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            Prologue

            The Shiver

            
               Fog everywhere. Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits and meadows; fog down the river, where it rolls defiled among the tiers of shipping and the waterside pollutions of a great (and dirty) city.

               —Charles Dickens, Bleak House, 1853

            

         

         The teenager carefully avoided broken shards of glass, barely held together by cracked window frames, as the mist dampened her hair. She balanced on bricks and gently braced herself against the frame of the house. It was 1952—London’s winter wind, chilly and biting, prompted a shiver that began at her scalp and traveled to her toes. Thirteen-year-old Rosemary Sargent listened for the distant call of her younger brother as the mist thickened into a fog. She hopped across old pieces of wood full of rusty nails—materials that once held together a lovely house just a few homes down from her own. Now it was a bombsite, the perfect playground for mischievous kids hoping to avoid boredom. As she looked at the bricks, she could recall what her life had been like during World War II.

         During the late summer of 1944, the Nazis had unloaded on Rosemary’s working-class neighborhood in southeast London—she had been just five. Her family had decided to stay, had refused to be driven out…and it was a miracle they survived. Years later, her parents still had their Morrison bomb shelter, a giant metal cage that sat in their parlor. Rosemary’s mother had draped a cloth over it and called it a table.

         The teenager’s dream was to become a schoolteacher, a goal that had sprouted in her family’s front garden during the summer the Luftwaffe sent a “doodlebug” right over her house. Rosemary recalled gripping a piece of chalk, dragging it down her new chalkboard, and then hearing a hum. It was the buzz that triggered such anxiety in Londoners. She could still remember how it looked, like a torpedo with wings. It was really a V-1 flying cruise missile, carrying a warhead that weighed close to two thousand pounds. She hadn’t seen one in years, but she could imagine the thing quietly hovering over her house as she stood beneath its tail. She could recall her mother racing from the kitchen to the parlor door and shrieking: “Come in, come in, come in!”

         The boys were making a ruckus nearby. As a light fog drifted in, Rosemary played hide-and-seek in the corpse of her neighbors’ house.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The year 1952 suffered a somber beginning in Britain. King George VI had died on February 6 at the age of fifty-six, leaving a war-scarred country in mourning. Albert—that was his given name—had been crowned almost fifteen years earlier, at a time when the public had little faith in the monarchy, after suffering through a royal scandal that rocked the institution to its core. Albert’s elder brother, Edward VIII, had ascended the throne first, in 1936, after their father died. Later that year, King Edward abdicated so he could marry an American divorcée, Wallis Simpson. Albert had reluctantly become king the following year.

         But Albert had risen to the demands of what seemed at first to be an untenable position. When his nation needed a leader, King George VI had become a monarch the British could all stand behind. He had ushered the nation through World War II, through the bombings of London that had scarred the city’s landscape as well as its psyche, and through the messy aftermath of war. When his people needed a voice, he spoke for them, despite a debilitating stammer. King George VI’s funeral at Windsor Castle was impressive. The country was devastated by his death, but there was reason for optimism. His elder daughter, Elizabeth, ascended the throne as Queen Elizabeth II, ushering in a sense of excitement among the British. At just twenty-five, Elizabeth was the future of the monarchy, and the nation’s hopes and dreams all seemed to be exemplified by the young, pretty queen, her dashing husband, and her adorable children. Britons looked forward to her lavish coronation, set for the following summer.

         But in truth, seven years after the end of World War II, London was still in crisis. Nearly seventy thousand civilians across Britain had been killed during the war—forty thousand from air raids alone, and almost half of those had been in London. The British government still faced an enormous war debt. Rationing of sweets and sugar remained in full force. Smoking tobacco was chic, one small luxury amid the fiercely regulated reality of everyday life. And there was another war sapping the country’s resources. More than twelve thousand British troops were fighting alongside American soldiers in Korea. In London, crime was becoming an epidemic in much of the city, as bombed-out buildings gave criminals safe havens. Police were increasingly outnumbered.

         And yet there was one industry that was already booming to prewar numbers: coal. For years, coal had fueled the country’s growth, and by 1952 there was at least one coal fireplace per home—meaning that in London, millions of domestic grates were stuffed into an area of just six hundred square miles (just under twice the size of New York City). The fuel was cheap, effective, and crucial—it was the only major source of domestic heating in the city at that time. But the smoke could be suffocating, and the sulphur dioxide released into the air was deadly. It triggered acid rain strong enough to bend iron, erode statues, poison land, and contaminate waterways—the pollution could destroy lungs and cause cancer. But still the coal burned. In 1952, almost forty coal-fired power stations kept London electrified and more than twenty thousand steam locomotives kept the city moving.

         The politics of Big Coal were no less murky than the air it produced. Coal, it turned out, was one of the few thriving international industries remaining in postwar Britain—more than 250 million tons were mined domestically every year; it was a key export for the country at a time when national budgets were tight. More than seven hundred thousand workers were employed in British coal mines. Politicians weren’t ignorant of the environmental concerns of burning huge quantities of coal every year, but their hands seemed tied.

         The Conservative Party, also known as the Tories, was led by Prime Minister Winston Churchill, the country’s ailing but still potent leader. The Conservatives knew that any attempt to constrain the coal industry could be devastating to a vulnerable British economy. Their main opposition, the Labour Party, was anxious to use the country’s massive debt as a weapon in the upcoming election. So the government was keeping up a brisk pace in international coal sales, but it was selling its best domestic coal to other countries and reserving the cheaper coal for its own people. This cheaper coal, a brown dust with bits of coal, was a soft material, a poor replacement for the more expensive black coal still being rationed. It went by the nickname “nutty slack,” and though it was far inferior to black coal, it was all that most Londoners could afford in those desperate postwar times.

         It took enormous amounts of nutty slack to heat the average home—the cheaper brown coal was inefficient and much dirtier to burn, which created more smoke and more pollution. But most politicians in Parliament were certain that exporting black coal and selling the nutty slack domestically was a crucial cost-saving decision. Britain was desperate: smokeless fuel wasn’t economically realistic, or widely available. In 1952, London entered winter with its largest stock of coal, of all grades, in any postwar year—nineteen and a half million tons.

         As Londoners warmed themselves by their fires that December, they couldn’t have possibly known there was a deadly killer gathering strength across London, around their homes—a lethal pollutant plotting to devastate an already crippled city.

         
            *  *  *

         

         But in early December of 1952, as the London air thickened and smothered the city, another killer—devious, sick, and unrepentant—eyed his next victim. He was trapped with her in that horrid fog. When the smoke lifted, she would die, three more would soon follow. It was no trouble. He had killed before.

         Most mornings, fairly early, he would sip tea in his tiny kitchen while his wife tidied up their sad, filthy flat in Notting Hill. It had been such a genteel district once, but certainly not by 1952. Gamblers and prostitutes filled its homes, joined by every shade of shifty character available. Most blocks were slums, with decent people drowning inside eroding row houses. The police force seemed hopelessly inert.

         Six days a week, the awkward middle-aged man with the horn-rimmed glasses bade good-bye to his wife and tried to ignore the litany of loud curses and complaints from his upstairs neighbors. He despised them. He rode the Tube to his job as an invoice clerk at a large transport company. The work was mundane, he thought, but he was lucky to have such a stable position. He wasn’t good at keeping jobs. He loathed his life, for so many reasons.

         The man was quiet, meek—overlooked by most people who passed him in the neighborhood. He haunted the streets of Notting Hill like a spook, desperately searching for some time alone, away from his skittish, clingy wife. It was so suffocating, being trapped with her in that nasty flat. If he didn’t find enough of those quiet moments…someone might die.

         
            *  *  *

         

         This is the parallel story of two killers. As different as these murderers were, their similarities were striking. Both strangled their victims. Both eluded suspicion. And both nearly escaped justice. Each changed law in Britain and, in many ways, around the world. One was a toxin that ignored race, wealth, and age—a mass murderer that asphyxiated thousands of Londoners and sickened hundreds of thousands. The other was a psychopath, a serial killer, who terrorized one of the world’s most important cities. There were miscarriages of justice with both. Yet only one of the two remains infamous—the other has been all but forgotten.

         Telling the stories side by side, there’s a sense of what life was like after World War II in the British capital—and what Londoners actually valued. The characters are a sampling of a society that influenced the world. And the braided narrative reveals something about the way in which humans experience fear: one man was more terrifying to Londoners than a deadly fog that strangled thousands—a naïveté that only benefited newspaper editors (promoting their salacious headlines) and the politicians who tried to cover up the choking smog that was largely of their own creation.

