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They say that life on the river depends on the direction of the wind. Every day those who live by the waterside turn their faces, bright with hope, towards the sunrise, nostrils flaring, hoping to catch the briny scent of money. If the wind blows from the east it will bring with it the riches of seven continents. Ships – hundreds of them – sent into the heart of the city by a single sigh.


The poor thrive along the river, amongst the wealth-filled warehouses. Brown as rats they sift through its mud for treasures of their own – a lump of coal, a bone, an old shoe. They paddle back and forth across its pestilent waters, and breathe its vapours. They crowd the streets that run down to its shores, toiling amongst the ever-changing city of sails and decks that lines its banks, the dark water present only in the heave and swell beneath their feet.


Anything is for sale here: spices, tea, cotton, labour – men’s and women’s, bodies, or souls, for a shilling. Anyone might hide here, in the cheap lodging houses, the damp cellars, the dark spaces between buildings. In these streets no one stands out. No one is noticed.


What wickedness might walk amongst us here, hidden in plain sight, concealed by the urgent press of bodies, the scramble for money, for life?


I will tell you.




Chapter One
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The first time I saw the waterfront I was eight years old. My father took me. He had been in a good humour that day – one of the many reasons why I remember it so clearly. He was taking me to the Seaman’s Dispensary, which occupied cramped premises on the shore not far from the Seaman’s Floating Hospital. Before us, on the riverside, a crowd had gathered – sailors, dock workers, stokers, fishwives.


‘What is it?’ I said, peeping between their legs and catching a glimpse of wet, silvery flesh. I thought immediately of the booths and penny shows I had seen at the fair, at Cremorne and Vauxhall Gardens. ‘It’s a mermaid, isn’t it? A real one, pulled from the Thames!’ My father tried to turn me away, but I would not be persuaded, and I broke from him to push through legs and skirts.


The smell should have told me what to expect. Soon to be an apprentice apothecary, I had accompanied my father about St Saviour’s Infirmary on countless occasions and I knew the smell of death well enough. But here the sweetness of decay was tainted with something else, something new and different. It was a curious, moist smell, damp and dark; a smell that spoke of the ooze and slap of water, of gurgling wet spaces and the sticky, yielding mud of low-tide.


I saw straight away that I would find no silvered scales here, no long glittering fish-tail or slender, webbed fingers. Her flesh was pale and mottled, as white and grey as the belly of an eel, but bloated from long immersion. It was streaked with mud, and blotched with bruises, her hair dark and plastered to her skull like a layer of brown weed. The side of her head had been crushed, and a ragged blue-lipped gash against her cheek told where a clumsy boathook had gouged.


I remember Dr Graves, St Saviour’s most revered anatomist, appearing from a shadowy thoroughfare between two soot-smothered buildings, as black as a crow in his flapping frock coat and tall hat, a half dozen students in his wake.


How had he known to come here? But Mrs Speedicut, the matron, always said that the man could smell a cadaver from a mile away. Perhaps she was right. I looked back at the corpse he had come for – the mouth a slack, gaping tear; the eyes two dark, wet holes – and the ground beneath me seemed to rise and fall like the deck of a ship.


When I came to I was lying in a place scarcely less fearful than the one I had just left, for my father had carried me to the mortuary which was just beside the quay. The day was warm, and he had laid me out on one of the cold marble slabs until I regained consciousness. I opened my eyes to see the body of a dead sailor on the slab next to mine; the tattoos upon his forearm proclaiming his occupation. His head and neck were tanned and leathery, his legs and body as white and soft-looking as curds. A doctor from another medical school was standing guard over him jealously.


I heard footsteps outside, and the sound of gasping and retching. The door burst open and in marched four men with their neckerchiefs over their noses, the mermaid wrapped in an old tarpaulin slung between them. Dr Graves followed, grumbling.


‘These river cases are the worst,’ he said. ‘But we must do what we can, gentlemen, and there is much to learn about the miracle of decay.’ His students followed, their faces pale and appalled.


My father bundled me onto my feet and dragged me outside. ‘What happened to her?’ I asked, trying to look back over my shoulder as the canvas shroud was peeled back. ‘Was it an accident?’


‘The corpses of men find their way into the river by accident,’ he answered. ‘Women’s arrive there by design.’


He was correct, as he so often was, and I heard later that the dead girl had been beaten to death by her husband, a vicious man who was known to abuse her and had set her to work on the streets. He had thrown her battered, half-clothed body into the water, bricks and stones in the pockets of her dress to weigh her down. But the river is a capricious ally for murderers, and he had not reckoned on the flimsiness of her clothing, and buoyancy afforded by the gas of putrefaction.


Hers was the first body I saw that had been in the river; the first body I saw that had been murdered. It was not to be my last of either – nor was it the first time that I would wonder at the cheapness of a woman’s life, and the violence they endured at the hands of men.
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Over the following years I had little reason to return to the waterfront. My work at St Saviour’s Infirmary had meant that I was confined largely to the hospital’s precincts and its neighbouring streets, though I became acquainted with the apothecary who worked at the Floating Hospital – a man named John Aberlady, with whom I had taken my licentiate examination at Apothecaries’ Hall. He and I paid each other visits occasionally, though as my commitments were greater than his it was more usual for him to appear at our door.


‘Nothing but syphilis and the ague, Jem,’ he used to say, dropping into the chair before the apothecary stove and closing his eyes. I knew there was more to his work at the Floating Hospital than he admitted, though he often seemed glad to be away from the place – given the cramped conditions on board I was not surprised. Despite the tribulations that I had endured in recent years, however – incarceration in Newgate, my father’s execution, the murders at Angel Meadow Asylum – I had heard nothing from him for a long time, and I had been too busy and too preoccupied to seek him out myself.


I had not thought about the river, nor about John Aberlady, for quite some time, when two occurrences brought both to the front of my mind. The first of these was a letter from Aberlady himself, asking me to come to the Floating Hospital as a matter of urgency. The second was my friend Will’s return from the offices of Prentice and Hall, the firm of architects he worked for, bearing news of his next commission.


