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For Nick and Saoirse. We three met in the beginnings of this book and have had great adventures since.




Suspended in the heavens is a net, made entirely of threads of light. The net hangs high above the palace of Indra, king of the gods. At every crossing of Indra’s net is a crystal gem, and each is illuminated, not only by its own light, but by the light of every other gem it reflects, and by reflections of reflections, embracing an infinite galaxy. I am one such crystal; I am one, but reflect all. I am often mistaken for the planet Venus, for in the night sky I am the most brilliant of stars. To the Romans I was Amante de Dio, the love of god. In India I am Varga, a name I share with thunderbolt, for we are as powerful as each other. In English, I am Diamond. If you were to examine Indra’s net more closely, you would think that its vertical threads run through space, and its horizontal threads through time. The measuring of time is a peculiarly human device, with little to recommend it, so let us for simplicity say that I am situated at the intersection of two threads; I connect time and place. I am their meeting point, their narrator . . .




Uttar Pradesh, Northern India, 1863

On principle, Lord Herbert was content to leave the governing of everyday affairs to his wife. She needed to be kept busy, he felt, and there was simply no use in making the least attempt to thwart her will. If Lady Cynthia wanted to journey by elephant and camel for one hundred miles from one pandemoniac holy city in India to another, then she would do so - with or without him. Were it not for the good company of their extraordinary chaperone, who at the insistence of the Maharajah was to journey with them the entire distance to London, then Charles Herbert was certain he would be entirely vexed by boredom. The long, slow and dusty trek was enlivened only by their escort’s superior knowledge of both history and myth, including a rather fanciful intelligence on the Hindu lore of gems. Jewels and mysticism being amongst Cynthia Herbert’s favourite amusements, his wife was enthralled, he was entertained, and so the days passed quite pleasantly enough.

The province of Uttar Pradesh, they had learnt, contained more Hindu holy cities than any other in the whole of India. It was also a place of pilgrimage for the wandering Sanyasi ascetics, since this was where the Buddha had taught his first sermon. The province stretched from the Ganges plain all the way to the Tibetan foothills of the Himalayas, and their company had already encountered several weary and threadbare pilgrims between the holy cities of Benares and Ayodhya.

Uttar Pradesh was an unfathomable distance from his favourite cigar divan on Piccadilly, but Lord Herbert was trying hard not to be reminded of such things. Just as he was trying not to be reminded of tigers and bandits, both creatures being native to the high country through which they were passing. Surely, he thought, no self-respecting beast would approach an entourage of twenty-four camels, six elephants whose mahouts were elite hunters, a train of at least three dozen porters (some carrying beds and tables on their heads),  and an armed guard of sepoys, although they might be attracted by the small herd of cows, calves and sheep, kept for the provision of fresh meat. In order that the company be comfortable over the journey, which was to last several weeks, the Herbert camp consisted of sundry large canvas tents, complete with Turkish rugs for the floor, table and bed linen, silver and chinaware, candlesticks and ornaments, as Lady Herbert insisted on keeping proper table, even in the wilds. There was port wine and brandy and usually plum cake, but always rice pudding with honey, which she had taught the cook to make from basmati, albeit with yaks’ milk.

Now, according to their erudite guide, they were within one day’s ride of Ayodhya, the legendary city said to have been built by the gods. They had climbed steadily from the river plain and as the sun hurried to the southern hemisphere behind the distant Himalayas, they were at last nearing their camp. Lady Herbert was listening intently to another of their companion’s ubiquity of Hindu fairytales. This time it was about a foolish demon named Bala who went to heaven with the intention of slaying the king of the gods, Indra, but was convinced by Indra to sacrifice himself instead. The gods dismembered the unfortunate Bala, whose body was then transmuted into gemstones. His teeth became pearls, his blood ruby, his bile emerald, his bones diamond, his eyes sapphires, his flesh coral, his skin topaz, his fingernails moonstone and his body fluid beryl.

Nine of the Hindu’s most notable gods then claimed a stone as their own, and thereafter the gemstone became representative of both the deity and the planet that deity ruled, as though planet, god and jewel were one and the same. These nine entities were known as the navaratna. Charles Herbert had heard the term before, during their stay as guests of the Maharajah in Benares, but had taken little interest in the matter. He knew that the navaratna was something his wife, the Maharajah and their escort treated with the reverence of the Holy Cross, and was therefore inclined to think even less of the idea. The very notion that nine pieces of coloured rock might have magical properties was profane and indecorous. However the story of Bala had conveniently taken up the remainder of the journey to their designated camp, and already there was the usual fuss and clamour to turn the arid wilderness and scorched grass into a  temporary scullery, dining room, bed chamber, parlour and stable. Cynthia was being helped from her kneeling camel, her voluminous petticoats quite startling in the eerie twilight. Lord Herbert allowed a porter to pull his own beast to its knees and took a moment to steady his nerves and his legs. He was simply not the intrepid adventurer that his wife wished him to be, and wanted nothing more than to find a tree behind which to relieve himself. After that, he would have his boots removed, his glass charged, and begin the process of dulling his wits.

As he wandered away from the jangle of camel bells and cooking pots, Charles Herbert had the sensation that he was being watched. But this was nothing new - he had become familiar with his own paranoia, and knew that the campsite had been chosen as much for its relative safety as for its scenery. Besides, a small band of sepoys and porters always strode ahead to start a fire and clear the ground and to alert any lurking beast that didn’t want its head mounted on the Maharajah’s wall. Content in this knowledge, Lord Herbert met his death. As the air in his lungs imploded - forced as it was to remain there by what felt like a silken cord about his throat - he saw the dying rays of the Indian sun glint off a long knife, bright and curved like a new moon. He thought of Bala the demon, whose dismembered limbs had been flung to the gods, whose flesh had been turned into coral and whose blood became rubies . . .




Part I

I shall never forget you, never. Never forget
Your memory woven about the beautiful things of life.
The sudden thought of your face is like a wound
When it comes unsought
On some scent of jasmine, lilies or pale tuberose,
Any one of the sweet, white fragrant flowers,
Flowers I used to love to lay in your hair.



Adela Florence Corey
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When well wetted and beaten into a pulp and mixed with gum and then boiled in a pipkin, there is simply nothing equal to The Times  for stopping holes or cracks in one’s canoe, which is, as Mr Pepys would say, an excellent thing in a newspaper.

Mary Kingsley




Amen Corner, London, 1864 

In the tea room on the third floor of the London Mercury building, Sarah O’Reilly rolled her St Bruno’s Flake tobacco twig thin, and gazed down through the dusty windowpane to the street. This was her favourite time of day, especially on days such as this when she’d had plenty of errands to run for Septimus Harding. It meant that she had to take her smoke break later than the other compositors, but she had the dingy little room to herself. It was bare except for a copper pail into which the compositors put their tea mugs, a rickety wooden table and some stools. Pinned to the walls were pictures from the more common penny journals: illustrations, yellowed from the sun and all the tobacco smoke, of half-clothed women advertising lacy stays and stockings.

