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City of London Police Headquarters, 26 Old Jewry

Commissioner Daniel Harvey

Detective Sergeant Cuthbert Slaughter

Ellie Slaughter

Inspector Samuel Revel 

Maria, cook
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North of the River
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Mrs. Gross, Ellie’s neighbor

Virgil Feltham, clerk at the Bank of England

*Eliza Feltham, wife of Virgil

*Robert Bell, PC
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*William Ballantine, Serjeant-at-Law, barrister

Lord Neville Carstairs, peer about town




South of the River




Stones End Metropolitan Police Station

*Superintendent Robert Branford

Detective Inspector Douglas Martin

Wilbur Stoat, caretaker

Oxley, Sergeant




Phoenix Gasworks

Simon Lombard, managing director
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Chapter 1: A Chilly Beginning
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9 June 1860

“It’s freezing in here,” barked Commissioner Daniel Harvey, wrapping his muffler around his neck more tightly. “This grate needs lighting. Where’s Maria?”

“She’s gone to fetch some hot broth from Ozzie’s cart.” Detective Sergeant Cuthbert Slaughter deposited the stack of papers gently on Harvey’s desk, then turned to the grate, reaching for the matches.

“This place is like a tomb,” declared Harvey. “Whose idea was this? 26 Old Jewry. Isn’t fit for cattle.”

“No, sir.”

“And it’s raining again.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Should’ve stayed south of the river. Don’t know what I was thinking.”

Sergeant Slaughter knew. The commissioner was undoubtedly recalling that because being a Member of Parliament had been frustrating, he had accepted this commission. He’d wanted to do good and bring some type of discipline to the newly established City of London Police. But that was over twenty years ago. Discipline they had—somewhat—but no heat.

Harvey perused the papers as Slaughter returned to his desk in the corner furthest away from the fire. He was chilly, too, but he had new boots and wool stockings under his uniform. Adaptation: that was the key. 

“Gaps. Gaps!” snarled Harvey.

“Sir?”

“In the duty roster. Where’s Lennox? Where’s the new man, the one we hired Tuesday—what was his name?”

“Franks, sir.”

“That’s right. Franks. Where’s Franks?”

Slaughter did not answer immediately. Sometimes it was better to give the Commissioner a moment or two. Despite his ill-humor, he was a fair man and his officers respected him. Slaughter was proud to be his assistant, although it was really work for a clerk rather than a sergeant, or even a constable. But it was far better than being on the beat.

“Franks is not fit for duty, I’m afraid, sir.”

Harvey opened his mouth to bark again, then took a breath. “Drink,” he sighed. “Again.”

“Yes, sir.”

Harvey ran his fingers through the white curls of his hair. Maria came in from the street, set the cloth-wrapped mug in front of Harvey, gave Slaughter a sympathetic smile so small he almost missed it, and left. 

Slaughter stood. “If I may, sir?” He motioned toward the open door.

“Yes, yes,” mumbled Harvey, shuffling through the papers.

The sergeant went out to find Maria in the kitchen. Two constables passed through, grabbing rolls from the basket on the counter as they left. Maria was warming the teapot with water from a pan on the stove. 

“Is His Highness treating you like a parlormaid again?” she asked.

“Not so much this morning. But—”

“You don’t mind. I know.” 

Maria had only been at the station for a few months, but they were, as she put it, simpático. She’d been confused by his name, Cuthbert Slaughter, and had difficulty wrapping her Spanish tongue around it. He’d explained that his surname was derived from the blackthorn tree, not from butchery. St. Cuthbert was the origin of his Christian name. She still thought it was funny, like the fact that he read so many books, but she was tolerant of his awkwardness. Most of the men didn’t understand that he wasn’t interested in truncheon training, or fisticuffs, or carousing. She did. 

The constables teased her about her accent or her complexion, ordered her around, or ignored her as if she were invisible. Slaughter hated that but was too timid to say much. Instead, he would listen to her stories about how much she missed Barcelona, how her brother had killed a man defending her, and how they’d fled to London years ago. 

It had gotten around that she was the sergeant’s friend, although he was a married man, and she was older than he was. It became a source of humor around the station, but that didn’t bother either of them. Well, most of the time.

He watched as she filled the pot, then turned to him. “I’ll bring you a cup in a bit.”

Commissioner Harvey was scratching notes on one of the papers when Slaughter returned.

“There you are,” the Commissioner said. “This one’s tricky. Want you to take a look.”

