrap of paper.  “I was going to send young Wilson on 
his own,” he jerked his head to indicate the constable waiting 
in the corner, hat in hand, “but I had a word with the girl and 
it sounds like Prussic acid.  I don’t think he’s seen it before, 
and I’d like someone with him, big lad though he is.  Nasty, 
that is, the first time you see it.” 

I put my coat back on and tucked the note into my pock-
et.  “Nasty every time you see it, Tom.” 

 
Constable William Wilson and I walked briskly through Pic-
cadilly, side-stepping the stall-keepers with their smoking 
braziers.  Glancing down I noticed that Wilson’s boots were 
dull, and I resolved to mention it to him later.  Our uniform 
should always be worn with pride.  We both kept a careful 
eye out for pickpockets who would consider a constable’s 



 

 

handkerchief the greatest prize of all, until we turned into 
Gerrard Street.  The house we wanted was on the meaner 
north side of the street, where the crowded terraces looked 
across with envy at their grander neighbours.  Wilson was 
usually full of questions, determined to learn and reluctant to 
show his nerves, but Tom’s comment had obviously unset-
tled him and he hung back as I knocked on the door.  A very 
pale-faced maid appeared, shadows of shock under her eyes. 

“Constable Plank and Constable Wilson, from Great 
Marlborough Street,” I said quietly – no point giving any 
eavesdropping neighbours something else to gossip about. 

The maid opened the door and beckoned us in quickly, 
shutting the door firmly against the chill wind.  “The mas-
ter’s in there, well, his body…” she said, pointing to a door 
off the hallway.  “The mistress is with him.”  We waited.  
“Did you want me to announce you, only…”  A tear made its 
way down her cheek.  The poor girl was obviously terrified 
of having to look at the corpse again. 

“No, no, that won’t be necessary,” I said, taking off my 
hat and giving it to her, and indicating to Wilson to do the 
same – it gave her something to do with her trembling hands. 

“Only the master, sir – he, well, he looks…“  She bit her 
lip and looked up at me with more tears standing in the cor-
ners of her wide eyes. 

I put my hand on her shoulder.  “I know: it is very fright-
ening to see, but it will have been quick and painless, and his 
suffering is over now.” 



 

 

She nodded wordlessly, dropped an untidy curtsey and 
left us alone in the hallway.  I glanced at Wilson, who could 
now rival the little maid for pallor.  “Ready?  Try not to 
show the widow your distress; she has enough of her own.”  
He nodded and I knocked lightly on the door before going 
in. 

 
Prepared as I was, the stench in the room made me gasp.  
They had done what they could by leaving the door ajar and 
opening the window wide behind the drawn curtains, but 
bitter almonds is a pungent smell that claws at your throat.  
Wilson clapped his hand to his mouth. 

The corpse was laid out on the dining table, covered with 
a heavy cloth – another attempt, I guessed, at containing the 
odour.  Sitting beside the table, her handkerchief clutched to 
her nose, was the widow.  As she looked up at me, her eyes 
enormous with grief and fear, I could see that she was no 
more than thirty. 

“Mrs Dubois?” I asked.  She nodded.  “I am Constable 
Plank, from Great Marlborough Street.  Please accept my 
condolences.  I have been sent to look into the cause of your 
husband’s death, so that the magistrate can decide what 
needs to be done.”  She made no movement.  “Mrs Dubois, 
when did you discover that your husband had died?” 

She removed the handkerchief and whispered, “About 
two hours ago, when I finished dressing.  He had already 
come downstairs, to his study, through there, and Emily 
went to take him a letter and I heard her scream…”  She 



 

 

paused to compose herself.  “He was already dead; we could 
tell that straight away.  The butcher’s lad was in the kitchen, 
so he helped us carry Henry – my husband – in here.  It 
didn’t seem right to leave him on the floor – Henry never did 
like the cold.  That’s why I put the blanket over him.”  She 
reached out to touch the body, and I stepped quickly across 
to her.  If she lifted that blanket now, what she saw would 
horrify and haunt her. 

