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Hands


Not so many years ago it was customary to cut off a felon’s right hand and nail it above his head as he swung from the gallows. Why? Because though it is the mind that decides upon murder, it is the hand that commits the act.


The hand of man is the most sophisticated and expressive of all God’s creations. He may use it as a tool, as a symbol, as a weapon. The hands can swear, threaten, supplicate, question. We use them to express joy and sorrow. The blind see with them; the deaf speak. And when we wash our hands, do we not purify them? Make them clean? Innocent? What absolution might I achieve by washing mine? None at all.


For the fortune-teller, our lives are mapped out on our palms. Would my wicked deeds be visible there? For the physician, the hand offers signs of poor health: a bluish tinge suggests heart disease, a red hand might be indicative of gout. A cold, moist, flabby hand denotes sickness or emotional disturbance. Fear, perhaps. Or guilt. You see, it is the flesh of the hands that betrays us. What lies beneath – crimson muscle, threaded nerves, silken veins – tells us nothing. Even the bones, the hard, dry, clacking bones of fingers and thumbs are blameless, for one skeleton hand is very much like another. All these elements have their own beauty, their own intricate perfection and divine complexity. But who we are and what we have done is etched upon the flesh. It is in the pale, languid fingers of the leisured lady, or the hard, blistered palms of the labourer. It is in the needle-pricked thumb of the seamstress or the bitten-to-the-quick fingernails of the unhappy schoolboy.


And the hands of a murderer? To know the hands of a murderer you need look no further than mine.
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It began innocently enough. A trip to Hyde Park. Will’s idea. He had been to the Crystal Palace many times already, though it had taken until the final few weeks of the Exhibition before he’d managed to persuade me.


He held his arms wide as we entered the main transept. ‘You see we are now inside, Jem? And yet—’ He pointed to one of the huge elm trees, dwarfed by the lofty nave of glass and iron that arched high above it. ‘And yet to some degree we are still outside.’ He took my arm, steering me through the crowds. ‘Is it not breathtaking? Consider its scope. Its ambition. Its grandeur. Ingenious too! Light but strong. It is modelled on the great glasshouses at Chatsworth, you know.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I think everyone knows.’


‘Inspired by the design of the great Amazonian lily pads – gigantic natural structures supported by a network of veins so fine and strong that they can withstand the weight of a small child.’


‘Mm,’ I said. I did not like to admit it, for I had been rather dismissive of Prince Albert’s ‘greenhouse’, but I was impressed. I was not the only one, for there were people everywhere, their faces bright with excitement, the air loud with chatter. As the most skilled draughtsman at Prentice and Hall, his firm of architects and engineers, Will had been seconded to help illustrate the Exhibition catalogue, and had spent a number of happy months drawing images of stoves, ironwork, looms and engines of various kinds. I had already browsed a number of the exhibits whilst sitting at my apothecary table. There were only a few that caught my attention, for most seemed to be a mixture of the grandiose and the absurd.


‘A cloak that can be transformed into a boat for the use of country physicians? A mousetrap that can catch an infinite number of mice?’ I’d said. ‘These things have not been thought through properly. And I have no interest in seeing the world’s biggest diamond or a throne carved out of coal.’


‘There’s nothing that interests you?’


‘Only the models of Dr Silas Strangeway.’


Dr Silas Strangeway. Anyone with an interest in anatomy had heard of him. He was known to work in secret, the results of his labours kept in the private anatomy museum of Dr Alexander Crowe, a surgeon and anatomist with the highest reputation, with whom he had worked for over twenty years. Once, when I was an apprentice apothecary at St Saviour’s Infirmary, Dr Crowe had brought one of Dr Strangeway’s pieces to a meeting of the Pathology Society. It was a replica of the lungs, removed from the chest cavity and opened up to reveal a mass of tubercles clustered within. We had all agreed: it was like staring into a real anatomised lung at a real case of advanced tuberculosis. Somehow Dr Strangeway had even made the cavity glisten, as if it were coated with a layer of mucous. Whether the general public would be similarly impressed by his work I had no idea.


A few yards away a group of young men were gathered about the anatomical display cases. I had seen them going up the stairs ahead of us and had caught snatches of their conversation. Medical students. I wondered where they came from – possibly St George’s, which was at the corner of the park, perhaps from St Bride’s, which was not far from my physic garden, and was where Silas Strangeway and Dr Crowe were employed. I heard the chink of beer bottles, and saw from the young men’s ruddy cheeks and grinning faces that they had been drinking. They loitered in a huddle in front of an exhibit, talking and laughing.


Unwilling to join their ranks, Will and I occupied ourselves with the other wax models, waiting for the students to move off.


‘Silas Strangeway is the most gifted artist and anatomist,’ I said. ‘Though he’s known to be something of an eccentric too. Look at this one here – I think you’ll like it.’


At first, the model in the crystal and rosewood box appeared to show the face and head of a sleeping man. The right eye was closed, the expression serene, the skin smooth and flawless. And yet as one drew closer the face became something else entirely, for on its left side the skin had been peeled back in layers, flayed open to reveal the secrets beneath. The eye without its lid was a staring orb framed by crimson; the grinning teeth were cemented in bone and laced with blood vessels and nerves made up of the finest waxen thread. It was like beholding the miracle of life and the horror of death at precisely the same moment.


‘Taken from life?’ said Will, peering into the display case.


‘Taken from death,’ I replied. ‘The heads of a great many corpses will have been dissected to enable something as detailed and astonishing as this to be created.’


‘Ingenious,’ said Will. ‘To show the mechanisms within so clearly and intricately. And you see how the thing is angled, so as to draw the eye from one manifestation of perfection to another?’