“Yes, sir?” Slaughter’s heart beat a little faster. The things Harvey had him take a look at were usually puzzles, problems that other City policemen couldn’t make sense of. He knew this was why Harvey had wanted him, not just for fetching and carrying and lighting the fire.

“Threadneedle Street. Near the Bank. Watchman says there’s a man who comes by every day. Never goes into the bank, just walks by. Large hat, dark cloak. Slows in front of the Exchange. Doesn’t like it, the watchman says. Wants to know who he is, what he’s about.”

“Threadneedle Street is Constable Gregg’s beat, sir.”

“Yes, it is. But I don’t want Gregg standing there observing when he only has fifteen minutes to finish his entire beat. Might miss something.” He looked up at Slaughter, noting his sergeant’s uniform. It was unusual for a sergeant in the Detective Division to wear a uniform, but Harvey had insisted. “Start tomorrow,” he said. “In street clothes.”

Slaughter nodded and was in a good mood for the rest of the day.

[image: ]

Lady Emily Peel congratulated herself that she didn’t look as bored as she felt. The fancy fair was almost over, and money was steadily coming in at her table of doilies and embroidered items, some of which had uses that remained a mystery to her. Each was pinned to the cloth covering her table, and each featured a fairly outrageous price. But all was for charity, she would say when an elegant eyebrow was raised. All to benefit the Warehousemen’s and Clerks’ Schools.

It helped that everyone knew who she was. Wife of Sir Robert Peel, 3rd Baronet and son of the Sir Robert Peel who had founded the Metropolitan Police, established the Factory Act, and repealed the corn laws that were starving out farmers. Her father-in-law had been Prime Minister, and only four years ago she had been Lady Emily Hay. She had married in splendor with her extravagant bride cake appearing in the Illustrated London News. But right now, she’d rather be hill climbing, or taking care of her Borzois, or going to a dog race. Standing at a table was not her idea of a pleasant afternoon.

Her round face was placid as she looked around the hall. The Crystal Palace was now in Sydenham instead of Hyde Park, where it had been built for the exhibition almost ten years before. So much had happened in ten years. Old Sir Robert had died, and her husband had been successful in the Commons. She met the best people. Her husband was fourteen years older than she, and she knew she was expected to produce children as soon as possible. But not, she thought, just yet. There were just too many interesting things for her to do first. This, she thought as she watched a woman in a faded dress finger a doily, wasn’t one of them.

Robert, of course, preferred his horses to her dogs. Emily nevertheless found in her husband a delightful and amusing companion, even if his career was not being pursued as avidly as his father had done. She’d traveled with him to Russia for the Tsar’s coronation; it hadn’t been romantic but had certainly been interesting. She bought her first pair of Borzoi dogs, her beloved Yasva and Udaloi, from the Tsar’s kennels. Robert’s political speech when they returned to England had been a disaster, but his good humor helped him bounce back. As a “Liberal Conservative,” he was seen as indecisive, but Emily preferred to think he voted his conscience. 

She looked over, and the woman in the faded dress was gone. Lady Emily noticed that one of the doilies was hanging over the front of the table, so she went around and re-pinned it further up. The price card said three shillings. Can you imagine, she thought, paying three shillings for this? A man walked by, touching the front of his hat to her. She smiled gently back. There were several single men she’d seen walking around the Palace today not buying anything. One in particular seemed to be opposite her stall a great deal, just looking around. Was he watching her? She’d finally gone up to him and asked if he needed anything. He’d bowed politely and quietly introduced himself.

“Detective Sergeant Robert Bell, my lady,” he said. “Metropolitan Police. Just keeping an eye on things.”

She’d felt more secure after that. Her feet were starting to hurt—dance slippers had been a poor choice. Standing on her feet all day was never going to be comfortable, and at first the slippers seemed like a good idea. After a few hours, she was thinking her boots might have been better. 

It was after four, and she was just wondering whether to begin packing up a few items, when she saw Sergeant Bell fall into step casually behind the woman in the faded dress, pretending to look at things but clearly watching her. Oh, dear, thought Emily. 
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Where was Joe? Tommy ran out of the gasworks, across Bridge Street, past the Times Printing Offices to New Street in less than ten minutes. Joe Carter’s Saturday shift was about to begin, but he had been nowhere to be found. He’d lose his job if he weren’t there on time, ready to sweat and shovel the coal into the gaping mouths of the retorts. 

