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Chapter One
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I stood on the threshold of my room, my hand on the door knob. A man was inside. He leaped to his feet, the long roll of paper he was holding open on the bed springing closed and tumbling to the floor. It was not my bed he was using – that remained where it was against the wall. The situation was far worse than that: the truckle bed that lay beneath it had been pulled out, and set up opposite. A mattress had been dragged up from one of the store rooms, and the bed neatly made. A stove-pipe hat, new, obviously, and precious, sat on the pillow.


The man who owned the hat was in his mid-twenties, with curly brown hair cut close to his head. I noted the ink on the fingers of the hand he held out to me, and on the cuffs of his shirt. I saw the sheen on his waistcoat from habitually leaning against a desk, or drawing board. His boots were beside the door, the clay-coloured mud of the infirmary’s main courtyard drying on the soles. At five feet and eight inches in height he was no taller than I.


He had settled himself in nicely. An open carpet bag at the foot of his bed showed a clean shirt, collar and cuffs. Against the wall, beside the fireplace, leaned the neatly folded legs of a tripod, a small wooden instrument case tucked between them.


‘Mr Flockhart?’ he said, stepping forward. ‘Mr Jem Flockhart?’


I nodded, my expression grim. I did not ask his name. There was no need, for I knew exactly who he was. I would have told him so but I was so surprised to see him in my room that, for once, I was unable to say anything.


He stepped neatly into the silence. ‘Mr Flockhart,’ he repeated, still holding out a hand. ‘I am—’


‘William Quartermain, junior architect for Shaw and Prentice.’


‘Have we met before?’


‘No,’ I said. His voice had a pleasant West Country burr to it. Wiltshire, perhaps, or Somerset? London was growing at a prodigious rate and there were opportunities for incomers with ambition. A glance at the shiny brass plaque on his new theodolite case confirmed my thoughts: ‘J. King and Son, 2 Clare Street, Bristol.’ And yet he lacked any degree of urban sophistication – his outlandish stove-pipe hat suggested as much – and I was sure he was not a native of that city. He must be from some fearful yokel-infested backwater – Bath, perhaps, or Devizes – come to London to seek his fortune. I wondered how long he had been in town. His skin had the sickly pallor of all who had breathed in the city air for longer than a fortnight, though his cheeks still bore the traces of a provincial journeyman’s tan. He smiled at me, his gaze trusting, as if he anticipated the start of a marvellous friendship. London would eat him alive if he was not careful.


I shook his hand, aware of the roll of thick paper that lay between us on the floor. It was a plan of the hospital – my hospital – that much I had glimpsed. How much did it show of the place? The cellars that had once belonged to the medieval monastery? The dark, sluggish watercourse that flowed beneath out-patients or the underground passage that led from the dissecting rooms to the churchyard? There was more to St Saviour’s than any neophyte architect might see. But there was a more urgent matter to attend to, and I was obliged to put aside my curiosity.


‘You can’t stay here,’ I said. ‘This is where I sleep.’


His smile faded. ‘But the apothecary said—’


‘I am the apothecary.’


‘What about that tall thin man downstairs? Isn’t he also the apothecary?’


‘Yes—’


‘And senior to you?’


‘I suppose—’


‘Well he said—’


‘Whatever he said, I doubt he meant that you should sleep here.’ I had meant to sound calm but authoritative. Somehow, I had ended up sounding like an idiot, and an unreasonable one at that.


‘The apprentice brought up the mattress on your father’s bidding. The governors thought it best if I live within St Saviour’s, to be close to my work, and there’s nowhere else to stay.’


Nowhere else? Was there not space in the porter’s lodge? Could the man not sleep beneath the deal table in the apothecary? I closed my eyes. My father was sick, that much was clear to anyone. Had his tiredness so befuddled his senses that he no longer knew the difference between appearance and reality? Had he forgotten who I was? All at once I felt naked, exposed, the clues to my secret identity shouting from every corner of the room. I had bought a screen from the auction house on Priory Street, and over this I had draped a pair of fine Paisley shawls. A small bottle of Valeriana officinalis tincture, which is good for menstrual cramps, stood on the shelf above my bed. Before the fire the rags from my monthly bleeds dried in a line of dismal greyish pennants. Oh, yes, I was unique among women. There had been an apothecary named Flockhart at St Saviour’s Infirmary for over one hundred years and I was set to inherit my father’s kingdom amongst the potions. But it took a man to run that apothecary, and so a man I must be.


I swept forward to gather up the rags from the fireplace. ‘Dusters,’ I muttered. I snatched at the Paisley shawls too – such feminine details would never do – and bundled them away. On the desk, a large hyacinth rose from its bulb in a defiant pink fist. William Quartermain regarded it, and then me, in silence.


‘Excuse me, Mr Quartermain,’ I said. ‘But there must have been a mistake.’


Downstairs in the apothecary Gabriel Locke, our apprentice, was crouched goblin-like over the work bench, rolling out sulphur pills. A smudge of chalk on his nose gleamed white in the candlelight. ‘I tried to tell you, Mr Jem,’ he said, before I could speak. ‘But you didn’t listen. It was your father’s idea.’ Gabriel pointed.


My father was slumped in the wing-backed chair before the fire, his eyes closed. He was sitting so quiet and still that I had bounded up the stairs without even noticing him. I chided myself inwardly for my selfishness. He was sleeping badly, I knew, and yet I had not even paused to look for him and ask how he fared. At my father’s elbow, a stack of prescription ledgers teetered on a small table. Each ward in the infirmary sent its ledger down to us for midday, and we spent the afternoon making up the necessary prescriptions. There was much to do, even when my father was helping. Now, with him asleep, it was just Gabriel and I. And there was also the matter of the man upstairs.


But the man upstairs was now the man downstairs, as all at once I noticed that he had followed me in his stockinged feet, and was standing at the back of the apothecary, his face pale and earnest in the shadows. ‘The Company sent me, Mr Flockhart. I believe I was expected,’ he said. ‘It was arranged with the governors, but I apologise personally for any inconvenience. I realise there are not many who welcome me at St Saviour’s.’


‘It’s not your fault.’ My father opened his dark-ringed eyes, looking from me to Mr Quartermain. ‘Commerce will always come before health. We cannot obstruct progress – so called – or we will be crushed. There were a few who said as much at the meeting.’


‘Dr Bain, yes, I heard him myself, sir. But there were many who wished to refuse the Company’s offer. Dr Magorian was particularly vocal. And Dr Graves, well—’ Mr Quartermain cleared his throat, and then added in an undertone, ‘I thought he and Dr Bain were going to come to blows.’


