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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


(by first appearance)


THE FIRST PERIOD


CAMPBELL LAWLESS, watchmaker’s apprentice, then constable, soon sergeant


WORM, of the Euston Square Worms, public company as yet unlimited


INSPECTOR WARDLE of Scotland Yard


NUMPTY, also of the Worms


THE PROFESSOR, familiar of Worm


ROXTON COXHILL, HECC (Hydraulic Engines Corporation of the Capital)


HUNT, Coxhill’s man, Crimean veteran


NIGHTWATCHMAN, Euston Arch


SHUFFLER, formerly a master tosher


JACK SCHOLES, Euston Evening Bugle


DR SIMPSON, University College London


BUNNY, matron, Free Hospital


THE SECOND PERIOD


CONSTABLE GLOSSOP


JOSIAH BENT, nightsoilman


MR WETHERELL, underwriter


CHARLES PEARSON, MP, proponent of underground trains


MRS PEARSON


MRS LAING, housemaid


SERGEANT DARLINGTON, Scotland Yard


PORTER, NURSES & MATRON, Free Hospital, Gray’s Inn Road


GANZ, clockmaker, Allnutt & Ganz


PAT, hydraulic machinist


MISS RUTH VILLIERS, librarian, politics student


KARL MARX


THE THIRD PERIOD


GREAT MACKAY, music hall entertainer


JOHN FAIRFOUL & SMILER, pub characters, Rose & Crown


DR EM GRACE, gentleman cricketer of Gloucestershire


CHARLIE WARDLE, son of Inspector Wardle


ELOISE, member of MADAME LORRAINE’S Academy


JENNY MARX, wife of Karl


MANAGER of Haymarket Theatre


HESTER (also LITTLE MACKAY) & dancing hall hoofers


SHERIDAN GROGGINS, Dubliner elocutionist


THE FOURTH PERIOD


PERKINS, butler


KATE DICKENS, daughter of novelist CHARLES DICKENS


TRAMP


MAID, Rose & Crown pub


MADAME SKELTON


JACKMAN, formerly Sergeant of the Yard


ALBERT, of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, Prince Consort


THE FIFTH PERIOD (LATE 1861)


BERTIE, Prince Albert Edward Saxe-Coburg


JAMES WYLD, MP and impresario


MANAGER, Wyld’s Great Globe


VERGER, St Paul’s Cathedral


SLASHER FLEMING, sewerage works foreman


JOSEPH BAZALGETTE, chief engineer, Metropolitan Board of Works


JEBB, clerk


HENRY MAYHEW, journalist and social commentator


MARK LEMON, editor of Punch


WILKIE COLLINS, bohemian novelist


KENELM DIGBY, charitable gent


MRS WARDLE


THE SIXTH PERIOD (MID 1862)


WITHERS, British Museum porter


NURSE, Children’s hospital


DR HOWIE


FARMER


CANON SYMON


NELLIE, an actress


YOUNG CONSTABLE


THE SEVENTH & FINAL PERIOD (LATE 1862)


INSURANCE ASSOCIATES


NURSE, House for Fallen Women


URCHIN CHILDREN, latterly of the Euston Square Worms


BERWICK SKELTON




THE FIRST PERIOD


(1859)


THE WATCH MAN—THE WORM—THE SPOUT THE HYDRAULIC DEVIL—THE NIGHT PORTER THE BUGLE—A TELEGRAM—THE CADAVER


 


THE WATCH MAN


I was alarmed to hear the creak of the constabulary gate in the wee small hours of my night shift. After three months in London, I was inured to the vulgar ways of street hawkers summoning their customers: water bearers clapping, costermongers wailing, all manner of whistling, yodelling and rattling. But this was the dead of night, and my heart began pounding as I put down my newspaper.


I shaded the desk lamp and stepped up to the window.


Through the shadowy lamplight I made out a small shape, methodically swinging the gate back and forth to produce that fearful creaking.


I hefted up the window. “Do they not use door knockers where you come from, laddie?”


“Hulloah!” the shape replied. “Coming out to play, Lilly Law? Shift your dish, will you?”


I glared at him.


“Hofficer,” he went on with mock pomposity, “there is a hincident at Euston Square, and your hassistance is required.”


“I don’t care if there’s a bonfire in the British Museum—”


“There’ll be a bonfire up your lally crackers if you don’t shift ’em.”


I was impressed with the bairn’s cheek. “Is it customary in these parts for small boys to be summoning members of the constabulary?”


“Customary is exactly what it is, Captain Clocky.” He sighed, as if to emphasise the depth of my ignorance, his breath forming clouds in the air. “Especially as where Wardle is concerned. You coming?”


“Hold your horses—”


“Or shall I say you were out?”


“Inspector Wardle? Of the Yard?”


“God help us. Don’t they parlyaree inglesey where you come from?”


“We speak a damn sight better English than yous do.” At this, he laughed, which I found even more annoying than his remarks. I was puzzled. “Wee man, you don’t even know who I am.”


“You’re a Scotchman, and you’re the Watch Man. Am I right or am I a Dutchman?”


My father told me not to stare. He said it showed ill breeding. But I was always third-rate at following father’s precepts, and I stared at the boy. His hair was plastered across his forehead and his waistcoat a breeding ground for lichens. Yet, despite the whiff of sewer life about him, he had a jaunty grace. His eyes were a brilliant blue and his grin so charming it was impossible to dislike him.


“The great inspector,” he said, “requests the use of your habilities. We had heard they was considerable, hard though that is to credit on current showing.”


“Look, wee man. How do you know who I am? How does Wardle know?”


“Word travels fast here. You’ll see. Everybody knows everybody else’s business.”


THE WORM


My companion introduced himself as Worm, of the Euston Square Worms, public company as yet unlimited, and off we set. He had an engaging way of steering me through the potholes and horse dung with the merest nod or touch on the elbow, as if I were the child and he the adult; as if he thought that I, a provincial, might not have encountered traffic. True enough, I was not used to such disorder on the streets at this hour of the night, nor the dank smell that assailed my nostrils. Though little did that matter now.


My chance had finally come. Three months I had been in the capital, without a hint of adventure. But Wardle’s name was in the paper every other week. The Times called him “the second sharpest mind in the country.” The stage of great events lay before me. Step forward with confidence, and I might find myself amongst the principal characters of London—of the world, no less.


When I applied to join the police, the Superintendent at Brunswick Square scrutinised my references thoroughly. I had been forced to swallow my pride and beg father for a good word from the Clockmakers’ Guild. As I saw it, repairing watches required subtle deductive powers. For their owners invariably lied about how they came to be broken; nobody likes to admit they have dropped their quarter repeater in the bath. I thought it would be clear that I could be trusted with tasks beyond deskwork. The Superintendent rather saw it as proof that I could fix watches. Eager to make a good impression, I stayed up, fixing his mainspring by candlelight, until I could hear the Chapel Street marketeers setting up for the day. How bitterly I came to rue this effort. Within the week, watches were arriving from senior officers from Wapping to Westminster. My Superintendent set me to work on them all, only too pleased to notch up so many debts of gratitude. Even Mrs Jemmerson, the tea lady, brought in her grandmother’s mantel clock, offering the payment of an extra biscuit at elevenses. I realised I had been hot-headed in quitting my apprenticeship; in father’s workshop, all that mending would have earned me double my constable’s wage.


Worm sauntered along, tipping his hat familiarly to the shadowy night people. As we emerged onto the broad thoroughfare of the Euston Road, he wrenched me back without warning, into the gutter. Foul play, I thought, staring about me in alarm. On the instant, a plush chaise careened past my nose, its shutters down, as if fleeing a crime. Water sprayed off the roof, as the well-appointed cabman urged the horses towards town, and the trill of reckless laughter sounded within.


Worm stared after it, eyes narrowed. He helped me to my feet, drew a grubby handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket and dabbed at my cape. “Dreaming of them high lands, was you?”


I breathed in deeply, frowning down at his ministrations. “What does a wight like you know of the Highlands?”


“I been about.” He stuck out his chin. “Me and the Professor, we went to Bath once. Beautiful, them green fields. Cows and that.”


“Cows?” I smiled. “I’m surprised you deigned to come back.”