         
            *  *  *

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Pressure

            
               A great chocolate-coloured pall lowered over heaven…there would be a glow of rich, lurid brown, like the light of some strange conflagration; and here, for a moment, the fog would be quite broken up, and a haggard shaft of daylight would glance in between the swirling wreaths.

               —Robert Louis Stevenson, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, 1886

            

         

         It was like electricity, the power unleashed by the wind surging across the waters of the Atlantic Ocean. The intense, warm rush pushed, yanked the waves in a maelstrom and then whirled, forcing them in the same direction. Combined with the spin of the earth, they unified into a powerful weapon that could trigger tropical storms, sink ships, and swallow up men. Thousands of ancient vessels, many treasure-laden, littered the reefs along its path—the victims of naïve captains, whose ill-fated crews were sucked under by its waves. And it spawned some of history’s cruelest storms. The Gulf Stream was one of the most powerful ocean currents in the world—the same remarkable “river in an ocean” first recorded by Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de León in 1513 as his ships tried to navigate its waters between the Florida coast and the Bahamas. The legend claimed he was on a quest for the Fountain of Youth, a mythical water source purportedly capable of reversing the aging process and curing sickness. His only barrier was the Gulf Stream. Ponce de León’s fleet was pushed backward by the strong, fast-moving current of warm seawater—his smallest ship was missing for two days.

         The Gulf Stream has since shaped destinies. Explorers and merchants used the current to explore and colonize new lands, including Florida and the Dutch colonies of New York. But if captains ignored its power, they suffered. A change in wind direction or strength could have devastating consequences. Many navigators couldn’t harness its power—they only hoped to survive it. The current started in the warm waters of the Gulf of Mexico, then moved northeast, branching off into three different currents that headed toward Africa, Europe, and Newfoundland. The northeast extension of the Gulf Stream, the North Atlantic Current, concentrated its force on the United Kingdom.

         The British Isles jutted into the middle of the warming waters, right in the current’s path. It made the winters warmer and the summers cooler than those of the central European countries, thanks to the heated water. Farmers in Devonshire, England, on the southwest coast, grew lemons in December for curd to pair with their famous clotted cream. Palm trees thrived in Cork, Ireland, in January. Without that current, the United Kingdom would feel as cold as Canada. The mild winter temperatures pleased most Britons—until it turned on them.

         The first week of December 1952, the Gulf Stream was spewing warm, moist air toward London—misty stuff that hovered, lingered above the city, and waited, patiently, for its deadly companion.

         
            *  *  *

         

         London was a city in recovery, even seven years after the end of the war. There was more optimism, certainly—the Luftwaffe planes had retreated, and the air raid sirens fell silent; there was rebuilding and repair in the aftermath of bombs that had ravaged much of London. Despite the impact of war, a certain innocence still remained in the city, at least outwardly. Children strolled to school alone. Housewives left their doors unlocked. Kids shuffled cards and tossed dice on pavements without a parent nearby. Adults were addressed as “mister” and “missus.” For teens, sex was forbidden and obedience was demanded, though those rules were often ignored, of course.

         But it was difficult to overlook the shabbier side of the capital, even though most upper- and middle-class residents certainly tried. Across the city, crumbling tenements were packed with new immigrants from nations all over the world, many of whom found themselves living in destitution in a strange land. Many white Londoners were bitter, habitually underemployed, and constantly struggling in ghettos supported by slumlords. The impoverished districts in London were neglected by politicians and plagued by violence. Horrible crimes played out on the streets and inside private homes—like scenes from a Dickens novel. And soon, the crimes of one of British history’s most heinous serial killers would be splashed across the front pages of newspapers around the world.

         Still, for much of respectable London, British society promoted the wartime ethos of restraint and respectability—this was the time to conform and push forward. For children who matured in the midst of battle, however, it was hard to forget the carnage. They were surrounded by its relics, and often reveled in them. Most boys had wooden Tommy submachine guns or sometimes the real thing—a memento from the war with the firing pin removed. Woolworths sold replica fighter jets, tiny soldiers, and plastic submarines. Comic books were filled with stories about soldiers hunting German U-boats. War films lit up the cinema.

         Soldiers and Londoners experienced reciprocal respect—an empathy created by a communal, terrifying experience. Any person older than thirty-five had already lived through two world wars. If they hadn’t been in battle, they knew someone—a son, a brother, a sweetheart—who had been. War had touched every Brit in some direct way, but none as directly as Londoners, who had been subjected to the worst of the German bombing for years during World War II. Large swaths of the population were, quite literally, shell-shocked.

         Perhaps as a direct result of all the chaos, by 1952 British society still insisted on deference toward the well-heeled superior. The King and Queen were revered for their decision to remain in London during the Blitz. The Conservative government—under celebrated Prime Minister Winston Churchill—had recently returned to power. The famously tough Churchill had led Britain through World War II, but his party had been ousted in 1945, near the end of the war. He had only recently been reelected in the 1951 election, which handed the Tories a slim majority in the House of Commons after six years of opposition rule. The heavyweights in the opposition Labour Party were aging and bickering. The party was showing cracks, but the Conservatives promised to keep some key Labour changes, like the National Health Service, implemented in 1948, and the nationalization of important industries like railways and coal mines.

         Internationally, Britain was flexing its muscle, despite its beleaguered economy. The UK tested its first nuclear bomb off the northwest coast of Australia, making Britain an atomic power, just behind America and the Soviet Union.

         When United States President Harry S. Truman warned Americans they were “moving through a perilous time” as long as Communists held power, Churchill gave him a standing ovation. The British Conservative government was preparing for the Cold War, but as 1952 progressed, there would be many more trials much closer to home.

         The summer of 1952 heralded a string of disasters that tested the country’s sense of calm. In August, the south of England was deluged by a severe tropical storm, which brought with it traumatizing scenes and great devastation. The low-pressure system dumped an unprecedented nine inches of rain within twenty-four hours on an area of moorlands. Ninety million tons of water roared through the nearby town of Lynmouth like an avalanche, hauling along boulders and crashing through homes. The flood dragged bodies out to sea, never to be recovered. Thirty-five people were killed and Lynmouth had to be completely rebuilt. The entire nation was stunned.

         Within weeks came another national tragedy, this time at the prestigious Farnborough Air Show. Pilot John Derry was already a legend. Four years earlier, he had been the first British pilot to break the sound barrier, and he was going to do it again that September day. It started off just as planned; Derry and a flight test observer were in the cockpit of a Hawker Siddeley Sea Vixen, a two-seater fighter jet, as they broke the sound barrier at the air show. Their flight created a sonic boom that shook the eardrums of the people on the ground, who were staring upward in delight. The crowd erupted in applause, but the clapping stopped quickly. During a second pass at about five hundred miles an hour, the nose of the jet lifted and the plane suddenly disintegrated, sending heavy debris plummeting down toward more than one hundred thousand onlookers. Derry and the flight test observer died, but the real carnage was on the ground below; the accident killed thirty-one spectators, prompting tighter regulations to protect audiences at air shows. The entire nation mourned the deaths.

         One month later, the country was again grieving—the Harrow and Wealdstone rail crash in London would lead the papers for days. The driver of an overnight express train from Scotland missed a warning signal and two danger signals in the dense fog as the locomotive barreled toward the city. Before he could apply the brake, it slammed into a delayed passenger train parked at the station, sending it hurtling across the tracks into another oncoming train. Passengers heard a great boom of clashing metal, bending and breaking. Those who could crawl from the cars stared at a mangled pile of train carriages. Witnesses said it was impossible to drag out some of the bodies. The crash killed more than one hundred passengers and injured 340 more. It was the most catastrophic railway accident in England—and fog was the suspected culprit.

         That disgusting fog. It came most days in the winter, and as autumn approached and the days grew shorter in 1952, the whole country braced for the fog’s return, London in particular.

         The fog was omnipresent in the country’s capital. Young Londoners lived in the stuff. They played hide-and-seek in a yellow haze—the fog made it easy to ambush a playmate desperately looking for a hiding spot. Kids, boys mostly, would swipe fruit from rickety wooden stands in the street market on Portobello Road. They used the smoky air as a valuable resource—stores were cloaked by fog so thick that the chemists and toffee makers could barely see their own boots when they locked up early. The children coughed into their mittens and carried on. It was obnoxious, the dirty air, but most Londoners accepted that it was their penalty for living in the world’s most urbanized and industrialized city.