‘Not on this particular occasion, Mr Quartermain,’ said my father. ‘We must be grateful for that at least.’


‘Your Company, sir, has offered less than half what the hospital and its lands are worth,’ I said. ‘St Saviour’s has been here since 1135 and you expect us to go away just because your employers wish to build a railway into the centre of the city? Can they not build somewhere else?’


‘It seems not,’ he replied. ‘But I’m merely the junior architect. I’m not one of the hospital governors, who agreed to the proposal, nor one of the railway company officials, who made the offer. The decisions to pull down the hospital, and to build the railway bridge in its place, were none of my doing. I’m simply tasked with organising the emptying of St Saviour’s graveyard, as the Company cannot knowingly build on the bones of the dead. I’m also instructed to look over the rest of the place, and report my preliminary impressions.’


‘Mr Quartermain is to stay with us while he . . . while he does what’s required,’ said my father. ‘You are to assist him in any way he sees fit.’


‘I? But I have work to do. Especially as you’re so . . . so tired.’ I chose my words carefully. To suggest that he was sick, too weak and ill to perform the duties he had attended to all his life, would be a mistake. And yet I had watched his recent deterioration with alarm. How might I raise the matter without provoking his anger? I had no idea. Perhaps I should speak with Dr Hawkins. The two of them seemed uncommonly friendly all of a sudden. ‘And the physic garden requires my attention,’ I added. ‘I can’t—’


‘Yes, you can. Besides, no one else will look after the man. As Mr Quartermain says, he has few friends at St Saviour’s.’ He eyed the architect critically. ‘Few friends in London, too, I should think – eh, Mr Quartermain? And none at all at the Company, or at your firm of architects, for why else would they give you such a job as this?’


‘But where will he stay?’ I asked. ‘We don’t have room for him here.’ I glared at William Quartermain. No one ever saw beyond my birthmark. A port-wine stain that covered my eyes and nose like a highwayman’s mask, it was as though I was born for disguise. I felt safe – watchful, protected, anonymous – behind it. Mr Quartermain stared back at me. His eyes were blue and clear, his expression sharp, and curious.


‘He’ll stay in your room, Jem,’ said my father. ‘You’re usually so observant. Hadn’t you noticed?’


‘But Father!’ I heard my voice rising in shrill alarm. ‘Where am I to go? And where am I to . . . to put all my books?’


‘The room is easily big enough for both of you.’ My father closed his eyes and sank back into his chair. ‘As well as your books, and anything else you care to mention. Stop making a fuss. What’s the worst that may come of it?’
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I stood with Will Quartermain in the courtyard. I had left my exhausted father and his apprentice alone in the apothecary. The statue of Edward VI that stood in the centre of the courtyard looked down at me accusingly.


‘I have work to do,’ I muttered. I glanced over my shoulder at the open door. Gabriel was changing the water in one of the leech jars. He would never manage it on his own. I turned away, expecting to hear the sound of breaking glass and the shouted curses of my father as Gabriel bungled the job, but there was nothing. ‘You can hardly be looking forward to your task, Mr Quartermain?’ I said.


‘I’m not looking forward to it at all, truth be told,’ he said. ‘But it has to be done. As I’m only recently qualified my sensibilities are considered by my employer to be less important than anyone else’s. And so the job fell to me.’


I nodded. I knew what awaited him. How did I know? Because I had seen it. One midsummer, shortly after my tenth birthday, the rain had poured down for two weeks without stopping. Beyond the west wall of the infirmary, where the gardens of St Saviour’s priory had once been cultivated, long-buried watercourses materialised once again. In the graveyard of St Saviour’s parish church, which lay adjacent to the infirmary, the waters boiling up from the earth met those pouring down from the heavens. The floodwaters passed through the western fringe of the burial ground, scouring away the thin layer of soil that covered the most recent incumbents, packed beneath, one on top of the other, like kippers in a smokehouse. Bodies were churned into view: skulls, limbs, ribs and vertebrae sieved against the gates of the graveyard as the waters rose . . . and receded.


Of course, it was impossible to get them all back into the space they had vacated. The sight, and the smell made it a matter of public health. That and the fact that a gang of ragged boys from the rookeries of Prior’s Rents was seen using a human skull as a football in one of the filthy courts that lay not far from the infirmary. Dr Magorian, our most distinguished surgeon, had been quite insistent: as soon as possible the skeletons were to be taken away and buried somewhere else.


I had gone to have a look. Was one of them my mother? She was buried against the wall of the church in a patch of ground warmed by the morning sun. Perhaps I might look upon her face at last . . . How foolish I had been to expect anything but the most appalling sight – yawning skulls, gaping, muddy eye sockets, bony hands reaching out at me through the gates. I ran back to the apothecary. Alone in my room I wept, wept for the mother I had never known, for my father grown so cold and sad, and for myself, alone and without comfort in the world.


A few months later, when the ground had been cleared, I visited the graveyard again. Apart from a muddy scar across the centre of the greensward, the place looked no different to usual. I found my mother’s headstone untouched by the waters. I had never forgotten the sight of that filthy mass of bones and rags being carted away. And now the same job on a far greater scale had landed in the lap of this raw, rosy-cheeked country boy. ‘Perhaps you should take a look around the infirmary first, Mr Quartermain,’ I said, taking pity on him. ‘The graveyard can wait. It’s not as if the residents are going anywhere, is it?’


William Quartermain peeped at me from beneath the brim of his ridiculous hat. ‘I’d be honoured to have your company. If you could show me St Saviour’s – your knowledge would be invaluable. But could you call me Will instead of Mr Quartermain – so much easier. We’re similar in age and rank. And height.’ He grinned. ‘Like brothers, almost. What d’you say?’


I hesitated, disarmed a little by his familiarity. St Saviour’s was a deeply formal place; respect for tradition and the veneration of reputation were everything. Even my good friend Dr Bain did not allow me to call him anything but ‘Dr Bain’. But it was not just convention that made me pause. I had lived in this place all my life. Did I really wish to share its secrets with a stranger? And yet, the destruction of the hospital was inevitable; it would be taken down, brick by brick, whether I wanted it to happen or not. And I was flattered too, by his gratitude and enthusiasm. All at once I was glad that Will Quartermain had come. Perhaps my final weeks at the hospital would not be as lonely as the great many that had preceded them.


‘Tell me all you can,’ he said, as we walked across the infirmary’s principal courtyard.


‘What do you wish to know?’


‘Everything.’