‘It’s on the river,’ he said. ‘A new warehouse. The site is currently occupied by an old villa, and a stretch of water called Tulip’s Basin. D’you know it?’


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘Is it a pleasant situation?’


‘Pleasant?’ I smiled as I pulled on my coat.


Will was my dearest friend, a man to whom I owed my life, and upon whom I would depend for anything, and yet sometimes his naivety – and his optimism – amazed me. He had been in London for more than two years, long enough to be accustomed to its dirt and squalor, but not long enough, so it appeared, to have lost the hope that nature and beauty might still find a home here. He would be thinking of a field of crimson goblet-shaped flowers, nodding in the breeze as the river flowed by, I was sure.


‘I’m afraid the place is a notorious slum, Will. The “old villa” you speak of is boarded up to keep out the whores and beggars; Tulip was an old rogue who ran a boatyard and drank himself to death, and Tulip’s Basin – his “stretch of water” – is a foul ditch filled with effluent, known more colloquially as “Deadman’s Basin” on account of the fact that no one found Dick Tulip dead in his bed for nigh on two weeks.’


‘Oh.’ Will’s face had fallen. ‘I should have guessed.’


‘It was a long time ago now, though I can’t imagine the place has improved much. Didn’t they tell you?’


‘No.’


‘Perhaps we should go and see it,’ I said. Then, taking pity on him, added, ‘It might not be quite so bad after all.’ ‘I’m sure it’s considerably worse.’


‘I’ll come with you. I’m going that way anyway.’ I passed him his hat.


He nodded to the workbench, where a batch of pokeroot ointment was half-made, and three score milk thistle pills were awaiting their sugar coats. ‘Can you spare the time? Perhaps I might help you with those pills instead?’


My apprentice, Gabriel Locke, was working the pump, filling the sink with water so that he might wash the retorts I had used that morning to create a tincture of clove for the toothache. He looked over his shoulder at me, his expression revealing his alarm at my evident preparations for departure. ‘What about those prescriptions,’ he said. ‘Mr Jem, you can’t just leave me—’


I turned away. I had lots to do, it was true, and yet, as much as I loved my apothecary, I had to admit that I did not find serving cough drops and rose water to chattering customers quite as satisfying as I’d thought I would when I first opened the place. I had once been the apothecary at one of the city’s busiest hospitals. I did not regret that St Saviour’s had been pulled down, but there were times when my new life as the owner of a small apothecary shop seemed very dull in comparison to my old life on the wards. Besides, there was also Aberlady’s note, which had arrived only minutes before Will came home, and was still clutched in my fingers.


Come quickly, it said. God help me, Jem, for if you cannot then only He can. Come quickly, or all is lost.


It was a ragged, anxious scrawl, not the neat measured hand I was familiar with, though there was enough in the slope of the ‘t’ and the length of the ‘s’ to convince me that it was written by my friend. It had been sent to St Saviour’s Infirmary, which had long since moved south of the river, so that by the time it had found its way to my premises on Fishbait Lane almost a week had passed. The urgent matter John Aberlady had written of would either be resolved, I thought, or irredeemable.


‘Three bottles of iron tonic, one tincture of cleavers and burdock, and a plantain and calendula salve,’ I said, snatching up my hat. ‘You can manage that easily enough, Gabriel.’ The bell danced on its spring as the door slammed behind us.
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We walked east along Fishbait Lane, before plunging south between two rows of tall soot-covered houses. We passed down ever-narrowing thoroughfares, through seedy courts, and past lodging houses festooned with grubby washing. There were people everywhere, though as we drew closer to the water the costers and cabmen, shopkeepers and street sellers gave way to more unusual people and faces. To our left I saw a Chinaman, a thick white scar across his forehead; to our right a Lascar with one eye, and beside him a tall black man with a Dutch sailor’s cap on his head and a cage of small green birds in his arms. A group of blue-faced men passed by, their skin stained with the indigo they unloaded all day; the hands and faces of others glowed yellow from hours spent amongst saffron and spices.


‘You fit in perfectly,’ said Will.


I grinned. I knew he was referring to the port-wine birthmark that covered my eyes and nose. As a child I had hated it. I had not grown to love it – I could never do that – though I had, in time, grown used to it. Always it had set me apart – that and the fact that I hid my woman’s body beneath a man’s apparel. But it had made me what I was. It had given me the confidence to accept the stares of strangers, and its ugly mask had helped to conceal my identity, allowing me to achieve freedoms and liberties beyond the compass of most women’s lives. I was grateful to it for that, at least. And yet now that we had neared the Thames, now that we were surrounded by all manner of different coloured skins, the birthmark that always marked me out had grown less singular. Will was right; no one looked at me here.


‘So, who is this Aberlady fellow?’ he said. ‘You’ve never mentioned him before.’


‘We sat our examinations together, though he is a few years older than I. I’ve not seen him for some time. There was no address to the note he sent so I can only assume he’s still working on the Blood.’


‘The Blood?’


‘The Seaman’s Floating Hospital. It’s named the Golden Fleece, though it’s known more colloquially as the Blood and Fleas. The place has certainly seen plenty of both.’


‘Is there an infirmary in this city that is not both bloody and pestilent?’ Will took the note from me. ‘“Come quickly or all is lost.” You don’t know what worries him?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘And as I know him to be a confirmed atheist I’m troubled all the more by his choice of words.’


‘The paper is of the cheapest kind,’ said Will, rubbing the letter distastefully between his finger and thumb. ‘It has no watermark or distinguishing features. And what’s this stuff here?’ There was a scattering of dry specks, yellow and rust-brown in colour, caught in the letter’s folds. Will tipped them carefully into his hand. ‘Sawdust?’


I nodded. ‘I think he wrote this in the operating theatre. I presume on board the Blood.’


‘Why not write it at his desk?’