From the third floor, there was a fine view of Paternoster Row and - when the fog lifted - of the eastern end of Fleet Street. On this sharp, spring afternoon, the Row was a spiralling motion of top hats and umbrellas, reminding Sarah of the black wheels of the steam presses in the basement, which in turn reminded her of her good fortune.

The idea of finding work indoors had come to her in the bitter winter of the previous year, as she huddled over one of the vents above the basements of Paternoster Row. Below, the hot engines of the newspaper press made a noise like a steam train, and had set Sarah’s mind to thinking how cosy it would be to spend the winter months in the warmth, rather than on the streets selling apples and dried lavender  stems so that she and Ellen could stay clear of thieving. If she were earning proper coin, then Ellen could stay off the streets altogether. She could even go to school.

Sarah had already taken to dressing as a boy when some clothes were left behind by a former tenant at the White Hart, the gin mill where she and Ellen now lived in the cellar room. Ruby the landlady said that the boy had died of being a chimney sweep. He’d got stuck up a chimney and no one knew he was there, so when the fire was lit the smoke from below had filled his poor lungs. The breeches were slightly singed, but the boots almost fit, and the cap was large enough to hide half of Sarah’s small face.

So, she had called herself Sam, and had talked her way into a job with Septimus Harding, editor of the London Mercury, where she was employed to run messages and to deliver documents and manuscripts wrapped in brown paper and string. She had almost lost her position once out of curiosity; she had too much of that for her own good, Pa used to say. But wasn’t it just the Irish in her? That’s what Pa always said when he got squiffed and took to lamenting over his ancestry.

Pa had been hoping for an easy life once they stepped off the boat from County Wicklow. He’d said London would be a grand old town where the sun shone every day and they’d be welcomed by one and all. But in Devil’s Acre there was no way of knowing if the sun was shining, seeing as the alleyways were always in shadow, and as to London people being welcoming, well, aside from Ruby, no one seemed to care about London’s new residents either way. Pa thought he’d make his fortune without even trying, and he never tried, that’s for sure; not once he saw how things were here. Mam had had to work like the devil when pa was too cockeyed to go out in the herring boats.

It was while exploring the third floor one evening after the compositors had left that Sarah’s curiosity got the better of her. As she stood in front of a tray of type blocks, she began to arrange a small word, copied from a draft sheet still pinned to the board. Then a longer word, and then a sentence. By the time the night porter had discovered her, she was entranced and heedless to the jingling keys that signalled his approach. Were it not for the kindly nature of Septimus Harding she would have found herself back on the frozen street. Instead, he arranged  that she should earn tuppence ha’penny more, and said they would see how she fared as an apprentice compositor.

It had not taken Septimus Harding long to see through Sarah’s disguise - nor the other compositors, all of whom were men - but he was pleased with her work and said he didn’t want to see ‘her perfectly good wits go to waste’. Nevertheless, Mr Harding remarked that it wouldn’t do to have a girl in a newspaper office, so Sarah kept wearing breeches and after a while no one seemed to notice.

She was lucky, she thought, as she wrapped her thin, ink-stained hands around the tin mug and looked down at the street. The owner of the bookstall opposite had put his striped awning up against the threat of rain, and was standing in the doorway in his shirt sleeves, in spite of the late snow that lay melting in sooty patches across the flagstones. The man was pink-cheeked from taking a measure or two of rum with his pork pie. Sarah had seen him do this on more than one occasion in Dolly’s Chop house right next door.

Now, two yellow-haired children had stopped at the roasted chestnut barrow outside Dolly’s. The woman looking after them was dressed in the stern, navy serge of a governess, and was trying to shoo them along, but the children were rubbing their hands together over the little coal fire and the eldest - a lively, comely boy - was pleading for some of the barrow’s delicious fare. His sister watched the unruly behaviour of her brother hopefully, but remained demure, as befitted girls of her class. Not for the first time, Sarah was thankful for her freedom. She had noted, since she’d arrived in London, that girls who were privileged by way of birth and wealth might as well be living in fancy prisons for all the freedom they had. The little girl in the street had a face like a porcelain doll, with springy flaxen ringlets, and she reminded Sarah of Ellen, or of how her little sister might look if you scrubbed the coal dust and river mud from her, untangled her messy blonde hair, and dressed her in pretty clothes.

As the governess finally surrendered and opened her purse, a brightly painted omnibus drawn by four jingling dray horses clattered to a halt, momentarily eclipsing the theatre of the street. When the omnibus rattled away again, Sarah spotted Mrs Korechnya stepping out across the road. She was on her way to visit Septimus Harding, as she had  once done every week. They hadn’t see Mrs Korechnya much over the winter, on account of Mr Korechnya dying.

Lily Korechnya was an object of great curiosity to Sarah, as she was completely unlike any other lady she knew - not that she could say she knew any real ladies, except for the pastor’s wife at the Christian Ladies Charity, who didn’t count because she had hair on her chin. To begin with, Mrs Korechnya never wore a mantle or a bonnet. Sarah was not especially fond of the season’s bonnets. From three floors up, many looked worse than a magpie’s nest, with feathers and shining trinkets and coloured ribbons, and a tall gentleman might easily have mistaken them for a sewing basket and been put off proposing marriage. For marriage was what the fancy-bonneted women who promenaded here, and on the Strand and Oxford Street, were primarily concerned with - Sarah knew that much. She believed that Mrs Korechnya wore a hood instead of a bonnet precisely to avoid attracting the attention of gentlemen. Her costume, beneath her hooded cloak, was narrow and understated, not cumbersome and ungainly like the silly crinolines that were, unbelievably, still the fashion. Sarah took an interest in the fashions, though she had less opportunity to observe them now than when she sold apples from a basket at Cathedral Corner.

But it was time to get back to work. Sarah gulped the remains of the thin tea that had been stewing in the great iron pot since morning, put her tin mug in the pail, and returned to the compositing room to collect the trays of copy that had been made ready for downstairs.

The industry of the building reverberated quietly in the large third-floor room. Here the vaulted ceilings were high, and the floors bare wood. Although this room contained none of the latest American machinery for the composing of print type, it had its own sounds: the scraping of stools, the rustle of paper, the pitch of metal against metal as stereographs were etched. The two dozen or so compositors and stereographers were arranged in four rows, waistcoats hunched over easels. They paid no attention to her (they never did), nor to the sleek black rat that she had seen sniffing around the doorway of the tea room. They were devoted to their narrow columns of type: Imperial Parliament and the business of Marlborough Street, shipping news, advertisements and obituaries, reviews and crime reports. Sarah still loved to see the flat trays of type resting on the long benches, and  the upright easels with draft sheets pinned to them. She loved the smell of paper and ink. It made her feel proud to be part of such a business.