“Had to,” he shrugged. “Professor got the scarpering spooks out of the city.”


“Who’s the Professor when he’s at home?”


“One of the Worms. You’ll see soon enough, if Wardle takes a liking to you. We do a lot of work for him.”


He ran through the services offered by his association. Available at the shortest notice, competitive rates and unrivalled knowledge of the byways and backwaters. Services guaranteed, references from professional gentlemen across the capital.


“Finding things as is missing, somewhat of a speciality. With a sideline in unfinding things as may be better off lost.”


I chuckled and looked at him more closely. The boy had a head for business. He would go far, given the start. “All above board, is it?”


His eyes grew indignantly wide. “I may have been known to sharp at skittles, but do I look like a hoister or a jolly?” Whereupon he fished inside his waistcoat and, with a theatrical flourish, handed me my own wallet.


I clutched at my pocket and took it back with ill grace, checking that my pennies were still there. “Thanking you kindly, I’m sure.”


“You’re a novice, you are. Guarding the public? Don’t make me laugh. They’ll eat you alive here.” With a sigh he stepped out across the thoroughfare. “There is them as has no respect for the traditions we work in. Them as regards us as vermin and would gladly see us put down. But me—I’m in the habit of forgiving them their ignorance. Besides,” he grinned, rubbing his hands, “what is life without a few enemies?”


I could never quite tell whether he was in earnest or not.


“Never mind that now.” He pointed across the square, up towards the grand entrance of the station. “Have a peep at this.”


I followed his gaze and burst out laughing.


THE SPOUT


Far across the broad square, a great fountain of water gushed up high into the air, in front of the grand new entrance to Euston Station.


It took me some moments to make sense of the scene. The square was bustling with people, as if the spout were the centre of a vast street fair. Could that be the case? Had the station owners arranged this impromptu spectacle to celebrate the completion of their great entryway? The masons’ strike had long delayed so many building projects; and railway shareholders rubbed their hands at any publicity, however scurrilously gained.


“Good God,” I said, shaking my head.


Worm was less impressed. “Ain’t the first spout I seen, nor the biggest neither. One down by the river last week, nearly washed Parliament away. They’re a menace, them hydrollah-rolical devils. Shift your mush, now, the old cove’s waiting.”


Worm ushered me on across the great road. The spout had extinguished half the gas lamps, but even in that dim light I could see that I must be mistaken. The grand colonnade was still not finished. The massive central portico was swathed in scaffold, and the central alcove waited to be filled by a great circular clock.


The spout was emanating from a strange contraption that stood square in front of the scaffolded columns: a vast winch, or a crane. The water shot up from the body of the machine, a box the size of a house covered only by a flimsy tarpaulin. The great vertical beams of the crane extended triangularly upwards to a pinnacle that surpassed the colonnade’s monumental height. From the apex of the framework dangled a confusion of pulleys and cranks. Just below, swinging on colossal cables, some great piece of masonry was so buffeted by the water that I feared it would never reach its destined place atop the columns. Up and up the water gushed, into the dark night air—one hundred feet, one hundred and fifty—before it fanned outwards from the upper reaches of the machine, descending in a broad arc, like a rain shower on the station’s mighty entrance.


All around was the hubbub of a ghoulish market. Bookmakers gave odds on the spout’s longevity. Tea-sellers called out prices. Biblers were reading aloud, largely for their own benefit, and proffering leaflets from the Society for the Suppression of Vice about the ways of Satan—as if the assembled company were not well enough informed already. A swarm of night-time people, beggars, sweepers and fallen women, chattered in amusement. An unlikely herd of cattle off the late train was enjoying this last diversion before its final march down to the Farringdon market. This dash of country colour Worm ignored, as we pushed our way through the crowds to the far corner of the square near the station.


A short man in an overcoat stood beside the night porter’s hut, scanning the crowd intently. As we approached him, I felt a tug at my sleeve.


“Lucifers, lucifers!” said a tiny child. With a debonair flick, he lit a match on his coat button, but it went out at once. Biting his tongue, he tried again, and again.


“Numpty,” Worm hissed, “take a stroll.”


The overcoated man turned abruptly. “What do you want, Worm?” he said in the cantankerous tones of the north of England. “I’m busy.”


Worm tilted his head in my direction.


“I’m Lawless, sir.” I held out my hand. “Campbell Lawless.”


Worm sighed. “He’s the Watch Man, like as you asked for, old cove.”


Inspector Wardle of the Yard barely gave me a glance. He tossed a sixpence to the boy, and turned back towards the spout.


Worm checked the coin with his teeth and flipped it into the air, where it vanished. “Come on, Numpty,” he said, pulling the sixpence out of his friend’s ear. “While you stand agog at my dexterity, old chum, opportunities are going a-begging. That brolly man needs a helping hand…”


Wardle was a good deal older than me, a man as short as his overcoat was long. His hair was white, his hands thrust deep in his pockets, and perspiration glistened on his brow.


I stood upright and steady, trying to restrain my curiosity. At length I felt so uncomfortable, I made an effort at conversation. “Fairly comical accident, sir.”


“You won’t see me laughing,” he said. He glanced darkly across the crowd. “Accident, you reckon?”


True enough, it seemed a strangely elegant disaster. I looked over the crowd and considered the spectacle. The great station buildings lay quiet to our left, closed to passengers for the night. In the boarding houses fringing the square, a surprising number of lamps were burning. Closer, the fair people of Euston made an ugly mob. They crowed and shouted, buying and selling, eating and drinking, while a shocking number of children amused themselves around the great hulking machinery, splashing in the puddles. On night duty we charged beggars and borough councillors for misdemeanours perpetrated under the influence. Could this be a drunken jape, only on a bigger scale?


Wardle narrowed his eyes. “There’s a man hurt. Porter’s watching him for now.”


“How bad, sir?”


“Worse for wear, let’s say.”


“The machine blew up on him, did it?”


“Else he fell. Meddling somehow, like as not.”


“Maybe he was trying to finish the building job. With the masons’ strike, you know. Only he botched it…” I trailed off. The inspector hadn’t asked for my theories.


“We’ll deal with that soon enough,” said Wardle brusquely. He turned to me at last, looking me up and down. “You know clocks, do you?”


I caught my breath, dismayed.


“Do you know them, yes or no?”


“I do, sir. You want me to fix your mainspring?”


“Might and all.” He did not smile. Not quite. Instead, he walked all the way around me, as if I were a tree. Then he pointed up at the pinnacle of the crane. “Up and have a look, then, before any more meddling’s attempted.”


I peered up at the crane. Now that I looked more carefully, I could see: it was no monumental stone hanging there. I could make out the face of a gigantic timepiece, dangling aloft in front of the columns, held in a timber frame: the station clock, reading twenty to two, the time of the late train, an hour past.


“Oh, do keep away, won’t you?” A bearded man in tails struggled out from the crowd, trying to shoo away children from the machine. They kept darting around him, yelping with delight. The man looked around, tugging at his beard, until he spotted us. “Who is in charge here? Officer, is it you who are in charge? I say! Could we keep these people away? My equipment has suffered enough tomfoolery for one day, don’t you think?”


Wardle looked at him.


The man scratched at his forehead, where his bony temples protruded from uneven hair. He made an effort to collect himself. Deciding that I was more amenable than the inspector, he approached me first.


“Roxton Coxhill,” he assured me with a damp, enthusiastic clutch. “Gerhart Roxton Coxhill. Bloody awkward bloody name. Friends call me Roxton. Simpler, eh? Otherwise you end up with Gert or Coxers, or Gertie boy, which won’t do at all. Call me Roxton, do. And you are?”


The inspector intervened. “Wardle. We’ve met.”


“Have we? I don’t recall.”


“Inspector Wardle, Scotland Yard.”


“Ah, yes! Good. Capital, in fact. Just the man. Quite clear what’s happened. Porter’s asleep, some fool’s been tampering with the apparatus. It’s a bloody disgrace and a considerable embarrassment to me, and I shall be pleased to see it dealt with pretty damn quick. Now can we clear this rabble?”


“Mr Coxton—”


“Roxton Coxhill.”


“Your contraption,” Wardle snapped, “has left a man injured—”


“Serves the villain right, don’t you think?”