‘You don’t feel faint?’ I said, knowing his weakness. ‘


It’s wax,’ he replied. ‘I should no more faint at the sight of a tallow candle.’ He was silent for a moment, then added doubtfully. ‘It is wax, isn’t it?’


Up ahead, with a bellow of laughter the medical students moved on. They were replaced by a man with his wife and children who had entered via the opposite door. Their unfashionable clothes proclaimed them to be from out of town, the sooty bloom on their faces suggesting a recent train journey. They reached the place where the students had been, and the four of them stopped. I saw that they were transfixed by something, though I could not see what it was. And then all at once a commotion broke out. The man collapsed to the ground with a muffled thump; his wife began screaming, the children – girls aged some ten or twelve years – joining in with a high-pitched wailing. Will and I bounded over.


‘I’m an apothecary, madam,’ I said, opening my satchel and groping inside for some sal volatile. ‘If you would allow me—?’


The woman was babbling something incoherent and pointing at the exhibits, but there was such a clamour coming from the children that I could not hear what she was saying. I loosened the man’s neckerchief and applied my salts to his nostrils. The next moment he dashed the bottle from my fingers and lurched to his feet. He snatched up his hat, and, with a fearful glance over his shoulder, ushered his wife, and still-wailing daughters, out of the gallery. I was about to observe how rude the people from the north of England were – and then I saw for myself what had caused all the fuss.


It was not an exhibit – at least, not in the proper sense of the word for it was not in a box of glass and rosewood. Nor was it made of wax. Instead, what lay before us was of real flesh and blood, the skin a greyish white, the exposed musculature a startling vivid scarlet. It was a hand – a man’s hand – and it was lying on its back between a display case of surgical cutlery and a wax model of the human heart. It had been partly anatomised, the skin on the palm slit from fingers to wrist and peeled back to reveal the red glistening stuff beneath. The flaps of flesh were held open with steel pins, stabbed through the skin directly into the table top. The work was neat and precise; skilfully done, given that pinning it in place must surely have been undertaken in haste, for the galleries were busy, and although the medical and scientific instruments exhibits were not the most popular a steady stream of visitors passed through. Most macabre of all, between the tip of the thumb and forefinger was a small square of card, the size of a carte de visité. Scrawled upon it in a crude, childish hand, were five ragged words.
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It was not the first time I had seen a severed hand. Once, years ago, a workman had been admitted to St Saviour’s Infirmary, where I worked as apprentice apothecary. He was brought up on a cart from the warehouses on Gravel Lane, and was carried into the hospital by his friends on a makeshift stretcher – a length of tarpaulin slung between two wooden spars. I could see by their faces, and by the white, waxy skin of the man they carried, that I was about to see something unforgettable.


They told me that the man’s name was Henshaw, that he had become caught in the winding gear used to winch materials up from the quayside into the warehouse. His right hand had become trapped, the machinery had turned, and in one sharp vicious movement, it had been partially severed, partially torn off at the wrist. The man who addressed me was white-faced, his gaze appalled beneath the peak of his cap. He nudged his companion, who presented me with a package. I pulled back the bloody folds to find the missing hand, the wrist bones splintered like pale twigs of stripped willow. I remembered the hairs on it, dark and springing; still coated with a fine yellow powder from the sacks of spices the man had been unloading.


By some miracle, the fellow survived. A tourniquet applied by one of his friends had prevented him from bleeding to death, and he managed to avoid septicaemia by being attended to by Dr Bain, the most capable of all the surgeons at St Saviour’s. The shock too, which might have killed a lesser man, had been mitigated by the fact that he had been plied with copious quantities of cheap gin as he was brought up from the docks.


I had no idea what happened to him afterwards. With only one hand, and that his left, it was unlikely that his future was a prosperous one. I was more familiar with the fate of his lost appendage. It had been taken away by Dr Graves, St Saviour’s most enthusiastic anatomist, who had added it to his private museum, pickling it in spirits of alcohol so that he might show his students how skin, bone and muscle behave when they are torn apart.
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I could see straight away that the hand before me had been neither torn nor roughly hacked from a body. Its removal had been a labour of time and precision, the joints of the wrist neatly separated from the larger bones of the lower arm. There was no sawing, slicing or splintering, merely a neat and exact dismemberment.


Behind us, I heard the sound of voices. A group of people had entered the room, their rustic clothing and buzzing accents betraying their provincial origins.


‘We must take this away,’ I said.


‘You cannot walk through London with a severed hand in your bag,’ hissed Will. ‘Not even you, Jem! Perhaps the police—’


‘And while we await them we are to leave this thing here, to terrify visitors?’


‘It’s probably no more than a prank. Those medical students—’


‘Quite possibly.’


And yet there was something about that grisly relic that troubled me. In my work at St Saviour’s Infirmary I had seen many a corpse hand; many a severed arm and anatomised body come to that, and I had also known many a student who had horsed around with organs, body parts and cadavers. It was the card that bothered me. The words upon it were scrawled in black ink: a clumsy, inexpertly written note that belied the neatness of the sliced and peeled flesh, as well as the Latin motto it described: et mortui sua arcana narrabunt. I slipped the card into my pocket.


I plucked out the pins that held back the skin of the palm, and lifted the hand. It was firm and clammy to the touch, but with no smell of the spirits that were commonly used to preserve anatomical specimens. The wooden surface where it had lain amongst Dr Strangeway’s exhibits was not damp, and there was nothing I could feel beneath my fingers that might yield some clue as to the provenance of the thing – no grit or dust or hairs. Opening my satchel, I pulled out a copy of the morning edition of The Times. I folded the flaps of skin back over the exposed muscle of the palm and rolled the thing in the paper like a piece of fried fish.