The space had once been a workroom for ‘devotion of another order’, as Septimus Harding was fond of saying, for it had been inhabited by the paternosters who made rosary beads for St Paul’s Cathedral before it was destroyed by the great fire. Mr Harding said that was why the small triangle of streets had come to be called Amen Corner. Nowadays Paternoster Row was home to the overflow of publishers, stationers and book binders from Fleet Street.

Sarah had been labouring all day over a painstaking assemblage: an advertisement for ‘Perry’s Cordial Balm of Syriacum’. It was the longest advertisement she had ever been given to set, and she was determined that there should be no errors. As she slowly reread the text, she was again puzzled by the word ‘spermatorrhoea’. Whatever condition this was, it was in urgent need of curing since so many new potions seemed to be devoted to it. A single measure of Perry’s would ‘enable men at once to fulfil the most sacred obligations of married life, ensuring health, manhood and vigour’. At twelve shillings a dose, it must be some kind of holy potion, Sarah thought, perhaps something to do with God, aiding as it did in sacred obligations . . .

When all of the print trays had been stacked neatly atop each other, the irritating Jack Thistlewite gave her a message for Septimus Harding. He always liked to find fault with the copy as it made him feel clever. Sarah pulled her cap down a little out of habit, and took the back stairwell. She preferred it to the central one because it was barely used by anyone except Nelly the maid, and Sarah often went there to have a quiet smoke when the tea room conversation became too bawdy for her. They sometimes forgot that she was a girl, or maybe they just didn’t care.

Septimus Harding’s rooms were on the second floor. The first floor was occupied by the clerks and proofreaders, along with the offices of the regular writers and the front desk, manned by the fearful Mr Parsimmons. Mr Parsimmons, the receiving clerk, was in fact harmless and was only frightening because of his appearance and an occasional severity of mood. He was excessively thin and had a hooked nose, the skin on his face was stretched tightly across his skull, and he was scarred from the pox. He had worn a black cravat for more than a year,  which meant that he was in mourning for someone who had been very close.

Mourning was an altogether different matter for the Irish. Sarah had seen plenty of dead people; they inhabited the same rooms as the living in the homes of the poor, usually stretched across two chairs since the table top couldn’t be spared. Pa had been around for a good week after he passed away, and Ellen had even hidden a dead mouse she wanted to keep under his legs. It meant they had grown used to him being dead before they buried him, which made sense. Same with Mam, and it had been a comfort to have her in the room anyway. Not a day had passed in the whole year since then that Sarah hadn’t ached for her mam’s touch. Sometimes, especially when Ellen was sad, Sarah felt the absence of their mother like the sting from a raw wound. It seemed uncanny that you could feel the lack of someone even more powerfully than you felt their presence. The baby had died before Mam, but she didn’t want him in the room so Ruby had taken him away. It was Ruby who took care of all the bodies in the end. They were buried near the Ropemakers’ Fields, at a cemetery where there were no fancy head-stones or pretty stone angels, just rows of wooden crosses, mostly with Irish names carved into them. Three crosses in a row now, each bearing the name O’Reilly. Sarah and Ellen had taken some violets for the graves, but they had wilted by the time they got to the Ropemakers’ Fields since it was almost a half day’s walk from Devil’s Acre.

On the last turn of the darkened stairwell, Sarah could see the corridor that led to the door of Septimus Harding’s office. This was where she had her quiet smokes, because she could not be seen, but also because she could see the comings and goings to the editor’s rooms. ‘Curiosity killed the cat,’ Ruby would have said. She often caught Sarah eavesdropping at the White Hart. At this particular moment, Inspector Lark from Marlborough Street was coming, while Mrs Korechnya was going. Mrs Korechnya had left her cloak downstairs, so Sarah got a good look at her gown, which was velvet and the colour of port wine, trimmed with cobwebby mulberry lace at the cuffs and collar. The bodice was heavily embroidered in mauve and silvery green with tiny snowdrop pearls like a garden in spring. Sarah had never seen anything quite like Lily Korechnya’s outfits, but she had heard the compositors call her  bohemian. She knew that Mr Korechnya was from Prague, because all  matters pertaining to his wife were discussed at length in the tea room - she was one of the few writers who visited the third floor, and the only woman besides Sarah and Nelly the maid. She also knew that Mrs Korechnya was a friend of the famous Barbara Bodichon, who wrote letters to the Guardian newspaper about changing the laws for married ladies and streetwalkers. Mrs Korechnya’s black hair was caught at the nape of her white neck by a silver filigree clasp in the shape of a butterfly, with little coloured gemstones on its pretty wings, and she always smelt of rosewater. Sarah noticed that Lily Korechnya did not wear mourning black, even though her husband had died less than a year ago.

Inspector Lark’s eyes lingered on Mrs Korechnya’s departing figure before he turned and knocked at the door of Septimus Harding’s office. Sarah waited on the stair a moment then gave a quiet knock and followed him in. There were two rooms, joined by a great wooden arch, but only the second room was tidy and dust free since this was as close as Nelly dared come to the editor. This second room was where Mr Harding had meetings with the sub-editors. They would sit around the low table on green leather chairs, talking about print runs and sales figures and what the other broadsides were publishing. The office where Septimus Harding sat was lined from floor to ceiling with cluttered shelves, heaving with books and binders. She had never seen so many books in one place, not even in the bookstalls of Fleet Street or Charing Cross Road.

‘Hmmph, Sarah,’ Septimus Harding mumbled as she entered. He was looking at her over the top of his half-moon spectacles, and there was ash from his pipe on his not-so-white cravat. The cravat was wrapped about his neck in a manner that made him look like a clergyman, and there was ink on his shirtsleeves. Sarah noted that a button on his waistcoat, which had been straining for weeks, had finally popped off. The editor was always dishevelled, just like his desk and his office, but there was nothing untidy about his mind. Sarah thought that he talked as if he were running red ink through lines of bad copy. He didn’t like cumbersome writing, or speech, and if he could make do with a word rather than a sentence, or a grunt rather than a word, then he would.

Inspector Lark was standing - for he never sat - warming his back at  the grate. He dressed like a gentleman, though there was nothing of the dandy about him. He was dark of hair, eye and skin, but certainly not handsome; in fact at times he looked decidedly ugly. His coat was well-cut, though not in the current fashion, and his whiskers were neatly trimmed. Most intriguingly, his boots were always clean. Considering the filth on the streets that he frequented, Sarah found the matter of the inspector’s boots fascinating. He lit a cheroot while she placed the trays of type on the editor’s desk. The room was smoky from burning coal and pipe tobacco, and was much warmer than the third floor.