The boy’s shoes were worn; the loose sole on his right foot smacked sharply as he raced down the cobbles of the narrow street. No one had seen him leave the gasworks. Joe Carter had always looked out for him, making sure he didn’t freeze in the resting room in winter, and had enough to eat after he’d run away from the workhouse. The past few months, he’d let Tommy sleep in the corner of his flat. No one had cared much about him before, and now it was his turn to care in return. He careened around the last corner and ran upstairs to Carter’s small flat off the landing.

He was ready to knock, but the door was open a crack, so Tommy shoved it aside. He stopped in horror as he saw Joe Carter’s body on the floor, his leg twisted back at an awkward angle. The dusty light from the half-boarded window shone on the man’s gray face, highlighting the foam in his mouth and nose. Tommy knelt and put his hands to Joe’s chest. Joe’s body was warm, but he was no longer breathing. 

Even at ten years old, Tommy had seen death before. He’d been with his mother when her sickness finally took her, and he’d seen two of the older men dead at the workhouse before they’d been removed from the infirmary. But this was different. Carter had been strong and healthy, but now he was dead. The room was quiet, but Tommy took no chances. He ran back to the gasworks, and once there, didn’t say a word.
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​He’d seen her do it. The woman in the faded dress, wearing a shawl of many colors, had taken some items off Lady Emily Peel’s table. First, she’d unpinned something, then re-pinned it when one of the other ladies was close by, then unpinned it again and took it. Detective Sergeant Robert Bell had followed behind, watching to see what she’d do and whether she might hand them off to a confederate. She seemed to have secreted them within the folds of her dress. No doubt she had pockets sewn into the skirt, like many pickpockets he’d arrested before.

The woman walked a few tables onwards, then out into the center of the building, and toward the Grand Orchestra area. There she pulled the items out of her pockets and wrapped them in paper, placing them in her reticule. Bell asked Constable Baldwin to accompany him, and the two men advanced toward the woman. Bell tapped her on the shoulder, and she turned around.

“Excuse me, but what do you have in that reticule?” He was polite but firm.

The woman stood taller and clutched the bag to her. He saw the mix of fear and determination on her face.

“My own property,” she said. 

“Where did you get this property?” he asked, realizing his voice was demanding.

“I bought them.” She was trying to stand proud and act like a lady, but Robert was having none of that.

“Where did you buy them?”

“From the bazaar.” She gestured back toward the fancy fair.

Bell sighed. “Ma’am, I’m Detective Sergeant Bell, and you are now in my custody. Come back and show me where you say you bought them.” He started to take her arm and lead her back to Lady Emily’s stall.

Her face looked panicked. “For God’s sake, don’t take me. I’ll tell you the truth. I will!”

“What’s that then?”

“I found them on the ground.” She pointed back a few yards toward the fair. 

Bell shook his head. “I saw you take them from the stall of Lady Emily Peel.”

Her eyes widened, and she put her hands together as she looked up at him. “Oh God, please, no! I’ll give you any amount of money if you don’t take me in! I have a watch and chain that will cover the cost.” She squeezed the reticule.

“You know I can’t do that,” said Bell, his hand still on her arm. 

“My husband is here. He’s a bank clerk,” she offered, as if the respectability of her husband would change the circumstances. “He’s”—she looked around frantically—“in the building somewhere.”

He sent Constable Baldwin to look for her husband and escorted the woman outside.

At Norwood Station, she stated her name was Eliza Harriet Mary Feltham. The reticule contained five doilies, two washing mittens, a piece of cloth, and a pair of gloves. She also had some money and two train tickets she claimed were hers. However, the desk sergeant had taken a report an hour before from a man whose niece had been robbed of that same amount of money and the two train tickets. 

Things did not look good for Eliza Feltham.
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“Sounds like an interesting case, but it means you’ll be standing on the street, doesn’t it?” asked Ellie. She had just put a plate of dinner in front of her husband, but she didn’t seem at all happy.

“Perhaps,” replied Cuthbert Slaughter gently. “I’ll probably have to follow him, though—see where he goes.”

They ate in silence, the boiled cabbage squeaking as they chewed. He looked at her out of the corner of his eye, wondering what he should say. 

“Did you have a good day?” he asked.