‘Precisely. Even worse, the force of his handwriting and the angle of the pen suggests—’ I plucked the letter from Will’s fingers and held it close to my eye, ‘—suggests to me that he was kneeling on the floor.’


‘You think he was ill? Or wounded?’


‘He makes no mention of it—’


‘Drunk, perhaps?’


‘He only ever drank tea.’


‘Then what?’


I shrugged. ‘Crouched out of sight? Hiding? I’m hoping we’ll soon find out.’ I said no more. Those desperate words, that fearful hand, the bloody sawdust clinging to the rough nap of such cheap paper – all troubled me. But most unsettling of all was the final sentence, scrawled across the page above a signature I hardly recognised as the mark of a rational and lucid man: ‘Come now, Jem, but come ready to face the Devil.’
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We emerged onto the waterfront from a narrow stinking thoroughfare known as Cat’s Hole. To the west were the London Docks, warehouses and wharves, and Tulip’s Basin. To the east not one hundred yards away were the Seaman’s Dispensary and the waterfront mortuary. On the river opposite, at the edge of the stretch of water known as the Pool of London, was the Seaman’s Floating Hospital. She lay out on the Thames, at the very heart of the city of ships that crowded the riverside from London Bridge to Limehouse Reach, her smoking chimneys just visible through the thicket of masts and rigging. I had always been of the opinion that there was not a more dilapidated hospital than St Saviour’s Infirmary in the whole city – with the exception of the Blood and Fleas. As a former naval frigate her decks had once been loaded with cannons. Thirty years ago these had been replaced by hospital beds, so that she rode high in the water, her sides black and sticky-looking, bellying out like the bloated carcass of a great drowned beast. Here and there bits of her tarry paint had fallen away, allowing the rank weeds of the riverside to colonise the softening timbers. Her gun-ports had been transformed into windows – the apertures of which might be closed off with wooden shutters, though many of these were propped open, revealing the murky glass beneath. Some of the windows were standing ajar, though nothing but blackness was visible within. We looked up as a trap door opened in the bow and a stream of lumpy brown liquid was discharged into the river.


A narrow jetty led out to her mooring, a spindly staircase zigzagging up the ship’s scrofulous flanks to the quarterdeck. Makeshift sheds clustered about the sawnoff masts like toadstools sprouting about the base of a severed tree. Between these, a series of washing lines had been strung, hanging with limp, grey bed linen. Her hull had been modified over the years, with hutch-like structures, balconies and staircases crudely fixed to her greasy wooden sides. In stark contrast, new, freshly painted frigates bobbed in the water fore and aft, their hulls gleaming, their sails neatly furled. Rotten and swollen, blotched with patches of mould and scabrous with rude repairs, the Blood loomed between them in a grim memento mori.


‘Do we have to shout “ahoy there”?’ said Will.


I shaded my eyes and looked up. For a moment, up there on the deck, a figure was silhouetted against the sky – a man, tall and thin, but stooped, his black top coat loose on rounded shoulders. His hands gripped the rail like claws.


Behind us, on the yard-arm of one of the new frigates, a magpie croaked and hopped.


‘One for sorrow,’ muttered Will.


When we looked back the man had gone.


We climbed the flimsy steps that clung to the ship’s starboard side, the rope banister as brown and sticky as if it had been fashioned from chewed tobacco. I found myself wondering how many diseased hands had gripped it, and I resolved to wash my hands as soon as I was able to. There was no one about, though from a hatch in the deck of the ship I could hear the familiar sounds of sickness – coughing, hawking, moaning. St Saviour’s Infirmary had sounded the same. I missed the old place, though I had to admit that there were some things – coughing, hawking and moaning amongst them – I would have been happy never to see or hear again.


The hatch, and thus the bowels of the ship and the hospital proper, were accessed by a steep wooden ladder-staircase. ‘Down there?’ Will looked at the hatch, his expression appalled. ‘The place stinks like a latrine, even from up here.’ Downstairs, I knew from experience, was far worse than Will could ever imagine. I was glad not to be destined for the ’tween decks that day.


I pointed to the quarterdeck. ‘Aberlady’s apothecary is in the former captain’s cabin, up there at the back – cramped, compared to St Saviour’s, but spacious enough. Below it are his living quarters.’


Will started forward, his relief evident. ‘Then perhaps we should go up there directly—’


‘You!’ cried a voice. ‘You there! Where do you think you’re going?’


The deck towards the front of the ship – an area of the vessel Aberlady had always referred to as ‘the fo’c’sle’ – had been roofed over to create a committee room, and a library cum consultants’ sitting room. It was from the latter that two men had appeared. Behind them, through the open door, I could see walls covered with books and a cluster of brocade-covered armchairs. A breath of warm fragrant air billowed out, heated by the fire that danced behind the door of a large round-bellied stove.


The first man was old, tall and gaunt, and recognisable as the fellow I had seen looking out at us before we boarded. His eyes were pale, greenish and watery, like sputum, his greyish-coloured skin covered with a powdery sort of eczema, so that he looked as though he had been fashioned from ash, and might crumble away to nothing if the wind blew. The other was much younger, small and red-faced above a cleric’s collar. Tiny oval spectacles sat crookedly on his nose, obscuring his gaze.


‘Who are you?’ It was the old man who spoke this time, his voice harsh as a crow’s.


I knew who he was, for I had met him before, though he had never deigned to speak to me.


‘Dr Sackville,’ I said. ‘My name is Flockhart, and this is my friend Mr Quartermain.’ I held out my hand. His grip was firmer than I had expected. The parson’s was moist, as if he had been licking his palms. I explained that we were ‘just passing by’ and hoped to see Mr Aberlady. ‘I assume he’s still your apothecary?’


‘Aberlady?’ said Dr Sackville. He glanced at his companion. ‘We were just speaking of him. He is our apothecary, sir, but for how much longer I cannot say.’


‘How so?’