‘Where shall we take it?’ said Will.


I shrugged. ‘To Silas Strangeway, I suppose.’
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Precognition for the murder of Mary Anderson,


18th December 1830.


Statement of SILAS STRANGEWAY, anatomist and anatomical artist, residing at 22 East Newington Street, Edinburgh. Aged thirty-four years.


19th December 1830


In the spring of this year a pair of beggars appeared at the gates to the Infirmary. The pavement outside that building has always attracted those of a curious or hideous physical aspect, and these particular beggars were sisters known as Thrawn-Leggit Mary and Clenchie Kate (that is to say, Crooked-Legged Mary and Club-Footed Kate). The legs of both Anderson women were painfully bent and knotted with rickets, their spines curved into a serpentine ‘S’ by an extreme form of scoliosis. They had recently removed from the Shore area of the Port of Leith to the medical quarter of the town, and now lived at the foot of Robertson’s Close on the Cowgate, not two hundred yards from the Infirmary. They were remarkable not only for their deformities, but also for the fact that at odds with their twisted bodies they both possessed the most beautiful faces, and, in contrast to their bawdy repartee, were each blessed with a melodious singing voice.


It was widely recognised that the younger of these women, Thrawn-Leggit Mary, bore a close resemblance to my recently deceased sister, the wife of Dr Crowe. Mrs Crowe had been a great beauty, a kind and gentle woman of wit and intelligence beloved by all who knew her. Her death by smallpox was a terrible blow to Dr Crowe, who had married young, and, so it seemed to me, for love.


At almost midday on the morning of the 18th December inst. I was walking towards Surgeons’ Square when I saw Kate Anderson ahead of me. There were a number of students gathered outside Dr Crowe’s anatomy school. The door was open, and within I could see Dr Cruikshank the anatomy demonstrator. He was talking to Gloag the hunchbacked porter, Mr Franklyn one of our most promising students, and Dr Wragg the curator of the anatomy museum at Surgeons’ Hall. Dr Crowe was to instruct the students in dissection that afternoon, a class that usually took place over the course of some three hours. He liked to have everything in order before he began – the bodies brought up, the knives laid out, and all the receptacles and fluids at the ready – and it was Dr Cruikshank, with the help of Mr Franklyn, who saw to it that everything was just so.


It was usual for Dr Crowe to appear as the Tron Kirk on the High Street chimed the hour and not a moment before, and I knew that if he came at his customary time he was sure to meet with Clenchie Kate. Dr Cruikshank knew it too, for I saw him catch sight of the woman through the open door and steal a glance at his pocket watch. We all knew what aggrieved Kate, and why she had come up to Surgeons’ Square, for it was the same reason she came up every day now. Her sister, Thrawn-Leggit Mary, was pregnant, a condition which, given the extreme curvature of her spine and the angle of her hips, could lead only to the grave. The women claimed the child was Dr Crowe’s, and, as her pregnant sister now found it difficult to make the journey up from the Cowgate, for some weeks it had become a daily occurrence for Clenchie Kate to appear on her own with the sole purpose of screaming abuse at Dr Crowe as he entered the School for his midday class. Dr Crowe’s fellow anatomists, and some of the more robust students, took turns in deflecting the woman, usually with the aid of a few shillings, for she would not go away without payment.


That morning, Mr Franklyn stepped out. He was hoping to be appointed demonstrator, and was anxious to show himself to be worthy of the position.


‘Go back to your sister, madam,’ I heard him say as he tossed her a few coins. ‘Or, better still, bring her to us when her time comes, and we will do all we can.’


Clenchie Kate jabbed her crutch at him, and made the sign of the evil eye, for Mr Franklyn was known to have visited the sisters on many occasions. It was said that he had already made an arrangement with Rabbie McDade, the skeleton maker at High School Yards, for the stringing up of Mary Anderson’s bones.


‘You will cut her to bits,’ she cried. ‘You will cut her to bits and boil her bones. Has she not had enough of men wanting her body for their own purposes that you must murder her and butcher her too?’


Some of the students laughed at that, as though the idea of anyone slaking their desires on a body as misshapen and twisted as Thrawn-Leggit Mary’s was most amusing. But there were others who looked away, and in their faces I saw that if Dr Crowe had visited the girl then he was not alone.


Kate Anderson saw it too, and her language dissolved into abuse. Two porters appeared from the direction of Surgeons’ Hall and dragged her back the way she had come, and we returned to our business. It was reported by Gloag later that day that Clenchie Kate had been seen insensible with drink in the Grassmarket even before the hour was out.


We thought that was an end to it – for that day at least. But there was worse to come. It was late in the afternoon when it happened. I was in attendance because I had made several preparations of the heart – in its entirety, and also in cross section, the aorta and valves, the strings and powerful muscular sides of the organ clearly revealed. I was proud of these creations – undertaken in wax and, if I may say so, an impressive simulacra of that most vital of organs. I was not usually present at Dr Crowe’s lectures, but I wanted to see the response of the students to my models. It is well known that Dr Knox, our most famous rival at Surgeons’ Square, is dismissive of any teaching aid other than the cadaver itself, and I was keen to prove him mistaken. It was for this reason that I witnessed first-hand the events that took place that afternoon.


It was after half past six. Dr Crowe was concluding his lecture on the circulation of the blood, the last class of the day, when a terrible wailing and moaning came to us from the passage outside. We heard shouting, and a cry of pain – I learned later that the woman had bitten Gloag’s hand and thrashed him with her crutch as he tried to drag her back onto the street. There came the sound of cursing, and then the barking of a dog as one of the porters’ boys ran to untie the terrier used by Dr Cruikshank to chase the rats from the dissecting room. Before the dog could be brought up, however, the door to the lecture theatre burst open.