Ellie looked over at him. Poor Cubby. He worked hard all day for that irritable old geezer, and here she was being discontented. It was true that they weren’t living where she would have preferred. They’d had to move to the City when he took this position. All the City police were required to live in the “Square Mile.” Even Commissioner Harvey had been no exception. The Council had installed him at 26 Old Jewry, and he hated it. Cuthbert had told her that almost every letter to the Council contained strong words complaining about the cold, the noise, and the smell. 

“I did have a good day,” she said, getting up to open the window. The evening was warm, almost summer, and the usual street smells had dissipated. During the day, the smell of wine, old and new, wafted up the stairs and out into the street from the merchant down below. It crept in under the door. Its sourness seemed to permeate the chair cushions, the carpets, everything. She was used to it, in a way. Certainly, many places in London smelled far worse.

“Tell me.” He looked at her with that smile, the one that had made her young heart skip a beat all those years ago. She had been just a green Yorkshire lass then, and he the important young man who’d come to arrest a miscreant and drag him back to London.

“I went to the meeting of the Women’s Reform Club. We discussed Flora Tristan’s work. Did you know that she said that workers will never have better conditions until women are liberated?”

“Seems like the group’s readings are going backward. Wasn’t Mill’s The Subjection of Women what you discussed last month?”

Ellie looked thoughtful. “Yes, I suppose we are going backward, because of the failure of so many petitions. Mrs. Johnson says she wants to look back at the history of these ideas. Which isn’t surprising.”

Cuthbert finished his plate and took his and Ellie’s to the sideboard. “Why is that?”

“Her father is a History professor at the University.”

Cuthbert put two small glasses on the table and got out the bottle of port, raising an eyebrow at her. Ellie nodded. “I’m sorry to be unhappy about your work for Commissioner Harvey.”

“I understand, Ellie. I’m not so happy about it myself. And I know you’re right. I’ll never be a Detective Inspector if he keeps treating me like a lackey. But the occasional cases he hands me do use my skills, and I’m at such a loss on a constable beat.”

It was true. He’d only become a constable because he began as a clerk at Bow Street and had been noticed when he helped solve a particularly tricky problem with a house robbery. The burglars had hidden the coins in a bag and hung it by a hook under the drainage grate in the garden. When the daughter in the house had raised the alarm, the men were apprehended by the constable on the beat. But without the money on them, there was no proof. It had been Cuthbert who suggested the constable look in the grate. 

Luckily his promotion had not put him on beat duty, but he had attracted attention, and the officers began bringing him tricky problems. Making rounds on the beat, the constables got to know people by name and talk with them like neighbors. This terrified Cuthbert, who’d much rather be in the back room with papers and books. When the detective division had been founded in Bow Street, he had been relocated to help staff it and had been content untangling puzzling pieces of evidence in the back room. Until he met Ellie. 

It hadn’t taken long for him and Ellie to want to be married. He was smart, shy, and book-learned, which complemented her forthright Yorkshire practicality. Money was definitely a problem at first. With Ellie’s encouragement, Cuthbert requested a promotion and became a sergeant at Stones End Station in Southwark. Ellie had helped manage the police dormitory. Metropolitan Police pay, however, was simply not enough to support a married couple, so he’d been grateful to be accepted at the detective division of the City of London Police.

Ellie was proud of him, if disappointed at the present circumstances. She did not miss the days at Stones End, but she realized her husband’s skills were wasted by taking the leavings from Harvey’s table. He should have been promoted to Detective Inspector a decade ago. Well, five years ago, at least.

“You’ll enjoy being on the street, like a spy,” Ellie said, smiling encouragement. “Gets you out of the office.”
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Tommy did his day at the gasworks, sweeping coal dust and carrying water to the stokers who tended the huge furnaces. He dropped the tin cup of water at one point, but no one noticed. About noon, the supervisor found him. He’d been moving as fast as possible, hoping to avoid Mr. Mortimer.

“Lad!” hollered Mortimer across the yard, where Tommy was eating a piece of bread one of the men had given him. “You see Joe Carter?”

He’d heard murmuring all morning among the workers. It was unlike Joe to not come in, even after a Friday night carousing. Maybe he was with a girl, some thought. Maybe he’d come a cropper and was in hospital. Or maybe he didn’t need this job anymore. But it didn’t make sense; he’d been one of the leaders—a defender of the stokers, when needed, against the top hats. 

“No, sir,” called Tommy. “Sorry, sir.” He knew they’d send someone soon to the flat, and they would find Joe lying there. His hand shook as he lifted the crust to his mouth. 