‘He is, at best, indolent and, at worst, a danger to us all – when the fellow bothers to appear,’ said the man who had introduced himself as ‘the Reverend Dr Ambrose Birdwhistle’.


‘A danger?’ I said. ‘In what way, sir?’


Dr Sackville shook his head. ‘Where might one begin—?’


‘Perhaps with the snakes?’ butted in the parson. ‘Or the scorpions? Not to mention the matter of his infidel’s views. He reads Ruskin, you know. To the patients!’


‘Ah, the snakes,’ Dr Sackville chuckled. ‘Yes, the fellow’s certainly very fond of them. I’m surprised he’s abandoned them – that big one especially. He often brings it on deck when the sun’s out. Oils its skin with linseed and a cloth. The men enjoy it too – they all want a go.’


I smiled. I remembered Aberlady’s fondness for his snakes – a nasty-looking stripy viper and a brown, muscular python. ‘That big one’ had always been his favourite. It was hard to like the smaller, striped creature, with its fangs and its vicious ways with the pigeons.


‘Is he here?’ I said.


‘He is not,’ said Dr Birdwhistle. ‘We have not seen him for a week. We have sent ashore to look for him more than once, but he’s nowhere to be found.’ He turned to his companion. ‘I fear we may need to replace him altogether, Dr Sackville, no matter how long he’s held the post. The ship has descended into complete misrule. There’s gambling below decks, sir, and worse, since Aberlady vanished. I’m afraid I really must take the matter before the Governors. “For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world and lose his own soul?” Mark, chapter eight, verse thirty-six—’


‘Gentlemen, you find us perplexed and inconvenienced in equal measure by our apothecary’s disappearance,’ said Dr Sackville. ‘I have been away for a number of days or the matter would have been addressed before now, but I believe he has quite disappeared.’ He turned to his companion. ‘I fear I cannot stop you, Dr Birdwhistle. If you wish to bring the matter of Mr Aberlady’s “infidel’s views”, as you call them, to the governors then bring it you must, though perhaps it might be wise to find the fellow first. Perhaps if a matron might be engaged too? She might at least be prevailed upon to stop our nursing staff from running away.’ He frowned at me. ‘Do we know one another, sir? Flockhart, you say? And Quartermain?’ His lips twitched into the beginnings of a gleeful smile. ‘I remember now. Your father, Flockhart—’


‘Was murdered,’ I said, irritated by his insinuating tone. ‘By the hangman at Newgate. I think you’ll find it was a member of your own profession who was responsible for what happened at St Saviour’s, and to my father.’


‘You do me an injustice, sir. I was about to say that your father was a good man – from what I knew of him. We are rather out of the way of things here on the river, and my private practice never took me near to St Saviour’s, but I knew of his reputation. I was sorry to hear of what happened.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. I felt myself blush to the roots of my hair. And yet, I could not help but feel that this was not what Dr Sackville had intended to say at all, but that he had quickly changed his sentiments purely for the pleasure of seeing me discomfited. He was watching my embarrassment with something like relish. I cleared my throat. ‘But we are here about Aberlady—’


‘Ah, yes,’ he said mildly. ‘Aberlady. Has he taken anything, Birdwhistle? Anything that might tell us where he’s gone or for how long?’


‘His quarters are as they usually are, and the apothecary is so untidy it’s hard to tell.’


‘Might we see?’ I asked.


Dr Birdwhistle frowned. ‘I’m not sure it’s appropriate—’


‘Come now, Birdwhistle,’ said Dr Sackville. ‘What harm can it do? Besides, should Aberlady fail to return, or – assuming you get your way – be turned out altogether, we may well need the assistance of men such as Mr Flockhart. You carry on, sir. I’ll show these gentlemen around.’


The apothecary was low-ceilinged, tall enough for a man to stand up in but not tall enough to hang herbs up to dry, though the air on the river was too damp for such practices, and Aberlady generally bought what he needed from a wholesaler, or from the herb woman who came round with her cart. The stove was lit and the room warm, and the place smelled strongly of rosemary and lavender – we were all of us sorely troubled with moths – along with the sweet, distinctive smell of liquorice root. Beneath this I recognised the earthy scent of chickweed and cleavers, both excellent against the itch – another perennial problem in the close confines of ill-ventilated wards. There was a strong aroma of citrus too, from a crate of oranges and limes that stood beside the table – contraband, no doubt, for the docks were all around us.


It was a bright room, with astragalled windows looking out on three sides – at the ships that were moored alongside, at the shore, and out to the river – their ledges lined with a familiar array of bottles glinting with coloured liquids. Beneath them were ranked rows of labelled drawers. I had the same in my own premises on Fishbait Lane. I tried to keep my shop tidy, as my father had always taught me. Here, however, the paraphernalia of the apothecary was spread out in such disorder and confusion that even Gabriel, a boy of the most slovenly habits, would have been appalled.


I glanced around me. Aberlady was a knowledgeable and capable man. Despite his protestation that he was faced daily with the most banal of complaints, he was also keen, and dedicated to his work. I was surprised to see how disordered his remedies were, and how run down his stock of herbs and tinctures. What distractions had caused him to neglect his duties so badly?


‘I’m afraid Mr Aberlady left the place in a terrible muddle, though I’m sure it’s nothing that can’t be set straight in no time by a man of your capabilities,’ said Dr Sackville. ‘We’re currently reliant on his apprentice, a girl from Siren House. The League for Female Redemption,’ he added, by way of explanation. ‘Aberlady took her on as a grinding boy – I mean girl.’ He tut-tutted. ‘You know I can’t for the life of me get into the habit of describing her as a girl. She has no place here, not really, no place at all amongst the materia medica of physic. I saw her earlier – Pestle Jenny, Aberlady calls her – though where she has got to now I have no idea.’


‘A girl?’ I said.


‘Good Lord!’ cried Will.


‘Quite so,’ said Dr Sackville. ‘Can’t imagine what he was thinking! Another experiment, no doubt. A girl could never be an apothecary, I told him, but he wouldn’t listen.’