Mary Anderson lurched in, her crutches dragging, her gait a crab-like shuffle. She locked the door behind her and flung the key aside. Mr Allardyce – Dr Crowe’s apprentice, and a young man always keen to show his loyalty – leaped to his feet to protest at the intrusion, but Franklyn pulled him back down. I heard him whispering, ‘Sit still, Allardyce. This is none of your affair.’ The other young gentlemen, clearly in anticipation of a lively ending to the day’s work and knowing the deep love and respect Allardyce entertained for Dr Crowe and his late wife, hissed at him to shut up and stay seated.


I could see that Mr Allardyce was aggrieved at this, no doubt because my niece, Miss Crowe, a regular attendee at her father’s lectures, was seated in her customary position in the front row and had the best view of what might unfold. I was tempted to go across to her, or to try to halt proceedings myself – and yet I did not. It is an error of judgement I will regret for the rest of my life.


Instead, I sat transfixed. The servitors had lit the lamps hours earlier for it was mid-winter, and in the guttering candlelight Mary Anderson’s resemblance to my dear sister was more striking than ever. She had a luminous ethereal loveliness, no matter how bunched and twisted her body, and as I looked at the students’ faces I knew they all saw it too. I could not help but take a sketch – a quick ink drawing that caught the lines and angles of the girl’s cheeks, the dark, tragic eyes, the fine brows. I had drawn her many times, though never had she looked so distraught, so passionate, as she did that afternoon.


As for Mary, she peered up at us, up at that silent jury of men and her lip curled in a sneer. After that, she paid us no mind at all. She had eyes only for Dr Crowe, who stood motionless before her, a drawing of the heart in red chalk on the blackboard behind him.


‘You have killed me,’ she cried. Her voice was shrill against the thumping of Gloag’s fists against the locked door. ‘The babe that you have put inside me is my murderer. And I will take its life as it takes mine, for there’s nothing to be born alive from a body as foul and twisted as this one.’ She used the Scots word ‘thrawn’, ‘as thrawn-leggit, an’ bough-haunched, as this ’n,’ her native tongue giving her words a rough poignancy that was not lost on us.


I thought Dr Crowe might speak, might bluster her remarks away with a wave of his hand, but he did not. Instead, he bowed his head and allowed her words to fall like blows upon his shoulders. ‘You have killed me,’ she repeated, ‘and you have killed our child. Why should you be suffered to live?’


His waistcoat that day was of blood red silk. I had admired it on many occasions, thinking how appropriate a colour it was for a man in his line of work. And so when the woman pulled out the knife and plunged it into his heart we saw nothing but the shock on his face, and the clutching of his fingers about the blade.


True on soul and conscience,


[signed] Silas Strangeway
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At first we travelled to St Bride’s Infirmary. But Dr Crowe had gone, they said, and had taken Dr Strangeway with him. He had opened a new anatomy school. Bigger and better, affiliated with St Bride’s Infirmary and St Bride’s Workhouse and well supplied with bodies from both. The porter handed me a card, the address, ‘Corvus Hall Anatomy School’, freshly printed upon it in black and gold. When I saw where we were to go my heart grew cold within me. Somehow, I had always known the place would one day draw me back.
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I should have guessed, or at least had some inkling, for the signs had been there. It had been some two weeks ago. I had gone up to my physic garden on St Saviour’s Street to work on the poison beds – I had neglected them of late and the belladonna I had been so proud of was looking particularly sorry for itself. Will had come with me. I remembered him lying on his back in the middle of the camomile lawn, an empty bottle of beer at his side and Hammond’s Principles of Draughtsmanship over his face. It was warm for mid-September, one of the last hot days of the year, in fact.


‘I can hear shouting,’ I’d said. ‘Can you?’


‘No.’ His voice was sleepy.


‘Hammering too. I’m sure I heard – there it is again!From next door – the house must have been sold. Did you know of it?’


‘Did I know of it?’ He sat up. ‘Of course not. Why would I? Didn’t you?’


‘No.’ We were on our feet now, the two of us standing at the gate in the wall, looking over.


The villa beside the physic garden was huge. Set back from the street behind tall black railings and unkempt bushes of laurel, it was a broad Georgian box, flanked by two short, square wings. A colonnaded portico added grandeur to the front, the south-facing windows looking out at the wide sweep of a gravel drive. At the back, in the shadow of the main building, was an ugly low structure of blackened brick, half-hidden in a dark mass of ivy and surrounded by hawthorn and yew.


The name on the gateposts was Sugar-loaf House, and I could remember when the villa had lived up to its name, glinting in the grubby London sunshine as if it had been built from those hard, sweet crystals. That was back when it had been owned by Dr Magorian, the most highly regarded of St Saviour’s medical men, back when my father was still alive and St Saviour’s Infirmary still standing, and I had loved Eliza, the doctor’s only daughter. Since the death of Dr Magorian and his wife, and the disappearance of Eliza, the place had stood empty and silent – the windows boarded up, the paths rank with weeds.


That morning workmen were visible, removing the boards from the first-floor windows. The heavy front door stood open to the afternoon sun.


‘Perhaps we should go and introduce ourselves,’ I said. ‘It would be the neighbourly thing to do, would it not?’


A short, wiry man in a dark woollen jacket and waistcoat stood apart from the others. His tall hat was pushed to the back of his head as he surveyed his men.


‘Good morning, sir!’ I said as we approached. ‘I see the place is waking up again?’


The man looked askance at my face, his gaze lingering in mingled disgust and pity on the scarlet birthmark that covered my eyes and nose.


‘Yes, sir,’ he said, touching the brim of his hat. ‘The place has been sold at last.’


‘To whom?’