         On Thursday, December 4, 1952, fog slowly appeared like a thin specter, circling Big Ben just before two thirty. The smoke smothered the sun early that morning. Any glimpses of light were chased away by the dusky apparition slithering around Parliament. That night, the politicians inside those beautiful buildings had no idea the fog would cause such outrage in the House of Commons—or how it would change the air they breathed. The minute hands on Big Ben ticked forward, and the quarter bells rang the Westminster Chimes, from Handel’s bewitching oratorio Messiah.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Inside the Palace of Westminster’s House of Commons, a veteran politician eyed Winston Churchill and his cabinet. Norman Dodds wasn’t an especially patient man. That night, the forty-nine-year-old Member of Parliament (MP) shifted in his seat, a cramped two-foot area on the iconic green benches covered in Moroccan leather. A card with his name sat inside its slot, signaling that this was his seat for the day. He surveyed the room and glanced at his companions, the other MPs of the newly minority Labour Party. They were outnumbered by thirty-two votes, and the deficit alarmed Norman almost daily. The Conservative government was misleading voters on so many issues, he thought. He routinely accused the Tories of abandoning the commoner and obeying the wishes of big industries, to alleviate the country’s enormous postwar national debt. Norman and his Labour Party had fewer members, but they were ready for a new fight—one he was happy to lead. He was feisty when he entered the Commons Chamber each day—his eyes gleamed as he listened.

         “Lord, the God of righteousness and truth, grant to our Queen and her government, to Members of Parliament and all in positions of responsibility, the guidance of your Spirit,” the Speaker’s Chaplain read as he intoned the prayers that brought government into session. Norman and the MPs turned and faced the wall, a custom nearly four hundred years old. It was thought to have started because sixteenth-century politicians had problems kneeling for prayers due to the swords they wore.

         But while the MPs still followed the trappings of history and tradition, the walls themselves were newly rebuilt. The Nazis had bombed the Houses of Parliament no fewer than fourteen different times during the Blitz. In May 1941, incendiary bombs had exploded above the Commons Chamber and set the roof of Westminster Hall on fire. The Chamber had been destroyed. A small bomb struck Parliament’s clock tower and shattered the glass on its south face, but the bells continued to toll. By the following morning, there was little left of the great House of Commons. More than seven hundred years of history had been relegated to rubble.

         The Chamber needed to be redesigned, but thanks to a tight postwar budget, the seat of British government now had a more practical aesthetic than before. Gone were the ornate stained glass windows; they were now replaced with plain glass. The walls were decorated with simple oak paneling. The Palace of Westminster was now warmed by a central heating system, doing away with almost all of the one thousand open fireplaces that had once burned; only six were left. The new House was only two years old, but it still felt cold to Norman. The high ceilings didn’t help—they created an acoustical nightmare during raucous debates and lowered the temperature inside during winter months.

         But if the weather outside that night was brisk, the political climate inside the Commons was biting. The Labour Party—Norman’s party—had launched an attack on Prime Minister Winston Churchill, one of its most vicious during this session. The politics were arcane, but the stakes, Norman felt, were high: His party had accused Churchill of waffling on appointing a Supreme Allied Commander in the Mediterranean, the senior military leader of more than twenty countries. A spirited debate had escalated to an all-out shouting match: MPs began bobbing up and down, attempting to get the Speaker’s attention for a comment. This was the sort of brawl the reporters upstairs in the Press Gallery savored. More than two hundred journalists roamed Parliament when they expected MPs to make big decisions. Or cause controversy. It was heavy lifting for writers hoping for a scoop. Author Charles Dickens was a cynical teenaged reporter in both Houses in the early 1830s, when reporters were relegated to a cramped area, far from the debates.

         “I have worn my knees by writing on them on the old back row of the old gallery of the House of Commons,” complained Dickens.

         The typewriters of House reporters clicked and dinged, churning out zippy pieces on everything from the death penalty to complaints about a new levy on long underwear. The correspondents shoved themselves inside the Commons’ wooden telephone cubicles and phoned in stories to their editors for the morning edition paper.

         As the prime minister exited the hall with the Government Chief Whip, a storm of noise surged from Norman Dodds and the Labourites. Churchill halted, swung around, scanned the room, and revealed a slight smirk. When the opposition unloaded a torrent of boos and hisses, Churchill’s face fell and he stomped over to the dispatch box. He demanded to know if booing was an appropriate response for gentlemen lawmakers.

         “What else can you say to a goose?” barked back Scottish Labour Party MP William Ross. This sent off a fury of response from both sides. Churchill’s voice lifted above the others.

         “May I say, with great respect and with the indulgence of the Committee, that I do not in the least mind being called a goose? I have been called many worse things than that.” Name-calling was fine, but the prime minister wouldn’t tolerate booing.

         The House of Commons, the Victorian building rich with history and conflict, was Norman Dodds’ battleground. The cacophony of hoots came from his compatriots—those politicians who vowed to represent their constituencies with vigor, like soldiers protecting their platoons during a battle.

         When Norman rose from his seat in the second row, other MPs either smiled or grimaced. People in the public gallery leaned forward, hoping to catch a glimpse. Norman’s power in Parliament came from his speeches—he punched words constantly, sometimes indiscriminately, with spittle flying from his mouth. He wasn’t a tall man or especially handsome. He was a bit portly, with thinning hair and a double chin. But his rhetoric, delivered in a working-class accent, was dramatic and convincing. His constituents believed him. Since his election in 1945, he had asked more than fifteen hundred oral questions and made even more queries on paper—an extraordinary amount for any politician. He was nicknamed “the cavalier of Question Time.” Members of both sides of the aisle criticized him for playing to the press gallery for the past seven years.

         “They expect me to deny it,” said Norman, “but I don’t. My only trouble is that I’m running short of ideas.” In a matter of days, that would change.

         Tonight, the dramatic moaning, amplified by a microphone connected to loudspeakers, bounced off the Chamber walls and settled inside Norman’s ears. He looked across the aisle. Harold Macmillan wasn’t there for tonight’s debate, not unusual. The room was growing cooler. The fog was slinking along the outside of the windows, hanging above Norman.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It began simply enough. Meteorologists at the Kew Observatory watched the small ridge of high pressure as it crept, slowly, over the British Isles, first to Ireland and southern Scotland, over cities like Glasgow, then onward to northern England. As it traveled, that ridge of high pressure circulated wind—a lot of wind. It whirled in a clockwise motion around an eye filled with high atmospheric pressure. About a hundred years earlier, scientists named that type of storm an “anticyclone.” The label may have sounded alarming to the layperson—cyclones were often associated with tornados, those destructive wind tunnels that tore across open plains, leveling homes and killing families. But an anticyclone, almost always, was fantastic news for Londoners.

         When the high-pressure system drifted over the city, the days were sunny and the air was dry. The skies were clear because the air was sinking, so no rain or clouds could form. But those clear skies also sent temperatures plummeting at night. The air turned frigid. And there was the fog that would surely come from the moisture in the air; that was nothing new. But then a breeze would typically arrive, blowing the system away as discreetly as it appeared. An anticyclone would usually conjure up a perfect winter day for a Londoner.

         But this year, something was different.

         The high-pressure weather system was just a few hundred miles from the center of London by Thursday, the day the sun disappeared into haze and the grey wisps stalked Big Ben. British meteorologists tested the volume of smoke and sulphur dioxide in the atmosphere daily—it was normal. Scientists at the London Meteorological Office in Kingsway watched the system’s progression, along with a low-pressure system following behind it in the North Atlantic. They thought, they hoped, that its smaller companion would push the anticyclone past London. There was no reason to think it wouldn’t. They predicted the high pressure would simply blow away. It always had before. If it didn’t, the city would be devoured by one hell of a peasouper—the nickname for thick, dark fog. If that anticyclone stayed for more than a day, forecasters predicted, there would be some minor issues with traffic, perhaps some additional patients complaining of respiratory problems. Londoners sighed, prepared for some minor inconveniences, and carried on, as they always did.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The ground in December was hard, solid, and cold above her. When someone happened to shuffle across it, the thin top layer of soil crunched, shifted just slightly. She stayed still, though—no matter how many cracked flowerpots, broken bricks, or random bits of rubbish were dropped above her. A thin root from the yellow-flowering Philadelphus bush wrapped around one of her vertebra; it would be difficult to untangle. Ripped pieces of a penny newspaper dated July 19, 1943, were lodged between her bones. A knotted section of rope was nearby.