He couldn’t go back to the flat. Not now, not ever. He tried not to think about what he was going to do. He’d likely sleep on the street, unless he could beg one of the other men to give him a bit of floor while he worked out something else. One thing he knew: he was not going back to the workhouse. Not now, not ever. He shook his head at the thought of it, then heard the bell and went back to work.

Work at the City of London Gas Light and Coke Company was dirty and dangerous, but he had a kind of freedom there. Mr. Mortimer paid him by the day, so if he didn’t come, he didn’t get paid. He was the youngest of the boys, but he stayed out of the way of the older ones, although he could usually cajole them into not bothering him. Despite his situation, Tommy had a naturally optimistic disposition. It could always be worse, he figured, although today he was wondering how. Joe was dead.

It was Saturday, so he’d been paid a bit last night, but he needed that to eat, not purchase shelter. If he went to Gareth, he’d ask why he wasn’t at Joe’s. Should he just leave and not return? That didn’t feel right either. What he should do was tell someone what he’d seen. Or tell a policeman.

“Y’alright, Tommy?” It was Gareth, with his cap on and his dirty coat, ready to head home. 

Then Tommy remembered. Saturday. It was the night Joe and Gareth met the others down at the pub for cards. Sometimes Tommy tagged along, to help Joe find his way home. He realized he was staring up at Gareth.

“What is it, lad?”

Tommy was not about to cry in front of the men. The young ones were headed to the resting room to eat and sleep while the older ones made their way out into the night. The night stokers had arrived not long before and were taking over. Wrong, Tommy kept thinking. I’ve done wrong. I should have told Mr. Mortimer. Or a policeman. Joe’s lying there, getting cold with no one to light the fire. 

“It’s Joe,” whispered Tommy. 

“He’s probably at the flat. Let’s go find him, shall we?” Gareth looked puzzled.

Tommy nodded, then turned before Gareth could see his eyes fill up. They started walking slowly up the road, but then Tommy grabbed Gareth’s hand, urging him to walk faster.

“I went to find him, you see.” He realized his voice was quavering. “This morning when he didn’t show. I went back to the flat. I didn’t tell anyone.”

They were rounding the last corner, and Tommy didn’t hear whatever Gareth was saying. 

Everything was as before. Tommy nudged the door open with his foot and felt Gareth push in front of him. Tommy watched as Gareth knelt beside Joe’s body, grabbing his shoulders. Gareth sat abruptly back on his heels and looked up at Tommy. The boy’s shaking legs could no longer hold him, and he collapsed onto the floor.
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Chapter 2: The Two Inspectors
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He may not have been wearing a sergeant’s uniform, but Cuthbert Slaughter still felt conspicuous lurking near the Bank of England. Although he’d begun the morning standing in the portico, he had quickly decided it was better to mingle with the costermongers and goods carts crowding Threadneedle Street. The men going in and out of the Bank and the Exchange wore freshly pressed shirts, freshly cleaned collars, and newly shined shoes. As they crossed the road in the June sunshine, their tall hats gleamed. 

Spotting the man in the cloak was no trouble. He walked past the front of the Bank at ten o’clock and then again shortly after eleven. Each time Slaughter had glanced up at the doorman and had received a nod in return. This strange man was not only tall, but bulky; his cloak was stretched across his broad back. He’d walk down the street, pass the Exchange building, pass the railing above the steps to the new toilets below. stand at a spot a few yards behind the equestrian statue of the Duke of Wellington, then look across the road to the Bank, peering back toward the doorway arches. Then he’d return up the road less than a minute later. After he’d passed the second time, Slaughter traced his steps, walking up Threadneedle Street, then turning down toward the Exchange. He approached the statue, which reminded him of the ditty he’d heard children singing in Philpot Lane, something about London Bridge falling down. The Duke’s statue was created in his honor for making good on having London Bridge rebuilt. Slaughter remembered the celebrations when he’d just begun working as a clerk in Bow Street. Now he moved to the very spot where he’d seen the cloaked man turn and looked up at the building.

The sun was almost directly overhead, so both sides of the street were shaded, making a strip of sunlight down the road. Slaughter couldn’t quite see the Bank’s door from there. In fact, all he could really see clearly was a window up on the first floor. He peered, but with the sun so bright, the window seemed almost opaque. Slaughter bought a pie from the seller in front of the Bank, then sat on the steps of the Exchange and waited as he ate. The view isn’t good from here either, he thought, gazing up at the hind end of Wellington’s horse.