‘My instructions came through the solicitor. I’ve no idea who the new owner is.’


‘May we look around?’ I said.


‘I’m not sure as you should, sir. It’s not like most other places. Not like any place I’ve ever seen, in fact.’ He looked up at the building, his face troubled. ‘I heard the previous owner was a doctor, but I can’t think what sort of a man he must have been—’


‘This is Mr Flockhart, formerly apothecary of St Saviour’s Infirmary,’ interrupted Will. ‘I’m Mr Quartermain.’ He shook the fellow’s hand. ‘From Prentice and Hall—’


‘Prentice’s, you say?’ said the foreman, clearly more impressed with Will’s provenance than mine. He shrugged. ‘Look around, sir, by all means. But there are things in there that no one should ever want to see.’ And he turned from us and hurried away, as if he no longer wished to speak of it.
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The house smelled old and stale. The air was damp, with a chill not unlike that found in a mortuary. There was a stillness to it too, as if the building were holding its breath.


‘Why have we come?’ whispered Will. ‘There’s only sorrow here. Can’t you feel it?’


‘Not at all,’ I lied. ‘It is only bricks and mortar to me.’ I grinned, and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Shall we look around?’


For all that I felt strange and sad to be in the place my Eliza had called home, I would not let him see it. Will was my dearest friend, the one man who knew that beneath my gentleman’s shirt and britches I concealed the body of a woman. It was a lonely path, one upon which my father had set my feet before I was old enough to ask why, for it was he who had given me my brother’s identity almost as soon as the two of us had emerged from the womb – me alive and screaming to be heard, my brother slipping out after me, dead and silent. How else might he get the male heir he wanted if not through deceit, for my mother had died birthing us, and my father’s developing madness had prevented him seeking out another wife. Will and I had become friends – he the junior architect, reluctantly emptying the graveyard of St Saviour’s Infirmary prior to its demolition, and me the apothecary to that now vanished hospital. These days we shared lodgings above my apothecary shop on Fishbait Lane. His friendship had saved me from an existence of lonely isolation, and I loved him more than I had ever loved anyone – anyone but Eliza.


We went from room to room, our boots loud upon the stairs. The house had been boarded up with its contents intact, and spiders and moths had been hard at work. Furnishings, once opulent, were ragged and decayed; ornaments – vases, candlesticks, picture frames – all draped with cobwebs. On the north side of the house a loose gutter had caused a great dark stain to appear on the wall. The paper hung down from it like strips of diseased flesh. The place made me shiver. More than once I looked over my shoulder, but there was never anyone there. On the first floor, as we passed the open door to the library, I thought I glimpsed a face in the over-mantel mirror – a woman’s face, the eyes strange and glimmering. But when I looked again there was nothing, nothing but the dim blush of light on the dial of a stopped clock.


‘What is it?’ said Will.


‘Nothing,’ I muttered. ‘Nothing but my imagination.’


But Will was hardly listening. ‘Designed by Adam himself, I should imagine,’ he said, peering up at the cobwebbed cornice. He slid his hand onto the smooth curl of the banister. ‘Look at these stairs! The way they curve upward, as gracious as the whorl of a sea shell. The way the sunlight filters through the cupola at the top. The rooms might be decayed but their beauty is unmistakable.’ He smiled. ‘It is a place of air and light and beauty – three things in poor supply in this filthy city of yours.’


‘It is your city too,’ I said. I wondered what he would make of the structure the previous owner had erected to the rear of the house. The dissecting room and mortuary – even the thought of the place made me queasy. Instead, ‘It will be good to see the place lived in properly,’ I said. I meant it too.


But the past was not as easy to avoid as I had hoped, for at length, we reached the upper storeys. I hesitated at the head of a dark corridor. I had been there before, and I knew what lay beyond.


Will, however, did not. ‘What’s in here?’ he said. Without waiting for my answer, he stalked forward and threw open a door.


It had been a number of years since I had set foot inside the doctor’s private anatomy museum. Then, the place had been brightly lit, full of medical students and buzzing with conversation. Now, it was dark and silent. Here and there, blades of light sliced through the shutters, skewering a six-fingered hand; a cross-sectioned brain; an unidentifiable tangle of hair and teeth, all still and silent in their glass specimen jars. Before us was a human head – pale and loose-lipped, its gaze illuminated by a shaft of silver sunlight.


‘My God!’ Will took a step back. ‘I’d forgotten what your doctor friends got up to.’


‘He was no friend of mine,’ I retorted.


‘What’s it all doing here?’


‘It’s a typical arrangement for a well-known medical man, a surgeon, to set up his own anatomy school,’ I said. ‘If he has an anatomy museum of over five hundred pounds in value, and if the corpses can be supplied and a licence procured then the students will come. This is – was – Dr Magorian’s anatomy museum. Or part of it, at least. This place was always associated with St Saviour’s Infirmary – the students might examine the dead here and then examine the living there.’


‘Dead bodies?’ said Will. ‘Here?’


‘Of course dead bodies,’ I scoffed. ‘Usually those of the unclaimed dead. Paupers, beggars, people from the workhouse. Once upon a time their corpses would have been flung into a lime pit. Now, they are given to a grateful medical profession.’


‘And yet the fellow lived here too?’


‘Yes.’ I could stand it no more. I longed to be back in the physic garden, the scent of turned earth and damp leaves sharp on the air, rather than in this stale and ghastly place. I crossed the floor in three strides to throw back one of the heavy wooden shutters. The sun streamed in. What had appeared ghoulish in the half-light now looked faded and banal, like bits of meat floating in aspic.