         The air that Thursday night, December 4, grew sharper, darker, even somehow heavier, but it made no difference to her. The clouds masked her from suspicious neighbors, even though it wouldn’t have been very difficult to find her, with a shovel. She was trapped, less than two feet under, so she stayed hushed. She languished under a layer of fog.

         Ruth Fuerst was once striking, really, but not because of her beauty. She was slender, with olive skin and short, dark hair, along with deep brown eyes shaped like ovals, always revealing bits of sadness and pain. She was in fact rather plain-looking compared to the posh socialites that strolled along the High Street; Ruth was tall and, at around five foot nine inches, she matched the eye level of many men. That pleased her. She also had deformed legs from childhood, which made her all the more intriguing. Ruth guarded secrets, hidden by her mercurial tendencies. At only twenty-one, life had already abused her, so the manner of her death might have been expected—except he was just so dreadful to her. She was his first.

         Ruth was Austrian, and in 1939, at the age of seventeen, she had been separated from her family when she became a refugee from Nazi persecution. The Third Reich labeled her a Mischling—someone who was half Aryan and half Jewish—and she fled Austria while she still could. The following year, when invasion loomed, she was sent briefly to an internment camp with other Germans and Austrians on the Isle of Man, an island in the Irish Sea between Britain and Ireland. After Ruth’s release, she began a descent into various traumas: She had a baby out of wedlock with a Greek waiter, a little girl named Christina Sonya, who was immediately sent away for adoption. Ruth anguished over her parents, who she thought had been slaughtered by the Nazis in a concentration camp. They had actually immigrated safely to New York. She lived in poverty in London, much of the time.

         Ruth’s temperament was perplexing to anyone who spent time with her. She was bright, but also shy and frequently morose, bordering on depressed. One employer said she had a poor work ethic and was frequently absent, and then she resigned unexpectedly. But Ruth carried on. She worked at various hotels and restaurants, while studying nursing books in her off time. She could never seem to develop strong friendships—she liked privacy. But she appreciated male attention, frequently. “A girl who could be easily influenced by a stronger character,” remarked one of her friends. She always seemed to need money—her earnings at a munitions factory weren’t enough for rent.

         The older man watched her while they stood at David Griffin’s Refreshment Room, a snack bar in Ladbroke Grove. He bragged he was a special constable with the War Reserve Police—in fact, he had been awarded two commendations for distinguished service over the past four years. He was confident.

         It was August of 1943—the month before, the Allies had bombed Hamburg and Benito Mussolini’s fascist government had collapsed in Italy. Ruth and the special constable had both survived the Blitz in London, two years earlier. Ruth Fuerst smiled as he introduced himself as “John.” He was perhaps in his forties and he seemed charming, if a bit strange—but not bad-looking, especially if she compared him to the goons who loitered in the neighborhood. They met several more times while he was on his beat, even at his house—they had sex. She knew he was married, but it didn’t concern her. He stood close to her in his sharp blue uniform and official cap. Ruth admired the way he looked in it. She sensed the responsible war constable might be willing to help her, unlike the other men in her life. He liked to brag about his income.

         “John, will you lend me ten shillings? I am short of my rent this week,” Ruth asked. He agreed, but said she must visit him at his home in Notting Hill, close by. Ruth arrived promptly to the appropriate address: 10 Rillington Place. It was late August when she stood on the sidewalk of the shabby tenement apartments in the cul-de-sac. The building was butted against a brick wall, and smoke churned from the factory on the other side. They went inside his first-floor flat, stepped into the kitchen.

         “My wife is visiting her brother up north,” he told her. They sipped tea and chatted, and then he handed her the shillings. She said she wanted to be closer to him, a true relationship—not just casual sex. They could run away together. Ruth peeled off her leopard-skin coat and followed him to the bedroom.

         “The poor girl did not dream she was walking into the room of her death,” he would later say. They began to have sex. His fervor quickly changed—it was too intense, more than just passion this time. He reached over and grabbed a piece of rope. She felt it wrap around her neck. Her trachea crunched. The rope was squeezing the air out. Her eyes grew wider when he pulled the rope. He stared at her. Ruth fought, tried to overpower him. She thrashed, but he squeezed harder. Her stamina finally slipped away. One last gasp and he had killed her. He gazed down.

         “There is a peace about death that soothes me,” he later said. “A corpse has a beauty and a dignity which a living body could never hold.”

         But he was startled—there was a knock at the door. It was a boy, carrying a note that alarmed the man. His wife would soon arrive with her brother. He thought quickly, then pulled up the floorboards of his parlor at the front of the flat and placed her body there before replacing the boards. He moved hurriedly; he wouldn’t have privacy for much longer. Later that evening, his wife and her brother appeared. His brother-in-law hoped to spend the night. Yes, was the reply, in the front parlor is fine. The brother lay down in the front room, just feet from Ruth’s body.

         “I became worried, wondering whether he would suspect anything,” the man remembered. She stayed there until the next afternoon, until his wife and her brother left the flat for a bit. He took up the floorboards and carried Ruth into his tenement garden’s washhouse, a small building with a sink, mostly used for storage but rarely by the other tenants. Late that night, around ten o’clock, he told his wife he needed to use the lavatory, another small building in the garden, near the washhouse. He walked outside and quietly took a shovel.

         “Neighbors watched me digging,” he said. “They nodded ‘cheerios’ to me.” When they left, he dragged Ruth from the washhouse and rolled her into the grave.

         In 1952, nine years later, she was still there, secluded by the fog—just another object planted in the garden. His garden. She was lying beneath him, many days. The war constable with a large forehead, thinning hair, and startling voice frequently dragged a rake less than two feet above her. His steps disturbed the dirt. He shoved plants into the ground just inches from her face—he fancied himself a talented gardener.

         One day, he was digging and misjudged where he had buried her, thrusting his shovel through her neck, cracking part of her vertebra, and breaking off her skull. He picked up her head and tossed it into an old dustbin for burning. He didn’t have an innate process, the perfect way to murder someone. Not yet. In December 1952, the fog drifted above Ruth Fuerst, brushing over the dead leaves lying on the ground. It was a ghastly final resting place for a troubled young woman. Even more alarming—she wasn’t alone.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            Blackout

            
               The yellow fog that rubs its back upon the window-panes,

               The yellow smoke that rubs its muzzle on the window-panes,

               Licked its tongue into the corners of the evening,

               Lingered upon the pools that stand in drains,

               Let fall upon its back the soot that falls from chimneys,

               Slipped by the terrace, made a sudden leap…

               —T. S. Eliot, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” 1915

            

         

         Tendrils of smoke wafted up above his head, then coiled around it and expanded into a thin veil that enveloped him. Fat flakes of soot stuck to his jacket like paint. His sword tarnished. It was a despicable way to treat such a gallant figure.

         Admiral Horatio Nelson was an eighteenth-century British war hero—a Royal Navy man who famously defeated the French emperor Napoleon Bonaparte’s soldiers during the Battle of Trafalgar. In 1843, the British government erected a sandstone statue of Nelson in Trafalgar Square. Standing more than 150 feet tall and chiseled in Dartmoor granite, Nelson’s Column was flanked by four bronze Barbary lions. They were his guardians as he gazed south toward the Palace of Westminster. Lord Nelson was a tick on a tourist’s London itinerary—an essential visit. Children from all over the world flocked to the monument. They gazed up at him, and climbed atop his lions for a ride.

         Nelson was more than a symbol of the British victory over the French and Spanish—he was yet another reminder of the fall of Nazi Germany. If Adolf Hitler had invaded Britain, he had infamously planned to move the beloved statue from Trafalgar Square to Berlin as a show of force. It would have been an unbearable humiliation for the fiercely proud Londoners, and through the dark years of the Blitz and the bloody end of World War II, Nelson’s likeness had taken on near-totemic meaning. Today, seven years after the end of wartime aggression, Commander Nelson’s statue was admired and positively revered by the city’s populace. But that morning, December 5, the Admiral quietly, discreetly disappeared.

         The dark, suffocating fog crept around him overnight and into the early hours of Friday. Temperatures dropped more than ten degrees from the previous day. At the same time, the barometric pressure suddenly rose to its highest level in more than a week. The night sky clouded and the thin fire in gas lamps flickered, highlighting the grey mist against the blackness. The pigeons fluttered around Nelson, kicking up small plumes of smoke. Chimneys, puffing out fumes mixed with soot, furiously working to keep away the creeping cold, dotted the buildings around him.