At about half past one, the cloaked man returned, and Slaughter checked the angle where he was looking. Yes, it must be that first window. As the man waited a few moments, Slaughter got a clear look at his face. Round and pudgy, perhaps in his late sixties, with a full beard. The man waited—as he had earlier—for less than a minute, then started walking back up the street. Slaughter dusted the crumbs from his trousers and followed him. 

The man continued up Threadneedle, then crossed over to continue on Broad. Slaughter followed him about a hundred yards more, then stopped when he saw where the man was going. The City of London Club was one of the most prestigious and most elegant gentlemen’s clubs in London. In fact, Wellington himself had been a member. Slaughter knew that he could not enter the building, but perhaps the doorman might be helpful. He considered how to ask and felt his mouth go dry. He realized that he was in everyday clothes. Although he had his identity card issued by Commissioner Harvey for just this sort of occasion, Slaughter still felt awkward. As he stood on the street thinking of what to say, a feeling of humiliation swept over him. This was what it was like on the beat, having to talk to people. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment, imagining Ellie’s encouraging smile.

“Excuse me,” he said. “I am with the City Police. The bearded gentleman who just went inside—”

The doorman looked down at him. Slaughter was not a short man; the Commissioner was quite proud that the City police only took men who were five feet nine inches or taller. So instead of standing on the pavement, Slaughter mounted the two shallow steps between them, putting them at a more equal height. He offered his identity card.

“I am sorry”—the doorman briefly looked past his graying mutton-chop whiskers to glance at the paper—“Sergeant. The club forbids us identifying its members to passers-by on the street.”

“I am not a passer-by. I am investigating a case.”

The doorman looked unimpressed. “You are not, I notice, in a uniform.”

“No, I work in the detective division.” He thought a moment before he added, “For Commissioner Harvey, to whom I report directly.”

The doorman’s eyes narrowed, but he said only, “I’m sorry, Sergeant”, and shook his head.

With his face burning hot from the rebuff, Slaughter walked slowly down Broad and Threadneedle, back to the Bank and the window. Perhaps his gambit had been foolish. It occurred to him that Sir Robert Peel had been a member of the City of London Club, even though he had founded the Metropolitan Police. The competition between the two forces was known, so perhaps the doorman was being loyal to the memory of one of the club’s most important members.

He returned to the Exchange and stared up at the window. The light was starting to change, as the afternoon was becoming cloudy. He could see a glow in the windows from the gaslight, and a clerk seated at a desk. Or at least he assumed it was a clerk; from this angle, only the top of head was visible. As he watched, the clerk stood and glanced out the window. Slaughter saw him move, as if he were surprised by what he saw when he looked down to the street. Then he moved away from the window.

Signals, Slaughter thought. It’s about a signal.
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It was raining again outside Stones End Police Station in Southwark. Wilbur Stoat stood just under the edge of the roofline and watched a pair of constables as they passed him heading toward their beat on St. Saviour’s Dock. 

“Why can’t we have an umbrella again?” the younger constable was asking the older.

“Police order,” snapped the other. “No umbrellas on the beat.”

“How are we supposed to keep the rain off?”

“Your hat. And God’s good graces.”

Wilbur did not envy them, but he wasn’t sympathetic either. Only last night those two had begun a brawl downstairs, when someone had mentioned someone else’s mother in a less than flattering light. The result had been overturned tables, spilt beer, and blood that had been Wilbur’s job to clean up. 

Wouldn’t have done back in the old days, he thought. Mrs. Slaughter would have seen to that. She’d only overseen the station for a month, when they were in between inspectors, but she’d cleared the decks of all the foolishness young constables were likely to get up to. 

And it was time to clean up the place now, what with Superintendent Branford due to inspect the dormitories today. It was almost one in the afternoon, so it would be Wilbur’s job to clear any of the loafers out of their beds, even the ones who’d been on the beat till four this morning. Everyone out, the rule said, and Wilbur was glad of it so he could get things done.

Sergeant Oxley wasn’t in bed, but he wasn’t ready for work either. Wilbur heard the huffing before he opened the door. Oxley was a great one for calisthenics, always bending and pushing his body about. He’d moved to a larger downstairs room as soon as he’d been promoted. That way he wouldn’t shake the floor dropping his dumbbells or chest expander. 

