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​Chapter One: Answering to His Honour
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“You will do best to allow me to speak on your behalf, Phineas,” Sir Robert Clarke, an esteemed solicitor for many years, says to me as we walk into the courtroom. “‘Tis a fool who has himself as his representative.”

“I believe you quote with some error, sir,” I jest as we take our places in the courtroom.

Sir Robert frowns as his eyes look me over. “There is much to be concerned about with this magistrate, sir. You know him not as well as I do.”

“Perhaps you are correct,” I reply with a nod as I look up at where His Honour will soon appear. “However, there is no call to bring me to see him today. I have come in order to show my willingness to be open and honest.”

“Honest? Are you mad, sir?”

We are suddenly stirred to our feet as the magistrate of the court arrives and the clerk calls the session to order. The Right Honourable Roland Finley, magistrate of the court in Southampton, has a seat before Sir Robert and I sit down.

“We are here this day to determine the sequence of events that have led to the absconding of one Reginald Hawthorne after his sentencing not more than three months ago.” His eyes, cold and steely, look down at me. “Mr. Hutchins, you have been implicated by various witnesses and by way of your relationship to Mr. Hawthorne as a likely contributor to his sudden departure from a jailor’s custody. What have you to say about this matter?”

I stand to my feet beside Sir Robert. Though he has asked me to allow him to speak on my behalf, I understand that Lord Finley will only be encouraged as to my likely guilt in these accusations.

“Your Honour, as you already know, I am the son-in-law of Mr. Hawthorne. As such, I do feel some kinship and responsibility to his welfare. However, I can attest under penalty of perjury that I did not have any part in the escape of this prisoner on the date in question.”

Lord Finley narrows his eyes, the expression upon his face giving me a chill as he speaks. “Do you mean to say that you do not know what happened with Mr. Hawthorne?”

“I had no part in his escape, whether that be in the planning or the implementation of such a thing.” 

The air is thick around us as I watch the magistrate draw back in utter disdain. He does not believe my words, and I cannot say that I blame him. After all, there is a former maid as well as some others who have heard things and have then reported them to the authorities. Lord Finley is already convinced of my guilt, though I will not allow him to bring the weight of the judiciary upon my head so easily. Surely he must know that as a solicitor I am keen to parse my words evenly in my favour if at all possible? It is my greatest gift, or so I have been told.

“You are transparent, Mr. Hutchins. Though you think yourself immune from the reach of Her Majesty’s Court, I can assure you that you are not.”

“My lord,” Sir Robert says as he interjects. “It appears that there is little true evidence as to the involvement of my client in the disappearance of Mr. Hawthorne. Certainly, there is a relationship between the two men through marriage, but that does not equally indicate a willingness on Mr. Hutchins’s part to impune this court or the law of our land.”

“He is a fine solicitor, that I will accept,” Lord Finley replies, “However, he thinks me the fool if he truly believes he might convince me he has no part in this conspiracy.”

“My lord,” Sir Robert continues, “Is there a warrant applied to his name as of this time?”

This question causes the magistrate to settle back into his chair. “There is not, sir.”

“Then might I question my lord’s intentions with this call to the court? Has there been additional evidence come to light that would indelibly link Phineas Hutchins to the escape of Reginald Hawthorne?”

The magistrate sighs, his eyes settled upon my representative for a moment before he answers, “There is no such evidence as of yet, Sir Robert. What, then, is your argument?”

“I argue, my lord, that calling a man before His Honour to answer for a crime that he has not been charged with nor has he been given ample reasoning to believe in his guilt other than relationship to said absconder, is unreasonable and must be quashed.”

“You should hold your tongue a bit closer to your mouth, solicitor,” the magistrate warns Sir Robert.

“Should I? Would it be His Honour’s will that I should not defend my client with all I possess? Shall I allow the arms of justice to fall to her side so that the anger of one magistrate might be so relieved?”

The judge stands to his feet quickly and looks down at the solicitor. Sir Robert, for his part, does not move, but keeps his eyes steadily upon his quarry. He has been before Lord Finley for many cases in the past, and this tactic risks the relationship he has with the man in the confines of this courthouse. Though he could be prodding a sleeping beast, Sir Robert knows as much about the law as any magistrate in the land. Lord Finley knows this fact, and he soon softens his visage as he goes back to his seat.

“You are likely guilty in some part of what has transpired with Mr. Hawthorne,” the magistrate tells me. “However, you are well represented.” He clears his throat before announcing, “There is little evidence at this date for the continued questioning of Mr. Hutchins in this matter. However, I intend to make it fully my responsibility to seek out the truth in this matter and to deal with anyone responsible accordingly.” Lord Finley leans over the bench before him and adds, “Regardless of your legal representation, all will come out to the light of day, sir. Count yourself fortunate that you will go home this day. You will not likely do so again, should I find just cause to imprison you.”

Lord Finley stands up and quickly exits the courtroom. The clerk, tasked with asking us to stand, does so regardless of the absence of the magistrate. We wait for the clerk to turn and leave as well before we speak to each other.

“You should keep your mouth closed in this room whilst you are a defendant,” Sir Robert admonishes me. “The words you spoke might be used against you in due course.”

“I did not lie,” I point out to him. “Certainly you are aware that I have kept my charge by being honest and faithful to the law.”

My counsel steps closer to me. “You were not faithful to the law when you took that man to Norway, sir. Had you been caught in your act, it would have surely been your last free breath of air for ten years.”

“I am certain I do not know of what you speak,” I reply with a smirk heavily imprinted upon my face. 

Sir Robert shakes his head. “You are a difficult client, Phineas. Were I not so closely aligned with you and your family, I should quit you altogether.”

“Aye, but you
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