Where might I begin? St Saviour’s was one of the city’s smaller hospitals, crammed into an acre and a half of land to the north of the river. The southern edge of the place, which looked out onto St Saviour’s Street, was lined with tall flat-fronted town houses, built in King George’s reign. These houses contained the lodgings of the wealthier medical students and of the less vainglorious medical men: Dr Bain and Dr Hawkins, men without the pretention to live in great mansions further to the west, among them. Dr Magorian kept a house here, too, though he lived at the farthest end of the street, so that the stink of the infirmary did not blow in at his windows. On the other three sides, we were surrounded by the buildings of the Empire – the railway station and its accompanying hotel, a tea warehouse, the offices of a shipping clerk – and the houses of the poor. They crowded close to our eastern wall like mushrooms beside a decaying tree, the smells of industry – from the tanning yards and the leather market – mingling with the reek of putrescence and privies breathed from the open windows of our wards.


Was that what Will Quartermain wanted to know?


‘Of course, it’s people who interest me most,’ he said, as if reading my mind. ‘The men who work here, for instance. What are they like?’


I shrugged. ‘Dedicated.’ It was bland, I knew. And predictable. Should I tell him what I really thought? I had been schooled to revere them all, but I had formed my own opinions. I prided myself on never joining in the gossip, but I heard everything. Mrs Speedicut was the worst. That Dr Graves . . . The way he boils up the bodies of the dead . . . Human broth, that’s what’s in that great copper cauldron of his, human broth. And don’t he just stink of it? As for anatomy, I’ve seen them at Smithfield making a cleaner job of it . . . I had heard it so many times, though I could not disagree. And that old stick Dr Catchpole. Married to that young slip of a girl? There’s trouble! I knew it soon as look at her. She was after Dr Bain quicker than a toddy-cat once he’d thrown her a smile . . . On and on she went, sitting before the stove in the apothecary, her pipe clenched between her blackened teeth, her mug of gin and coffee in her hand. That Dr Magorian, thinks he’s God, so he does . . . That Dr Bain, you’ll never imagine what he’s come up with now . . . Although I did not join in, I did not stop her either. Mrs Speedicut’s observations were always perspicacious. Certainly there was little that happened at St Saviour’s that she didn’t know about. I could see her now on the far side of the courtyard, her great thick arms folded across her huge bosom, her matron’s cap sitting drunkenly awry on her greasy hair as she whispered and cackled into the ear of one of the laundrywomen.


Will was talking again. ‘And why is there a statue of Edward VI out here?’


‘He reopened the place after his father, Henry VIII, closed it down.’


‘Is that all? How dull.’


‘Indeed he was.’


‘Unable to live up to expectations.’ Will slid me a glance. ‘Like so many men. And yet his sisters were quite the opposite – always their own masters. Don’t you agree?’


‘I’m sure there’s more to many women than meets the eye, Mr Quartermain.’


‘I don’t doubt it.’ He grinned. ‘And what of the other women here, at St Saviour’s?’


‘Other women?’ I said. ‘Other than whom?’


‘I mean the women who work here. Other than you. That is to say, in addition to you.’


I stared at him through my devilish mask, unsmiling.


‘Not that you’re a woman, of course. I can see that quite clearly. What I meant to say was other than you, and the doctors, there must be women at St Saviour’s—’


‘Nurses,’ I replied. ‘Naturally. And the usual complement of domestics, cooks, cleaners, washerwomen. Women’s work is done by women, Mr Quartermain, here as elsewhere.’


‘Of course,’ he said, his eyes now fixed meekly upon the ground. ‘It is the natural way of things.’


‘You think they’re not capable of more?’ I said. ‘But of course they are! Give them an education so that they might think, listen to their opinions so that they might gain confidence, treat them as you treat a man and they’ll succeed at anything. I have no doubt about it.’


At that moment we heard women’s voices echoing from the passageway that led to the governors’ building. ‘“If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple!” Ladies, where in the scriptures might we find those words?’


‘Oh! Corinthians!’ came the answer.


‘Quite so,’ said the first.


I groaned. ‘Not them. Not now.’


Will grinned. ‘Give them an education so that they might think?’


I laughed. ‘Exactly my thoughts.’


‘“A joyful heart is good medicine,”’ cried the voice, ‘“but a crushed spirit dries up the bones”. Yes, ladies, yes?’


There was a rustling of skirts, the sound of soft shoes in the passageway, and a trio of lady almoners swept into the yard – Mrs Magorian, her daughter Eliza, and Mrs Catchpole. The lady almoners were unstoppable. Their activities were endorsed by the hospital governors, who had quickly come to appreciate the healing qualities of the Scriptures. The evidence was clear: malingering had come to an end since the almoners had begun their Bible readings about the wards. Mrs Magorian thanked the Lord. I thanked the lady almoners, and their unbearable piercing voices.


‘Oh! Proverbs!’ cried Mrs Catchpole, clapping her gloved hands together. That morning she was wearing a long black coat, open at the front to reveal a gown of emerald silk – far too fine for skirting spittoons and chamber pots on a ward visit. She was hoping to impress someone, that much was certain. Her husband? It seemed unlikely. Her gaze swept the yard. ‘Dear Dr Bain said he would be on the wards this afternoon. Monday afternoon, he said.’


‘I do not see him.’ Mrs Magorian, the tiny bird-like wife of the great surgeon, was their ringleader. She licked a forefinger and leafed through the large, dark-skinned Bible she always carried when she was about the wards. ‘Perhaps he is inside.’


‘But he said he would come. I expected to see him today.’ Mrs Catchpole looked about as she spoke, as though at any moment Dr Bain might burst out from behind a door, like a partridge flushed from a thicket.


‘Eliza!’ cried Mrs Magorian. ‘Carry those flowers with their heads up, my dear. Up and proud. That’s it!’


Eliza glided toward Will and me, a tattered bunch of pus-coloured chrysanthemums carried stiffly in her arms. ‘Good afternoon, Mr Jem,’ she murmured.


‘Miss Magorian, what a pleasure to see you.’ I meant it too, despite my more general view of the lady almoners. ‘This is Mr Will Quartermain,’ I said. ‘The surveyor. Mr Quartermain, this is Miss Magorian, Dr Magorian’s daughter.’


Will gave a bow, and swept off his tall hat. ‘Will Quartermain, junior architect for Shaw and Prentice.’ I could see that he was unable to take his eyes off her. And no wonder! She was so beautiful today. Her mouth as red as berries, her hair curled into shining ringlets. Her skin was white, almost translucent, her eyes dark and huge. I had known her all my life and I knew she was as spirited as a boy and tough, tougher than any of them.


‘I see you have become a lady almoner, Miss Magorian,’ I said.


‘Yes.’ She sighed. ‘It was my mother’s idea. Mrs Catchpole and I are her new recruits. We are to start off with the less gruesome wards.’


