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Notes on the poisonous nightshades (Solanaceae).


ATROPA BELLADONNA


Also known as deadly nightshade, banewort, Devil’s cherries, belladonna lily, dwale.


Description


Dingy purple flowers appear from June and July through to September. Afterwards, the plants become studded with small, sweet berries the size and colour of sloes but shiny as polished jet. The dull, darkish leaves have downy hairs on the obverse, and a bitter taste, whether fresh or dried.


The roots are thick, fleshy and white, and characteristically some eight inches in length. It is a temperamental perennial, though once established plants can last for many years, and may grow up to six feet tall. When crushed, the fresh leaves give off a repulsive, corrupt odour.


A lover of shade and dim light, the deadly nightshade prefers well-drained soil, favouring freshly turned earth – often graves, or old ruins.


Toxicity


All parts of the plant are poisonous, the roots especially. The leaves and flowers are less so, the berries least of all.


Symptoms


The poison is fast acting. Symptoms include dilated pupils, blurred vision, increased heart rate. The skin turns hot, dry and red. Disorientation, hallucinations, impaired vision are notable symptoms. Behaviour often turns aggressive, sometimes wildly so. Dilated pupils are a distinctive characteristic. The effects of the toxin may linger for some time, and there are instances of those who have lost their wits completely, so terrifying are the hallucinations experienced while under its influence.


Antidotes


The stomach contents must be evacuated, and the stomach washed clean. Stimulants, such as strong coffee, might also be administered. Death is certain if the herb is taken without care.


Medical applications


Powdered roots and leaves can be efficacious against colic, asthma, problems with the menses, seasickness, and an excess of stomach acid.


Miscellanea


According to legend, the plant belongs to the Devil, who tends it at his leisure. The name ‘Belladonna’ is said to refer to an ancient superstition, whereby at certain times of the year the plant takes the form of an enchantress of extraordinary beauty upon whose face it is dangerous to look, though the name is more usually associated with the mediaeval Italian practice of using the tincture to brighten ladies’ eyes.


Belladonna is fabled to be one of the principal ingredients of ‘flying ointment’, a salve beloved by witches and applied internally via the blunt end of a broomstick.
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Mother Nature has divined many ways to kill the uninitiated. The sap of the curare vine will leave you a living corpse awaiting death by asphyxiation. The tubers of the blood root cause suffocation and coma. The crimson berries of the yew – succulent mid-winter fruits, as tempting as sweeties – would have your heart fail by the time you reached the lychgate. Death lurks in every hedgerow, every garden, every lover’s bouquet. Monkshood will turn your veins to ice, cuckoopint will blister your innards until you bleed to death. The water in which you sit your bunch of spring daffodils, or your lily-of-the-valley nosegay, if sipped, will stop your heart in an instant.


Some years ago I started work on a Treatise on Poisons, my old friend Dr Bain my companion amongst the toxins. But Dr Bain died, and our work was never completed. I could not bear to look at it when he was gone, as it brought back memories upon which I had no wish to dwell. Of course, time works its deft magic on us all, and that which we were once unable to contemplate without our heart breaking becomes endurable as the months and years pass. I had always known I owed it to Dr Bain to continue our work and, that winter, I took out our manuscript, and the notes we had taken, and resolved to complete what we had started. It was that, above all else, that had led us to where we were now, the two of us – Will and I – standing side by side in the physic garden, looking down at a corpse.


It was Will, along with my apprentices Gabriel and Jenny, who found it. At first, they thought it was nothing but stones, old roots, bits of pipe. But Will had unearthed more corpses than any of us, having once been commissioned to empty St Saviour’s graveyard, and for him there could be no mistaking it. ‘Bones, Jem,’ he said, wiping his hands on his gardening apron. ‘Human bones.’ At that I had left my work in the glasshouse and come to see for myself: a ridge of ribs, dark with earth, gripped tightly by the roots of the deadly nightshade, as if the poison were determined to keep the corpse for its own.


Will and Gabriel had removed what parts of the plant they could, both of them wearing the thick leather gloves and aprons that the job demanded, for every part of Atropa belladonna is poisonous. The soil beneath seemed darker than the surrounding stuff, as if the flesh that had given the bones grace and form had leached into the ground in a dark ooze.