“Who is to blame, Mr Coxton, I can’t say. But this spectacle is not helping any of us. If your equipment is so ill-maintained that any Tom, Dick or Harry can crack it open—”


“Steady, now!”


“You may be liable,” Wardle soldiered on, “for damages. Criminal negligence. Wouldn’t you say so, Watchman?”


I nodded, quietly impressed with Wardle’s doggedness.


“I see. Quite.” Coxhill cast a sidelong glance at Wardle, as if to size him up. He turned and looked up at the crane, as if he were staring into the future. “It’s a question of confidence, you see. They’re trying to ruin confidence in me.”


Wardle glowered. “We’ll investigate that for ourselves. The minute you turn it off.”


“Shouldn’t bloody well be on, that’s what’s so galling. Can’t see how it is, not at this hour of the night. My reservoirs will be quite emptied.”


“Reservoirs?”


“Yes, it’s revolutionary engineering. Reservoir’s two miles away, up by Hampstead, but three hundred feet up, you see. All that weight of water, concentrated into pistons no more than an inch and a quarter across—”


“Shut down your bloody machine,” said Wardle, “and let my constable make his own judgement.”


“Quite.” Coxhill looked around uneasily. “You see, I would, of course.” A boy with an upturned nose was standing quietly behind us, spinning a top along a length of string, from one hand to the other. Coxhill swatted irritably at him, but the little chap ducked away and made good his escape. “It’s just that my fellow should be here, by rights. Dashed nuisance. He’d have the thing off in two ticks. He’s a veteran of Sevastopol, don’t you know.”


Wardle snorted. “Watchman, shift that crowd. Then up and look at the clock for us.”


I stared at the crane. There was a ladder fixed to its side, but it must be sodden. Coxhill leapt in. “Oh, I hardly think that safe, Inspector.”


“You would warn us, I’m sure, if there were any danger of it exploding.”


“Of course, Inspector. Not that it will. These idlers, though. If we could clear them away… Ha! Here’s Hunt, with the chaise. Marvellous.”


A stylish carriage, embossed with florid lettering in gold leaf, pulled up behind us at the edge of the square. A bull terrier of a man leapt out and marched over to us. He seemed ill at ease in his starched shirt, suit and tie. “What’s this bloody monkey business, sir?”


Coxhill coughed, to draw the man’s attention to us. “This is Hunt. My right-hand man, you know.”


With a glance at his master, Hunt turned to us with a military bearing. “Hunt, HECC. At your service.”


Wardle looked unimpressed.


“Excuse me,” I frowned, “but what is the HECC?”


Roxton Coxhill smiled. “You’ve surely heard of the Hydraulic Engines Corporation of the Capital?”


I indicated that I had not.


“Well, you soon will. Won’t they, Hunt?”


“They will, sir.”


“I’d say we’re attracting considerable interest, wouldn’t you?”


“That’s right, sir.”


“Considerable. There’s talk in the City, you know.” Coxhill tapped the side of his nose. “Next big thing. Investment mania. It’ll outstrip the railways, mark my words.”


Wardle looked at the spout. “With equipment like this?”


“Early days, Inspector, early days.” Coxhill stuck out his jaw. “You’ll see. These machines of mine can lift an elephant, or cut a man into thrupenny bits.” His eyes gleamed. “They’re giving us statutory protection. I have the Prince of Wales’ assurance. A Royal Seal is on its way.”


I couldn’t help but picture a portly seal, with Coxhill’s whiskers, flopping up the Euston Road towards us. He went on, his poise entirely recovered. “Now, Hunt, my good man, help the poor constable by turning the thingummy off, while I have a nice chat with the inspector.”


THE HYDRAULIC DEVIL


The colonnade stood high and proud, like the entrance to a Greek temple. The crane in front of it towered above the crowd too, the height of twenty men. I buttoned up my greatcoat, pulled my regulation oilskin tight around my neck, and strode forwards.


For the first time in my career, I felt the rabble’s hostility to the uniform’s blue-and-white striped cuffs. The crowd was gathered before the metal railings surrounding the two patches of withered grass at the heart of the square. As I asked them to move, they turned their backs. They eyed me with suspicion, or with loathing. For a moment, my courage failed. My first chance to shine, I thought, and I’m not able for it.


Then I noticed another constable in the crowd. And another, and another. Of course. There was a series of fixed posts along the Euston Road. I even knew a couple of the fellows by sight, from walking home after night duty. They were watching, already helping, quietly cautioning people away from the spout. Once I realised this, the mob seemed to resume its aspect of genial indifference. Most of them at least stayed well back. A few children played games closer to the machine; the odd merrymaker splashed around with an umbrella, but never for long.


Soaked already, I approached the body of the crane. I raised the tarpaulin to reveal a door. I turned the handle tentatively, half expecting a flood to knock me off my feet. To my surprise, it opened as easily as any door, and I peered into the gloomy engine room.


At the mess of sopping levers and cables, gear shafts and cogs, I frowned. I am no engineer, nor do I wish to write a manual for saboteurs and activists. Yet one part of the apparatus appeared distinctly makeshift. Cogs affixed to the timber ceiling fed slender wires from the hydraulic levers to the pistons and cylinders at the machine’s heart; several pieces resembled watch parts, albeit on a massive scale. From these emerged twine cords and a rope that passed through a duct in the ceiling. It must be there that some valve or pipe had come into play as a vent for the pressurised water. Hence the spout.


I little understood the levers, but I could surely work out how to shut off the machine. That would earn me points in Wardle’s book. He was right: it hardly seemed an accident.


I heard the slosh of footsteps behind me.


“Oi! Want to get yourself killed?”


I turned to face the terrier’s glare. “I’ve to look at that clock up there.”


Hunt glanced aloft, wiped the water from his eyes, and grinned at me. “On you go then.”


“While your machine empties the London waterworks on us?” I narrowed my eyes. “I’d rather switch it off first.”


“I’ll deal with that,” he said.


“Will you now?”


“I will,” he replied, pushing past me, “with your inspector’s say-so.”


I stepped back reluctantly.


“Have their guts for garters, I will,” Hunt muttered. “Bloody tampering monkeys.”


I looked over towards Wardle, but he was nowhere to be seen, doubtless collecting the evidence, examining every detail, interviewing every suspect. I would have to take the terrier’s word for it.


“Clear out of it, copper. I’ll have it sorted in two shakes.”


I left Hunt on his tiptoes, peering into the machine. He growled under his breath, as he tugged at one lever after another, favouring force over finesse. Remarkable that I could form such a dislike for the man in the space of such a short exchange. I should have guessed that he understood hydraulics no better than I.


I withdrew to the side of the machine, where the narrow ladder was fitted. It looked like a relic of the siege of Sevastopol. I looked up at the streams of water coursing down over the scaffold’s upper platforms. I am no more fearful of heights than the next man, but I did not relish the prospect of climbing that ill-functioning contraption while it spouted like a victory fountain. Yet I must impress. I must keep my wits about me. Others might deal with injured men and malfunctioning machines. I had been chosen to glean something from the maltreated clock. I had been summoned by an inspector of the Yard, no less.


I turned to the colonnade’s scaffolding, leaving Hunt to his mischief. This ladder looked hardier. As I ventured my ascent, the fine insistent spray became a regular torrent, cascading down upon me. From the first platform I could see the gleam of some kind of silver piping, wedged atop the body of the crane where the great cables emerged: the source of the spout.


Steadily I clambered upwards, grateful for my oilskin cape. The timber was devilish slippery and my hands numb from cold.


It was some minutes before I reached the upper platform. The wind on high was biting. With runnels from my hood dripping over my brows, I thought it wisest to crawl across the sodden timbers on hands and knees to inspect the piece.


The crane’s apex rose up above the level of the scaffolding, a few feet out from the platform. Dangling from the winches, just above me and out of reach, the clock juddered and swirled with the force of the spout. An elegant piece it was, fine workmanship evident in the tidy lettering: the IIII perfectly balancing the VIII.


But from my vantage point I could see only the face of the clock. To garner more information, I would have to examine its reverse. I could see no alternative. I would have to clamber across onto the crane.