A cushion on the floor bore the imprint of a pair of bony buttocks, beside which a pestle and mortar had been set. There was no sign of Pestle Jenny, though she had clearly been there only moments earlier, for the cardamom she had been grinding hung fresh on the air, and the chewed end of the liquorice root she had left on the table was still moist. But Dr Sackville was still talking.


‘Of course, the physic we use here is no different to what you might find elsewhere, though we are sorely troubled by the ague, as so many men have spent time in the tropics.’


‘You prescribe cinchona?’ I said absently, looking about. I noted the desk in the corner, the writing slope with sheaves of cheap paper upon it, the pen missing from the inkstand.


Dr Sackville shrugged. ‘Certainly. We all prescribe it.’


‘How many of you are there on board, sir?’ asked Will.


‘Of patients, some two hundred or more. We have – or had – Mr Aberlady, and of course a number of students. Of doctors, we have five – I include myself, though I am here rarely these days. My health—’ He held a hand over his heart. ‘I’m an old man now, and we do not last forever. But there are others here, young men, keen and ambitious, as I once was.’ He smiled indulgently. ‘I have high hopes for two of them, at least – Dr Cole and Dr Antrobus. Do you know of them?’


I admitted that I did not. I saw Will looking at the signatures in the prescription ledger that lay on the table beside a carboy of witch hazel and a large jar glistening with leeches. ‘Dr Septimus Cole. Dr David Antrobus. How long have they worked here?’


‘Cole and Antrobus have been with us some five years. Dr Cole is assistant physician, Dr Antrobus assistant surgeon.’


‘And Dr Rennie,’ said Will, his finger still poised upon the prescription ledger. ‘Dr James Rennie. What are your hopes for him?’


James Rennie. I had not heard the name for a long time, though as a child I had thought of him often. For James Rennie was the stuff of nightmares. I had first met him when my father had sent me to the Seaman’s Dispensary. His face was scarred from small pox, wrinkled from the sun, and bore the yellowish tinge of the malaria sufferer. Most macabre of all was his eye patch. Having spent much of his working life as a naval surgeon, Dr Rennie had seen numerous engagements, during one of which his right eye had been skewered by a flying splinter, and his cheek torn away by a musket ball. To cover the wound, and replace his missing feature, he had fashioned a metal plate painted in flesh-coloured enamel. It was decorated with an eye, blue and flawless, a perfect copy of the one that was lost. The whole thing was held in position by a ribbon tied about his head. When he was a younger man the eye must have been ingenious – precise and lifelike. But time works upon flesh and metal in different ways, and the former was now weathered and sagging, the living eye as pale and moist as an oyster. Beside it, the painted eye shone as bright and unblinking as ever, as though the young James Rennie still peeped out from inside the old. I could hardly believe the man was still alive, for he must have been over eighty years of age.


‘Well, well,’ I said. ‘Dr Rennie is still with you, sir?’


‘In a manner of speaking,’ said Dr Sackville.


‘You know him, Jem?’ said Will.


‘A little,’ I said. I told him what I knew. ‘Dr Rennie lives on the Blood – has been aboard since she was first rigged. Cape St Vincent, the Nile, Trafalgar – the Blood was a ship of the line at all three battles and James Rennie was her surgeon. Am I right, Dr Sackville?’


‘Indeed.’


‘He stayed with the Blood while she was on active service, and chose to remain when she became a hospital. “Older than the ship, with a past as murky as the Thames”, that’s how my father used to describe him.’


‘I’m afraid he is not what he was,’ said Dr Sackville. ‘His mind, you know.’


‘Poor fellow,’ said Will. ‘And yet he still treats patients?’


‘Oh yes. The ague, the pox, remedies for boils and sores – he can manage those well enough. He’s been treating them all his life, and the routine of sameness seems to comfort him. But these days there is little Dr Rennie remembers. I am sorry for it, though it comes to many who live so long.’


We did not stay. With Dr Sackville standing beside me there was little in the apothecary I could examine closely. I had the feeling he was watching me, waiting to see whether I might notice something he himself had missed, and I was unwilling to give him the satisfaction. The grinding girl might be worth talking to, I thought, should I be able to get her alone, but I would not do so in front of Dr Sackville. I sensed that the girl was hiding in a cupboard, but if she had reason to conceal herself from strangers, or from Dr Sackville, now was not the time to find out why. Will was anxious to leave, I could tell, though as I knew what awaited us at Deadman’s Basin I was in no hurry. I had not been to the Blood for a long time, and was intrigued by the picture of misrule that Dr Birdwhistle had painted, so when Dr Sackville asked if we would like to see the place I agreed.


We went down the hatch amidships that we had seen earlier. The steps were steep and slippery, the rope handrail moist and gummy to the touch, like a great length of twisted intestines. Descending without taking hold of it was quite impossible, and I saw Will wipe his hand on his handkerchief in disgust as soon as he was able to let go.


The place had changed little since my last visit, some fifteen years ago, with what had once been the gun decks now known as the top ward, mid ward and lower ward. To left and right, narrow beds mounded with grubby blankets were set out side by side in neat ranks running down the ship from stern to bow. The light that filtered through the thick glass of the gun-port windows – those that were not closed and shuttered – gave the place a dark, fish-tank air. A beam of sunlight entering on the starboard side illuminated dust particles floating like flecks of plankton. A hunched figure moved towards the privy with the slow, heavy steps of a man underwater, so that the whole effect was as if we were caught in a wreck at the bottom of the deep. There were no attendants visible, though beyond the beds I could make out the dim glow of a lantern and the dark bulk of human shadows. The place echoed with coughing and talking, and here and there small huddles of men in grey nightshirts were gathered. Beneath their muttering came the rattle of dice and the slap of cards. The smoky, gamey stink of frying bloaters was thick about us, and I could hear the spit and crackle of hot fat, and the cough and cackle of nurses. The silhouette of a woman, tall and angular, moved amongst the beds, bending towards each occupant, one after the other. I heard the chink of the spoon against a bottle – laudanum, perhaps, or the tincture of cinchona I had seen in the prescription ledger. The air was wreathed with blue-grey smoke, and as my eyes became accustomed to the darkness, I could make out pale smudges – men’s faces, each garnished with a pipe, the bowls of which trickled more of the stuff into the thick atmosphere.