Once a part of St Saviour’s Infirmary in the dirty heart of London, the physic garden I now owned had been tended by my family for as long as anyone could remember. Its history was my history, and I could not help but feel that whatever crimes were hidden in its earth were mine to answer. I said nothing of this at that time, however, and we turned our faces to the ground, scraping carefully so as not to disturb the lie of the body. Overhead, the sky darkened. Gabriel lit a lantern and set it beside the hole. Beside the grave. The light shone yellow on our hands, and on the bones as we dug away the dirt.


‘It’s in a curious position,’ said Will. ‘There’s nothing restful about the way this person met their end.’


I could not disagree, for what we had uncovered was monstrous in appearance, the back arched, the chest flung upwards, the ribs splintered as if something had burst from its heart. The bones of the hands, still manacled by the nightshade’s roots, were claw-like, the fingers bent and clutching, the arms drawn up as if warding off an attacker. The head was thrown back, the dislocated jaw yawning wide. A fist of dark earth and a great tangle of roots plugged its scream.


‘We should send Gabriel for the constable,’ said Will. ‘The Watch goes down St Saviour’s Street at six and it’s almost that time—’


‘Wait,’ I said. ‘Let’s not be rash.’


‘Rash?’ said Will. ‘We’ve found a corpse. What is there to hesitate over?’


‘Evidently it’s been here for some time. Another few hours will make no difference. And I want to look at it more closely, to see what we can learn about it. The constable will do a very brisk job and all manner of observations will be obliterated by his clod-hopping feet.’ I bent my face close to the skull, the lantern in my hand. A thick, pale root, hairy and obscene, snaked in and out of the eye sockets. I saw a scrap of something damp and sticky-looking adhering to the left temple, and a wiry tuft of hair. Another root had forced the bones of the jaw apart, and they were thickly matted about the head and neck, the chest and ribs. The bones themselves were entirely without flesh, for although the heavy clay of London is the enemy of decay, my garden has been tended by apothecaries for centuries. Its earth is well drained and friable, its worms fat and healthy. Dead flesh would not last long in it.


‘When might the body have gone into the ground?’ said Will. ‘The same time this belladonna was planted, I presume?’


‘I imagine so,’ I replied. ‘The deadly nightshade has always been here, for as long as I can remember. It’s a lover of disturbed soil – graves are its speciality.’


Will looked down at the contorted figure. ‘It looks as though the bones themselves have spawned the weeds,’ he muttered.


‘Belladonna is not a weed.’ I could not help myself, though I knew what he meant. There was something grotesque about the way the pale roots gripped the bones, forcing them apart. The plant itself, pulled from the earth, lay wilting guiltily beside the hole.


‘Had the seeds been ingested?’ he added. ‘The berries? They look tempting enough. Until I met you I had no idea how poisonous they are.’


‘And you a country boy too. Did you not see them in the hedgerows of whatever yokel’s backwater you grew up in?’


‘Fortunately I only ate blackberries as a boy.’ He pulled his gloves back on. ‘And Bath is not a backwater, though I admit it is full of yokels. As for this noxious weed – and I will call it that – why do you grow it if it’s so toxic? I assume it has some medicinal uses?’


‘Pain relief, menstrual problems, peptic ulcers, inflammation. Motion sickness. It’s not without its uses though the dose must be carefully measured.’


‘What happens when you take too much?’


‘Madness and death,’ I replied. ‘The usual things.’


‘And you know this how?’ said Will. ‘Have you tried it?’


‘No,’ I said. I was lying, of course. I had taken deadly nightshade with Dr Bain during an evening of experimentation that still haunted me, and I had no wish to resurrect the memory. The demons I had seen, conjured up by my own imagination, were recorded in our notes. Even now, years later, I still could not bear to read them. I had recovered, but Dr Bain, fascinated and – as was his way – jealous that I had experienced what he had not, had taken an even larger dose. I had watched him run screaming into the night pursued, in his mind, by devils and creatures more diabolical than anything hell had to offer. In the end, to protect him from himself, I had held him down while the superintendent from Angel Meadow Asylum strapped him into a straitjacket. He raved for two days, so that we both thought his wits might be lost for ever. After that, he lay exhausted, hardly able to speak, too terrified to sleep for fear of what awaited him there. But I said nothing of this to Will. He already knew that I wanted to continue the work on poisons that I had started with Dr Bain, but as we were standing looking down at the bones of a corpse now did not seem the best time to share my anecdotes.
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The skeleton itself was easy enough to disinter. We started at the skull and worked our way down, carefully removing the loose soil from about the bones with trowels and boot brushes. At the feet, however, we came to a halt. Will stood back, appalled.