I reached out, but it eluded my grasp. Sacrificing elegance for safety, I lay down flat on my stomach. I could feel the water soaking through my clothes as I inched my way to the very edge of the platform. I swung a leg out into space, and grabbed hold of the crane. With a fearful lurch, I tugged myself across the gap and onto the next ladder.


The crane swayed for a moment, and there was an outburst of applause from below. When it stopped swaying, I glanced down. I wished at once that I had not. They had doubtless offered odds on my chances, half the crowd were rooting for me to conquer the summit. The rest would gladly see me impaled on the railings of the square. A fine end that would be.


My heart was pounding. I noticed silhouettes in the windows of the boarding houses. I shivered, feeling myself part of a lurid show, but who had organised the piece I did not know. Coxhill and Hunt wanted their machine rescued from ignominy. Wardle needed some revelatory detail from my scrutiny; probably the inspector was already extracting confessions from the injured man. All I could do was play my little role, dangerous as it was. I felt strangely alone. Then I caught sight of someone waving far below. Worm stood with a thin-faced man in a bowler hat. For a moment I thought it was Hunt, but the terrier was still making mischief at the base of the crane beneath me. Worm and companion looked up at me in friendly fascination. Amongst that sea of avid countenances, I was reassured to make out his amicable features. I took a deep breath and turned to my task.


The clock swung some feet above me, sloshed hither and thither by the streams of water. Gingerly, I climbed a couple of rungs, praying that the sodden wood wouldn’t give way. My left boot slipped. I clutched on for grim death, ignoring the shouts from below. I held my breath, climbed two more rungs, then wound my arms and legs through the crane’s framework to hold myself firm.


I reached out to pull the clock’s timber frame towards me. A precarious prospect, but it was lighter than I expected, and I easily drew it close. I strained to read the clockmaker’s name, inscribed in minuscule print on the casing. I had it all but deciphered—Allnutt & Gatz of Clerkenwell, or maybe Allnutt & Franz—when the timber frame jolted.


I looked down in alarm. I had better hurry, before Hunt did something foolish. I gently rotated the framework to examine the back of the clock. I felt in my cape pocket and breathed a little prayer of relief. Watchmaker habits die hard. I had with me the screwdriver-cum-wrench that I used for odd jobs and on-the-spot repairs. Father considered this a slovenly approach. Each timepiece, he said, requires the implement most apt for the job. But this was no time for niceties. I hooked my arm through the clock’s packing frame, and tugged it closer still. I was surprised to see that the water seemed to be coursing right through it. A station clock that could not withstand the elements made no more sense than a house without a roof. My curiosity was piqued. The back panel was just accessible between the timbers. I set myself to undo the corner screws of the panel, anticipating that familiar reverie of puzzling at cogs and querying springs until the parts should connect and the clock’s secrets be mine. The casing I saw was beautifully effected. Yet how slackly the screws were driven in. Father had a point: to inspect such a clock’s workings, by rights, a man should require a full set of tools. This panel was too easily shifted. Indeed, there were already scratches around the screw holes. Strange, on a brand new clock.


I swung the panel round to lay bare the clock’s innards and gasped in surprise. The mechanism had been removed. The pendulum was there, dangling from the barrel that was affixed to the great wheel, as you would expect. But the rest of the wheelwork was nowhere to be seen.


Could it simply never have been installed? Unthinkable. Granted, they would have to put the clock in place before lowering the pendulum and setting it in motion. But to wait until it was perched thirty yards aloft before installing the rest? That would be not just awkward, but downright stupid. Stupid too to leave it hanging in mid-air, with the platform right there beside it. Why not pull it to safety onto the scaffolding? Or into its rightful place, crowning the colonnade?


I stared at what was left of the workings. The key to the mystery lay before me, if only I could fathom its intricate augury. I determined to note every detail. It might have been by chance or design that the clock showed twenty to two, but there was nothing to propel the hands. The frame had been neatly opened, and the most delicate parts of the gearing mechanism—pinions, spindles and motion work—were gone. Judging from the scratches on the casing, the mechanisms had been extracted in some haste. Coxhill might well complain that his hydraulics had been tampered with, but the clock had seen equal mischief.


The pulley above me creaked. The spout sputtered momentarily, and the fountain began to die away: a blessed relief in my precarious post, though I was already soaked. Cheers arose from the crowd as the dying spray blew out over their heads.


Then the pulley jerked again. I drew back instinctively, wrenching my arm out of the clock’s packing frame. With a chafing rasp, it began to drop. My reverie broke, and I clutched myself to the crane. Hunt had managed to shut off the water supply, but the brakes on the cables were hydraulic. In turning off the water, he had released the winch as well.


The clock fell away from me, ever so slowly at first. My first thought was, would I be held responsible? There was no way I could have held on to it, all by myself. More likely it would have dragged me to my death below.


I opened my mouth to call out, but it was too late. The world seemed to fall silent.


The clock gained speed as it fell, tumbling down onto the body of the crane. When it hit the ground, I turned my face away. Not from any danger. More a kind of shame at the destruction of a beautiful thing.


The crash echoed over the mob, rebounding off the grand hotels across the square like a great explosion. I looked down to see the merrymakers shrink back, as shards of glass scattered wide, glimmering in the dim light; a second sound reached me, of the pieces splintering, like the fizzing of a frantic Roman candle.


The mob redoubled their whooping. Within moments, children darted out from the crowd to claim their spoils. By the time I descended, there would be damn all evidence of the clock left. Everyone applauded one last time, as if it were the finale to a fine show of fireworks.


THE NIGHT PORTER


The porter wore a beard as tangled as if he were fresh off a whaler from the Southern Seas. “On my watch,” he moaned. “A body, on my watch.”


“A body?” I stared at the bundle of blankets piled in the corner. Wardle had not said the man was dead. I considered for a discreditable moment taking a blanket for myself, for I was soaked to the skin and shivering.


“One half instant I close my eyes, and there she blows. There she blows! Poor cove’s blowed himself clean apart, so he has.”


“Calm yourself, man. Tell me all that has happened since you came on duty.”


“This repair man, it was, see. Early evening, he turned up. Weren’t expecting him none, but he was that pleasant—”


“From the hydraulic company, was he?”


“Nobody never tells me nothing.” He screwed up his brows. “Anywise, the fellow went about his business in exemplatory fashion. Full of wit and the argot, he was. Spoke Thieves’ Latin and costermonger’s Aye-talian. We had a time, we did. He was highly sympathetical, not like most, that don’t see the hard road I travel on.”


These effusions seemed a trifle excessive. There was an aroma in the air which made me suspicious. I spotted a bottle beneath the man’s chair. Sterner enquiries revealed that it was a gift of poteen furnished by this same repair man. They had shared a toast, or two, to Queen and country. In fact, when pressed, the porter had no clear recollection of the repair man at his work at all. It was not even clear what the man was meant to be repairing.


“Was it the crane he was fixing, or the clock?”


“The clock?” A haunted look came into his eye. “I’ve kept watch over that accursed piece this sixmonth. Ticking, tocking. Tocking, ticking. Drive a man mad.”


“Here?” If he were telling the truth—and I doubted he had the wit to lie—then his phantom repair man must have whisked the clock away, removed the mechanism and then winched what was left on high. I glanced around the rotten little shed. “Why in God’s name did they keep the clock here?”


“Should have gone up long since, but for the lock-out, see. Glad to be rid of it.”


“The lock-out?”


“That’s right. George Potter and his Most Worshipful Association of Master Carpenters. A nine-hour day he wants, and woe betide them as flaunt him.”


“You mean the masons’ strike?”


“What stone you been hiding under? He’s took out all the guilds, since them nine stonemasons fell from the scaffold up the Westminster Palace Hotel.”


I thought of my escapade up the crane and shuddered. “Do you see the masons’ hand in this?”


“Bain’t got the foggiest, me.” He gave a theatrical shrug. “Like as not it’s the Imperial after the Independent again.”


“The what?”


“Gas Wars, I mean to say.”


“Ah yes.” The gas companies were in the habit of blowing up each other’s pipes in territorial disputes. There had been an explosion at the Imperial Gas Works, down by King’s Cross, not two weeks previous. “You blame the gas men, do you?”