‘Very good, very good,’ said Septimus Harding, chewing on the end of his pipe and casting his eyes over the trays. ‘Something else, Sarah?’

She had not turned to go, and had taken off her cap.

‘Messages from above, is it?’ His blue eyes were twinkling as he looked at her from beneath the enormous black tufts of his eyebrows.

‘Yes sir. Mr Thistlewite says the copy from the shipping clerk is bollocks.’

She heard Inspector Lark chuckle.

‘Does he? What do you think?’

She shrugged. ‘Don’t know, sir. Shipping don’t interest me.’

‘And what does interest you Sarah?’ This from Lark.

‘Me? When Mr Melville writes that Devil’s Acre is an open sewer, with all kinds of nocturnal vermin, that’s what interests me sir. That’s real bollocks that is!’

‘You’re familiar with Devil’s Acre then?’

‘I live there sir, and I know what all them words mean.’ She was proud of this, and wouldn’t tell the Inspector anything but the truth, him being a policeman.

‘I have heard that you know your letters, and I hold you in the highest regard: a true lady of the press.’

Not in half as much regard as he holds Mrs Korechnya, Sarah thought. ‘Thank you very much, sir.’ She hesitated a moment, then turned back to the editor. ‘What is spermatorrhoea, Mr Harding?’

Septimus Harding coughed on his pipe, and Lark guffawed.

‘Blast,’ said the editor. ‘Who gave you the Perry’s advertisement to set?’

‘You did yourself, sir.’

‘Damn! Entirely forget that you’re a girl sometimes. Off you go. I have an important matter to discuss with Mr Lark.

‘Yes sir. Is it a murder?’

Lark looked like he was investigating a murder; she had seen this look before, when two prostitutes had their throats slit in St Giles.

‘It is.’

She put her cap on reluctantly and, deciding that this was the wrong time to question Mr Harding further on the sacred nature of spermatorrhoea, she turned to go. She was instantly forgotten, for Septimus Harding’s attention was firmly fixed on what the policeman had to tell him. Sarah did not shut the door completely behind her and stood in the hallway, listening intently.

‘They’re little girls Septimus, and they parade along Betty Street between midnight and dawn. Their mothers put them up to it - those who have mothers . . .’

‘I know, I know, John. It’s a damned filthy business. Was she raped?’

Lark nodded and lit another cheroot. ‘Tell Melville to be sparing with the melodrama will you? I don’t want your readers to think we’re running a circus instead of protecting them. Protection? Hah! The very idea of it is quite impossible. But the public must at least believe that we are doing our best.’

Inspector Lark threw the stub of his cheroot into the fire, put on his hat and bade good-day to the editor. He left so quickly that Sarah only just had time to scamper up the stairs and hide in the shadows.

‘Good-day Sarah,’ he added as he strode briskly away along the corridor.

 
As she walked home in the early evening, Sarah thought about the child brothels on Betty Street and on Dock Street, closer to Devil’s Acre. She thought about how close she had come to joining the parade between Piccadilly Circus and Waterloo Place; she knew exactly what price was fetched for a virgin, it was something she’d ‘overheard’ in the bar at the White Hart. When the cholera took her mam and their baby brother, she and Ellen had been left to live by whatever means they could, and the prospects were grim. She’d seen match-factory girls whose jaws had been eaten away by phosphorous. Some had even died from it. Mam had always said she’d rather die than go to the workhouse, and when  her illness became grave, she made Sarah promise never to let Ellen be taken there either. Mam knew Sarah could look after herself, but she was always worrying about Ellen, as the child trusted everyone and had some peculiar ways. Mam had taken in more sewing after the whiskey got the better of Pa. In the fashionable season, between April and July, she would sit at the table from six in the morning to midnight; stitching a velvet collar to a candy-striped taffeta gown, or tiny satin buttons to cotton gloves. Mam was no seamstress, but could turn her hand to a rosette or a pleat or a row of lace to make an old gown look fresh and fashionable. Sometimes she would put a dress on Sarah to see how it was coming along, and Ellen would giggle at her sister looking so fancy.

The picture Sarah had when she thought of her mother was of her sitting at the table with some fine cloth bunched up around her, looking anxiously at the tallow from time to time, worrying that there would not be enough to last the job. The basement room was always dark, save for a slant of light from a tiny window that led onto the alley above. Mam’s fuzzy, copper hair would fall in little wisps around her face, and stick to her forehead in the summer, or when she was poorly. She had been poorly much of the time that last year. By the time Sarah turned fourteen, Mam planned to have saved the twenty pounds for her to go and live with a Cheapside tailor, to be trained as a proper seamstress. She would receive no wage, only food and board, and would be expected to work day and night and only go home one Sunday in a month. She would have done it too, but that was all in the past, and Sarah’s fourteenth birthday had been and gone. By the time she died, Mam had only managed to save seven pounds and six pence, and this was what Sarah and Ellen had lived off until Septimus Harding took her on.

These thoughts occupied Sarah as far as Puddle Dock, from where she took the route home along the river. From Amen Corner there were many ways to reach the infamous Westminster rookeries known as Devil’s Acre. When she had errands to run, Sarah walked along Fleet Street and the Strand because she liked the commotion and the way the streets were lit by gas lanterns at night. She also enjoyed looking in all the shop windows; at the clothiers and haberdashery and milliners, the glittery crystalware from Bohemia and delicate Chinese porcelain. She particularly liked the look of the sugared plums in the square-paned  window of the confectioner’s, and meant to buy one for Ellen one day. She watched how the shop men would run out into the street in their aprons to open the door of a liveried carriage and fuss over a lady, putting a sack down on the dirty flagstones so that her silk boots were not sullied. Here, according to Mr Melville’s brand of newspaper writing, ‘the cunning and nimble-fingered profit by any means that their wits can contrive’. Sarah supposed that the ‘cunning and nimble-fingered’ described the likes of Ellen’s friend Holy Joe and the barefoot urchins with running sores who hung around the docks. She would never describe Holy Joe as cunning, but he was a thief, no two ways about it.