‘They smoke in their beds?’ said Will.


‘They probably hide their pipes in their bedclothes if anyone tries to stop them,’ I said in a low voice, for a dozen faces had turned towards us. ‘It was the same at St Saviour’s. Besides, it probably deters the parasites, though I imagine the place is pestilent in the extreme no matter what.’


Will coughed, and stifled a retch with his handkerchief. ‘How could this fellow Aberlady bear it here,’ he muttered. ‘It makes St Saviour’s look luxurious. Had he no ambition to go elsewhere?’


But John Aberlady had never wanted to run an institution like St Saviour’s; indeed, he had laughed at me for working amongst what he considered to be the most tedious and pedestrian of cases.


‘Syphilis, childbirth, constipation, tumours, kidney stones? Oh no, Jem,’ he used to say. ‘That’s not for me. I’ll take what limited resources the Blood has to offer over your handsome salary and luxurious accommodation any day of the week. D’you know what I came across yesterday? D’you know what a fellow brought me? He’d just arrived on a clipper from West Africa and after two days in the most excruciating pain pulled this out of the privy.’ He’d held up a jar of spirits containing a gigantic worm – pale and segmented, and as thin as a shoe lace. ‘It’s six yards long,’ he’d said. ‘Straight out of the fellow’s guts. What do you make of that? Have you ever seen anything like it?’


I’d had to admit that indeed I had not – and that I hoped never to again.


Dr Sackville led us forward, beneath dark beams of seasoned oak burnished with the patina of a half-century of pipe smoke, cooking fumes, and gunpowder, the touch of hands and the bump of oily heads.


‘The operating theatre is down there,’ he said. He gestured to the back of the ship, where a door stood open on a dark room illuminated by a glazed hole cut in the deck above. I saw an operating table of pale scrubbed deal, the dark familiar shape of the blood box at its foot, but the rest of the room was in shadow.


‘It was once the ward room, for the officers, of course,’ said Dr Sackville. ‘The cabins for the officers were on either side here, and are now occupied by our physicians and surgeons.’


‘They stay on board?’ said Will, clearly appalled that anyone would choose to reside in such a place.


‘Only occasionally. But they each have a space down here in which to work – to write, to keep their books and papers. To sleep in, if needs be.’


‘Including Aberlady?’


‘Mr Aberlady has his apothecary in the poop cabin, as you saw. His living quarters are below that, and in addition to that he kept lodgings ashore, though he never seemed to go there. As he is – or should be – here all the time, we could not expect him to be accommodated in what is little more than a hutch. But for those who are not here all the time—’


‘Dr Cole? Dr Antrobus?’


‘Precisely.’


‘And what about Dr Rennie? Jem – Mr Flockhart – said he lived on board.’


‘Dr Rennie is a different matter,’ said Dr Sackville. ‘Dr Rennie lives down below.’


‘Below what?’


‘Below everything, sir. This is the top ward, below us are the middle and lower wards, and below those is where Dr Rennie makes his home.’


To our right, where Dr Sackville had pointed, another set of steep stairs led down to the middle and lower wards. A dim flickering light was visible below, and the sounds of sickness drifted up to us. That there might be somewhere lower still in which a man lived clearly horrified Will.


‘Such a place would be below the waterline, would it not?’ he whispered. ‘And therefore quite blind?’


‘Indeed,’ replied Dr Sackville.


We passed between the beds, the men hiding their dice and cards, pretending to be asleep. They had done much the same at St Saviour’s, though that place had been better lit, and such misdemeanours far easier to see and prevent. I saw a rat scamper across a man’s bedding – Will saw it too and he blanched. Dr Sackville was talking to me about his cases – a docker who’d had his leg amputated after an accident at the warehouses on Pennington Street, two sailors who had arrived suffering from yellow fever, a man who had started his journey in Tobago, and whose condition defied diagnosis.


‘It looks like yaws, but the sores are rather different, the suppuration almost gangrenous. He is in the lower deck. Will you take a look?’


I glanced at Will. Even in the dim light I could see that he was looking queasy. ‘I think we should be on our way, sir,’ I said.


Dr Sackville smirked. ‘Not what you’re used to, eh? I suppose you’re all cough drops and lavender water these days.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I suppose I am.’


‘A prettier view of the world than the one we have here, sir. Perhaps you should be grateful, and leave places like this to those who have the stomach for them.’
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Look out at the city on a clear day. The number of spires that prick the heavens would make even an infidel think that London is a city of God. And yet there are more brothels here than any other type of business, some of them cheek by jowl with the grandest addresses in the land. These are fine places, where rich and powerful gentlemen wait in warm drawing rooms, their hats and coats kept safe by liveried footmen, and where whatever might be needed by way of an aphrodisiac – oysters, champagne, truffles – is brought forth on silver plates by girls, bare breasted and as beautiful as Salomé herself. There are no signs of the pox here – those girls are kept hidden until their symptoms pass. Or they are sent away to make a living in less select houses, ones that lie further east and closer to the river, houses where the lamps stink of whale grease, and the air inside is hot and damp with panted breath and hired sighs. In these places the light is kept dim – to save on oil, of course, but so that the lank hair of the girls might be mistaken for a healthful sheen, and the bruises and sores beneath their face paint cannot be seen. The smell here is as rich and briny as the Thames, for there is no musk and rose water to smother it.


Still closer to the water, the girls work alone. Outside, braced against a wall, torn stockings slipping down over thighs mottled with smoke smuts and bruises. I meet Mary down there, on the waterfront. I watch what she does, how she goes with others because of their money and their promises. But they don’t mean it. They never will.