“Did I say that?” He stared wide-eyed. “I’s just mentioning, sir. No more, no less. You won’t hear no rash alligators from this particular quarter.”


“Nothing would surprise me,” I murmured, “after the drop you’ve taken.”


“Oh, sir. Have mercy,” he blinked. “I never touches it, me, in the normal run of things, not on duty at least, I don’t. I’s dutiful to the extreme case. Only, this evening—”


The door flew open and in barged Hunt, huffing and puffing as if to blow down the station. “Bloody gauges and levers. I’ll string them up, I will.” His trousers glittered with glass, but he was not chastened in the slightest. He turned on the porter. “Here, is it you that’s let some monkey tamper with our machine?”


The porter seemed to fear him terribly. “I got a wife, sir, and children—”


“Shut up.” Hunt prowled back and forth across the tiny space. “Blithering fool. This the coward that blew himself up, is it?”


“A body, on my watch!” He hid his face in his hands.


“Got what he deserved. Undermining our business. Let’s have a look-see.” Before I could object, Hunt pulled away the heap of blankets.


A musty odour arose from the body. All manner of charges I had drawn up in the bleak hours of night duty, but I had not seen anyone killed. The last corpse I had viewed so close was my mother’s, when I was a child.


The dead man was middle-aged, perhaps older. His face was stone grey, with dark blotches that looked like bruises, though they might have been dirt. His clothes were clean but shabby. Was this really the orchestrator of tonight’s entertainment? He didn’t look like a militant radical, nor a master thief.


Hunt stared at the body and turned quite pale. It seemed strange that I, the novice, should be unperturbed by the corpse, while this beast fresh from a Crimean battlefield stood mesmerised.


Although there was no doubt that the man had breathed his last, I felt obliged somehow to confirm it. I said a quick prayer, then bent over him. My stomach lurched to feel his neck so chill and hard. I felt ashamed to think I had been exulting in the mystery of that night with him lying there cold and dead.


Yet where were the signs of his death? There were no traces of blood; his limbs seemed regular and in good order. His clothes were sopping wet and his features rigid. But his hair looked clean, and his mouth was serene and smiling. I was particularly struck by that smile.


Was he an unskilled labourer, who botched his attempt to work the crane, after dampening the porter’s vigilance? Had he meddled with the clock and fallen, blasted by the water burst? Could it have been a booby trap?


At the sound of Wardle’s voice outside, I went smartly to the door. Coxhill was with him, talking earnestly to two men with notebooks.


“Compensation?” Coxhill was saying. “Pshaw! It should be we that receive compensation. Litigious bloody society we live in. It was the end of ancient Athens and it’ll be the end of us.”


“Ah, Watchman,” said Wardle. He looked past me into the hut, then manoeuvred so as to block the newsmen’s view.


“Sir,” I said quietly, “the man’s dead, sir.”


“Is he, now?” The inspector glanced back at Coxhill, eyes narrowed, but he was fully occupied giving the papers something to write about.


“Inspector,” said one of the newsmen, “can you spare us a moment?”


Wardle turned back to me brusquely. “And the clock?”


“Yes, sir. Somebody’s been tampering—”


“Gunpowder? Explosives?”


“No, sir, but somebody’s taken—”


“Enough.”


“But, sir,” I insisted, desperate to show off my discovery. “Half the clock’s been—”


“I said, that’s all for now, son.” He looked past me; Hunt was still staring at the body. “Don’t be giving nothing away. Not till we know who we can trust.”


“Inspector?” whined one of the newsmen.


Wardle jabbed a finger up at my lapels. “Written report, on my desk, Friday.”


I hesitated. “My superintendent, sir—”


“Which station?”


“Brunswick Square, sir.”


“I’ll have a word.”


“Thank you, sir.” I blinked at my good fortune, to be included so firmly in the enquiry. “Should I take the body somewhere, sir?”


He looked surprised. “What’s that?”


“For post-mortem, or something of the sort?”


“Why not?” he said, nodding to himself. “Mr Coxhill, step inside, would you?”


“Inspector?” The reporter raised his pencil in anticipation. “Jack Scholes, local rag. I understand someone is injured?”


“Blown himself up, has he?” said Coxhill, pushing past me. “Damned fool.”


Wardle eyed him cannily. “Watchman, take that body down yon college mortuary. Ask for Simpson, he’s our man nights.” He lowered his voice. “I want to know how he died. And when. Exactly when. Don’t take half-cock answers, mind. I’ll have another word with the toff and his guard dog.” He turned to confront the newsmen, gritting his teeth as he shut the door behind him.


“Dash it all, I can hardly bear to look.” Coxhill was blathering away to himself. “Blighter’s family are bound to try it on. It’s too beastly.”


I watched him closely. “Am I to understand that this is your own repair man, Mr Coxhill?”


“Repair man? Our machines don’t need repairs. No, no.” He tugged at his beard. “Not one of ours, is he, Hunt? Hunt! I say, do buck up.”


The terrier looked away from the body, subservient again. “Never saw him before in my life, sir.”


All of a sudden, the night porter piped up. He gaped at the corpse, then he stood up, clapping his hands in surprise.


“Hulloah!” he said. “That ain’t him! When me and your inspector was dragging him in, I didn’t see it, I was that upset.” Drunk, you mean, I thought to myself. “No, sirs, I didn’t see it in the dark and the wet and all, but that ain’t the same fellow. My man had these intensitive eyes. Trust those eyes with your life, so you would. I’d know him anywhere. This! This is a different codger entirely.”


EUSTON EVENING BUGLE


9th November, 1859


LAST TRUMP SOUNDS FOR LONDON


The metropolis is doomed. Veteran reformer, Mr Edwin Chadwick, prophesies the imminent demise of the capital in his pamphlet published today, “Smell is Disease.”


How wonderfully smell concentrates the mind. For years Londoners have been dying in their cohorts of cholera, typhus and worse. Yet it took the “Great Stink” of last summer to convince panicked parliamentarians to stomach the cost of the Sewers Bill. Poor Mr Disraeli, clutching a handkerchief to his sensitive nose as he ran from the chamber!


Still, our reliance on Progress and Capital to cure our maladies seems increasingly vain. Thus far, the Metropolitan Board of Works’ monumental expenditure has effected only an embarrassment of traffic jams and a shortage of bricks. The stink lingers on.


DEVILS AT EUSTON SQUARE


Last night, a water-powered crane—called an “hydraulic devil”—burst outside Euston Station, killing a vagrant. A sizeable crowd applauded, as passengers from the late train were greeted with an impromptu fountain. Inspector Wardle of Scotland Yard insists that readers of the Bugle may go safely about their business. Nonetheless, the use of hazardous machinery in defiance of the builders’ strike must be cause for alarm.


Another alarming local development sees the Metropolitan Railway sink a preliminary shaft at Euston Square next month. In approving the short-sighted plans of the Hon Mr Charles Pearson, championed by that misguided publication, the Clerkenwell Horn, the Traffic Select Committee has ignored the Bugle’s manifestly superior proposal. Our “Crystal Way” would have spanned the city with road, rail and pedestrian tiers, triumphantly solving congestion in a feat of engineering to make the world gasp.


“Shameless profiteering will lead London to the same dismal end as Rome and Babylon,” predicts Mr Chadwick, in his Sanitary Committee pamphlet. “We stand in need of drains, not trains.”


The Bugle awaits with curiosity the collapse of tunnels, annihilation of property, and subterranean fumigations that must inevitably result from Pearson’s infernal undertakings.


ROYAL CELEBRATIONS


None of which can dampen the frolics of the younger royals. Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, returned to Windsor Castle this morning.


Following a spirited start to his university career, rumour has it that he is to be created a duke. Tonight Prince “Bertie” sets aside a raucous social schedule to celebrate his eighteenth birthday with the Queen and the Prince Consort.


Amongst such banquets and honours, may the ills of the capital remain to him but a distant murmur.


ANONYMOUS TELEGRAM, 8TH NOVEMBER


“To Roxton Coxhill & His Rotund Friend”:


GUY FAWKES WAS A GENIUS.