The river was the fastest route to Devil’s Acre. When the water level was low, as it was now, the stench was acrid, and there was always the danger of being robbed between Puddle Dock and Temple Lane, even in full daylight. Closer to the West End and Westminster, the back lane taverns served as a meeting place for the class of criminal who fancied themselves above the unskilled crimes of the East End: safe-breakers, coiners and forgerers, and the cleverest of pickpockets who would not look twice to see if you were wearing new shoe leather. The new boots she’d bought for Ellen were thieved only last week, stolen off her little feet by a gang of urchins from the East End. Just as well Ellen didn’t like wearing boots, even in winter. Without them, she could easily walk into the water to get something that caught her eye, a bottle or a paper flower from a lady’s hat that the wind had blown in. She was usually covered in mud up to her knees, and Pa used to call her his little mermaid. Sarah thought this was why Ellen stayed close to the river now; she had always liked watching Pa go out in the boat. Ellen was too young to be angry like Sarah was about the drinking and about Mam having to work so hard. Ellen and Pa had been inseparable, and she still cried for him in her sleep.

And there they were now, Ellen and Holy Joe, sitting on Whitehall Stairs with a small band of ragged children and that stick-legged Indian boy that Ellen had befriended. Sarah couldn’t remember his name; it was a funny, foreign one. They were all taking pot shots at a passing steamboat with Holy Joe’s slingshot. They made an odd couple: little blonde, eight-year-old Ellen and big, blundering Holy Joe, who had the eyes of a child and the strength of a dray horse. He was more than thirty  and less than forty, Ruby said, but he couldn’t remember his age, and nor could anyone else.

As Sarah approached, Ellen took aim and a small stone knocked the top hat off a gentleman passenger. Holy Joe laughed so much that he almost fell off the stair. The unfortunate gentleman could only watch as his hat spun away on the current of brown water.

When Holy Joe caught sight of Sarah he clapped his hands. He was a simpleton and could barely speak, although he had not always been this way. Joe had once been a preacher, Ruby said, and was as sensible and as clever as you like, until he was hit on the head by a chamber pot. It seemed that whoever was tossing the contents of the pot out of the window had slippery hands, and had let the whole thing fly. It had fallen right on Holy Joe’s poor head and knocked the sense clean out of him.

Ellen looked up guiltily, not sure how much of their sport her sister had witnessed. Sarah pretended not to notice; she was more surprised by Ellen’s marksmanship than anything else. The slingshot was Joe’s prize possession - he’d made it himself, and had even carved his name into it. It was all right to go shooting at pigeons since they could be eaten, but not at posh folk who might make trouble for them. Sarah held out her hand to Ellen. ‘Come on, Trub, lets go have our tea. Phew! You smell bad, Elly, where you been?’

Ellen shrugged and said nothing. She kissed Holy Joe on the cheek, and then after a moment, she kissed the Indian too before slipping her small grubby paw into Sarah’s inky one.

They walked for a while in silence, along the embankment and past the herring wharves where some scrawny kittens were picking over a pile of fish bones. Ellen made little mewing noises, and tugged at Sarah’s hand, but her sister held firm, pulling the child quickly past them. There were enough fleas in their bed straw already.

‘What’s his name again - the darkie?’ Sarah kept her voice light, because if Ellen detected a note of criticism, she would clam right up. Recently she’d been talking less and less, although perhaps this was from spending her days with Holy Joe. It wasn’t that Sarah disapproved of her keeping company with darkies, but that Ellen collected odd people, or rather, they were drawn to her. Sarah was always surprised by the number of people in the street who greeted her sister: footpads  and sailors, prostitutes and swells, and one day on Waterloo Bridge a cross-eyed gypsy crone had called out to her by name.

‘’Is name’s Victor,’ said Ellen.

‘Victor! Not much of a name for a darkie, is it?’

Ellen shrugged and kicked a stone.

‘Pretty good with that slingshot, aren’t ya, Trub?’

‘Holy Joe taught me.’

‘Holy Joe been teaching you anything else?’

Ellen didn’t answer, but skipped ahead through the doorway of the White Hart. Sarah sighed. By the end of summer they’d have the coin for new boots, a wool pinafore and chalk and slate; then it’d be school by day.

The White Hart gin house was one of the cleaner establishments in Devil’s Acre, but the building dated back to the time of Queen Anne, so it was damp and smelt of hops and bodies that hadn’t seen a bath since summer. There were rooms upstairs for threepenny lodgers, with a proper bed, and a chair. As was usual at this time of night, Ruby’s front room was full of dockworkers seated around the long table; they were from the coal barges so had skin the colour of soot, and were warming their aching limbs with a jar of stout. Two card games had begun, and the street girls were sitting around watching, hoping for a taker. Ruby wore a black ribbon around her freckled neck, and a pink dress with a dirty frill at the bust. She was a good forty years of age, Sarah reckoned, or maybe more considering the number of teeth she had missing. The landlady was behind the bar surrounded by her admirers. The rabbit catcher was there again and as Sarah and Ellen walked through the room, he kicked at a dog that was sniffing around his brace of rabbits that lay pink and dead on the stone floor. Just like he’s sniffing around Ruby, Sarah thought.

‘’Lo girls!’ Ruby called, and blew Ellen a kiss. Ellen blew one right back, and the men at the bar roared with laughter. At this, Ellen poked her tongue out at them and disappeared down the cellar stairs.

‘You tell ’em, girlie,’ Ruby called after her. ‘Gotta watch that one, she’s well too brave,’ she said to Sarah.

‘Know that all right, Ruby. School soon, though.’

The cellar housed Ruby’s copper for doing laundry, two enormous wooden ale vats with brass taps, and the casks and pails for gin making.  The room the O’Reillys rented was on the side by the main alley. Behind the White Hart there was an even narrower lane, and a row of dilapidated hovels, all crushed together and made from bits of old crates and stones with no mortar. Most of the lanes and alleyways of Devil’s Acre looked like this.

Ellen was busy emptying the pocket of her apron as Sarah closed the door behind them. It wasn’t as cold as it might be here, on account of all the fermenting in the air - it warmed the cellar, Pa had said. He never went for gin himself; not enough fire in it.

‘Any treasures, Elly? Where you been today?’

‘All over.’

She knelt on the floor, carefully arranging some pieces of coloured glass, two pretty oyster shells, a dead beetle and a shiny jet button.

‘What did Holy Joe find then?’

‘A book.’

‘A book? What sort of book?’

Ellen shrugged. ‘Picture book.’

‘Where?’

‘Fleet Street.’

‘Holy Joe’s thieving on Fleet Street now?’

‘Not thieving Sarah, he found it. He don’t steal when I’m with him, you told him not to, so he don’t. Truly honestly.’

Ellen was holding a piece of Bristol glass up to the candle flame and making the blue star dance across the table on to the broadsheet Sarah was reading. It was last Saturday’s Mercury - Mr Parsimmons gave her his old copies. She was looking for Lily Korechnya’s column, which was published under the name of Mr Evans. The compositors said Mrs Korechnya had chosen this name because the writer Marianne Evans called herself George Elliot. It was curious, Sarah thought; when she wrote a penny novel one day, she’d be sure to call herself Sarah O’Reilly, and not some man’s name.