I am different, though.




Chapter Two
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I steered Will westwards, towards Deadman’s Basin. The buildings that faced the water reared over us, the sun vanishing behind a bank of brownish cloud and turning the light as muddy as a glass of Thames water. The tide was on the turn, and we could hear the suck and slap as it left the foreshore. Mud larks would be out before long – already I could see a group of them gathered at the riverside, their clothes and limbs as brown as the sludge they raked through.


‘Is it possible that there’s a perfectly innocent explanation for Aberlady’s absence?’ said Will. ‘Perhaps he’s simply been called away to his family—’


‘He has no family.’


‘Perhaps he couldn’t bear it on board any longer. I’d not blame anyone for that. Could he have lost interest in the work altogether? Certainly his apothecary looked neglected. What are his interests? Does he have a physic garden?’


‘No,’ I said. In fact, Aberlady had always shown less interest in medicinal plants than I. There were a number of occasions when he had come up to the physic garden at St Saviour’s – he had admired it, especially the poison beds – though how I had managed to grow so much in the dirty London climate was of no interest to him. ‘Aberlady is more interested in the exotic,’ I said. ‘Venoms, toxic parasites, tropical diseases. He’s well-known among the sailors and dock workers – he’s treated many of them himself on board the Blood, or at the Seaman’s Dispensary. They bring him things – for a fee, of course.’


‘What things?’ said Will.


‘For his “collection”. Insects and parasites, mostly. Sometimes bottled, sometimes live. Snakes and spiders too, as well as frogs and beetles.’


Aberlady had brought a number of his creatures up to St Saviour’s – a small, brown spider, all the way from Australia, a box of tiny harlequin-coloured Amazonian frogs or a pair of gleaming, jet-black scorpions from Chile. He had brought snakes too – including the two he still possessed, and which were now housed in his room on board the Blood. Although we often tried poisons on ourselves, the venom of spiders and snakes was a different matter, and we were cautious, as well as respectful, of the power our fellow creatures exerted over life and death. There was every chance that a herb might cure in small quantities and kill in large ones, but the potential for physic offered by venom was far more subtle and elusive. Dogs, of course, provided the best subjects for our inquiries. I had never liked the practice, but how else might we understand the workings of the poisons we tested? And so I had joined John Aberlady in his experiments, and I had watched dogs die from the bites of snakes, spiders and scorpions. Whether they lived or not, we had observed the dogs as they suffered. Afterwards we dissected them, and noted the state of their internal organs.


‘Aberlady is a man of infinite curiosity,’ I said now. ‘He is drawn to the macabre, and the exotic. He sees physic, in its current form, as medieval in its limitations and vision. The standard practices of medical men – bleeding, sedating and purging – he sees as worthless. There are a growing number, myself included, who agree with him. As for traditional physic, “nothing but leaves, leeches and toadstools, Jem,” he used to say. “Has nothing changed since Culpeper?”’


‘And was he right?’


I shrugged. ‘Most physic these days relies on mercury and opium and ignores Culpeper altogether. Hardly an improvement—’


‘What about cleanliness?’ muttered Will, looking about him at the dark sooty walls and sticky, refuse-strewn pavement. ‘All this filth can’t possibly be good for us.’ He wiped his hands on his handkerchief again. ‘So what does Aberlady suggest? Where does he hope to make his contribution?’


‘Where? Throughout the world!’


‘A man of modest ambitions, clearly.’


‘He said that trade across the globe, the opening up of the colonies, had given us access to new poisons, new parasites and diseases – but perhaps new cures too. The people of India, Australia, South America have the same right to life and health as anyone—’


‘Admirable sentiments,’ said Will.


‘—and as the most progressive, rational and scientific nation in the world it behoves us to help them.’


‘And yet he chose not to work amongst the people whose lives and health you say meant so much to him, but elected to remain in London.’


‘All the world passes through London.’


‘And if he should make any discoveries, then who would benefit?’


‘Everyone,’ I said. ‘From London it would reach the world in no time.’


‘Eventually, perhaps,’ Will replied. ‘But surely the first person to benefit would be John Aberlady, and the whole world would also know about that.’


There was something else, too, something I had suspected about John Aberlady for a long time, and which I feared might now be affecting his mind and behaviour. I had never been able to prove it, not for sure, for men with Aberlady’s penchant were notoriously devious individuals. And yet I was certain, almost certain, that he was an opium eater. I had not seen him for a while. He had either got the better of his addiction, or it had got the better of him. Reading his letter, and hearing of his disappearance, I was inclined to fear the worst. But I said nothing of this, and Will was still talking.


‘Men change, Jem. Time and experience make all of us different to what we were, or to what we once hoped to be. What’s he been doing these last few years? Where has it led him?’


‘I don’t know—’


‘Perhaps you don’t know what he’s been doing because you don’t know him. Not any more.’


‘But I do know him. He is kind, generous, hard working. His work matters more to him than anything in the world. Of course I know him—’


‘Do you?’ He didn’t look at me as he spoke. ‘We all have our secrets, Jem. You of all people know that.’
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We turned up a narrow passage, Tulip’s Entry, which lay between two tall buildings, opposite a flight of slippery stairs leading down to the water’s edge. Underfoot the crooked flagstones were green with age and damp, the sky overhead visible between black sooty walls in a ribbon of dirty grey. Despite its decayed appearance it was clear that the passage was in constant use as a thoroughfare, for I could see a dark smear on the wall from the rub of greasy shoulders. A criss-cross of black scratches on the brickwork at the corner told where men had stood out of the wind to strike a match for their pipes. Tulip’s Basin was on the left. A narrow canal, crossed by a wooden bridge and filled with sluggish water, oozed from the Basin into the Thames.


I held out my arms. ‘Your commission, Will. Drink it in.’