“Mrs Dubois,” I said, taking her by the elbow and en-
couraging her to stand, “Constable Wilson and I need to look 
at your husband’s body, to make some notes for the magis-
trate.  I think it best if you go into the parlour and have a 
warm drink – with the window open, this room has chilled 
down more than perhaps you realise.”  I indicated to Wilson 
to fetch the maid who was waiting in the hallway, and she 
came to the door, but no further, to coax her mistress away 
from her vigil.  “We will come in to see you in a few 
minutes.”  The two women left the room, and I quietly shut 
the door behind them. 

“Your first Prussic acid, isn’t it, Wilson?” I asked. 
He nodded.  “How do you know that’s what it is?” 
I took from my pocket the note that the maid had deliv-

ered from her mistress.  “Blue tinge to the face, it says, and a 
strong smell of almonds.” 

“More than strong,” confirmed Wilson, moving closer to 
the window. 

“Come, Wilson, you’ll have to learn to deal with this – 
it’s quite common, with Prussic acid on sale in every chem-



 

 

ist’s and druggist’s shop in the land.”  He walked reluctantly 
to my side.  “Prepare yourself: it won’t be pretty.”  And I 
lifted the blanket. 

Wilson retched and backed away hurriedly.  The corpse’s 
face was bloated beyond recognition; the blue tinge had fad-
ed, but the swelling had continued after death, as is common 
with such poisoning, and the reason why I had not wanted 
Mrs Dubois to see her husband’s body again.  The foul smell 
now filled the room.  I took mercy on Wilson, and instructed 
him to stay by the open window and take down the notes that 
I dictated to him.  “Suspected poisoning by Prussic acid.  
Male victim, aged about thirty.  No other signs of injury.  
Initial dark colouring now faded, two hours after death.  
Corpse bloating well advanced, with putrefaction already 
commenced.” 

I replaced the blanket over Henry Dubois’s face.  “The 
widow said that his study was through there.  Come: you can 
show me what you have learnt about looking for evidence.” 

 
Henry Dubois’s study was just as expected: solid furniture, 
an array of books, some papers on the desk.  The Turkish rug 
before the fireplace was bundled up and pushed aside.  Wil-
son followed my gaze. 

“I think he died there, on the rug, sir,” he said.  “Perhaps 
he was sitting here, in this chair, or standing by the fire,” he 
continued, warming to his theme.  “More likely standing.  So 
he drinks the poison – how quickly does Prussic acid take 
effect?” 



 

 

“Instantly,” I replied.  “Muscular spasms first, then suffo-
cation as the lungs stop working.” 

“So that explains the disorder to the rug – the spasms,” 
said Wilson.  “But what happened to the container for the 
poison?” 

“Excellent,” I said. 
“There was nothing in his hand next door, was there?”  

Wilson knelt and put his face close to the floor.  “Ah!”  He 
reached under the desk.  “He must have dropped it as he fell 
and it rolled here.”  He stood up and held out a glass phial.  
The bitter almond smell clung to it still, and I wrapped my 
hand in a handkerchief before taking it from him. 

“Go into the kitchen now,” I instructed him sternly, “and 
wash your hands and under the nails with plenty of soap, in 
water as hot as you can bear it.  Don’t put your hands near 
your mouth until you’ve done that.”  Wilson looked petri-
fied, and I took pity on him.  “Any drop left won’t kill you, 
but it will make you cast up your account.  After that, you 
can join Mrs Dubois and me in the parlour.” 

 
When Wilson returned from the kitchen, his hands bright red 
from the scrubbing he had given them, Mrs Dubois was just 
pouring me a cup of tea.  I find it best in such situations to 
give people something familiar and useful to do.  She sat 
back down in a dainty chair and smoothed her skirt before 
looking expectantly at me. 