THE CADAVER


It was perhaps unwise to take a cab, especially as my wage was only nineteen shillings a week, lodgings not included, and Wardle had made no mention of reimbursement, but I had no idea what an interest London cabmen take in matters that don’t concern them. I didn’t feel I could ask the man to help me shift the corpse; at least, not without a substantial tip. Fortunately, Worm & co. offered their services.


Worm organised his chums with a grim efficiency, and a sort of tact, which made my earlier eagerness seem all the more inappropriate. He called upon Numpty the matchseller, and the Professor, a precocious tyke with an upturned nose. How three children and I lugged a stiff, wet corpse from the hut to the cab and the cab to the hospital without attracting the suspicion of morbid bystanders I will not relate, but Worm and his tired companions made a fitting sort of cortège. The Professor put on as brave a face as you could wish to see; but I did repent of involving them in such dark business when I saw the poor wee fellow brush away a tear.


Worm refused the coins I offered. “On the house, Watchman,” he said with a wink. “Just bear us in mind, eh? Taxing time you’ve had tonight. Teetering on top of that thing like a tomtit up a tree. We was that worried, we could barely look. Good luck, eh, Watchman.”


While I waited for Simpson, uncomfortable in my vigil, I took the notion to check the dead man’s pockets. There was nothing to identify him. No personal effects. Just a couple of coins. There was no more I could think of to do.


I sat down, dead tired of a sudden. The last time I had been in hospital was when I gashed my thumb in father’s workshop. My recollection of the Edinburgh Royal Free was incomparably bright and clean beside this dark, shabby locality.


Twenty minutes later, a corpulent man with starched cuffs breezed in.


“Another cadaver? Wonderful. Caro data vermibus. Flesh given to the worms. Ca, da, ver, you see. It’s an acronym, of sorts.” Simpson glanced up at me for the first time. He raised his eyebrows at my sodden clothing, then turned back to the corpse. “Not a classical scholar, I take it? Never mind. You’re Wardle’s new man, are you?”


I coughed uncertainly.


He made the briefest examination, glancing at the face, the chest and especially at the feet, nodding knowledgeably. It was hard to credit that this informed him of anything. “What’s the purpose behind bringing me a tramp?”


“He’s dead. Is that not sufficient?”


“People die every day, Constable. That’s not reason enough to waste my time. Wardle rarely requires inquests for vagabonds. What is it he wants to know?”


I frowned, recollecting my instructions. “When and how he died.”


“Let us not be coy, Constable. If you wish, we shall lay bare his innards. If not—”


“I do not need to know what he ate yesterday, if that is what you mean.”


“Yesterday?” he laughed. “This fellow did no eating yesterday. But come, have you a specific query?”


I restrained myself from a sharp reply. “How did he die, man?”


“Bruising. Severe. To head and chest. Internal bleeding.” He thought a moment. “I would hazard that cerebral failure preceded cardiac, but it’s impossible to be sure, so long after the fact.”


I stared at him. “What caused these injuries? The man was involved in an accident. I want to know what happened.”


“I am a doctor, Constable, not a clairvoyant.”


“Was violence done to him?”


“I cannot say. The bruising suggests that he fell heavily, but I cannot rule out the use of blunt instruments.”


“I see. When did he die?”


He wafted a hand through the air. “We cannot know exactly.”


I mustered my patience. “Could you see your way to giving an estimate, doctor?”


“If that will suffice.”


“It will have to.”


“In my opinion, this man died close on one week ago.”


“One hour ago, you mean?”


“I said one week, Constable, and I meant one week.”


I looked down at the cold, grey face. I believe my heart started to beat faster. “Dr Simpson, the accident—the incident—took place barely two hours past.”


“As you will. I have given you my professional opinion.”


“On what do you rest that opinion?”


“To explain such things to laymen like yourself can be rather tiresome.”


“I would appreciate an attempt.”


He checked his pocket watch in irritation and appeared to come to a decision. “In these uncommon circumstances, we may be able to confirm the time of death. Can you spare a quarter hour?”


Outside the hospital, he hailed a cab. We hurtled through the lamplit byways, past the Brunswick Square constabulary, between the Foundling Hospital and Gardens, all the way to the Free Hospital on the Gray’s Inn Road. He paid the fare without a word, which I was glad to see, as my pockets were bare.


Strolling in as if he owned the place, Simpson bustled me through tortuous corridors, signally less kempt than the establishment we had just left. He moved rapidly for such a large man, and we arrived in an oppressive dormitory, filled with groaning and moaning. As my eyes grew accustomed to the dark, I made out dreadful shapes, cramped close together in an atmosphere that smacked of the grave.


“Ah, Bunny,” Simpson greeted the portly matron. “Fetch me the ward book. I want to check a time of death from last week. Beggar’s name escapes me. But I do recall he had a club foot.”


“That’ll be Shuffler, sir,” the woman nodded obligingly. “The tosher, that good Mr Skelton brought in.”


“I believe you’re right, Bunny. He certainly smelt like a sewer.”


As she retreated to a side room, Simpson glanced at his watch again and tutted. He addressed me sharply. “I would place the man’s death last Thursday evening.”


“You’re convinced it is the same man?”


“My recollection of your man’s odour may be circumstantial evidence, but the club foot, you will grant, is hard to refute. If he was alive to suffer the accident of which you speak, it was a miracle beyond belief. You see, I visit this ward on Thursday mornings, and I saw your man here, Thursday last. He had already suffered the injuries that killed him. He was quite at death’s door, I tell you, and suffering rather. Even without the present evidence of nascent putrefaction, I would doubt that he lived through that night. Bunny will look up the details. Kindly inform the college hospital whether the Yard will require the body, else they will deal with it as normal.”


“Doctor, I need to know how the man died. You’re telling me that tonight’s events had nothing to do with it. What am I to think?”


“Those questions, Constable, may come within your ambit. They have little to do with mine. I leave you in Bunny’s capable hands—and I suggest to you strongly that you quit this place and hurry home to your bed, if you don’t want to catch your death. Good day.”
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EUSTON EVENING BUGLE


30th June, 1860


ALL IN DANGER OF BEING BURIED ALIVE


The city’s influence stretches from Suez to Saskatchewan, and from beneath the Thames to the Himalayan heights. Yet these far-flung victories, claims Mr Edwin Chadwick, are outweighed by shameful deteriorations here at home.


The Bugle accepted Mr Chadwick’s challenge to tour the Empire’s least salubrious frontier—our own East End.


Cruel irony lurks in Green Street and Pleasant Place. A century back, the names may have been apt, as the last of the Huguenot fugitives reared dahlias in summer houses laced by Virginia creeper. Today this antheap of alleys is lined by ruinous tenements reeking with abominations. The wells of Clerkenwell are poisoned and the only greenness in Bethnal Green is that of putrefaction. One alley sees eighteen families served by a rotten pump, ruined with rusty nails, which functions weakly for twelve minutes a day, save Sundays. The struggle for this tap makes for battles every bit as bitter as Balaclava.


An Inspector of Nuisances took exception to Mr Chadwick’s report that a shed of sixty cows stands against a shoemaker’s house whose children are dying of putrid fever. Pigs are also kept close by. This Inspector declared vehemently that there are but fifty cows, that the shed is at least eighteen feet from the house, and that it is many moons since pigs were kept there. The cost of bribing such soulless functionaries is negligible to the miserly landlords who prosper thereby, little troubled by continual deaths. Are the wonderful sanitary schemes, which taxpayers are funding, nothing more than costly failures?


With what abandon, meanwhile, Parliament sanctions daredevil schemes such as Charles Pearson’s diabolical railway. Pickaxes, hammers and steam drills make a mayhem of the New Road, and those who have nothing watch even the little they have—their homes—swept away. The police turn a blind eye to the Local Management Act, and thousands resort to illegal lodgings, teeming with disease and death.


INDECENCIES OF PROGRESS


Beneath a poisonous mound of ill-built walls, through which weeps dank, unwholesome matter, Mr Chadwick showed us a family cowering in a windowless dungeon. Naked but for black rags across their middles, in darkness at the height of noon, they had not the means or inclination for the most ordinary observations of decency. So continues the round of vice, filth, and poverty, destitution without parallel in Calcutta or Peking. There is nothing picturesque in such misery, however our popular novelists may depict it.