I sniffed. Spirits of alcohol, a mixture of juniper and cloves – the smell of the preserving fluid. ‘I’m surprised they have not become corrupt.’ I picked up one of the jars and held it high, observing its contents in the light. The diseased heart that bobbed within was pale and flabby-looking, the window cut into its left ventricle revealing greyish valves and heartstrings, for all specimens lost their colour in the end.


‘Is something wrong?’ said Will, seeing the look on my face.


‘Someone has been here,’ I said. I thought of the ghostly face I thought I had seen; the feeling I’d had that someone had been following us. ‘These specimens have been cared for, even if the rest of the house has not.’


‘But the place has been boarded up—’


‘There’s no doubt about it,’ I said. I took up another jar. Inside, floating gently in the viscous liquid, was a tongue, greyish-pink and newly severed. ‘This anatomy museum still has a curator.’
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I had vowed to put the place from my mind. I had largely succeeded – not least because I had not been back to the physic garden for some weeks due to my commitments in the apothecary. But now, here we were, right at its doors. In that short space of time the property had been transformed. The windows were free of boards and shutters, the driveway occupied by wagons and cabs. The front door stood open, and within I could see shadows and movement, as if from a crowd of people. Ahead of us a pair of young men, their books under their arms, sprang from a hansom and headed for the entrance. On the air, above the rattle and din of the street, came a raucous chanting.


‘A is for Arteries tied up in knots


B is for Bones boiled up thick in the pot


C is for Carotid pulsing with life


D is for Dermis we slit with our knife


E is an Embryo in a glass case


F a Foramen that pierced the skull’s base . . . ’


All the windows were open, blinds fluttering in the cold breeze as the voices inside rose and fell. There was a distinct smell upon the air, at once familiar and disturbing – carbolic, putrescence, preserving spirits.


‘It’s certainly a livelier place than it used to be,’ I said, looking up at the building.


At that moment the chanting stopped, to be replaced with laughter and shouting, the sound of smashing glass and furniture toppling. An instant later a pale English mastiff rushed out of the front door. It carried something in its mouth – I could not see what. A young man with his shirt sleeves rolled up and wearing a bloodied apron plunged out after it with a roar, pursuing the creature around the untidy flower bed at the front of the house. Grinning faces appeared at an upstairs window.


‘Run, Bullseye, run!’ cried a voice. There was laughter and shouting as the young man in the apron caught the dog, and prised its jaws apart. A cheer rang out as he held up what looked like a shoulder blade, still ragged with meat. He aimed a kick at the dog, and headed back into the building.


A burly man dressed in black and wearing a bowler hat – evidently the porter – came out and hauled the dog inside.


‘St Bride’s men,’ I said. ‘An animated bunch.’


‘So I see. And yet up until now I had always found medical students a rather serious set of fellows.’


‘But the ones you’ve met so far have been on the wards, trailing behind famous medical men and hoping to make the right impression. You see that they leave their obsequiousness and fear of failure behind them once the Great Men are not here. I assume Dr Crowe is about his own business somewhere else.’


I had to admit that I felt somewhat out of place. Apothecary’s Hall, where I had done my own training, had always had a more earnest air to it – most of us had worked as apprentices, earning our keep as we learned our trade before sitting the examinations. The young men who trained as surgeons and physicians at the Royal Colleges, the universities and private medical schools, had no such employment. They were often blessed with wealthy families who could support them until they found themselves a situation. They considered themselves a cut above us grubbing apothecaries, even those of us who ran the city’s great infirmaries, for that was a job no physician or surgeon would ever take on.


‘Well, well,’ I said. ‘We are here now, so I suppose we had better get on with it.’


We were greeted by the same porter we had seen dragging the mastiff into the building. The dog was now sitting beside its master’s chair in the alcove behind the front door, wet tongue lolling. The man leaped to his feet, stuffing a half-eaten pie hastily into his coat pocket. He licked his lips. ‘Got a ticket?’ he said.


‘No—’


‘No ticket, no entry. Dr Crowe’s most particular.’


‘We have no ticket because we are not here for a lecture—’


‘You wanting the ’natomy museum then? Still needs a ticket—’


‘No,’ I said. ‘We are here to see Dr Strangeway.’


‘Dr Strangeway don’t see no one,’ said the man. ‘Everyone knows that.’


‘Dr Crowe then?’ I said. ‘I have something for him.’


By now the dog was sniffing excitedly at the package projecting from my bag. The man looked at it suspiciously. ‘Meat?’ he said.


‘In a manner of speaking—’


‘Don’t trouble to deny it, sir. Dead meat it is. Bullseye ain’t never wrong.’


‘Then yes,’ I said. ‘Bullseye is quite right, and I need to see Dr Crowe or Dr Strangeway as a matter of urgency.’


Beside me, Will was looking appalled. ‘What have they done to the place?’ he said, stepping forward. ‘In only two weeks they have transformed it into . . . into . . . the antechamber to Hades!’ It was true, for the hall he had so admired on our previous visit was now thick with the sulphurous reek of cheap coal, the acrid odour of preserving spirits and the sweetish stink of decay. The pink marble tiles that had glowed warm and inviting now seemed lewdly flesh-coloured, as if we were entering a giant bodily orifice. They were covered with footprints and splattered with dark, ruddy stains – perhaps iodine, perhaps blood, I could not say. The dusty pieces of furniture had been removed, but in their place was a display case of animal bones and a bank of pigeon holes for the collection and distribution of letters.


A man emerged from what had once been the morning room, a place of light and tranquillity that had entranced Will. Now it was hazy with pipe smoke and cluttered with sagging brown armchairs. I had a brief glimpse of young men slumped upon them, some reading the newspaper, some smoking and talking, others poring over books. One fellow was peering at something suspended in a specimen jar, another was holding a skull. He had it up close to his face, a magnifying glass in his hand. There was a shout from someone, and he tossed it, like a ball, across the room to another, who was warming his backside in front of the fire. The door swung closed.