“I am certain that it was Prussic acid, Mrs Dubois,” I said 
as gently as I could.  “The smell of bitter almonds, which 



 

 

you noticed yourself, and other physical signs are unmis-
takeable.  When Constable Wilson and I went into your hus-
band’s study, we found a glass phial which we think 
contained the poison.  Here: please look at it, but do not 
touch it.”  I took the phial from my pocket, carefully un-
wrapped the handkerchief, and showed it to her on the flat of 
my hand.  “Did you buy this, or send the maid to buy it?  It 
is sometimes used to treat varicose veins – applied onto the 
skin, and well-diluted, that is, not swallowed.”  She shook 
her head.  “Did your husband collect butterflies?” 

“Butterflies?” she echoed. 
“Such enthusiasts often use Prussic acid in their killing 

jars,” I explained. 
“No, nothing like that.  Henry had little free time – his 

work at my father’s law office kept him very busy.  Oh, my 
father!”  Her hand flew to her mouth.  “He will be expecting 
Henry, and wondering what has happened to him.  He will 
be so very angry and ashamed when he finds out.” 

“Ashamed, Mrs Dubois?” I asked quietly.  She nodded, a 
tear dropping onto the hands clasped in her lap.  “Why 
should he be ashamed of your terrible misfortune?” 

“Because it is a sin, constable, to take your own life – a 
sin, and a crime!”  The tears fell more steadily. 

“It may be that your husband did not intend to take his 
own life, that he swallowed the poison in error,” I said. 

Mrs Dubois shook her head.  She reached into her pocket, 
drew out a crumbled piece of paper and wordlessly handed it 
to me.  I flattened it out and turned it to the light.  It seemed 



 

 

to have been torn from a larger sheet of heavy paper, with 
copperplate writing on its face.  I could read “ighting Co 
Limited”, surrounded by elaborate scrolling, and “ertificate” 
below that.  I looked up at Mrs Dubois. 

“The other side,” she said dully. 
The words I read had never been intended for the eyes of 

a stranger.  “My dearest wife, Forgive me for the shame and 
disgrace that I have brought on you and our son.  All is gone, 
except my love for you both.  Forgive me.  Henry.” 

 
Constable Wilson and I walked back to Great Marlborough 
Street in silence, each of us preoccupied in our own way 
with the death of Henry Dubois.  In my pocket was his 
wretched note, which I had borrowed and promised to return.  
Just as we arrived at the steps leading up to the police office, 
Wilson stopped. 

“Was it painful, do you think, sir?  The Prussic acid?  Did 
he feel himself suffocating?” 

I needed Wilson’s head to be clear, otherwise he would 
be no use to man nor beast for the rest of the day.  And I 
knew he wouldn’t want to show the other constables that he 
had been frightened by what he had seen, so I turned around 
and led him to an Irish Ordinary just around the corner.  Wil-
son is a growing lad, with a healthy appetite, so I ordered 
just a meal for me but a threepenny ordinary for him.  He 
looked surprised when the beer was placed in front of him, 
as drinking while on duty is frowned upon, but I indicated 
that he should sup up and he needed no second bidding.  I 



 

 

reasoned that the meat and potatoes would soon soak up the 
beer, and a man needs something stronger than coffee after 
looking at what Wilson had seen that morning. 

We ate in silence, Wilson using a heel of bread to mop 
the last drops of gravy from his plate.  He sat back in his 
chair. 

“So you want to know about Prussic acid?” I asked.  He 
nodded.  “The first time I saw it,” I started, “I was just the 
same as you, so there’s no shame in that.  There would be 
something wrong with you if you could look on that without 
horror.” 

“I expected the colour, but not the swelling.  No-one told 
me about the swelling.” 

“It’s just the body reacting to the poisonous substance.  
Ignorant people talk of sin leaving the body and so forth, but 
it’s nothing mysterious: it’s a purely physical reaction.  And 
the process continues after death, which I didn’t want Mrs 
Dubois to see.  Hard enough for us – imagine seeing it when 
it’s someone you care for.” 