“Out you go, Sergeant,” chided Wilbur. “No one in the rooms past one o’clock. You know the rules.” This was not exactly the rule, but Oxley wouldn’t know any better. He rose from a knee bend to a standing position and gave Wilbur a quizzical look, tipping his head to the side. Then he put on his shirt.

“Breakfast, then,” he said, as he reached for his boots.

“Ye’ve missed breakfast. Might get Elliot to feed you if you hurry.” Elliot was the melancholy cook for the station, and he didn’t like letting anyone go hungry.

Wilbur had to stand aside to let the bulky Oxley pass. He wasn’t tall—some said not tall enough to be a policeman—but he passed the minimum height, and his stocky strength struck fear in those who were brave enough to resist arrest. 

As he tidied, Wilbur could hear the clatter of the police van pulling up to the prison, and the driver yelling at a group of people to make way. Whose idea was it, he often thought, to put the dormitory of a police station practically underneath the walls of Queen’s Bench Prison? It might have seemed practical somehow to have the prison so close, but the constant comings and goings combined with the ongoing flow of human made for continual noise throughout the day. And whoever heard of a prison having visiting hours from nine in the morning to seven at night? Longer if you got in the gate before seven. The courtyard was full of people most of the time: prisoners wandering around in their dressing gowns, debtors’ children abandoned there for the morning playing in the yard, even young men playing tennis. What kind of prison was that?

Add to this the brothel next door, and it wasn’t quiet at night either. The young constables didn’t seem to mind, but Wilbur wasn’t young anymore, and the din made him tired.
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​Sergeant Cuthbert Slaughter reported to Commissioner Harvey the next morning, explaining how he had followed the man he thought was giving signals to someone inside the Bank of England.

“Yes, yes,” grumbled Harvey as he shooed away such concerns with his hand. “I’m afraid the mysterious cloaked man of the London club will have to wait. We have a murder on our hands.”

“A murder, sir?” Slaughter was nonplussed at being cut off while explaining his theory.

“A man at the gasworks, a stoker named Joe Carter. Found dead in his flat. Poisoned, it looks like.”

Slaughter felt his hand reach toward his stomach.

“Inspector Revel has already been sent over to look around, but he needs help, and no one seems to be able to find Sergeant Barker. And Revel”—Harvey lowered his voice—“is a good man, but not very observant. I need you over there. The Aldermen are at it again and I must go to another meeting.” 

He took three pages off the stack of papers on his desk, folded them, and put them in his pocket. Slaughter followed him into the hall.

“But, sir—”

“You’ll go, you’ll take a look, you’ll get the information I need,” said Harvey, taking his coat from the taller peg, the one with City Pol written in chalk next to it. The other peg, nailed lower on the rack, said Met Pol.

As Harvey left, Slaughter realized he had no idea where the murder had occurred, and he had to ask the constable at the desk. Grabbing his coat, he hurried out to the street. Was it too close to take a cab? Too far to walk? He decided to walk quickly, and it only took about twenty minutes before he was at the flat in New Street.

Inspector Revel was just coming down the stairs from the first floor flat. “Oh,” he said, as he donned his hat and took out a handkerchief to wipe his rosy nose.

“Sergeant Slaughter, sir. Commissioner Harvey sent me to ask if I could be of any assistance.”

“Did he?” said Revel, sniffing. Slaughter had met Revel once before, but looking into those bleary eyes, he wasn’t sure he’d get much information.

“Have you a cold, sir?” he asked politely.

“Yes, damned cold,” said Revel. “Came down with a chill a few days ago. Haven’t shaken it.” This information was punctuated by a sneeze that seemed to make the doorframe tremble.

“I’m sorry, sir.”

“Thank you. Look, Sergeant, I’m off in search of something medicinal. Look around if you like, but there’s not much here. Body’s been taken off to Mr. Payne, the coroner. Got two people to interview tomorrow”—he sniffed broadly—“a man named Gareth and a boy.” He sneezed again, and with the handkerchief to his nose ambled down the road, waving back at Slaughter.

​As Sergeant Slaughter went up the stairs, he heard the sounds of the lodging house: a baby crying on an upper floor, a couple arguing down the dark corridor. But for the most part, it was quiet. The people who had jobs were out doing them, he thought, and the ones who didn’t were either asleep or out trying to make their way. The door to the flat was still open, and what little light there was came through thickly waxed paper over the window. The front room of the flat had two upholstered chairs of faded green fabric, but they didn’t match. There was a small square table with three chairs, also in varying styles. The corners of the room were dark with age and dirt, and there was a pile of blankets on a small pallet near the modest stove on the wall opposite the door. 