Her thin blackened forefinger stopped at a column: ‘Exceptional Women, by Mr Evans, An Essay on George Sand’. The George that Mr Evans (Mrs Korechnya) wrote of was a peculiar French woman who wore riding breeches and smoked cigars, and who wrote poetry and love letters to men thirty years her junior. How did Mrs Korechnya know these things?

Sarah wondered if Mrs Korechnya knew anything about Ireland; how it was greener than green, with fields and stone walls and old, old trees. Perhaps, Sarah thought, she might even go back there one day. But Sarah was London Irish now, and she was beginning to like it that way.
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Waterloo, London,  
27 April, 1864


Dear Barbara,

 
I sit in my front room with my coffee, and am shamed to say that I am still wearing my robe. Lately I am disposed to begin my working day thus, and seem to be bothering less to dress, unless of course I go to the market or to the newspaper office.


The fog is still thick, making shadowy forms of the street vendors of Waterloo. I have been watching the morning street closely these last weeks, for it is a theatre, and I have observed that the attention of the boy who sells jellied eels is regularly captured by a certain milkmaid. The girl passes always at the same time, returning home to her farm after her rounds. Her empty wooden buckets swing from the yoke across her shoulders, and her wide hips sway from side to side. I believe that the jellied eels boy is making a habit of standing by his station outside my window at precisely this hour each morning.

This is no longer the respectable address that it was before Waterloo Station was built, Barbara, but I like it all the more for its lack of respectability. Have you heard that Waterloo Street is now referred to as the ‘new Haymarket’! Indeed, I am neighbour to some of the finest whorehouses in London; they open their drawing rooms so that the courtesans from St John’s Wood can drink champagne and eat oysters discreetly with their gentleman patrons. Were I writing the Imperial Parliament column, I would report that far more intriguing parliamentarian activity may be found on Waterloo Street after midnight than in Whitehall by day!


If we are to believe the figure published recently in The Lancet, there are some 80,000 prostitutes now working in London, which means that one in every sixteen women is earning her keep on the streets. One in sixteen! And this does not include the children. I cannot help but think  that the moralising coming from the press, and from the pulpit, is more in horror of female emancipation than the tarnishing of our immortal souls. Do not misunderstand me, for I know that women turn to prostitution not through choice but necessity, and that for many it is dangerous to their health and an unhappy trade. But if some good may be found in this, then it is that the work enables many to improve their circumstances, to educate themselves and to invest in a more respectable trade. Are you horrified at my libertinism?


My good mother was horrified, upon visiting me last week, to observe men in shirt sleeves smoking tobacco on the street. I could not prevent her visit, much as I tried. Fear not, I was dressed, though not to her approval. She lives in Christian terror that I am being disrespectful to the dead by not attiring myself in mourning cloth. In fact, she is habitually embarrassed by my unfashionable presentation, as you know. I will not wear black, for Franz preferred colour always. Colour and light. He would say of this fog ‘the light is not fit to paint by’, but still he would be in his studio, drawing down the sun to his canvas with oils and powders, his smock covered in paint and his pale hair falling across his eyes.

I am preparing myself to visit Franz’s studio in Kensington; I have put it off for long enough and it would be foolish to keep paying the rent there. I must clear it out, and how I dread that moment.

I thank you for your words of consolation, my dear; your letters are like lanterns, helping to light my way through the darkness of grief. I thank you also for not deigning to offer a solution to the same. Mother suggested that laudanum might ease my heart, since she uses it regularly herself for melancholy and anxiety. I will not take it, for I have observed how it dulls the mind and fatigues the limbs. Yet she wonders why I avoid the company of my father, when it is he who administers her poison, and believes, as do all respectable physicians, that a woman is not well unless she is submissive, and if necessary, sedated. I have in my locket a coil of Franz’s hair - this is my heart’s ease.


Do not fear that I am too much alone in an empty house with only the society of Mrs Vesper. My housekeeper is as silent as you remember, but I am never displeased by her manner, though visitors sometimes find her peculiar. There have, in fact, been few visitors besides Mother, for I have presently no interest in the salons that Franz and I once so loved. The gaiety and liveliness of these occasions seem to belong to a different life  altogether, though it was not so very long ago. I am told that the sadness will lessen, little by little, with time.


Yet I do not dip my quill in ink to spread my melancholy, so I shall tell you of a meeting I had recently with Miss Herbert, the sister-in-law of Lady Cynthia Herbert who will shortly return from India. You will surely have heard of Cynthia Herbert, for she was once doyenne of the Chelsea and Hampstead ladies of the brush. There was a time when she collected lady artistes like butterflies, pinning them through their bright wings and covering the walls of her drawing room. She is terribly wealthy and has been patroness to Lizzie Siddal, and to the photographer Julia Margaret Cameron. But onwards, to my meeting. You may or may not know that Cynthia Herbert has a famed collection of jewels. She has fine taste, and the purse to support it, and is reputedly well known to the Gold and Silversmiths’ Company on Regent Street. I am informed that she is particularly concerned for her collection, for she is ailing in her grief, and has not been the same since the recent death of her husband, Lord Herbert. They spent two years together in India before his sudden passing, and between you and me, when I spoke to Lord Herbert’s sister, I gained the impression that there was some strangeness about his death, which she masked rather too carefully. She did not give details, but I gathered that she could not bring herself to recall the horror of it.

It seems that Cynthia Herbert wrote to her sister-in-law from India after Lord Herbert’s demise, to ask her if she knew of a lady who might undertake some specialised clerical work for her, pertaining in particular to her jewellery. As we know, it is not uncommon for a lady such as Cynthia Herbert to amass property in this form, since any other holdings become part of her husband’s estate on the day she weds, but is it not a little unusual that she should become concerned with it so soon after his death? Still, it was kind of Miss Herbert to think of me, knowing of my recent loss and presuming that I might need to find employment. In fact, Barbara, Franz’s family have provided for me most generously, since I, of course, refused my father’s request that I return to his home as a respectable widow might!


Lady Herbert is to arrive in London next week, and Miss Herbert suggests that we might take tea together once she has recovered from her voyage. She has also said that we may each find some comfort in the company of one who has shared the same loss. I had not thought to take  on any new endeavour, other than my regular contribution to the Mercury  and my essays for the Englishwoman’s Journal, but even Mrs Vesper has an opinion on my spending so much time in the front room. She has actually offered to help me dress, which is not like her at all, since when I first employed her services as housekeeper she made it clear that she was not a lady’s maid. I, in turn, assured her that I had no need of one! In truth, Mrs Vesper has been much more than a housekeeper, especially while I was ill, and I have come to rely upon her companionship and sound judgement.