“Would it have hurt?” asked Wilson.  “Sometimes you 
can tell from the face if they died in pain, but with the bloat-
ing…” 

I shook my head.  “I doubt it: it acts so quickly.  A drug-
gist I know explained that you need only the smallest 
amount – two drachms will kill a full-grown man.  It has a 
rather bitter taste, so people tend to mix it with beer or milk 
– although we found no cup or glass with Dubois, did we, so 
I assume he just took it plain from the phial.  And that’s our 



 

 

next task: to find where he bought it, and why.  And given 
that you will be much more to her taste than I will, I suggest 
that you have a quiet word with that little maid.  I doubt a 
gentleman would run his own errands, particularly to buy 
something like that.” 

 
 
“The Man in the Canary Waistcoat” is available in pa-

perback, various e-book and audiobook formats.  Links to 
where to buy in any format can be found here: 
https://susangrossey.wordpress.com/purchase/ 

 
 

 





 

 

“Worm in the Blossom” 
T h e  t h i r d  S a m  P l a n k  b o o k  

 

 

 
 
In the stifling summer of 1826, the death of a young man in 
Hyde Park uncovers a web of blackmail and corruption so 
far-reaching that even the redoubtable Constable Sam Plank 
is shocked.  A Quaker charity hides a terrible secret, a dan-
gerous enmity is growing between London’s hackney car-
riage drivers and its watermen, and fraternal loyalty is tested 
to its limits.  The third Sam Plank novel plunges the magis-
trates’ constable, his determined wife Martha and his protégé 
William Wilson into a dark and desperate world.  





 

 





 

 

W O R M  I N  T H E  B L O S S O M :  C H A P T E R  O N E  

An unexpected 
visitor 

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 black-
smith 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 of-
fice 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. 

 
 

“Worm in the Blossom” is available in paperback and 
various e-book formats.  Links to where to buy in any for-

mat can be found here: 
https://susangrossey.wordpress.com/purchase/ 

 
 
 





 

 

“Portraits of Pretence” 
T h e  f o u r t h  S a m  P l a n k  b o o k  

 

 

 
 
An elderly French artist is found dead in his rooms in Lon-
don clutching a miniature portrait of a little girl.  Intrigued, 
Constable Sam Plank delves into the world of art dealing and 
finds himself navigating the fragile post-war relationship 
between England and France.  What is the link between this 
and the recent attacks on customs officers in London Docks? 
And will a beautiful mademoiselle put paid to Martha 
Plank’s matchmaking?  In this fourth novel in the Sam Plank 
series, set in the chilly spring of 1827, Plank and his junior 
constable William Wilson meet Frenchmen in London and 
daring blockademen in Kent to uncover smuggling and even 
more dangerous ambitions.  





 

 

P O R T R A I T S  O F  P R E T E N C E :  C H A P T E R  O N E  

The charming 
Elizabeth 

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 An-
derson 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 noth-
ing 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.  On-
ly about two inches high and less than that wide, it was a 
tiny portrait of a little girl.  Aged about five, she smiled shy-
ly out at me in her finest dress with a silk sash at the waist, 
her cheeks rosy and her eyes bright blue.  She was enchant-
ing.  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 An-
derson.  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 Ram-
bert.  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, ask-
ing 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 careful-
ly unfolding the napkins that Conant had lent me.  “Mr Co-
nant 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 pic-
tures 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 over-
looked.  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 protec-
tive 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. 