         A Member of Parliament, hoping to start his day early, might peer upward as he entered the storied halls of British government, expecting to see Nelson welcome him as he did every morning. The MP might squint through his spectacles as fat flakes of soot stuck to the lenses. He would notice that the smoke forged a shroud around the column and climbed upward. As the haze thickened, the war hero faded, then finally vanished. No matter, the MP might mutter as he trudged toward Parliament, just another London particular.

         
            *  *  *

         

         On Friday, December 5, Londoners awoke to a blanket of grey fog covering the city. Along the River Thames, the smoke was not merely thick, but impenetrable. Just a few hours earlier, the government shut down all traffic on the river. Ships were ordered to stay docked. Commuters shivering on the platform of the Liverpool Street Central Line Underground Station could see less than fifty yards. But they still stepped onto their trains, ready for a full day of work. As the morning dragged on, instead of dissipating, the fog thickened. By early afternoon, the Underground trains were running on their normal schedule, but the public buses were beginning to experience delays. The city’s coal-burning railway engines vomited smoke. Traffic in Central London slowed as drivers navigated through the fading daylight. Richmond Bridge was closed. In some parts of the city, all bus and trolleybus services were suspended indefinitely. At home and in offices, Londoners hoping to stave off the frigid temperatures sparked more than one million fireplaces, piled with that brown coal. The city’s power plants churned out electricity, fueled by cheap, lower-grade coal. Smoke poured from their chimneys.

         In the House of Commons, MPs debated the country’s agriculture policy and then left a few hours early, to avoid being abandoned by commuter rails. Two trains were delayed as they carried animals from Scotland to compete in the Smithfield Fat Stock Show at Earl’s Court. Criminals began using the fog to their advantage. A group of burglars bound and gagged a female cleaner before cracking open a safe in an office building in Little Britain, a small district in Central London.

         And there was an especially foreboding bit of news from Parliament: Iain Macleod, the minister of health, sent a memo to all hospitals forbidding them from increasing their staff without prior approval. “It must be shown that the increase is justified by exceptional circumstances such as serious under-manning,” wrote Macleod, “and that the need cannot be met by reorganization or in any other way that would avoid the employment of additional staff.” He also demanded they cut non-medical and non-nursing staffs by 5 percent over the next year. The government was trying to control its bloated debts.

         The fog was hardly mentioned in the city newspapers. They printed stories about compulsory crash helmets for motorcyclists and the introduction of a new stamp marking the reign of Queen Elizabeth II, but nothing about the smoke and fumes. The Manchester Guardian did proclaim: “the first real fog of the year has enveloped London today, an old-fashioned peasouper: thick, drab, yellow, disgusting.” Yet the reporter described the conditions as rather pleasant for some drivers. “It was possible to drive through the West End at a speed which left a wide safety margin and yet reach one’s destination more quickly than usual. There was plenty of parking space too.”

         As Friday morning carried into the afternoon, the soot worked in concert with the mist. The flakes were large enough to be expelled by a puff from a lamplighter’s mouth. Eyes ached, reddened in the fog’s miasma. Throats burned, as if specks of iron were caught in mid-swallow. Christmas lights on trees that decorated stores in the West End seemed to hang midair, but holiday shoppers pushed on. Scientists at twelve pollution-monitoring sites across Greater London recorded their daily readings. They found the new data troubling, particularly at a station on the Thames near Westminster Bridge. In less than twenty-four hours, the amounts of smoke and sulphur dioxide in the air had increased more than five times. More disturbing—the machines used by the Air Ministry to record air pollution tracked only sulphur dioxide and smoke. There were other deadly gases—carbon dioxide and carbon monoxide—belched out by exhaust from thousands of vehicles that were going unmeasured. And diesel oil engines from the city’s eight thousand double-decker buses spewed out vanadium compounds that caused bronchial irritation. As the chemicals in the air increased, so did the number of deaths.

         The fog drifted along the bottom of the Thames Valley, across the city, building its power. On Friday afternoon, it was mostly just an irritant—like those famous London fogs that had enchanted literature lovers for hundreds of years. But soon, a simple peasouper would throttle the city.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Rosemary Sargent gazed through the window of the red double-decker bus as it snaked through London. Less than an hour earlier, her teacher, Ms. Atkinson, had peered outside and frowned as the dark clouds swirled. Time to leave. The thirteen-year-old had just finished up lunch at Catford Central, a secondary school for girls in Catford, Lewisham, in the southeast part of the city. Rosemary thought the early release was a tad premature—it didn’t seem like one of those fogs that would turn from inconvenient to alarming. But Rosemary was accustomed to the curt interruption of her secretarial studies. She was learning shorthand and typing—skills she could eventually use to secure a good office job. She was such a smart girl—if she made good grades, in a few years she would take the General Education “O” Level and Secretarial exams in individual subjects. Passing the “O” was considered a huge achievement, and earned students (and their parents) bragging rights. But today, the exam was the last thing on her mind.

         Rosemary and the other girls, bundled by their mothers in warm sweaters, long woolen socks, and leather shoes, were told to clear out. Teachers ordered them to board diesel buses, recently rolled out by the government. There was no panic, just acceptance. She shivered. It just seemed so much colder than the day before. The fog was a nuisance to girls Rosemary’s age. They often wore white petticoats under their cotton dresses and the smoke tinted their hems black—it took hours for their mothers to clean them. Rosemary’s hair was grimy, coated with soot. The stuff seeped into her skin, like a thin layer of lotion that refused to be scrubbed away with soap flakes. It was god-awful, that fog. But she lived with it, as she would a lifelong flatmate.

         The sun hung in dust. Rosemary glowered. She could see the small particles floating, even without a real breeze. The bus windows were screwed tight, but that smell haunted her—acrid, filthy, and burning, like taking a whiff from the inside of a chimney’s brick throat. The heavier the cloak of fog, the more it burned. It scorched her eyes and her nose, and then squeezed her throat. On the street, trendy debutantes wrapped their chiffon scarves across their mouths, their pearls dangling just below, in a futile effort to stop the rancid air from choking them. But even their upscale woolen coats wouldn’t cut the chill on this day. Londoners scurried along Bromley Road, gripped their shopping bags, their umbrellas, and their children. Rosemary’s daily trip home to Bromley felt longer than its usual twenty minutes, but she couldn’t imagine the diesel buses would be running much longer. The police might soon be forced to use torches, a practice adopted to guide vehicles through the fog. Their black overcoats, tall woolen hats, and white, double-strapped fog masks were a common sight in the winter. The pollution tarnished their polished silver buttons. Dapper young men sporting Teddy Boy suits slipped downstairs to the Underground, but the subway service might be suspended soon, too.

         Rosemary stepped off the bus that afternoon just as the fog descended; she was already struggling to catch her breath. The air was dark yellow, not quite brown or black, but somehow thick. She turned her head quickly left and right. Aggravated, she squinted. She couldn’t see her house—she couldn’t even see her front gate, let alone her family’s modest garden packed full of potatoes just under the surface. The smell had worsened to a dirty, sooty stench. It addled Rosemary’s brain. She shuffled down the garden path, trying to orient herself. As she got closer, she scanned the front of her split-level terrace home—a small building on a block of mirror-image redbrick houses with shared sidewalls, London’s answer to its dense population.

         Rosemary stepped inside the front parlor to find her three siblings. The coal fireplace in that room was cold and dormant, as always. Her family couldn’t afford to light coal in two hearths, so they spent much of their time near the fire in the family room. The Sargents, a clan of six, weren’t well-off but they weren’t hard up, either. They were upper working-class—Rosemary’s father, Albert, was a skilled cabinetmaker who earned a good living. Rosemary didn’t have a “best pair” of shoes or a “school pair,” just that one pair—those black brogue-style shoes that seemed to last a lifetime. But her father could afford to have her feet measured, so she wasn’t wearing hand-me-downs that pinched her toes or left gaps at her ankles, the bane of so many children her age.

         The fog was swirling at the window—an unwanted visitor lurking outside. Her mother, Edna, didn’t switch on the radio for a news update. Why? A peasouper was commonplace, almost customary—an entrée to Christmas. Her only question: How late will Albert be tonight? Rosemary strolled into the family’s small gallery kitchen as her mother was preparing supper.

         Edna Sargent was a bona fide British matriarch: a spitfire with a temper—a wordsmith during rows with her husband. She and Albert had the occasional flare-ups during fifteen years of marriage—quarrels largely ignored by the children, but always peaceful at the end. There was a mutual respect between them, and Edna was always pleased to see him step across the threshold into their parlor, usually around half past six. That Friday night, Rosemary looked through the room’s glass pane. When the foggy air permeated a clear December night, Albert was frequently several hours late. Occasionally he was able to slip away from work to use a public telephone box, that red booth with a rotary phone inside, outfitted with coin slots. But most of the time Albert didn’t bother; he just began walking home. Edna wondered if his supper would need to be warmed later.