Septimus Harding would like me to continue with my essays on exceptional women, in spite of my recent absence from the pages of the Mercury. He says that the Guardian publishes reviews on women, and so must we. And so I am seeking subjects, and have decided to contact Julia Margaret Cameron. And should I write of you? The famous Barbara Bodichon, not only painter and patroness of education and the arts, but defender of our sex?


I trust that all is hale with your many endeavours my dear, and shall write again.


In fond friendship,  
Lily
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We cannot tear out a single page of our life, but we can throw the whole book in the fire.

George Sand, 1837



 
 
 
At Temple Pier, at the end of Strand Lane, the embankment of the Thames River was almost deserted. Here were small cargo docks and a brood of ramshackle port offices. On a spring evening such as this, when the smells of the river and the refinery and the brickworks were not clinging to cold fog, the dockworkers and shipping clerks were settled in their respective taverns just as soon as the sun set, taking a jar or two.

Herbert Peasey, junior shipping clerk, had not yet gone to the Anchor because the paperwork had got the better of him that day. He was weary from checking crates of tea, sacks of grain and dark, oily coffee beans, and choked with the dust of them. As he looked about him in the holding shed, he remembered what had happened here the previous week, and he shivered. The small vessel Lakshmi had arrived at Temple Pier just as he was about to have his dinner, and there had been a fuss, as there always was when a cargo from Bombay docked. Lakshmi was officially a passenger vessel, but one that carried only a small number of ‘select’ passengers, meaning those who were prepared to pay for a suite rather than a cabin on one of the larger liners. Lakshmi therefore had room in its hold for exclusive cargo.

There had been contraband on board; Herbert could read all of the signs now. Most of the smaller Indian merchant boats shipped items privately, and this meant there would be a couple of extra hands on the crew; dark-skinned and dangerous looking natives who worked their passage to London. They came into the city with their belongings knotted into cotton bundles that could have contained anything: gemstones, sandalwood ornaments, opium in particular. Some of the  couriers were no more than boys, but even so, they had a certain look about them and Herbert always gave them a wide berth. There had been a courier on board the Lakshmi that day, Herbert was certain, a small bandy-legged man who stood out from the others.

There had been the normal commotion when Lakshmi finally docked and while the cargoes were being unloaded, but as usual it was a woman who made things more difficult for Herbert than they needed to be. By her costume and the way she bore herself she was clearly a figure of some social standing, and she was also in mourning. She waited on the docks - unusual behaviour for someone of her station - in a state of agitation, for it seemed that the captain of the ship was refusing to release some of her possessions. When Herbert reluctantly approached the lady she was winnowing herself with an oriental fan with such rapidity that her bonnet was lifting from her ringlets to quite comical effect.

He gathered, upon interviewing the woman, that her manservant and the captain had disappeared into one of the holding sheds some time ago with her jewels. They had been in the ship’s safe, but when she sent her man to retrieve them, the captain had turned nasty, insisting on a higher payment than was previously agreed. She implored Herbert to go after them, and unable to refuse without appearing a coward, he could only pray that the matter had been resolved by the time he arrived.

He supposed they had chosen the holding shed because it was dark, and because you could hear the approach of boots on the rotting floorboards. However, they hadn’t heard Herbert, because the burly, turban-wearing captain was shouting loudly at the other Indian, who was fairer of skin and taller, and who was standing quite still and silent. There, on top of a crate, was a piece of silk and even the gloomy light from the small, dirty window was enough to cause the gemstones lying upon it to wink and flicker. Herbert gazed in awe - he’d seen plenty of sparklers, but nothing like these. They could only be diamonds by the way they shimmered, but he had never witnessed diamonds of such breathtaking colours.

From what he could gather, the captain was demanding an astronomical fee for the safe passage of the sparklers, and as Herbert approached hesitantly from the shadows, the man put his meaty hand on his wide leather belt. In fact, his hand rested on the hilt of an  excessively large blade, judging by the size of its ornamental scabbard. Herbert Peasey was not a brave man, and he could not say what lent him the boldness to step forward. It could only have been the diamonds, for he felt curiously overcome by them. He was more than polite as he introduced himself to both men as an agent of Her Majesty’s Shipping and Customs, and enquired if he might be of some assistance. He edged as close to the gems as he dared. The stones were even more splendid than he had imagined, even though they were uniformly only slightly larger than a boot button. Amongst them, impossibly, was a diamond the colour of blood.

Peasey was by now accustomed to seeing Indian diamonds, identifiable by what the Hatton Garden carriers called ‘rose cut’. It was a mode of faceting that fashioned large planes across the stone, rather than the many tiny, glinting facets of the so-called ‘brilliant’ cut that was preferred by the London ladies. Herbert stepped closer, despite himself, and was barely aware that he had reached out his hand to touch the red diamond. He could hardly explain it, but he had felt as if the scarlet crystal were beckoning to him, and that when he had touched it, he was no longer a humble clerk but a man of substance.

What happened next was so swift that Herbert might have missed it had he blinked. The captain drew his weapon but was instantly disarmed, his knife falling to the floor with a clang. Suddenly he was in the grip of the silent Indian. It looked, from where Herbert was standing, as if the other man had the length of a silk handkerchief about the captain’s neck, allowing only enough slack so that the man could beg for mercy. Finally he let the captain stagger away, rubbing his neck and cursing. Herbert must have made a noise then, for the Indian took a step towards him. Herbert muttered an apology, although it was not he who was trespassing, and backed away so quickly that he toppled over several crates of china. The Indian bundled up the precious stones, then followed the captain out at a more leisurely pace. Only when they were both out of sight did Herbert himself stagger away, trying not to upset any more crates as he leant on them to steady himself. Then he caught sight of the small, bandy-legged Indian he had noticed earlier, darting out through the holding shed door. Had he also witnessed the scene? Perhaps he was simply hoping to steal a handful of rice as so many of the sailors did when they docked.

When Herbert came back out into the daylight, the captain had already vanished - presumably below deck on the Lakshmi - and his assailant had joined the lady in black on the docks. A moment later they both disappeared into a waiting carriage. The sensation that the Indian’s eyes lingered on him still, looking into his very soul, condemning him even, had made Herbert feel cold for the rest of the day.

Herbert had spent two years in the shipping business now, and he meant to go to sea, in another two years by his reckoning. The English sailors who came and went at Temple Pier were rougher than he, and Herbert was not of the disposition to be bothered with physical labour, rather, he planned to become a seafaring merchant and to make his fortune in the East. He had seen many such gentlemen, and they were of all persuasions, not just the ones who were born lucky.