Mr Chadwick called out to the woman, “How many children have you?”


“Four,” she replied.


“Have you lost any?”


“Five, and one more given over by the doctor.”


Where are they to go, these wretches, reared in the dark and the dirt? Whither those dispossessed by the advance of Progress? How can we purge our metropolis of this fearful multitude? For, after all, nobody can be held responsible. In the Great Battle for Life that every day confronts us, there are bound to be casualties. Suffering and Evil are nature’s admonitions; they cannot be got rid of. Diseases are nature’s way of separating the grain from the chaff.


We must be thankful for small mercies. Let us reflect that, despite the continuing fevers afflicting thousands across the capital, nobody of significance has yet died.


INFERNAL SCHEMES & RESURRECTIONS


From these filthy ashes, at least an occasional phoenix rises. George Shillibeer gave us the omnibus thirty years ago. Undercut by the London General Omnibus Company, with their modern fleet packing in passengers, old George has resurrected his ailing business. Shillibeer passengers will henceforth travel alone and always arrive “late.” The demand for funeral services is always on the increase.


LETTER TO ROXTON COXHILL,
RECEIVED LATE 1859


To Roxton Coxton Foxton Bloxton and friend:


We take your foul act as a declaration of war.


Your loathing servant,


..............


(signed in unintelligible symbols)


THE WILDERNESS


Writing my report for Wardle was an ordeal. Why did I suffer so over it? I had written reports galore during night shifts, but this was a far cry from those simplistic charges. This was a mystery. A report for Scotland Yard had to be more weighty, surely. More accurate; more brilliant.


That night I wrote my text, and rewrote over and again. I would frequently finish a long passage with a sense of triumph, only to be appalled when I sat back to check it over. Not only were my sentences poorly constructed, full of solecisms and non-sequiturs, but I seemed to be recording irrelevant details, or obvious ones. I would comb through, pick out the few phrases worth salvaging, and begin again.


I may not be a fluent stylist, but I am careful with details. I knew from my work with watches that one cog misaligned may throw an entire mechanism off-kilter. Besides the facts, I limited myself to the most clear-cut deductions: that the man who had beguiled the night porter was surely the saboteur; that, contrary to appearances, the body was placed there already lifeless; that the saboteur was therefore still at large. Why the corpse was placed there, I refrained from speculating. I also restrained myself from labelling Hunt’s behaviour as odd, reluctant to give in to personal opinion; but I tried to leave no doubt that he was to blame for the clock having fallen. Nor did I mention the Worms’ help.


Late on the Thursday afternoon I found my way down to Scotland Yard, exhausted. I was disgruntled to find Wardle out, on special duty at Windsor. I reluctantly left the precious document, copied over in my neatest hand, with his assistant, a sour-faced sergeant called Jackman. Later that evening, my Superintendent called me in to check if I had dealt with “that other business.” I was elated to know that Wardle had indeed had a word, as promised.


After delivering the report, I heard nothing.


What did I expect? Compliments from on high? A sensational trial? I was not so naïve. Yet I had carried out the tasks entrusted me. I thought I had made a good impression. As weeks turned into months, with still no word, I found myself going over and over my actions of that night. Where had I erred? Had I given away information that should have been kept secret? Was it inappropriate to engage the Worms’ help? Perhaps I should have been sceptical of Simpson’s revelation, confiscated the ward book, taken the matron’s details.


I scanned the press. I saw only one piece about the spout, which seemed less concerned with the facts than with trumpeting its author’s ill-founded opinions. The HECC launched their shares on the market with some fanfare, though no sign of that whiskery Royal Seal. There was little mention of “the second sharpest mind in the country.” Instead a Superintendent Foley in Wiltshire stole the limelight, botching the Road Hill House killings. Such sensations set the country alight momentarily. Then everyone returned to Mr Dickens’ magazine, protesting how moving was his Tale of Two Cities, and how significant, though I wished it had been a Tale of Two Pretties or Two Ditties, as it had no jokes like his old books, leastways none that I could understand.


* * *


Nights were the worst. As a junior officer, I spent two months out of three on night duties, sometimes at the desk, with the fire always aglow, but more often freezing my socks off down at my fixed post by Holborn. At least, with my woollen underclothes, I was accustomed to the Edinburgh winters. The poor souls passing me by seemed never to have seen the like of it. The winter was so bitter, sometimes they cried out with the cold. If a poor roustabout stole scraps of timber to try and keep his family alive, they all ended up in the House of Correction. Meanwhile a toff who stole a cab, knocked over a girl and lamed the horse could laugh off the charges, secured from scandal by his bank balance and fine friends.


I coughed and spluttered through the palpable fogs. Glossop, nose raw from sneezes, told tales of other officers: the Superintendent’s rheumatic pains, Plympton’s bilious attacks, Rout’s fistula. The whole city had the ague.


Those months after the spout hardened me to London life. A restless, hungry feeling ate away at me, not just from the din and the stink and the fevers. How little my life had changed. If I was lonely, I had brought that loneliness with me. If I was disappointed, it was because I had entertained unreasonable hopes. I had come south expecting London to amaze me. I soon learned that few of the streets were paved with gold, and that to grasp one opportunity demanded a multitude of sins.


* * *


I remember one night-reveller fondly. Mr Wetherell was brought in by a publican as a suspected gentleman thief, having offered the entire establishment drinks on the house. In fact, he was celebrating his early retirement from the underwriting trade.


I dismissed the publican, and Mr Wetherell told me how he had found his business increasingly fraudulent and deceitful.


“Insurance,” he said, “is a form of corporate gambling whereby the little man loses everything and the big fish get away unscathed.”


We passed the wee small hours toasting his leaving—his hipflask held a finer malt than mine—until he left for the morning train.


I foolishly mentioned his story to Glossop. The carrot-haired northerner regarded me strangely. Previous to this, he had considered me “holier than thou.” Now he looked at me with admiration.


“Bloke did you the handsome, did he?”


“What?”


“Doing the handsome, Yard Boy. Greasing the palm. No shame in that. Common practice, especially with gentlemen. Half a sovereign in’t nothing to ’em.” Thenceforth, he would flash me complicitous grins, thinking I had descended to his level.


* * *


In the late spring, I was sent to fix the clock at the Cold Bath Fields House of Correction. The warden was strangely fond of boasting how Coleridge had immortalised the place:


As he went through Cold-Bath Fields he saw


A solitary cell.


And the Devil was pleased, for it gave him a hint




For improving his prisons in hell.





I somehow found myself signed up for charitable visits to an inmate with the unfortunate name of Josiah Bent. Rather than chat about his rehabilitation, Josiah preferred instructing me in the ways of London’s underclasses. He was a night-soil man: that is, he collected the excrement stored by the needy in cellars to sell as fertiliser. His trade, first ruined by guano imported from South America, was banned in the reforming fervour of the Fifties. Josiah worked on. What else could he do? Now he was in the jug for it, and his family destitute.


Josiah spoke in the dialects used by lowlifes to avoid being understood by “straight” folk. He tried to teach me to “roker Romany”, mixing cadgers’ cant, the argot and thieves’ Latin.


“Suppose I want to ask a codger to share a glass of rum with me,” he would ask, “what should I say?”


I scratched my head. “Erm, would you like a big bass drum?”


“Too straight, my friend, too straight.” His eyes lit up, as he imagined himself back in a dockside tavern. “I should do better saying, Splodger, let us share a Jack-surpass of finger-and-thumb. And what might the splodger reply?”


I knew the parlyaree for good. “I might reply, Bona!”


“You might.” Josiah nodded unconvinced. “Or you might say, It’s on doog, Josiah, on doog.”


“No good!” I translated, pleased with myself for spotting the backslang.


“Yes. The esilop have lifted my tol—”


“The police have taken my lot.”


“—and I ain’t got nanty dinarly to my name.”


“What?”


“Nanty dinarly. C’mon, my friend!”


“No money?”


“That’s it, my friend. ‘Don’t worry, Scotland,’ I’d say. ‘I’ll shout you a top of reeb and don’t think of it. Now, let us return to the subject of the sixty orders of prime coves.’”