         Rosemary and her siblings proceeded with their afternoon, looking forward to spending the weekend making holiday paper chains for the parlor fireplace’s hearth with their father. A tree would soon arrive, with colorful lights and cheap tinsel. Rosemary suspected her parents had already finished their holiday shopping—she dreamed of new winter gloves lined with real rabbit fur. The fog couldn’t stop the holiday preparations across the city. Fathers haggled over petite spruces in Covent Garden Market. Selfridges’ “Father Christmas in Toy Town” window displays thrilled young children. Little girls begged their mothers for Mickey Mouse dolls. Boys gawked at Lionel trains in Hamley’s Toy Store. London was dressed in swaths of red and green—it was a glorious time of year, especially in the midst of a painfully slow recovery from the war.

         In the Sargent household, Rosemary was the eldest child and, at thirteen, the most defiant. She had a sharp wit complete with snide retorts that bordered on insubordination, at least according to her mother. They had an uneasy kinship that was generally subdued, thanks to mediation from her father. After greeting her mother, Rosemary checked on the youngest Sargent, five-year-old Sue, then chatted with eight-year-old Malcolm and eleven-year-old David.

         The last glimmer of sun faded behind the gusts of grey clouds. The fog trickled through the cracks of the wooden frames, dragging along that stench, soon to be absorbed by the cotton curtains. Still, the family carried on with the evening, waiting for Albert. Six days a week, Rosemary’s father toiled inside a London bus garage in Camberwell Green, about a twenty-minute bus ride from their home. Inside the redbrick warehouse, Albert Sargent mended the wood frames and upholstery on the city’s diesel buses. He was a carpenter by trade, but after World War II employment was scarce, so he had joined up with a transport company. It was a good job—his wife didn’t have to work and he could support his four children.

         Tall, slender, and agile, the forty-two-year-old had been born four years before World War I. After his mother died, his father had raised him for a bit in the East End of London—a neighborhood synonymous with poverty, overcrowding, disease, and crime. The legend of Jack the Ripper, the notorious serial killer of the 1880s who was never caught and brought to justice, still haunted that area’s crumbling buildings. Albert’s father was a publican; he managed alehouses in the neighborhood and sampled his wares a bit too often, at least for a single parent. Rosemary’s grandfather then moved Albert and his siblings to Dulwich Village in inner London, an area that would be devastated by German V-1 flying bombs and V-2 rockets decades later. Albert became a streetwise kid who grew into a conscientious man.

         When Albert was a boy, his father would scrape together enough money to take the family to visit an aunt and uncle on the island of Mersea in Essex on the Suffolk border. Rosemary’s mother, Edna, lived there, and less than two years after meeting over coffee, she and Albert married. The year Rosemary was born, 1939, twenty-nine-year-old Albert tried to join the army, along with more than one million other Britons at the outbreak of the World War II. He failed the physical miserably.

         He had a nagging cough, a hack that could turn into a bark near a fire, especially a fire fueled by that cheap coal dust peddled by the government. He blamed it on his younger days, cycling through the streets of Dulwich in the foggy, urban air when he was a teenager—his lungs had never been very healthy. When the British Army discovered he was plagued with respiratory issues they rejected him—too much of a risk. Instead, in 1939 he was assigned to an aircraft factory at Langley Airfield in Slough, a town about twenty miles west of Central London.

         Albert worked in the upholstery unit inside massive aircraft hangars, plying his trade on the famous Supermarine Spitfires, the single-engine fighter planes manned by the Royal Air Force. There was irony in that assignment: He worked with hot glue most days, and the poisonous gases in the factory made him wheeze as much as any chlorine gas unleashed by the Germans during World War I. That was his job for much of the war, and though the hot glue was toxic, he felt proud knowing he had contributed to the war effort in some important way. The factory was too far to allow him to live at home in Bromley with his family, so he rarely returned to the city. Then the bombings began—Rosemary and her family were told to leave London.

         During the worst of the Blitz, government tried to empty the densely packed cities of mothers and children through a mass evacuation. About eight hundred thousand young people were forced from their homes and moved to the countryside, where there were fewer targets for German bombers and much less devastation. Many were gone for up to six years, for the remainder of the war. Rosemary’s mother packed up the family’s few belongings and moved with the children to rural West Murphy in Essex where her parents lived. The children were without a patriarch, in a strange town without friends. Rosemary’s grandparents were devout Methodists—they attended church three times a day, most days. Rosemary and her brother came along. The humble local school was bursting with evacuees; there was little learning, but quite a lot of chaos. Rosemary thought of her father often while she was with her grandparents.

         She knew he was serving as an air raid warden in London, one of the men who proved themselves indispensable and heroic during the Blitz. Whenever the sirens blared in London, wardens like Albert helped people into the nearest shelter—then, despite the bombs, shrapnel, and masonry falling from the skies all around, they toured their sector to be sure all civilians had cleared out. When explosions leveled buildings, Albert pulled people out of rubble. A hero, Rosemary thought.

         She was back in a London grade school when he finally arrived home six years later in 1945—she had grown in inches and pounds. She was now the spitting image of him: blonde, attractive, and slender, with deep-set eyes and soft features. It was a different life for them, now that he was back. Her mother explained that many children lost fathers to the war—they were very lucky. Rosemary knew it; she was so grateful to be with him, to get to know him again.

         By the time the fog slowly invaded their home that Friday night in December 1952, Albert Sargent had been back with them for seven years. The teenager looked out the window for her father, a futile exercise considering the muddiness of the air. It was seven o’clock ticking toward eight—her mother quickly prepared dinner. She didn’t seem worried. By nighttime the fog was so thick that even a policeman’s flashlight was nearly invisible. Rosemary knew it would take Albert hours to walk in that fog from his bus garage in Camberwell Green, about five miles away. Her mother wasn’t concerned about the distance. It was that nagging cough of his—that hacking, forced choking sound that was guttural. It was a clear sign of a bronchial infection. He just couldn’t shake it in the winter—most Londoners couldn’t.

         It must have taken Albert at least two hours to walk those five miles home through the putrid air. And it was bleak, just below freezing outside. Rosemary knew his route through the hamlets, filled with families warming themselves by fires. Well after eight o’clock, Albert plowed through the door, wheezing and desperately searching for breath. He dragged inside with him the moldy air, and the family quickly bundled him in and shut the door. The fog lingered in the air after the door had been closed, and tendrils of it crept under the window frames, which were closed tight against the chill outside. Rosemary grimaced as her father choked and wheezed, tears flowing down his cheeks. He was her hero, though they were still learning about each other. She saw an extraordinarily good man who was suffering. Her mother tried to calm him, asked him if he wanted supper.

         “I don’t want anything to eat, I’m going to bed,” he replied.

         Her mother rolled her eyes—his plate was already on the table—but she didn’t protest aloud. Albert climbed the steps to the small master bedroom. The rest of the family soon retired for the night to the chilly upstairs rooms. When Rosemary peered in to check on him, she saw her father stretched out, still fully clothed, on her parents’ bed. He was completely exhausted from the walk.

         Rosemary listened to each labored breath as she lay in a twin bed in her small room—she was the eldest and rightly entitled to privacy. She could hear her brothers and sister next door in their bedroom—the boys climbed into their double bed while Sue curled up on her small bed. They were all cold. It was like an icebox upstairs, almost year round. There was no heating, no fireplace—only a few woolen blankets that offered little comfort. The windows’ cheap frames ushered the warm air out and invited harsh wind inside. Her father’s cough echoed through the house.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It was a similar scene in houses, flats, and rooms all across London, including Maura and Stanley Crichton’s small bedsit in North London.

         Maura Crichton was quite a willful woman—a cantankerous spirit simmering under the auburn locks of an Irish beauty. When something angered her, her husband naturally stepped backward, just a foot or so. She relished their debates—the affectionate bickering. And he loved her. Her temperament was why Stanley had married the twenty-two-year-old earlier that year—that and her gorgeous singing voice. Maura’s sweet Irish lilt illuminated whichever song she selected, whether she was singing in their tiny place in Finsbury Park or performing on stage in her native Waterford. And when she was well, her voice was as pure as the crystal that made her hometown famous. Not this night, though. Her voice, which had once produced beautiful melodies, had turned gruff and hoarse—and then she had no voice at all. That fog ruined it all, really.