The Strand was only a stroll from the docks and his damp little office, where a foul smelling gas lantern burned above the table over which he hunched almost all day long. As he locked up for the evening, Herbert imagined himself as a successful merchant, walking from his boat along the lane to the Strand. He would have several fashionable shops, selling finery from the lands he visited. Then his girl would wear a brooch with diamonds, like the brilliants he had seen in Regent Street.

He had devised a rather clever means of keeping his books, although in truth it was Georgina’s idea. It was also easier on his conscience if he thought of her as the mastermind behind their scheme. She had been watching him early one evening, waiting impatiently, because she had it in her head that they were off to the music hall. She had asked what would happen if he didn’t list everything, and when he’d explained that then there would be no tax charged for the cargo, she’d said, ‘Well, they’d like that, wouldn’t they, all those sailor swells who fancy themselves gennelmen. Bet they’d rather pay you less than the tax for your trouble.’ He agreed that they might, but reminded her that he worked for the Ministry of Shipping, and that some guv at Whitehall would have his breeches if he didn’t complete the work as he should. ‘And how would they know?’ Georgie had said, and gave him that sassy smile that always made him want to hitch up her skirts. After the music hall that night, they drank some gin and made plans.

Tonight, Herbert Peasey was abroad later than usual. He was going to have one ale at the Anchor as he always did, and then go home to  Georgina. Things were progressing well, and now and then he took a little extra tax: a handful of coffee beans, or a yard of silk, or some trinket for Georgie. He had even turned a blind eye to cargo he knew should not be coming in at Temple Pier; it was just the same, he’d decided, as ‘not noticing’ the Indian couriers with their cotton bundles. He had thus far overlooked the necessity to record several crates of sandalwood, ivory and a quantity of semi-precious gems. He had lowered himself and he knew it, but by now these small misdemeanours seemed perfectly normal and he was becoming more brazen. And why shouldn’t he look after himself? Wasn’t that what all the guvs at Whitehall did?

The alleyway leading to Strand Lane, where the Anchor was situated, was always in shadow and when the sun disappeared, it was damned dark. There were storehouses made of old stone on either side that had partly been destroyed by fire and never rebuilt. In the ruins lived a few ailing vagabonds and some local thieves. It was a desolate part of the wharves, but not dangerous to the dockworkers and sailors who had right of passage due to their size and street fighting ability. Shipping clerks such as Herbert did not fall into this category, but he hadn’t been mugged yet, since there was usually a great deal of activity in the alleyway when he passed. Tonight however, at this late hour, it was deserted, and so dark that Herbert wished he’d brought his lantern. It made him nervous, the darkness that fell close to the water; it seemed somehow blacker, denser. Only the pale crescent of the moon allowed him to see the shadowy walls of the storehouses and a rat or two scurrying about. In the holding sheds at the wharf, rats were a problem as they chewed through the sacks of grain and spices. Tonight, in the absence of even a street urchin, the rodents were welcome companions.

When Herbert Peasey was struck practically senseless, his first thought was that he had collided with a tree trunk. But there were no trees to be seen; in fact, the closest trees were a mile away, at Watergate Gardens. He was certain that he was now lying on the ground, and his eyes must be closed, because everything was black. And there was a smell; a musky perfume that he had smelt before, though he could not remember where. For a moment the scent was so pleasant and calming that Herbert could think only of having a cut of mutton for his tea, and of Georgie’s lovely, lovely legs.

Soon enough there was a presence with the smell. Although he could  not see anyone, a breath of air had touched his face, so slight that it was as though someone had thrown a cloak open nearby. Herbert no longer felt calm, because now his eyes were half-open, and the darkness was shifting above him. He could not tell if there was more than one shadow because his vision was impaired by the loudness of the drums. At least, it sounded like drums. Then one of the shadows moved directly above him, and was leaning closer, and Herbert could smell the odour again; so familiar, what was it . . . ? The drums grew louder, and the pressure from the excess of blood in his skull made him fear that he should not have taken taxation into his own hands, for the lord of darkness had come for him.

Herbert could no longer breathe. It was as though his throat had closed in on itself; and his heart was beating so fast that it was keeping rhythm with the drums. Was there someone above him? On top of him? He could not say. Perhaps it was an angel, come to escort him to heaven; perhaps he had been forgiven after all. In the end, before he died, Herbert Peasey imagined himself upon a ship, sailing to the East, with the sun and the wind at his face, and a fine lady called Georgina by his side. Instead of waves breaking across the prow of his ship, there was an ocean of many-coloured diamonds, all casting rainbows of light into the sky, winking at him as if they knew his secret.
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I am tolerably well-convinced that I shall never marry at all. Reason tells me so, and I am not so utterly the slave of feeling but that I can occasionally hear her voice.

Charlotte Brontë



 
 
 
Detective Inspector Lark looked uncommonly ugly as Sarah collected a parcel from the editor’s offices. Neither he nor Septimus Harding seemed to notice that she had not yet left the room - she had bent to tie her bootlace before reaching the door - for they were talking as if she was not there.

‘It is, as yet, impossible to ascertain the mode of death. It is a most unusual case, and as I’ve said, best to keep the report brief and without  sensation. I’d like to have a word with Melville myself, if I may.’

‘By all means, by all means,’ Septimus Harding chuckled. Then he became serious again. ‘But you must have some notion of the cause of death, man! That is your business isn’t it? Death?’

‘I am not an undertaker, Septimus. I have, as yet, no opinion on the case; I have never seen anything like it before.’

Mr Harding was right, Sarah thought. Lark was a policeman, he should know these things. How else was he to protect the likes of Ellen and the girls on Betty Street? The Inspector turned towards the fire, and proceeded to gaze into it. Sarah backed slowly towards the door.

‘He was not strangled, there were no marks on the neck, but his windpipe was completely crushed. There was also a nasty bruise right between his eyes.’

‘Any motive in sight?’

‘Any number - the victim worked at Temple Pier.’

Sarah had reached the door to the hall, and was turning the handle slowly and quietly, when there was a sharp knock from the other side and the door opened with some force, throwing her to the floor. Gregory  Melville stepped over her and approached the editor’s desk. She could tell it was him by the way he smelt; like a brew house.

‘What in tarnation are you doing on the floor Sarah? I thought you had an errand to run for me?’

‘Yes sir. I was just looking for something down here, a block I dropped. Can’t find it though, so best be delivering that parcel, sir.’ She quickly closed the door behind her. Shame Melville had to interrupt. He was a nasty piece that one, and she’d thought so even before he wrote that shite about Devil’s Acre. She’d give a penny to hear what Lark had to say to him; she liked it when the inspector got riled, but she’d already been in enough trouble for one day.
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