‘The Magdalenes?’ The Magdalene ward was Mrs Magorian’s favourite.


‘Of course.’


‘Mrs Catchpole is not really dressed for the occasion,’ I murmured.


‘On the contrary,’ said Eliza. She plucked a petal off one of the chrysanthemums the way a schoolboy might tweak the wings off a fly, and released it into the air. ‘She’s dressed exactly for the occasion. She’s in love, you see. But not with her husband, though one can hardly blame her for that. He’s an old brute.’


‘Dr Catchpole is very distinguished.’ I glanced at Will, alarmed by Eliza’s reckless heresy. Would he disapprove? For a lady to express an opinion about a man’s character – but if he was surprised by her unguarded comments he did not show it.


‘He’s a beast,’ Eliza continued undaunted. ‘He told my father I would become barren if he allowed me to read anything more stimulating than Blackwood’s Magazine.’


‘Blackwood’s?’ I said. ‘How very modern! I would have drawn the line at Household Words.’


‘She despises him.’ We watched as Mrs Catchpole sneaked a mirror out of her pocket while Mrs Magorian was examining her Bible.


‘How can you possibly know that?’ I said.


‘Because she told me. And because he has hair up his nose. Surely every woman hates that?’


‘One cannot judge a man by the content of his nostrils.’


‘And he smells of old books and stale things.’


‘Unlike Dr Bain, I presume?’


Dr Bain.


‘There’s Dr Bain!’ It was Mrs Catchpole’s voice. Dr Bain had emerged from the doors to the lower operating theatre, carrying what looked like a bucket and stirrup pump. He glanced up. Apprehending Mrs Catchpole hastening towards him, he bounded through another doorway, vanishing into the darkness of the male surgical wards.


Eliza Magorian regarded me over the shaggy heads of her chrysanthemums, and raised an I-told-you-so eyebrow. Then, when Will was not looking, she winked. The blood rushed to my face, my birthmark throbbing in time with the violent beating of my heart. Could she hear it? Did she feel as I did? And yet how could she? How could anyone? Instinctively I put my hand to my eyes, shielding my hideous face from her gaze, and looked away.


[image: illustration]


I had hoped to show Will around the place without the whole of St Saviour’s knowing what I was about, but it seemed my luck was out that day, for hardly had the lady almoners disappeared up the staircase to the Magdalene ward when a shadow fell across our path.


‘Good afternoon, Mr Flockhart.’ Dr Magorian, St Saviour’s most revered surgeon now stood before us. The man was tall and well built, with broad shoulders and long muscular arms, but his stride was quick and silent, and I had not heard him approach. His face was gaunt, his eyes pale and blue above a hawkish nose. He was always perfectly dressed, from the shine of his top hat to the red silk lining of his coat. He leaned on his stick, blocking our way – though seeming not to – and staring at my companion with a belligerent expression. ‘St Saviour’s is not a place for sightseers.’


Will bowed an apology. ‘I realise that, sir—’


‘I am to perform an operation at two o’clock. Amputation at the hip. Perhaps you would care to join us, since you’re here. I have been a surgeon at St Saviour’s for almost twenty years, and other than Dr Syme in Edinburgh, there is not a man alive who can excise a hip joint faster.’ Dr Magorian slipped long, thin fingers into a pocket of his waistcoat, and drew out a small silver case. Prising open the lid, he selected a large chunk of lump sugar from inside, and popped it into his mouth.


As a child I had been intrigued and excited by Dr Magorian’s sugar box, though he had never given me a piece. He did not give his sugar to anyone – apart from those who were his special favourites. As assistant surgeon, principal anatomist and chief sycophant, Dr Graves was the most regular recipient. He collected them like treasure, ostentatiously emptying his pockets during lectures to allow students to see how often the great Dr Magorian had bestowed upon him this sugary benison.


Dr Magorian snapped the case closed, and stowed it back in his waistcoat pocket. He crunched his sugar lump noisily, with a sound like the distant march of boots on gravel. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You must come and watch, sir, since you insist on being here. It’s Quartermain, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Will. He looked up at the clock tower that projected from the sagging roof of the men’s foul ward. It was almost one o’clock.


‘I performed this very operation on a Quartermain in 1830. I remember all my cases, you know. Tricky job, I seem to recall. Any relative?’


‘My father, sir.’


‘Oh! And is he well?’


‘He’s dead, sir.’


‘But not killed by his amputation, I hope. Though there is a tendency to suppuration and gangrene.’


‘He did not survive it,’ said Will.


Dr Magorian licked his lips. ‘Oh. Well, one does one’s best. Afterwards it’s in God’s hands. And now you must tear us limb from limb, eh?’


‘Hardly, sir,’ said Will. ‘The demolition men will do that. I’m merely here to take some preliminary measurements of the body, so to speak.’


Dr Magorian’s face grew stony. ‘And will you be plundering her, too?’ he said. ‘Stripping her corpse of anything useful or valuable?’


‘No, sir.’ Will coloured. ‘I’m here to empty the graveyard. But I hope for work more worthy of my skills and knowledge when the time comes.’


‘Do you?’ said Dr Magorian. ‘Well, I shall put in a good word for you. Your master, Mr Prentice, was a patient of mine. Lithotomy. 1838. His gratitude was extraordinary.’ The doctor’s laugh was spiteful and joyless. ‘I’m sure yours will be too. I will do what I can to ensure you are correctly employed in future. But if you wish to see St Saviour’s, what better place than the operating theatre? I shall expect you there at two o’clock, sharp.’


Dr Magorian’s voice was loud and arrogant, and a small crowd had gathered as he talked. On the edge of the group I saw the great bulk of Mrs Speedicut, a pair of underlings by her side, all three of them grinning like gargoyles. Dr Graves too had emerged from the shadows, his habitual crouching gait giving him the air of a burglar creeping along a garden wall.


‘Ah, there you are, Graves,’ said Dr Magorian. ‘This is Mr Quartermain. He is coming to see me perform this afternoon.’


‘Is he?’ Dr Graves smiled. ‘Good.’


I looked at Will. His face had turned a sickly greenish colour at the very mention of the word ‘amputation’.


‘My principal dresser is absent this afternoon and Dr Graves has been kind enough to take his place,’ continued Dr Magorian.


‘I consider it an honour,’ said Dr Graves, as unctuous as ever. His grin grew wider. A brown snuff-laden droplet hung from his left nostril. On more than one occasion I had seen such a droplet plop directly into a patient’s open wound.


‘Don’t worry, sir,’ cried Mrs Speedicut, noticing Will’s luminous pallor. She exposed her long peg-like teeth, one of which was missing, giving her a hungry, piratical air. ‘At least it’s not you what’s having your leg amputated.’


