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EPISODE 1

A NIGHT AT THE
ROYAL ALBERT HALL

Swilliam and I would not be forgiven if we had failed to
document our many excursions before it was too late, hence I write.
At this eleventh hour, we both agree that it is time to lift the
veil obscuring the truth behind our prolonged absences and combined
wealth. However, unbeknownst to my good friend, I will also
use this opportunity to admit— and perhaps justify—a momentous
error in my judgement. For I have surely placed all of us in a
great jeopardy that has tormented me for many a night. But
before my confession, please allow me to fondly—in the most
part—describe my adventures alongside a certain John Swilliam were,
put simply, marvellous.

It was March 1871. A fanfare of brass, choir and string all
sounded off the proudest of climaxes and ceremonial applause
somewhat lethargically followed. John Swilliam did not care much
for the acoustics and he clearly wasn’t alone.

'But are you not despondent, Rupert?' He asked me. 'As
soon as the orchestra reached their first crescendo, my heart just
sank. There are caves in Lulworth with less of an echo than
here. Such a shame, and on the opening night!'

'The hall cost two hundred thousand pounds to build!'

I struggled to even hear myself above the crowd’s droning,
apparently having the same conversation as we were. London’s
disappointed masses left the newly built Royal Albert Hall of Arts
and Sciences creating the same unbearable swell of echoes that they
were complaining about. Like the crowd, my companion had no desire
to stay for longer than he had to; and besides, he was far more
interested in the building’s magnificent exterior, exclaiming that
he felt like he was in the great city of Rome.

'You, sir, wouldn’t know if you were in Rome if you were being
fed to the lions. You’ve never set foot out of England!' 
I rebutted.

'Quite true,' he admitted. 'But you must agree that this grand
place deserves better than the farce that has just taken place.
Queen Victoria herself was lost for words when she opened
it. Perhaps she already knew of what was to come.  Her
Albert warranted a better tribute, that's for sure.'

'You’re missing the bigger picture here, Jack. What of the
engineers who designed it? What of their blind ambition to
best the Winter Circus in Paris? Their patriotic arrogance has
caused upmost detriment to the main function of this British
Constitution!'

As the crowd began to disperse we paused to put on our
overcoats. During the performance the rain had fallen upon the
cobbled streets of South Kensington and left an unsullied scent in
the air.

'You almost sound treasonous, Rupert,' murmured Swilliam as
he flailed about trying to find the arm of his coat.

'On the contrary! Surely I am better servicing this country
by reprimanding those responsible for this national
embarrassment! Do you not think?'

He appeared to agree in his silence, although perhaps he just
found satisfied peace after finally putting on his Ulster
waterproof. I quietly apologised for my outburst, but there is
nothing I find more deplorable than a squanderer. From the
inebriated sodomite who looks for their next drink before they can
even rub together two shillings, to the stout aristocrat filling
their hallowed manors with worthless tat. Jack and I had seen
them all during our time at the bank. We began our employment
straight after finishing schooling as mere office clerks eventually
moving up to the heady heights of loan application
assessment. We both found no joy in such work and yearned for
adventure.

And adventure found us that damp night in the city. In
actual fact, adventure in the guise of a juvenile pickpocket found
himself being chased down Kensington Road by two fully grown loan
application assessors.

'Stop thief!' Cried the minder of a particularly
distinguished elderly gentleman who had been knocked down by the
incident. 'Someone, get him!'

Acting upon impulse, we tore down the centre of the road like
madmen. The child darted between carriages spooking horses and
drivers alike. Swilliam more than matched him for pace but
could not close in on his mazy run.

'You keep after him, I’ve got an idea!' I called out lagging
behind. Jack waved an arm out in response and disappeared
behind oncoming traffic.

The railings into Hyde Park were easy enough to vault over, but
landing waist-deep into a rose bush took the elegance off the
feat. I waded forth and brushed myself down before striding
across the foot path busy with dog walkers whose hounds sniffed and
followed my soiled trouser legs until their leads entangled and
left them all in a noisy heap. The audible commotion caused by
the fleeing pickpocket brought a smile to my lips as I crossed the
grass and casually stepped behind a lamppost beside Rotten Row
waiting and listening for the right moment. As they drew near
I sprung out from hiding and intercepted the child grabbing his arm
forcefully. He shrieked in shock relinquishing the stolen
goods, which thus flew in every direction. In the flurry of
paper and confusion he slipped free and continued off into the
night billowing with laughter.

'Nearly caught the little rascal I did,' said Swilliam gasping
for air. 'But how on earth did you know he would come this
way? He could have kept on running down Kenstington
Road and you would have been waiting here forever!'

'But that wouldn’t have gotten him home would it?' I
replied whilst picking up the parchment and binders strewn across
the damp gravel track. 'It’s well known that the destitute in this
area reside in the depths of Hyde Park away from the noise of the
streets, only by day to return to pester the affluent. In the
heat of the pursuit, the child would think to stick to the footways
he knows well, hoping to lose you in the dimly lit labyrinth of the
park. Rotten Row doubles back on Kensington Road and also is
the only route into Hyde Park from here, so we were quite fortunate
indeed.'

Jack smirked in disbelief before aiding me in retrieving
the papers. Letters, essays, and maps mostly soaked through
and ruined, whilst the legible few only provided mere glimpses into
their collective subject. I deemed it to be a great
expedition, no doubt, covering many miles—mostly nautical—across
oceans and between continents, but could hardly comprehend the
scale of this journey, let alone the time and cost invested in
it.  However, Swilliam quickly recognised the ship’s course
plotted out before him as that of the HMS Beagle that left English
shores almost forty years ago.

Nothing more was said between us until we returned back to
the Royal Albert Hall and the gabble of activity in front of
it. Whilst a couple of policemen were speaking to the elderly
fellow who was knocked down by the thief, his flustered minder
alerted them all of our approach. None other than Charles
Darwin, it was! He turned to greet us both, but Jack
immediately took his hand and shook it with conviction.

'Yes well that’s quite enough!' Blustered Darwin, whose hat was
nearly shaken off by the force of Jack’s handshake. 'I cannot
thank you both enough for recovering these. That scallywag sure
took his opportunity well didn’t he? Never even saw the little
blighter coming! I would have been after him like a shot it if
hadn’t been for my dodgy leg playing up. And what a fool I was for
thinking I could get an audience with her Majesty in the first
place.  Oh well, I’m sure you boys have read these papers,
yes? Hmm, you see I do long for those glorious days aboard the
Beagle, quite so in fact.  But surely I digress! Please
excuse me, young men, but so that I at least know who I’m indebted
to, can I have both your names?'

Like an excitable child Swilliam swiftly answered for the both
of us. Darwin doffed his hat and bid us a good night before
ducking into his carriage with his precious paperwork already
waiting for him inside courtesy of his faithful assistant who had
not uttered a single word to either of us.

We began offering our statements to the police, but our minds
were elsewhere.
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