These were my lessons on the underworld trades. Grave-robbers I had heard of. As a small child, whenever I was caught by my father playing on the street in front of our house, he fell to yelling at me. Beyond our gate lurked demons, goblins and trolls. The devil himself! How would father feel then, mother gone and me infernally kidnapped? “D’ye hear, Campbell?” he would say. “The De’il will tak ye awa’ and ye’ll ne’er be met with agin.” I realise now the old man was afraid. In a city of medical students desperate for corpses, a smothered child was a tidy alternative to midnight digging. Edinburgh was famed for resurrectionists and bodysnatchers.


When Josiah spoke of these trades beyond my ken, his voice thrilled, as if he were reciting Shakespeare. “Smashers, swigsmen, coiners and bloods. Dubsmen, cadgers, footpads and cloak-twitchers! Omitting neither patterers nor merry-andrews, which ain’t crimes but might as well be. Then there’s your mudlarks, down the Thames at low tide, like magpies scouting for valuables. The grubbers does the street drains and culverts, and toshers the same down the sewers.”


Toshers? “Mr Shuffler, the tosher,” the matron had said. Perhaps I should not have told Josiah about my brush with high crime, but it slipped out before I considered that. The spout left him none the wiser, but his eyes lit up when I described the clock with its workings removed.


“Churching jack, we call that,” he said nostalgically. “Common ruse. Remove the ticker’s insides. Some rum clocky gives it a fresh ridge—that is a new casing—then you can lumber the thimble—pass on the goods—without fear that some charpering feint will sell you up the flue. Quality loge will fetch a fine price any day of the week.”


Walking home that night, I considered dropping by the Free Hospital. I could check the ward book, send Wardle more details. It might be significant who had brought Shuffler in, or who had removed the corpse. Yet it seemed a kind of desperation, and I kept my peace.


When I finally mustered the courage to ask the warden about the injustice of Josiah’s imprisonment, he burst out laughing. Josiah Bent was inside because he had beaten and robbed an old widow. Somewhat ashamed of myself, I stopped visiting.


THE THEFT


A matter of days later, I sat on the early watch, head in my hands. It had been foolish to leave Edinburgh; I had given up my solid career as clockmaker’s apprentice for a vapid dream.


Then the constabulary gate creaked.


My old home in Edinburgh had an iron gate just like the constabulary’s. My father hated to be distracted; it was for my inability to concentrate that he was always upbraiding me. After my mother died, it fell to me to peek out the window whenever the gate creaked. Were it a customer, I would make myself presentable, quick as a flash, and invite them in. It was a task I hated, and I grew to hate that creak.


It was a taller, leaner Worm who summoned me that morning, swinging the gate in that irritating manner. He had grown up an unreasonable amount in those six months, and he seemed more guarded—or perhaps just weary. “Long time, no vader, Watchman.”


I enquired after his company, the Euston Square Worms, thinking he’d be pleased I had remembered his patter.


“We don’t call ourselves that no more,” he frowned. “Sore point, but thanks for asking. Companies is old hat, you see. Co-operative ventures, that’s where the future lies. Anywise, you’re wanted at the Yard. The old cove.”


“Wardle?”


“The same,” he grinned.


I nodded slowly, trying to overcome my surprise. “One thing, Worm,” I said. “How was it you that knew me, that first night?”


“Simple. All those watches you fixed? It was me delivered them.” He doffed his cap as if to take his leave, then thought better of it. “Before you charper off, old cove, I’ve a query of my own. That hydrollah-rolical gaff, mind. What did the old crocus have to say about the corpuscular, if you get my word?”


“What business is that of yours? Off to study medicine?”


“Just asking,” he shrugged. “No hoffence hintended, hofficer.”


“None taken, wee man.” A thought struck me. “You didn’t know him, did you? Club foot, name of Shuffler?”


“Merely hinterested, hofficer.”


“Hmm. You’d make a good detective, young Worm.”


“Give us a job, then.”


I laughed. “Put it this way, it wasn’t the spout that killed him.”


“That what the doc said?” He peered at me, eyes flashing with the same old light. “Full of bluff and flam, these apothecaries. A Scotchman at Scotland Yard, eh? Fit in nice, you will. Shift your crabshells now, or you’ll get an earful.”


* * *


The dullard at the front desk in Scotland Yard stared at me like I was speaking a foreign language. I repeated myself, as slowly as humanly possible.


“Wardle? He’s ahhht,” he shouted, and went back to his illustrated magazine. I stood my ground and light finally dawned. “Aoh, Wardle’s new man, is ya? It’s a theft, isn’t it?” He passed me a slip of paper marked with a Lambeth address. “You’ll want a cab. Nelson Square traffic’ll be somfink terrible this time of day.” He contemplated the fiendish puzzle. “Parliament Square worse, with the works on the clocktower. Ah!” he cried out, as if he had deciphered the Rosetta Stone. “Leg it to Charing Cross, grab a hansom on Waterloo Bridge, you’ll be there like the wind.”


Leaving the dullard and his wind behind, I walked up Whitehall as in a dream. My Superintendent had sent me off with his blessing, as if he was expecting the summons. Glossop was crestfallen that I had been requested ahead of him. Now this Yard subaltern had recognised me. Was I to be part of it all, at last?


* * *


I had been in London nine months without once crossing the river. From the hansom, I saw a London quite new to me. Fine buildings gleamed as far as the eye could see along the riverbanks; below them, ramshackle slums tumbled down to the turgid sludge.


As we crossed the bridge, the stench was shocking. For a moment, I thought our horses had defecated, but it was worse than that. This was the notorious Stink. In the pale summer sun the water was filthy brown. Far below us, ill-clad children splashed in the shallow water: Josiah’s mudlarks, like little magpies in search of treasure. I could not help but imagine legions more, all struggling to get to the surface, suffocating in those treacherous shallows.


Lambeth too was like an open sewer. We travelled slowly, crossing and recrossing roadworks, where teams of navvies seemed to be digging down to hell itself. I paid the fare grudgingly, fearing that Wardle would have long quit the scene of the crime.


Inside the house of Charles Pearson, MP for Lambeth and solicitor for the Corporation of London, all was calm and peace. The portly housekeeper showed me into the drawing room, where a scene of quintessential English hospitality met my eyes.


“Watchman,” said Wardle absently. “About time.” He sat hunched over in his overcoat, stranded in the middle of a chaise longue, clutching a cup of tea in both hands. It seemed the wrong moment to correct his misunderstanding of my name. “Go on, Mr Pearson.”


The honourable gentleman turned back to his wife. “It’s hardly life and death, dearest, and I have pressing business with the Metropolitan.”


“Charles, we have been burgled,” she said. “Most peculiarly burgled.”


“My dearest, nothing has been taken. The servants would have noticed.”


“But, Charles,” said Mrs Pearson in exasperation, “one of the servants may be the culprit.” She looked at Wardle tellingly.


“Well,” Pearson wafted a hand in the air, “they’re servants, dearest. They have a right to steal from us.”


“Do be serious, Charles.”


“Better they steal from us who trust them than cause bother stealing from others.”


“Really, Charles, one can be too flippant.” She sighed, but she clearly shared his affectionate indulgence for their servants. “We ought to call upon the City Police Force.”


“Inspector,” said Pearson, “should we call the City Police?”


Wardle grimaced, as if woken from a reverie. “With respect, sir, you might as well call upon the royal menagerie’s parrots.”


I watched in a state of awe. Wardle smoothed out none of the northern roughness from his voice for these people, and yet he seemed to speak their language. He was anatomising the couple’s exchange, I was sure of it. He appeared impassive, but actually he was sifting it all for details overlooked, or suppressed.


“You see, dearest?” Pearson sprang to his feet and reached for his briefcase.


“One moment, sir.” Wardle held up a hand, half-rising.


“My house has been burgled, Inspector,” Pearson interrupted charmingly, “I own it, I lament it, I rue it. But nothing has been taken, nobody has been hurt, and so—”


“You are sure, sir, that absolutely nothing of import has been removed?”


“You have something in mind, Inspector?”


“Something less obvious.” Wardle affected a casual gesture. “Papers. Receipts.”


Pearson considered. “My business work I keep at the office. Parliamentary documents at the House. The Metropolitan’s are secure in this case.”
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