‘Not today, at any rate, eh, Mr Quartermain?’ Dr Magorian and Dr Graves laughed. Mrs Speedicut and her harpies nudged each other and cackled.


Should I have stopped their game? Was it wrong of me to allow them to sport with him? After all, not moments before I had decided that I liked the man. And yet I did nothing to save him from his fate. Perhaps I was annoyed that he spoke about the rape and demolition of St Saviour’s so glibly. I was not usually so irrational – it was only a building, after all. But it was too late now.


Behind us, the students were gathering outside the doors to the men’s foul ward. Dr Bain appeared amongst them. He said a few words, and smiled, and there was a gale of laughter.


In the passage that led up to the Magdalene ward something caught my eye. There was a movement in the shadows and I saw the flicker of a pale face staring out of the gloom. Mrs Catchpole. She was watching Dr Bain with wide, anxious eyes, her face white as the dial of a clock. She wanted to speak to him, that much was clear, but she was held back by the presence of so many others, so many men.


Dr Bain came over to us, his students trailing in his wake. St Saviour’s was a grey world – grey blankets on the beds, grey blinds at the windows, grey food on the plates, the patients’ faces grey with pain and sickness. Into this gloomy monochrome strode Dr Bain in his midnight-blue frock coat and azure watered-silk waistcoat. He was half a head taller than anyone else, with broad shoulders and thick dark hair. His eyes gleamed with mirth, and his whole frame seemed to radiate energy. The students loved him. ‘Sir,’ he said, addressing Dr Magorian. ‘I believe you’re operating today? If I might trespass upon your good nature, I have something I would like to try—’


‘I am assisting Dr Magorian this afternoon,’ interrupted Dr Graves.


‘Quite so, Richard,’ said Dr Bain, patting Dr Graves on the shoulder. ‘I hope you might also—’


‘I think not.’ Dr Graves’s voice was sharp. He gave a thin smile. ‘What is it this time? Using maggots to clean a wound? Scrubbing the operating table with carbolic like a cabin boy? And you need not pat me, sir, as though I were a dog to be pacified.’


Dr Bain looked surprised. ‘I’m sorry, I—’


‘Yes, yes, you say you are sorry. One day perhaps you will be.’ Dr Graves shook his head, and turned to Will Quartermain. ‘This is Dr Bain,’ he said. ‘Dr Bain, this is Mr Quartermain – he represents our nemesis.’


‘The railway company, yes, I know. Welcome amongst us, Mr Quartermain.’ Dr Bain shook Will by the hand. ‘Come to pull us down, I hope? Can’t happen too soon.’


Dr Magorian, suddenly finding himself eclipsed, spoke up irritably. ‘Well, Dr Bain,’ he said. ‘What is it this time? I’m hoping for a quick excision. Under fifty-five seconds, if possible. I don’t want to be hindered.’


‘A new idea, sir,’ said Dr Bain. ‘Simple measures, but ones that should make all the difference. No hindrance at all.’


‘In the operating theatre? During the procedure?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Well.’ Dr Magorian looked thoughtful. He waited for the students to fall silent before he answered. ‘Come along and we will see what you have.’


‘Dr Magorian, I must insist—’ Dr Graves’s pale cheeks darkened with indignation.


‘Must you, Graves?’ Dr Magorian sighed. ‘Give the fellow a chance, eh?’


‘Thank you, sir.’ Dr Bain inclined his head. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must prepare.’


He bounded off to where the laundry girl waited with a bundle of clean washing. Her arms were bare, her cheeks ruddy from the warmth of the ironing room. The neck of her dress was open, and her flesh was pink and white beneath it. I could not hear what he said as he bent his head to hers, but she nodded, and leaned back against the wall, smiling lazily as she offered him her pile of folded linens. I could see Dr Bain’s hands amongst the laundry. Partly concealed by his bundle, Dr Bain tweaked the girl’s nipple through her bodice. I saw her gasp and blush, and then he had taken the linen, and was carrying it off towards the operating theatre.


The exchange had been quick, and furtive. But not quick and furtive enough, for it was clear that Mrs Catchpole, desperate and vigilant in the shadows, had seen it too. She staggered back, her hand to her breast as if reeling from a pistol shot. I saw her face crumple in anguish, stunned by his betrayal. Had she really thought she was the only one? She stumbled out of the doorway, calling his name. ‘Dr Bain!’ But her voice caught in her throat and he did not turn around. At the same moment her husband, Dr Catchpole, emerged from the library. He wore a long dark cape, like a European aristocrat, as though he were going to the opera, rather than the operating theatre. Above its tall collar his face was tragic. Mrs Catchpole took one look at him, and fled back into the shadows.


‘Two o’clock,’ muttered Will, as Dr Magorian and his followers walked on. ‘Two o’clock.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Still, it gives us a bit of time for me to show you the place.’ I looked about. Where should I start? The brewery? The laundry room? The cook house? Such dull places. The post-operative ward, with its stink of pus and gangrene? Or the general ward, perhaps? The general ward offered less of an olfactory assault than some of the other wards, though it was still suffocating with the reek of dirty bedding, recently emptied chamber pots and exhaled breath. As an apprentice on the wards I had quickly learned to breathe through my mouth, as one could hardly mince between the beds with a clove-stuck orange held to one’s nose, though I generally disliked doing this as there was always a risk of looking doltish. As for opening a window, I knew Mrs Speedicut shut them again the moment I left the place. There was the men’s foul ward . . . But he would never have the stomach for that. Granted, it would be dark – the foul ward was always dimly lit. Faces suppurating with chancres, teeth loose and black, all these might be less visible in the gloom. Nonetheless, the foul ward was, at times, unspeakable.


On the far side of the courtyard I noticed Dr Catchpole standing in the shadows. He was joined by Dr Graves, and together they vanished into a doorway. ‘Come along, Mr Quartermain,’ I said, starting after them. ‘Let’s start over here.’


The anatomy museum was on the top floor of a tall building, built during the reign of George I and accessed by a winding stone staircase. Above us, though out of sight, I could hear Dr Graves and Dr Catchpole still ascending.


‘Damn the man,’ I heard Dr Graves say. ‘Damn the man and his damnable arrogance. Speaking to me like that in front of Magorian. In front of students! Last week he wanted to coat the amputees’ stumps with tar. Tar! Magorian was all for it! Confounded arrogance. Can’t think why Magorian panders to him.’


‘Can’t think why anyone panders to him,’ replied Dr Catchpole. ‘Can’t see his appeal at all.’


‘There must be something we can do.’