‘Mr Skinner,’ cried the porter to the young man who had just emerged. ‘If you would be so good as to take these gentlemen to Dr Crowe.’


The man Skinner seemed to be another porter, but younger and thinner than the first. We followed him through ranks of medical men gathered in the hall and waiting on the stairs.


‘So, this is now an anatomy school, Skinner?’ I said. ‘I had no idea!’


‘Our old place up at St Bride’s was too small, sir – that and the fact that the neighbours was always complaining about the noise and the smell and the comings and goings.’ He eyed me knowingly. ‘I think you understand me, sir. As soon as this place came up Dr Crowe took it. Corvus Hall Anatomy School we are, sir. Been in two weeks now, but already up and running like we was always here.’ He grinned. ‘Still making changes, mind. Dr Crowe wants it just so, though he’s much happier since we opened up the place at the back.’


The place at the back. I knew he was referring to the dissecting rooms and the dead house – a dark, icy chamber where bodies were stored prior to dissection. Built of yellow London brick, stained black by the filthy city air, its walls were damp and glistening due to its sunless position in the shadow of the main building.


Skinner ostentatiously drew out a pocket watch of battered pewter and peered at the dial. ‘Better hurry,’ he said. ‘The doctor won’t see no one after tea.’


‘Tea?’ muttered Will. ‘Hardly an occasion to present the man with a severed hand. Unless he takes his refreshment surrounded by bones and bits of pickled organs in which case all will be well.’ He watched as an orderly dressed in a brown apron started to unpack a pair of skeletons from a tea chest filled with straw. The leg bones and spines were twisted by rickets into the most grotesque of shapes. ‘Poor creatures,’ he said, staring at the serpentine spines, the curiously angled hips and the tangled, bandy legs.


‘Don’t feel sorry for them, sir,’ said Skinner. ‘They’re the Twisted Sisters o’ St Giles. Thieves and whores, the two of them. One murdered, so they say, the other hanged. Been in storage for years as we didn’t have the space at St Bride’s.’ He snapped his watch closed. ‘This way, gentlemen.’
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The room we entered was quiet and comfortably furnished. ‘Does Dr Crowe live in the building too?’ I said. I could not keep the disbelief from my voice. To live amongst such noise and activity seemed inconceivable, and yet here we were, walking across soft carpets, past gilt-framed mirrors and mahogany sideboards as if we had entered the home of a prosperous West End gentleman.


‘He lives in this wing,’ replied Skinner. ‘The rest is for the use of the school. We have a much better provision here than we had at our old place – for dissections I mean, as well as teaching. We have a sluice room, a mortuary, a dissecting room large enough for twenty students at a time.’


‘Each with their own corpse?’ asked Will.


‘Oh yes!’ said Skinner, with relish. ‘And there’s a lecture theatre, a library, a committee room, an anatomical museum that’s the envy of the world, plus space for drying and preserving specimens, for clearing bones of flesh and tissue, space for storage, for students to study, the common room, rooms for lecturers. We have some of the most well-known and capable men teaching here, sir. We’re still a part of St Bride’s, of course.’ He gave me a smug look. ‘The best men north of the river are St Bride’s men. It was always the case.’


I said nothing. St Bride’s Infirmary had always been something of a rival to St Saviour’s, though as St Saviour’s had been smaller and more ramshackle, its patients more desperate and hopeless than those in St Bride’s further to the west, it had not been much of a competition.


We passed through another door into a small parlour. The blinds were half drawn, the room oppressively hot, and filled with the cloying scent of lilies, for a huge funereal bunch of the things stood on the sideboard.


‘Sir,’ said Skinner to someone we could not yet see. ‘If you would excuse me, sir, but—’


‘Is it Halliday?’ said an eager voice. ‘We started without you, my dear fellow, you are always so late—’


‘I’ve not seen Mr Halliday today, sir,’ replied Skinner hastily.


‘Oh,’ his disappointment was clear. ‘I thought—’


‘It’s some other gentlemen. They said it was important, sir, or I’d not have brought them through.’ He stepped aside.


Dr Alexander Crowe was one of the most famous anatomists in London, a man who had trained in Paris and Edinburgh, whose books on comparative anatomy revealed the study of thousands of animals. An expert on the human spine, his essays on the liver, the lungs, and the spinal cord graced every reputable medical library in the country. I had heard he was a man of modest habits, of humility and great privacy, and I was pleased to find that, despite occupying so lofty a place in the most arrogant of professions, all of this seemed to be true.


Dr Crowe was seated in an armchair in front of a roaring fire, a cup of tea in his hands. He was of average height and stature, with a high forehead from which sprang a halo of white-grey hair. His clothes were unremarkable – the dark waistcoat and jacket, white shirt and neckerchief showed no ostentation. He regarded us through keen blue eyes behind small oval spectacles. A tray of tea things – tea pot, cups and saucers, plates of biscuits, small cakes and coloured pastries – stood on a low table before the fire. The most unusual thing about him was his companions, for sitting on hard-backed chairs beside him were three women.


The eldest was some thirty-five years old. The other two were her junior by some fifteen years. All three were clothed in plain dark dresses buttoned high at the throat. They wore their ebony hair tightly dressed and pulled close at the nape of the neck. It was a spinster’s style, flat and dispirited. And yet rather than rendering them plain, it made them still more beautiful, accentuating their long slender necks, high cheek bones and pale skin. The younger two in particular were the most striking-looking women I had ever laid eyes on, all the more so because they were so similar to look at – sisters, clearly. Their lashes were raven-dark, their lips a bright scarlet against their icy pallor, as if their teacups contained blood, and they had each just taken a sip. One of them sat with her face in repose, looking down at her teacup. Her sister, and the older woman, turned their curious gazes upon us, their eyes large and dark, as Skinner stepped aside. The conversation – what there had been of it for their voices had been no more than a low murmur – fell silent.