         This wasn’t a new problem for Maura, the coughing. Just a whiff of smoke at their favorite pub forced her to gasp and choke. A thick peasouper might send her to the hospital, if she didn’t stay inside. Maura’s asthma was misery for a young singer and frightening for her husband—a police officer, fresh from the academy. Twenty-year-old Stanley glanced out their window toward Finsbury Park. There it was, just as the forecasters on the radio had warned. The next few days were certain to be miserable for both of them—but for very different reasons. The Victorian gas lamps, peppered across more than one hundred acres of the park, should have stood tall and flickered, illuminating a young couple out for a stroll. Now, the flames quivered like tiny fireflies from a children’s book. The outlines of the light posts softened. The flames just lingered, engulfed by the smoke.

         The dark clouds drifted—approached Stanley’s windowpane, demanding to be allowed inside. Without invitation, the smoke slipped under the wooden frame and into the room—it dragged with it that bitter smell. Stanley turned and watched Maura throw on her winter coat. She tried to swallow a wet cough. He sighed and braced himself. “You can’t go out right now, that’s mad,” Stanley said.

         “But you’re going on shift, so can I,” Maura snapped back.

         “Yes, but I’m not coughing up that yellow mess.”

         They were both scheduled to work that Friday—Stanley was assigned to patrol Holloway, a seedy district nearby. Maura was an auxiliary nurse at the Great Ormond Street Hospital Children’s Charity, where she tended to young patients. They both worked the night shift. Maura wheezed, then glared at her husband. “I’m going.”

         Stanley raised his voice. “By the time you get to the end of the road, I will have lost you!”

         Maura repeated, “But you’re going to go!”

         “Yes, but I know my way better than you, now come on,” he insisted.

         Maura coughed, clutched her coat, flung open their front door, and disappeared. Stanley raced to the stoop—his eyes searched for her. She was stumbling on the street just a few feet away, clutching her throat. She suddenly dropped. The smoke slowly nudged past Stanley in his doorway. He jumped into the haze, lifted his wife, and carried her like a helpless child back inside. He laid her on their small bed and ordered that she control her breathing. She was quite beautiful to him, even in this state—and he was truly worried. But he had to go. He had joined the Metropolitan Police just a few months earlier and he was still on probation. He had to leave right now or risk losing this job they needed so desperately. She wheezed.

         “Just stay there,” he said. “I’ll come round in a few hours.”

         Maura nodded.

         Stanley strapped on his white cotton face mask, opened the front door, and buttoned his black Yorkshire coat. He could feel the wooden baton inside his wool trousers, his only weapon. He readied himself for the mile-long walk to Hornsey Police Station, on the other side of the park. He looked up at the window that guarded Maura from that noxious smoke—he couldn’t see the light inside. The grey mist had smothered it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As night settled in, the people began showing up in emergency rooms all across London. Doctors saw a substantial increase in respiratory and cardiac diseases from the day before. Ambulance calls had increased by a third. As the temperatures plummeted, Londoners were forced to burn more and more of the cheap, dangerous, sooty brown powder—almost 40 percent of Britain’s coal supply was nutty slack. But Londoners, like their ancestors, were accustomed to coal-smudged skies and thick smog.

         Until the thirteenth century, wood was the main fuel source in London. But as the city expanded, the outlying trees were cut down for new homes, and wood soon vanished. Londoners then collected the so-called “sea coal” that washed ashore off the northeast coast of England, near Newcastle. It was soft, bituminous coal that could heat their homes and fuel their factories. It was used to churn out a variety of products needed by the English, everything from beer to soap. Lime kilns blasted poisons into the air. But the cheap coal wasted most of its energy making smoke instead of providing heat.

         Sea coal contained high levels of sulphur, so when it was burned it released large amounts of sulphur dioxide, carbon dioxide, nitric oxide, and soot into the air. If the weather conditions were right, smoke from London’s thousands of chimneys and factories combined with the fog to create a deadly concoction that could last for days. And kill for months.

         None of this was a surprise to Londoners; they had been coping with the ill effects of burning this cheap coal for centuries. In 1257, the British royals were warming their drafty castle in Nottingham with coal fireplaces when huge clouds of smoke disseminated throughout the building. The fumes forced Queen Eleanor from the castle. In 1272, King Edward I forbade the use of sea coal by threatening to torture or execute anyone caught with it. The royal edict didn’t stop Londoners, even when the first offender was executed—most couldn’t afford the expensive wood. It was simply a matter of economics. Anthracite coal—the black stuff—was of higher quality, but too costly. The royals offered commoners no real solution, only intimidation.

         King Richard III and Henry V both had attempted to ban sea coal, but failed.

         As London expanded over the centuries, so did its dependence on coal. It became the dominant source of heat, and by the fifteenth century Londoners were constantly overcome with smoke. Seventeenth-century astrologer John Gadbury kept a daily weather diary and labeled particularly smoggy days “great stinking fogs.” Three hundred years later, Australian scientist and historian Peter Brimblecombe compared those dates in November 1679 with death records for London during the same time period. The highest death rates coincided with weeks following those “great stinking fogs.” It was evident that smog was a killer.

         It also attacked young Londoners—even through the 1950s. The fogs blighted out the sun, the best source of vitamin D for growing kids. Without vitamin D, the body can’t absorb calcium and young bones don’t develop correctly. Children were afflicted with bowed legs and deformed pelvises, ribs, and limbs. The fogs created an epidemic of rickets in poor kids, who had diets without calcium-rich foods. During the 1600s, more than half of the city’s children had rickets.

         In 1661, influential writer John Evelyn distributed a treatise, one of the earliest works on air pollution, entitled FUMIFUGIUM: or the Inconvenience of the Aer and Smoak of London Dissipated. In the pamphlet, Evelyn begged King Charles II and Parliament to do something about the burning of coal in London. “And what is all this, but that Hellish and dismall Cloud of SEACOAL,” he wrote, “so universally mixed with the otherwise wholesome and excellent Aer, that her Inhabitants breathe nothing but an impure and thick Mist accompanied with a fuliginous and filthy vapour.” Despite Evelyn’s pleas, the government did nothing.

         Religious leaders were even executed over those fogs. In the 1600s, the Church of England’s Archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud, fined several coal-burning brewers so he could repair smoke damage to Saint Paul’s Cathedral. He was beheaded in 1645. When the Industrial Revolution reached Britain in the late 1700s, coal was king and the environment was irrevocably damaged. By the nineteenth century, more than a million Londoners were shoveling soft coal onto their grates. Winter fogs were persistent and so was the smoke. In 1873, smog smothered the city for days—almost three hundred people died from bronchitis—sending the mortality rate soaring 40 percent beyond normal. Another fog six years later blocked the light from the city for four months. Londoners in the East End were usually the most affected because of the dense population, cheaply made buildings, and the plethora of factories. It was also low-lying, so the fog took longer to burn off. By the turn of the twentieth century, smoky fog was endemic. In 1905, Dr. Henry Antoine Des Voeux coined the word “smog.”

         During both world wars, smoke became a defense strategy. In some areas of England, pollution was produced with the intention of masking the city from enemy bombers, like the smoke screens that armed forces used to hide the location of military units during combat. As German planes circled British cities, local factories churned out smoke, creating a dense layer of protection—a blackout of pollution.

         There were critics, like influential members of the National Smoke Abatement Society (NSAS)—a lobby group that had existed, in various forms, since the 1880s. The NSAS admitted that smoke screening could be an effective strategy, but argued that the smoke was as much of a nuisance to British forces defending cities from the air and on the ground. And the pressure on industry to accelerate productivity during the war caused even more smoke. Factory owners began to force their steam boilers to exceed their design capacity—smoke restrictions were generally ignored. Pollution dirtied the air, not just in Britain but also around the world. And as industry ramped up and factories got bigger in scale, they used more coal and spewed out more carcinogens. The smog got more deadly. But as disgusting as it was, black smoke was also appreciated by some, like novelists.

         Deadly fog was the muse for famed Victorian authors. They harnessed it as a literary device, symbolizing confusion and claustrophobia coupled with oppression and the blurring of roles in society. Charles Dickens weaved fog into his plots, molding it as a living character. When Robert Louis Stevenson penned Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, he used the fog itself to show the mutation of identity—the nightmarish landscape protected the murderous Mr. Hyde as he committed his crimes. When the fog drifted away, the civilized Dr. Jekyll reappeared. And the mention of Jack the Ripper evoked images of Victorian Whitechapel, smothered under an ominous cloak of fog—never mind that each of the murders happened on perfectly clear nights.