‘I can’t think what.’


‘I can,’ muttered Dr Graves.


‘Hoots toots mon!’ said Dr Catchpole. ‘Will ye no try ma tarr mixture on yer amputations, the noo?’ He tittered. Dr Bain had done the first year of his medical education in Edinburgh. He had not the slightest trace of a Scottish accent, but Dr Catchpole seemed to think it witty to pretend that he had.


Dr Graves said nothing.


‘Oh, come now, Graves,’ said Dr Catchpole. ‘Magorian is not as enamoured of him as you seem to think.’


‘Isn’t he?’ Dr Graves spat out the words. ‘He seems to be happy to accommodate Bain’s ideas, even if it means making me look foolish. I’ve not done Magorian’s bidding for all these years to be made to look stupid in front of my own students.’


‘You can’t blame him—’


‘I don’t. Bain chose the moment. He has a habit of humiliating his colleagues in the most unassuming ways. You know that much yourself.’


‘Yes,’ Dr Catchpole sighed. ‘I live with the consequences every day.’


‘You’re still suffering?’ asked Dr Graves.


I did not hear Dr Catchpole’s reply.


‘There’s no shame in it,’ said Dr Graves. ‘What you did that night, Catchpole, you did for science. For medicine. You did it to find out the truth.’


‘I did it without thinking,’ said Dr Catchpole. ‘Just as Bain knew I would.’ His voice was bitter. ‘I made a mistake. He knew I would react as I did. He was so provoking! And now, now—’


‘Now he has ruined your life.’


‘And there is also the matter of my wife. She is besotted with him—’ Dr Catchpole broke off. I could hear the wretchedness in his voice. And, for all that I disliked him, I could not help but feel sorry for the man.


The door to the library slammed closed, and they were gone.


‘It seems Dr Bain has something of a reputation,’ said Will. ‘I couldn’t help but overhear—’


‘Oh – yes,’ I said, embarrassed to be caught eavesdropping so blatantly.


‘Has he ruined Dr Catchpole’s life?’


‘In a manner of speaking.’ We entered the anatomy museum. The room was large, illuminated by a long glass skylight overhead. Before us stretched row upon row of bottles and jars, inside each, a flabby-looking lump of flesh – organs, limbs, heads, eyeballs, ears – growths and deformities of all kinds, all with that pale, uncooked look that all specimens get once they are bottled in preserving fluids.


‘How?’ whispered Will, staring round in disbelief at this silent, globular audience. ‘How has he ruined Dr Catchpole’s life? Is it because of Mrs Catchpole’s infatuation?’


‘Partly,’ I said. But Dr Graves had also been referring to something other than Dr Bain’s dalliance with Mrs Catchpole.


It had occurred at a meeting of the St Saviour’s Medical and Chirurgical Society. The society met once a month, in Dr Magorian’s anatomy museum, lecture theatre and meeting room – a suite of chambers on the top storey of Dr Magorian’s town house. One evening, some two years ago, I had been helping Dr Bain prepare a specimen – a two-headed puppy which the dog catcher (knowing Dr Bain’s interest in the macabre) had brought to the doctor’s house.


‘Well,’ Dr Bain had said, once we had prepared a satisfactory cross section of the beast. ‘Shall we take the product of our labours to the Society tonight?’


The place was lively. All St Saviour’s physicians and surgeons were present that evening, as well as a number of students, and the two-headed dog we had brought was admired by everyone. But the main debate of the evening had concerned venereal diseases. Dr Catchpole had prepared a specimen of a severed finger blighted by a large syphilitic chancre. He had also brought with him a monkey with a globular sore upon its testicles, and a costermonger exhibiting the first signs of syphilis. The question being addressed was whether it was possible to inoculate against the pox.


‘Dr Hunter’s ideas concerning syphilis have long been discredited,’ Dr Bain remarked. ‘There’s no link between pox and clap. The one is unrelated, as a disease, to the other. Ricord’s ideas on the matter were little better. Inoculation is impossible – it cannot be done.’


‘Perhaps you should try it for yourself?’ Dr Catchpole’s voice had a mocking edge to it, but Dr Bain remained unperturbed.


‘We stand on the shoulders of giants,’ he replied. ‘But I don’t claim to be a giant myself. I’m not heir to the likes of John Hunter.’


‘And you, Dr Catchpole?’ cried a student. ‘Do you follow Hunter’s methods of experimentation? You knew him, did you not?’


‘I’m not that old,’ cried Dr Catchpole.


‘But your ideas are,’ said Dr Bain.


The students had sniggered. The doctors had smiled. The monkey had screamed and bounded up and down in its cage, rattling the bars and showing its teeth, as though it too were laughing. All eyes had turned to Dr Catchpole. His face was furious. ‘You, sir, would do well to listen to those with experience. I have seen inoculation against syphilis with my own eyes.’


‘Then your observations are flawed,’ said Dr Bain. He sat back in his chair and folded his arms. ‘You may well have mistaken a chancrous lesion for true syphilis. Your reasoning is logical, but it is unsound.’


‘Unsound?’ Dr Catchpole’s countenance turned thunderous. Before us, the syphilitic patient was still sitting with his genitals exposed. All at once Dr Catchpole snatched up a surgical blade from the table top and sprang towards him. Before the man could react, Dr Catchpole had seized the fellow’s penis between his finger and thumb and scraped the side of the blade against the moist and seeping chancre that blighted the soft skin of the glans. Holding the scalpel, glistening with the offending matter, between his teeth, Dr Catchpole unbuttoned his own trousers.


‘There is but one way to prove the truth,’ he cried, now waving the blade in the air. ‘As you rightly say, Dr Bain, the way forward is through experiment and observation.’


‘But, sir—’ Dr Bain raised his hands. ‘As cowpox may be used to inoculate against the small pox, it may be that a similar, chancrous disease from an animal might cause an inoculation against syphilis. But directly from the human chancre? It’s not possible. It’s the monkey, Dr Catchpole. We might use matter from the sores of the monkey—’


He leaped forward to seize hold of Dr Catchpole’s wrist, but Dr Catchpole danced free.


‘I apologise, sir, if my humour was misplaced,’ said Dr Bain. ‘It wasn’t my intention . . . Please, Dr Catchpole, think what you’re doing!’


‘Ha!’ cried Dr Catchpole. He pulled out his penis, and stabbed the blade bearing the syphilitic matter into the end of it. There was a gasp, as everyone in the room drew a sharp breath, and then complete silence. The students exchanged appalled glances. Dr Graves and Dr Magorian stared at Dr Catchpole in disbelief.