Someone had clearly been sleeping there. A smaller table next to the stove held a kettle, tea, a small packet of sugar, and a half loaf of bread, plus some utensils. An iron matchbox was nailed to the wall above. Past a battered cupboard was a smaller room at the back, with a bed, a rickety washstand with a chipped white bowl, and an old bureau. The wardrobe door squeaked when he opened it to find several pairs of trousers, a few shirts, and three jackets—it appeared in two different sizes—and a pair of large boots on the floor. There was only one overcoat.

Stepping over to the bedroom window, he looked down into the courtyard at the back of the lodging house. The privies looked to be in poor repair.

Back in the front room, Slaughter searched for any sign of struggle. It was clear the body had been just inside the door, because there was a patch where the dirt had been rubbed away. Must have been the men who collected and wrapped the body. Nothing appeared to be out of order, he thought, but there wasn’t much to be out of order. There were some papers on the table, including the Penny Illustrated Paper from the month before and what looked like handbills announcing a workers’ meeting. Noticing a drawer at the underside of the table, he pulled it open and found a few pennies, a Bible, and a photograph of a couple, mounted in a tin frame. Perhaps they were the victim’s parents, he guessed. The clothing looked about right. There was also a key, so he tried it in the door, and it fit. Inspector Revel had said he planned to interview a man and a boy. Maybe one or both of them lived here, too, and the key was shared. 

Slaughter took out his notebook, drew a quick sketch of the plan of the flat, and made a list of the items he’d seen. He ought to return to the station, but a bit of sunshine was peeking out from the gray clouds, and he walked back more slowly than he had come. He’d been reading Rousseau the night before, about the boy Emile. It was a treatise on education but also a story of a man taking a boy into the woods and pretending they were lost. The boy was supposed to use his knowledge to help them find their way. His teacher questioned him about the direction of the sun, the vegetation on the trunks of trees, and other elements of their surrounding environment. The idea was that a child should learn because of necessity, and his own interest, not from lessons in a sterile classroom. Cuthbert and Ellie had no children, but he had always been interested in knowledge and how it was gained.

He recalled the dirty pallet on the floor of the flat. What would a poor boy learn from such surroundings? The angle of the sun and condition of trees had little meaning. The world was brick and wood. Was the victim, Joe Carter, the boy’s teacher, like Rousseau was to Emile? Or was it impossible to learn much about the world when you worked so hard, had so little, and collapsed on your bedding at the end of the day? The victim had been a stoker at the gasworks, a skilled job that required much strength and stamina. But Carter had broadsheets advertising a workers’ meeting. Perhaps he had been a trade unionist, and the owners hadn’t liked that fact. 

Something was tickling at the back of Slaughter’s mind, and he began walking faster as he pulled the thought forward. A stoker, dead. Another case just like this one, south of the river, at a gasworks there. Slaughter would ask about it as soon as he returned to Old Jewry. 
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Lady Emily Peel’s morning room in Mayfair was bright, with yellow striped wallpaper. It was early for callers, but she had known that Lily Lombard was coming to visit and that she preferred midday. It was a little unusual, but Emily was content to oblige. She’d been up with her dogs since six that morning.

Lily Lombard was uncommonly lovely, her gently waving blonde hair swept up under her fashionable hat. Her innocent demeanor and her husband’s wealth allowed her to set her own hours, and she never failed to lighten a soirée or dinner party. Her husband Simon Lombard, as managing director of the Phoenix Gasworks, was an important man, and Lily was in many ways his finest asset. She participated in all the popular charities and was happily invited into the most exclusive homes. Lady Emily disliked her intensely.

Mrs. Lombard was perched on the edge of the settee because Lady Emily had felt it would be more comfortable than a chair, but she leaned forward and spoke intently, her forehead displaying the tiniest furrow.

“I cannot imagine how you must have felt at the Crystal Palace fancy fair,” whispered Mrs. Lombard, as if she were telling a secret. “Such a thing to have happen! A thief, right in front of you.” She took a dainty sip of tea. “You must not feel responsible in any way, of course.”

Lady Emily did not feel even remotely responsible for the items having been stolen, but she nodded. It was a habit of hers to nod knowingly while balancing her teacup and saucer and stirring in the sugar. It was a graceful gesture, and most people accepted it accordingly.
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