Dr Crowe rose to his feet. ‘Welcome, gentlemen. You find us at tea before the afternoon classes. Pray, take a cup, and tell us how we can help?’ His voice was softly Scottish. He sounded jovial enough, though I detected a coldness in his look that made me think his natural courtesy was being sorely tested by our intrusion. But as Will and I stepped into the light his eyes lingered upon my face and, perceiving the port-wine birthmark that covered my eyes and nose like a highwayman’s mask, his expression resolved into one of genuine welcome.


‘Why, Mr Flockhart,’ he said, grasping my hand between both of his and pumping it up and down. ‘What a pleasure. We’ve met before, I think? But we are neighbours now. I was hoping you would call in. And Mr Quartermain, too, of course. Come, gentlemen, do sit down. These are my daughters,’ he waved a languid hand, as if the gesture might somehow waft their unspoken names towards us. The three women inclined their heads. Dr Crowe’s gaze shifted to take in the package still clutched in my hands. ‘Do you bring us some sticks of rhubarb from the physic garden?’ His eyes twinkled. ‘If more of us ate the stuff there would be many a physician out of the job, what?’


‘There would indeed, sir,’ I said.


‘Of course, the bowel is quite fascinating,’ added the doctor. ‘Not to mention the anus – a much underrated part of the body. What disasters befall us when it fails to work as it should! So much depends on the correct functioning of both, and yet how we take them for granted. I have a section of the bowel wall in my collection that bears a tumour the size of a grapefruit, you know. The patient died when the thing ruptured. Prior to that we had no idea what ailed him, beyond haemorrhoids and constipation of the most intractable kind. I cannot help but blame the fellow’s diet – which consisted almost solely of beef and mutton. I brought the carcinoma specimen along to the Pathological Society. You might remember it, Flockhart?’


‘I’m afraid I don’t, sir.’


‘Then I will show it to you. Strangeway made a model of it to show to the students, though we have the real thing in the museum. We have the most extensive anatomy museum outside the Hunterian, you know, though not all our specimens are kept on the premises.’ He turned to Will. ‘Forgive me, sir. You are not a medical man and this can be of little interest to you.’


‘We have over 10,000 specimens here,’ said the eldest Miss Crowe. ‘Human exhibits, rather than animal. Father’s lectures draw widely upon them.’


‘Ladies attend your lectures?’ said Will.


‘The lectures are open to all, my dear fellow. If one buys a ticket one can attend a lecture.’ Dr Crowe chuckled. ‘We must pay the bills somehow, and it is not as though the ladies are about to enter the profession – the sheer weight of knowledge required would be too much, not to mention the debilitating pressure of examinations. Just as well really, as we have too many doctors as it is. But a little knowledge of anatomy, of physiology, will serve to make them better wives and mothers. They come to the microscope demonstrations in their droves too. I’m not entirely sure why.’ He shrugged. ‘But a woman’s guineas fit into my pockets as well as anyone else’s. My daughters have attended every one of my lectures since they were thirteen years of age – just prior to the onset of the menses,’ he said, turning to me as if the word ‘menses’ might leave Will, ‘not a medical man’, once more gaping in ignorance. ‘Knowledge of the body and its changes, its functions, is desirable to anyone, wouldn’t you say?’


‘I would indeed, sir,’ I replied.


He considered me for a moment, and then said, ‘Perhaps you should consider taking your MD, Flockhart. As a surgeon-apothecary you will be something of a generalist. Times are changing, sir, and the role your kind had in the running of our great hospitals is vanishing. All that commercial grubbing about you have to do these days too,’ he wrinkled his nose, ‘it can hardly be satisfying to a man of your evident talents.’


‘I had no idea my talents were so apparent,’ I said.


‘But of course they are! I have heard of you, you know. St Saviour’s – old St Saviour’s – was a place of some renown. You and your father had a great deal to do with its reputation and it is a man’s past that makes him who he is. But it is the future that he should look to, and I sense that you need more in your life than the chasing of costive old ladies for pennies.’ He grinned suddenly. ‘Or am I mistaken? I rarely am, you know.’ He looked at Will. ‘And what of you, Mr Quartermain? Perhaps your association with Mr Flockhart has given you some appreciation of the dark arts of medicine?’ He reached down beside his chair and drew out a copy of the catalogue for the Great Exhibition. It bristled with book marks. ‘I was admiring some of these just this morning. I assume you are the William Quartermain who is credited with the illustrations on pages sixty-two to sixty-eight, page one hundred and thirty, and pages two hundred to two hundred and nineteen?’


‘I am, sir,’ said Will. He blushed, and glanced coyly at the three Crowe women. The eldest smiled. The younger two remained unmoved.


‘Excellent!’ cried Dr Crowe. ‘I am writing a handbook on anatomy for students and I am in need of an illustrator. I see from this catalogue that you are an excellent draughtsman. I am not looking for artistic interpretation, but an accurate and precisely executed version of what you see before you. I need clarity and detail of structure. At the same time, I want my illustrations to look appealing, in the way that this catalogue – your illustrations in particular, sir – show the exhibits truthfully, whilst at the same time rendering them alluring. It is a rare skill, though I am asking for no more and no less than you have already demonstrated. Pen and ink. Specimens – dissections, organs, bones, that sort of thing. Can you oblige? Four, no, five, shillings an hour. It is a good rate, and better than most medical illustrators.’
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