         Swirls of fog were romantic and beguiling to Londoners, whose affinity for an open fire was virtually a requirement for being British. A coal fire in the hearth was an old companion who called on them every winter. Fog could be a nuisance, yes, but it also became the city’s trademark. For centuries, few in England had paid much attention to those who cautioned about the dangers of bad air. The National Smoke Abatement Society had harassed the government for years about air pollution, but in the past, Parliament had only responded with ineffective committees and rules, which promoted the status quo. Sooty buildings, greasy hair, and dirty shirts were understood to be the price of progress. Smoke particles had floated through London’s air since medieval times—and Britons didn’t expect that to change.

         But even the most stalwart gas lamplighters, those men who illuminated London streets on a gloomy night with a torch on a pole, would likely admit the fog on this day was certainly more than just a bad peasouper.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It was dark, dismal now, on this cold night in early December. It seemed similar to those blackouts the British government imposed during the Blitz, when all lights had been extinguished—homes, factories, streetlamps, even the Palace of Westminster, where the order originated. The blackouts had acted as a sort of camouflage from German bombers searching for targets in the darkness. Those nights had been frightening for Londoners. Cars traveling without headlights careened into pedestrians. Residents tumbled down stairs. Criminals took advantage of a vulnerable city. It was prudent to stay inside behind locked doors.

         But there wasn’t a government-ordered blackout this Friday night, the first night of the fog. There were no signs posted signifying when the lights could be turned back on. Tonight, the London air was black—thick, like ink, and there was no way to gauge when the fog would end. Meteorologists predicted it would blow away by the next day. It wouldn’t.

         Acrid smoke churned from the chimney of the dreary apartment at 10 Rillington Place. The plumes pushed down, tumbled over John Reginald Christie’s private garden. If “Reg” were to glance down from his kitchen window that night, as he often did, his small plot would be almost indistinguishable, smothered by the fog. The swirls born from the coal were bewitching. And the fog was once his accomplice, such a reliable conspirator. He drew inspiration from its noxious fumes—it had helped him murder her, the second woman, after all. The back garden’s broken pots, dead plants, and general rubbish usually visible out his back window vanished in the fog—the fence, which could barely stand on its own, faded like a lost memory.

         If Reg screwed up his eyes, adjusted his spectacles, and made careful calculations, he might visualize something odd about that fence, a strange stick that helped brace it. It was a bone—a thighbone, actually. It didn’t belong to the first girl, the flirty one who had been infatuated with his uniform. It came from the other one, the woman who had arrived at his home the following year—and never left. It was her thighbone bracing a section of Reg’s fence—so many people had strolled past it over the years, including Scotland Yard investigators. If they had just looked down at her bone, haphazardly lodged into the dirt, perhaps he would have been stopped. If only they had noticed.

         Muriel Amelia Eady had been so different from his first: short, plump, and quite average-looking. She had short, wavy brown hair and a squished face—and, at age thirty-one, she was older than Ruth Fuerst. Muriel didn’t want his money; she had a good job—actually, that’s where they met. And she didn’t need his company—she had plenty of male companions. This affair, as Reg would call it, would require some effort and planning. And patience. He plotted. Muriel was quiet and restrained as she worked on the assembly line at Ultra Electric Ltd, a factory in northwest London tasked with building radios before the war began. She helped construct military equipment, including parts for the combat planes used to attack the Nazis.

         It had been 1944 when Reg met her. That summer in Normandy, the Allies launched the largest seaborne invasion in history, known as D-Day, beginning the liberation of parts of Nazi-occupied Europe. There was hope in London—prayers that this war would soon be over. In a factory spanning more than 150,000 square feet, packed with more than a thousand workers, Reg had noticed her right away. He gazed at Muriel as she stood in the canteen; he asked her to join him for a cup of tea. She invited a male friend over—Reg smiled. He invited them both to tea at his home with his wife, Ethel. Muriel and her friend visited 10 Rillington Place several times, happily chatting about life in London. The four of them even went to the movies. He could be charming, when he needed to be. Slowly, Muriel grew to trust Reg. She believed that he was honorable—he was a former War Reserve policeman, he mentioned.

         That “quiet, peaceful thrill” he experienced from his time with Ruth—that’s what Reg yearned for again. But this time would be very different—he would stay in control. He was willing to wait, to plan appropriately. As October 1944 began, the weather turned foggy and smoky as it often did that time of year. Rain soaked the streets, dripped down the gas lamps. Muriel coughed quite often. Reg noticed and smiled, feigning concern. He was working it all out now.

         “A really clever murder,” he would later murmur. “Much cleverer than the first.”

         At home, away from his wife’s inquisitive glances, Reg prepared for Muriel. He found a mask and then a square glass jar, punched two holes in the tin lid, and attached two rubber tubes. One led to steaming water in the jar, which was infused with Friar’s Balsam, a compound that smelled like alcohol; it was used to treat breathing issues like bronchitis. It might smell familiar to her, perhaps soothing.

         But there was more to his invention. He attached the other rubber tube to the mask; that hose was longer, and its source wasn’t immediately evident to someone sitting at his kitchen table. In fact, that second tube stretched behind his stove to the gas pipe projecting out of the wall—inside it was coal gas. When the metal seam cap was unscrewed, it churned out lethal carbon monoxide, the same stuff that puffed out of his chimney on a cold night. It was a brilliant plan, really. Reg stashed his equipment and waited.

         Muriel complained about her cough again one morning. Reg smiled and explained he had a medical background—he had earned a First Aid Certificate and kept a book handy from St John Ambulance for reference. I have something that can cure that cough, he promised. She was grateful and agreed to meet him, without her male friend, at his home over the weekend. He arranged to take sick leave from the factory—nine days beginning on Monday, October 2. Before he left, he told Muriel to come to his home that Saturday for a treatment, when he knew his wife would be working—she worked at Osram’s light bulb factory as a typist during the war.

         Just a few weeks earlier, Londoners had turned back their clocks for daylight saving time—the evenings were longer, the light faded earlier. Muriel lunched with her aunt on Saturday, October 7. Around four, she slipped on a jacket and quickly left the house, calling out, “I shan’t be late.” It was a week before her thirty-second birthday—her aunt would clearly remember that detail.

         Reg opened the door. Muriel had dressed nicely for him—a black dress with a pink collar and a camel-colored coat. He welcomed her, invited her to sit in the kitchen. Ethel’s gone to visit family, he said. Reg proudly showed her the jar with the tube and explained that her cough would be cured in no time. He handed her the tube and put a scarf over her head. He suggested she breathe deeply. The Friar’s Balsam will help, he assured her. She didn’t seem to notice that other tube, the one that stretched to his coal-gas pipe. Reg reached over and released the bull clip he had left clamped on the tube. It might seem strange that a woman with any common sense could have trusted him. It was simply a testament to the confidence he was able to muster when properly motivated. The coal-gas pipe pumped out carbon monoxide as she inhaled the Friar’s Balsam.

         “She had no suspicions at all she was about to die,” he later said.

         Soon, she went limp. She wasn’t dead—that wouldn’t have suited Reg—but she was helpless.

         “This was the moment I was waiting for,” he remembered.

         He lifted her carefully. He laid her on the bed and did what he had done with Ruth—except this time he reached for a pair of stockings. It was part of the excitement. He knew its potential, what it would feel like to squeeze her throat until she was gone. It took relatively little energy to kill her, which surprised him. His body wasn’t healthy—he had loads of aches all over and he was recovering from bronchitis. He hoped to kill her with the least amount of effort. She never opened her eyes; there was no fight. “She made no objections at all.”

         It was the most exhilarating feeling—“No regrets,” he said. “I dismissed it from my mind.”

         His inner hubris was peculiar, particularly for a cowardly man.

         “For the second time in my life, I looked down at the still, lifeless form of an attractive woman who had died at my hands,” he said.

         Muriel spent several hours inside his washhouse in the garden—but he didn’t want to keep her there long. That wouldn’t be smart. Later that evening, with Ethel still out, Reg quickly disposed of her in a familiar manner, plopping her into a shallow grave near the back of the yard. They were so close to each other, Muriel and Ruth, crammed together in that tiny garden, along with an array of animal bones from pets long gone. But tonight, more than eight years later, in December of 1952, the first night of that god-awful fog, Reg’s trophies evaporated in the smoke, created by the coal fires inside 10 Rillington Place. For now, the women were only recollections to him—beautiful memories. And yet quite soon, they would resurface.
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