Dr Catchpole flung down the knife and dabbed at his bloody genitals with his shirt tail. ‘I shall report my findings regularly to the society,’ he said. ‘And you’ll see that I’m right. The matter from the primary lesion will inoculate me from the disease.’


In fact, as Dr Bain predicted, we saw no such thing. I did not attend subsequent meetings of the society, but Dr Bain informed me that a week later a large globular gumma had appeared at the site of infection. Some weeks after that, Dr Catchpole vanished from public view. He was attended by Dr Graves, I assumed to be dosed with mercury until his symptoms had abated.


I told Will this as we slowly circled the exhibits in the anatomy museum. Will’s eyes were glazed, his face drained of colour, though whether it was from the tale I had told, or the sight of so many anatomical specimens, I had no idea. We walked over to the window and looked down at the courtyard, the statue of King Edward, and the grey walls of the ward building opposite. At first, Will said nothing. He opened the window and breathed in the cold damp air. Then, ‘This is a most peculiar place,’ he said. ‘And the people in it are driven by the most extraordinary motives to do the most deplorable things.’


Later, when the storm was upon us, I had cause to remember his words. The time was soon to come when I would wish with all my heart that we might return to such innocent times.
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I took Will to the counting house, the governors’ hall and the out-patients’ waiting room. He wandered about, his hands in his pockets, clearly relieved to be away from the rows of pickled organs and bobbing chunks of diseased viscera. Occasionally, he ran a hand across the lime wash, or tapped and pulled at a section of wooden panelling. He poked at damp patches in the wall of out-patients with his pen knife and dug out a lump of plaster.


‘You can’t do that!’ I said, alarmed that the place appeared to have no more structural integrity than a piece of rotten cheese.


‘Damp,’ he replied. ‘And evil-smelling damp, at that. What runs beneath?’


‘A watercourse.’


‘A sewer, I should think. A brook once, but culverted, built upon, and now so full of effluent that it is fit to burst.’ He sniffed, and wrinkled his nose.


Beside us, the patients waited, sitting side by side on long wooden benches. The air was warmed by the dismal smouldering of cheap coal in the grate, and by the great mass of people crowded together in so small a space. The place was so damp and vile it would have been impossible to detect the smell of bubbling sewage, even if it had risen up through the cracks in the floor boards and lapped about our toes. I sighed. I could remember when the air was sweeter, the roof tops that surrounded us were fewer and less ramshackle. Time brought change, and St Saviour’s had lurched along in the wake of progress like an old woman trying to pursue a wayward child. Her wards were filthy and crowded, out-patients packed to bursting, the mortuary, dissecting rooms, lecture theatre, all too small and cramped for the requirements of the times. Beside me, an old man coughed, and spat onto the floor. The phlegm quivered beside my boot like a great blob of raw egg.


‘For God’s sake, man.’ I pointed to a sign on the wall. ‘Can’t you read?’


‘No, sir,’ he said. He drew a hand across his glistening nostrils and sniffed.


I could bear it no longer. ‘The chapel,’ I said to Will, ‘and the herb drying room will clear our heads.’


I led him across the courtyard. ‘Five hundred years ago we were surrounded by gardens and small holdings,’ I said, as if talking about it might somehow invoke the fresh scents of the countryside. ‘Originally we were a part of the Priory of St Saviour’s. London was miles away, though it’s hard to imagine as we are suffocated by it now. There’s little left of the medieval religious house other than the crypt of the old church – which now does office as a mortuary – and the chapel. No one uses the chapel now; they go to St Saviour’s parish church, which is just beyond that wall.’ I pointed. ‘Your work lies that-a-way too. You can see the place more clearly from the herb drying room, upstairs.’


The door of the chapel swung closed behind us. It had not been used for prayer for decades, and was now little more than a store room, filled with the accumulated lumber – chairs, bed frames, old account books – of St Saviour’s long existence. A battered human skeleton minus its arms stood in one corner, a wooden coat-stand in another. The place was no more than thirty feet by forty, its ceiling curved in a barrel-shaped vault.


‘We have a ghost, you know,’ I said.


Will dusted a veil of cobweb off the brim of his hat and peered into the gloom. ‘A ghost? I’m surprised you give such tales credence, Jem.’


‘But St Saviour’s is ancient. It was here during the Black Death, the Reformation, the Civil War. Can you not imagine a Protestant martyr burned alive, who cannot rest? A medieval prior done to death by drowning in mead? Did you never read the penny bloods when you were younger?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘I read Richmond’s Elements of Surveying.’


‘Much more edifying, though not half as exciting.’


He sat down on a dusty pew and held his arms wide. ‘Go on then. Entertain me!’


In fact, I had not thought about it since I was a child – my father always dismissed such stories as the idle chatter of credulous simpletons. I had to agree, though there was some amusement to be found in the tale. I lowered my voice, so that it caught the chapel’s echoes in a conspiracy of whispers. ‘So, you have never heard of the Abbot?’


Will shook his head. I saw him shiver as a draught blew under the door. ‘You see?’ I said. ‘You feel him pass this way!’


He laughed. ‘Get on, Jem. Who was the fellow?’


‘No one knows. They say—’


‘They?’


‘Mrs Speedicut for one. And the man at the pie shop on Fishbait Lane, Mr Sorley from the chop house, the nurses – all the most rational and reliable of witnesses . . . They say the Abbot is only abroad when it’s dark and foggy – a shadow in a hood striding down St Saviour’s Street. No one knows who he was – perhaps one of the medieval monks of St Saviour’s who sold his soul to the Devil. They say he wanders the streets around the infirmary. If you see the Abbot, you don’t have long to live. Mrs Speedicut’s husband saw him—’


‘And died soon after?’


‘Apparently. But I would doubt the existence of “dear Mr Speedicut”, as much as I would doubt the existence of a ghostly abbot.’


‘Where did he see it?’


‘Heading into Wicke Street.’


‘Wicke Street!’ Will grinned. Wicke Street was infamous, even to an incomer like Will. ‘Perhaps he was looking for a trollop.’


‘The Abbot or Mr Speedicut?’


‘Both!’


We laughed. ‘I’m afraid I’m not much of a storyteller,’ I said. ‘There’s little call for ghostly tales at the apothecary – so my father says at any rate. He used to throw my penny bloods onto the fire. He does the same to Gabriel’s – that’s until I told the lad where to hide them.’


‘You just need to learn how to embellish,’ said Will. ‘That’s all.’


He climbed onto a tea chest and smoothed the building’s great pale stones with his hands. Painted corbels studded the seam between walls and ceiling, onto which were carved the wings and faces of angels.