The basin itself was some forty feet long and sixty feet wide, lined with dark stones and filled to the brim with black water. Low buildings of crumbling stone and ancient wood clustered at the sides like mushrooms. Parts of the place reminded me of St Saviour’s Infirmary – the stone was the same, as was the sodden, decayed look of the place – and I found the comparison unsettling. Had we really treated the sick in buildings not much more salubrious than these? At the time, I had been used to it. Now, the similarity appalled me. Most of the buildings here, however, were in far worse condition. A group of low sheds, now green with moss and slime, had been built out onto the water. The lock gates that led out into the canal were huge and black, colonised by weeds and patched with moist, brightly coloured excrescences. At the head of the basin a conduit dribbled a thin stream of dark liquid into the pool. Behind it, crouched before the warehouse that towered at its back, an ancient boarded-up villa peered sightlessly – I had no idea what purpose it had once served, though it was far older than the surrounding buildings.


Little went to waste in London, and if there had ever been anything of value dumped in Tulip’s Basin it would have been culled from those dirty waters long ago. What remained was a stinking mush of effluent, rubble and dead things – from where we stood I could see the matted flanks of a dog and the pale, curved ribs of another, smaller animal. The stink of the place was abominable. I turned up my collar, and thrust my hands into my pockets as a thin rain began to fall.


Will stared out, his expression stony. The sounds from the main thoroughfare, and from the river, were muted, the air curiously still and quiet for all that we were standing in the very heart of the city’s most unquiet streets.


‘How long since the place was used? Ten, twelve years?’


‘At least.’


‘Dear God, Jem,’ he said, suddenly vehement, ‘is there a fouler and more pestilent place in all of London? Where did the fellow die?’


‘Over there.’ I pointed to a sagging hovel, little more than a pile of stones, with a crooked black chimney. The door was missing, and inside we could see only fallen masonry. ‘The boatyard was owned by his father, and grandfather. I came with a prescription once. It looked little different here even when Dick Tulip was alive.’


‘Why didn’t they live in that old villa?’


‘Dick owned the cottages and the yard. I don’t know who owned the villa. Didn’t your master tell you?’


Will pulled out a sheaf of paper from this pocket and flicked through it. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘The place has been tied up in chancery for years as Dick Tulip died intestate. The villa was sold to the East India Company by—’ he squinted at the paper. ‘Callard estates. Plantation owners.’ He shrugged, and stuffed the papers back out of sight. ‘It seems nothing could happen until Tulip’s property had passed through the courts. Now that’s happened the Company have possession of the whole basin. They’re keen for a new warehouse as soon as possible, and I am the lucky man who has the job of surveying the area and demolishing the whole lot. I have designed a warehouse already. It can easily be modified to fit what space we have.’


He sighed as he opened his bag and pulled out his notebook and pencil. ‘I wish I didn’t always get the demolition jobs,’ he said. ‘They are unutterably nasty – there’s always something horrible underground. You recall my work at St Saviour’s?’


I did. Will had been tasked with emptying the infirmary’s ancient and overflowing graveyard – the memory of it still haunted us both.


‘Still,’ he said. ‘Now that we’re here I might as well take a proper look at the place.’


I stood against the wall and took out my pipe while Will skirted the edge of the basin. I watched him peering up at the buildings and scribbling down his observations. He rummaged for his theodolite, set it down on a rotten post embedded into the stones at the waterside, and squinted into it. He dug at the stonework of Dick’s hovel with his knife.


‘I’m surprised it’s still standing,’ he said. His voice echoed strangely, as if he were standing at the bottom of a well. ‘This stonework is as soft as pastry.’


‘What about that dribble of water?’ I said, pointing to the trickling pipe. ‘It looks persistent.’


‘It can easily be culverted.’ He sat on a capstan beneath one of the old sheds and began to sketch.


The sun came out, shining a brief beam of gold against the dark, forgotten walls. The day was cloudy. Rain threatened, and the light had taken on a peculiar colour, tarnished and brassy as it glanced off the water. Without the sun it had looked almost solid, like a slab of wet tar, but its oily surface was now iridescent with colour, the light illuminating whatever debris lay beneath.


Had the sun not come out I would not have noticed anything. Weeks might have passed, the waters lying undisturbed until the building work proper was scheduled to start. But the sun did come out. And as I stood there with my gaze fixed upon those dark and murky waters I saw something that turned my skin cold.


‘How deep is this basin?’ My voice was sharp, urgent.


Will looked up. ‘How should I know?’


‘Shall we find out?’ I sprang over to the lock gates. A windlass, coated with thick black grease, glinted with the first drops of rain. I tugged at the handle. I had not expected it to move, and yet move it did, with a deep groan, and the scream of ancient gears.


I could open the gates no more than a few inches. The water sprayed out in a filthy arc, splattering against the muddy floor of the canal and racing down towards the Thames.


‘What is it?’ said Will. ‘What did you see?’


The sun had gone in again now, and the rain was falling in earnest. I was scanning the water, searching for what I had seen, and yet hoping that I had been wrong, that it had been a trick of the light—


‘Jem!’


‘A face,’ I said. ‘I saw a face. In the water, I’m sure of it.’ At least, I had been sure, just for a moment, as the sun shone down and Deadman’s Basin turned from jet to translucent bronze. A face as pale as marble, the mouth open, the hair tangled, the eyes – oh God, the eyes – and yet perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps it was a mistake, for there was no sign of it now. And yet I had been so certain.


I thought at once of Eliza. She was the daughter of one of St Saviour’s most infamous medical men. She had been my friend, and my lover, though her life had been more cruel and unhappy than anyone had realised. Broken by all that had happened to her, she had vanished into the city’s crowded streets. No one knew where. I had looked for her – I always looked for her, and I could not walk anywhere without scanning the faces that came towards me, hoping one of them might be hers, for I loved her still. I knew I would find her again one day. And yet I dreaded it too, for life on the streets was brutal, for women and children especially. As I stared out at the vile waters of Deadman’s Basin my father’s words, uttered so long ago, whispered in my head: The corpses of men find their way into the river by accident. Women’s arrive there by design—
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