 
 

“Portraits of Pretence” is available in paperback and 
various e-book formats.  Links to where to buy in any for-

mat can be found here: 
https://susangrossey.wordpress.com/purchase/ 

 
 
 



 

 

“Faith, Hope and 
Trickery” 

T h e  f i f t h  S a m  P l a n k  b o o k  
 

 

 
 

Rose Welford, the wife of a bootmaker, is smothered in 
her bed in the summer of 1828. Her husband quickly con-
fesses to the crime, claiming that a message from beyond the 
grave told him to do it. At ever more popular gatherings in 
fields, factories and fine houses, a charismatic preacher with 
a history of religious offences seems to be at the heart of it 
all – but who, and what, can be believed when fortunes are at 
stake?  In this fifth novel in the series, Constable Sam Plank 
is drawn into matters beyond his understanding when his 
wife Martha hears a message of her own and his junior con-
stable Wilson makes a momentous choice. 





 

 





 

 

F A I T H ,  H O P E  A N D  T R I C K E R Y :  C H A P T E R  
O N E  

The leather 
cutter’s wife 

FRIDAY 4TH JULY 1828 

The man sitting on the bench against the wall in the front 
office of Great Marlborough Street police office looked fa-
miliar, 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 busi-
ness associates.” 

I waited, but he said no more.  “In that case, Mr Hum-
phries, 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 some-
where 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 remem-
ber 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 note-
book. 

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 to-
wards 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 Wil-
son’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 cup-
boards.  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, Josi-
ah,” 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 nod-
ded 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 imag-
ined 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 like-
ly 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 Co-
nant 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 par-
ticular 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 wal-
nut 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 hurt-
ing?”  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 correc-
tion, 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.” 

 
 

“Faith, Hope and Trickery” is available in paperback 
and various e-book formats.  Links to where to buy in any 
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Glossary 
Any period of history has its own vocabulary, both standard 
and slang.  The Regency was no different, and in order to 
capture the spirit of the time I have used words and phrases 
that may not be familiar to the modern reader.  Each Sam 
Plank book has its own glossary, but here are some of the 
more common phrases that appear in several of the books. 

 
Abbess – the madam of a brothel 
Bawd – a female procuress, the madam of a bawdy house 
Bird-witted – gullible and easily fooled 
Bluecoat boys – pupils from charity schools, whose uni-

form often consisted of a blue coat (blue being the traditional 
colour of charity) 

Bow Street runners – London’s first professional police 
force, originally consisting of six men and operating out of 
Bow Street magistrates’ office.  Their role was gradually 
taken over by magistrates’ constables – like Sam – and by 
1828 they were spending most of their time using their city-
honed skills to investigate offences outside London.  The 
runners were formally disbanded in 1839. 

Cast up one’s account – to vomit 
Chit – a baby or young infant 
Clout – baby’s nappy or diaper 



 

 

Covent Garden nun – a prostitute working in or near 
Covent Garden 

Cracksman – a housebreaker, a burglar 
Cropsick – sick to the stomach from drunkenness 
Dead men – empty bottles and glasses, as found on the 

table of a drinking establishment 
Dry boots – a sly, humorous fellow 
Fart catcher – a valet or footman, who always walks be-

hind his master or mistress 
Grease someone in the fist – to bribe someone 
Greenhead – an inexperienced young man 
Gull – a simple, credulous person who is easily deceived 
Hackney coach – a vehicle for hire, with four wheels, two 

horses and six seats, driven by a jarvey 
Hum box – pulpit 
Jarvey – a driver of a hackney coach 
Light-heeled – swift at running 
Nip – a half-pint 
Nose – a criminal who informs or turns King’s evidence 

in hope of a lighter sentence 
Old Harry – the Devil 
Quality – the upper class of society 
Rookery – city slum area frequented by criminals and 

prostitutes 
Threepenny ordinary – a set meal of meat, broth and 

beer, costing threepence 
Toper – a drunkard 
Topping man – a wealthy man 



 

 

Shanks’ pony – one’s own legs, used as a means of 
transport 

Trim – to cheat or deceive someone, especially of money 
Waterman – originally watermen plied boats for hire on 

the Thames, but as hackney coaches took over as the main 
means of public transport in London, a compromise was 
reached to employ former watermen on coach stands around 
the city to provide water and care to the horses pulling the 
coaches – this is the role they fulfil in the 1820s 
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