‘This one is sad,’ said Will. He put up a finger, as though to brush a tear from its cheek. An ancient fleck of white paint drifted to the floor. ‘And that one is singing. See the lute below?’ The colours were faded but beautiful, ghostly against the dim diamonds of light that filtered through the harlequin windows.


He jumped down and came over to me. His face was suddenly serious as he put out his hand. ‘Thank you, Jem,’ he said. ‘Thank you for bringing me here, for showing me everything. For being my friend, despite the task I’m here to complete.’ His fingers were warm against my own, his grasp firm, reassuring.


We grinned at one another as we shook hands. ‘It’s a pleasure,’ I said. And I meant it too.


I turned to leave; the cold of the place was eating into my bones. But Will did not follow. ‘What’s this?’ He was pointing to a wooden panel, no more than eighteen inches square, that was embedded low in the wall beside the altar. It looked to be made of oak, and was dark and pitted with age. It had slipped a little in its casing, and behind it we could glimpse a dark, rectangular space. Other than a small cross-shaped hole cut into its centre, it was quite unmarked. I had never noticed it before. ‘May I?’ Without waiting for an answer, he hooked his finger into the cross and gave a tug. It lifted out easily.


Within was a cavity, dark and cobwebbed. I crouched down, and squinted inside. ‘There’s something in there,’ I said.


As I crouched in the dusty stillness of St Saviour’s derelict chapel, peering into the shadows of that dusty hole, an icy dread seemed to grip my heart. I could not account for it, though after the bustle and din of the infirmary the air of the place felt dead, its silence and shadows oppressed me, and its atmosphere was as cold as the grave. It was a building I rarely entered, and one in which I never lingered. But we had started now, and there was no going back. I stretched my hand into the cavity. Something wrinkled and papery shifted beneath my fingertips. Was it parchment? Dried flesh? I could not quite get a purchase on it, and it moved away from my grasp like a live thing recoiling from the light. But I was curious now, and I thrust my hand in further.


The object I drew out was dusty and mildewed, and blotched with dark rust-coloured stains. It smelled of time and decay, sour, like old books and parchments. The light from the chapel’s stained glass window blushed red upon it, and upon my hands, as if the thing itself radiated a bloody glow.


‘What is it?’ Will’s voice was a whisper, though he could see as well as I what it was that we had found. No more than six inches long and three inches wide, it was a coffin, small and dirty, the signs of the knife that had created it visible in crude hack-marks at its edges. I could feel something moving within, and it was all I could do not to drop the thing onto the floor in horror. What did it signify? Were there more of them hidden in that dark, forgotten space? I stooped down, and slid my hand back into the opening.




Chapter Two
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The herb drying room was a small, woody attic in the roof space above the infirmary’s abandoned chapel. Warm and fragrant, away from the noise and stink of the wards and more private than the apothecary, it was my favourite place. Its gabled window looked out across the crooked rooftops of the city to the stubby panopticon of Angel Meadow Asylum, the dome of St Paul’s and the possibility of countryside far beyond. Or one could forgo the view and look down into the infirmary’s central courtyard. I looked down now, and saw Dr Magorian and Dr Graves walking towards the operating theatre. The infirmary clock indicated that we had twenty minutes until it was two o’clock.


I put our finds on the table, lining them up side by side. ‘Six,’ I said. ‘All more or less the same size but crudely manufactured.’ I pointed to the smallest. It had a dusty, cobwebby look. ‘This must have been the first. It’s dirtier than the others, the execution is clumsier, and the whole thing held together more crudely with glue and paper.’


‘No doubt the maker got better at it with practice.’


‘Or they started to use a template. Perhaps, after the first, it became clear that many more would be required.’ The thought made me uneasy.


‘Required for what?’ said Will.


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘But consider the location: the chapel, the altar – this is a ritual. A ritual that took place time and again.’


‘But why six times? What’s the significance of that? Is there something – some event or happening – that occurs six times?’


‘Nothing that I can think of. Perhaps there was meant to be more. Perhaps someone, or something, brought the practice to an end.’


‘Perhaps the maker died.’


‘Or an objective was achieved.’


‘Such as?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘What’s inside?’ said Will.


‘We’re due in the operating theatre in ten minutes.’


‘So, we have ten minutes to look. What are you afraid of?’


I shivered. I did not know why – there was no door or window open, no draught blowing over me. And yet somehow his words filled me with disquiet. What are you afraid of? Was I afraid? If I had known what secrets we were to uncover, I would have answered with confidence. Yes, I am afraid. I am afraid for myself, and for all those who are dear to me. I would have acted upon my instincts and told Will Quartermain to leave, to find another commission, another Master, anything just so long as he was away from us, and the evil that lay hidden might remain where it was – lost, forgotten, undisturbed. But I said nothing.


I used a scalpel to slit the paper that sealed the boxes closed. One by one we took off the lids.


Inside each was a handful of dried flowers. Beneath them, a bundle of dirty rags swaddled a tiny human form. They had an ancient, frayed look and the faint musty smell of mouldering cloth. I took one out and laid it on the work bench. The bindings were made of coarse cotton, torn into thin strips and wrapped around and around, until the object beneath was no more than a formless kidney-shaped package. They were stained a dark blackish-brown. To me, the colour was unmistakable.


‘Blood,’ I said.


‘Are you sure?’


‘I’ve worked at St Saviour’s all my life. I know dried blood when I see it.’ I took up the smallest of the bundles. Beneath the binding I could feel something hard, almost bony. I began to unwrap it.


‘What is it?’ whispered Will. ‘Is it . . . Is it a baby? A foetus?’


I knew it wasn’t that. It was too hard to the touch, and I had seen enough dead babies, enough foetuses and aborted matter to know. I pulled the last fold away, and put the thing on the table.


Before us, lay a tiny doll. At least, ‘doll’ is perhaps the best way to describe it though it was hardly such a thing at all, and one would never show it to a child. It appeared to be made from a small piece of kindling, a shard of wood no more than four inches long and an inch and a half wide. It had been rudely shaped; the corners ground away by rubbing them against a rough surface – stone, perhaps, rather than a file, or a carpenter’s tool, as the abrasions were clumsy and ragged. The ‘face’ was white, as though daubed with flour or chalk, and into this someone had gouged two misshapen eye holes. The dab of black ink that had been applied to each socket had leeched into the surrounding wood, so that the eyes had a grotesque lopsided appearance. Half an inch down from these, a crude gash did office as a mouth, and below this a clumsy nick on either side gave the thing the semblance of a neck. It had neither arms nor legs, but from the ‘neck’ down had been tightly bound, wrapped like a bobbin on a loom, in coarse greyish yarn. The whole impression was of a tiny swaddled baby.
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