‘Jem,’ he whispered. ‘I think there are other bones here too. Small ones.’ I peered into the hole. Five tiny finger bones grasped the dirt, the way a sleeping baby might hold tight to its coverlet.


Jenny, my junior apprentice, gasped as she peeped over Will’s shoulder. ‘A baby! Oh, the poor little mite.’ Jenny had come to us only recently. A refugee from a brothel on the waterfront near the docks, she had originally found a new home as apprentice apothecary on the Seamen’s Floating Hospital. When her master died she had come to live with us. She was, I guessed, no more than thirteen years of age, but I knew she had seen and done things that would make others blench. Dead babies were something with which she was sadly familiar.


‘It’s not a baby, Jenny,’ I said. ‘Not unless it’s a baby with a tail.’ I bent down, and from the small mass of bones we had unearthed I plucked up a skull – small, with gaping eye sockets and sharp pointed teeth. ‘It’s a monkey, though I’m not sure what kind.’


There was more too. ‘Look at those,’ said Will. ‘I’ve never seen anything like those before. Have you?’


I picked from the soil one of the objects he was pointing to. It was made of ivory, no bigger than a crab apple, smooth and globe-like in my hand. A perfect imitation of a human skull: rounded cranium, deep eye sockets, grinning teeth set in a carved, angular jawbone. More macabre still, there appeared to be a considerable number of them. I told Gabriel to fetch a pail of water from the pump near the glasshouse and he and Jenny washed them free of dirt. When we set them out side by side, I could see that their expressions varied slightly – this one had closer eye sockets, that one a missing tooth, another was without teeth altogether. Every one of them had a small hole, blocked with dirt, at each temple, as if they had once been strung up, one beside the other. All together there were some forty-five of them. The sight left all of us without words. I stuffed them in a sack so that we did not have to look at them, though even the clack, clack, clack they made as they rolled and shifted made me uneasy.


‘And what about this?’ said Gabriel. ‘Looks like a soup dish. Do you think it is?’


‘No,’ I said. Could the lad think of nothing but food? ‘I don’t think this was for soup. But it does look familiar.’ We had found it lying against the right leg of the skeleton, as if it had been tossed into the grave along with the skulls and the monkey: a shallow bowl, some twelve inches wide and three inches deep. Perhaps made of silver, it had grown black during its time underground, the patterns on its rim choked with dirt.


‘It’s for blood,’ said Jenny. She was wearing one of my old stovepipe hats, as she always was, and her eyes were dark beneath its crooked brim and the rough fringe of her hair. ‘When the physician comes.’


‘Is it?’ said Will.


‘Perhaps,’ I said. It certainly reminded me of the basins used by physicians when they bled a patient. Some bowls had an indentation, or lip of some kind, where the patient’s arm might rest. Some, like this one, did not. We’d had pewter ones at St Saviour’s that were just the same size and shape. ‘If the patient is lanced, or scarified, the blood might be collected in a vessel such as this,’ I said. ‘But we can’t be certain that’s what this one was for.’


‘What else might it be?’ said Will.


I shrugged. ‘I have no idea. I don’t want to jump to conclusions, that’s all.’


Night had fallen, the lantern light throwing long shadows across the grass. A mist was creeping up from the river, as it so often did during the winter, and the garden had taken on a gritty, indistinct appearance. I felt a sickness in my stomach that my physic garden, the one place I had always looked upon as a sanctuary from the evils of the city, was now tainted by death. And I could not turn my back on our discovery either, for it was my garden, my belladonna bushes, this skeleton was a part of my family’s past. If I had known where my questions would lead I would have pushed it straight back into the cold dark earth and stamped the sod down hard. But I did neither of those things. And so it began.
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I told Jenny to bring around the handcart so that we might take the bones and other items back to the apothecary. I sent Gabriel to fetch the Watch, though there was little to be done at that hour of the night. The constable Gabriel brought to the physic garden showed little interest in our findings. ‘It’s remains, sir,’ he said, as if I had no idea what I was looking at. ‘Them’s human bones.’ He looked tired and uncomfortable. His hat, a black chimney pot lined with steel to deflect an assailant’s cudgel, seemed to weigh him down. He took it off and set it on the ground. Its sturdy construction meant that it might also be used to stand on, to see over a wall or in at a window, perhaps. This constable chose to use his as a stool, however, and he lowered himself onto it with a sigh, gingerly touching his finger to the red mark the thing had left on his forehead. ‘Oh dear, sir,’ he said, gazing at the tiny bones of the monkey. ‘Baby, is it, sir? P’raps this is a girl what’s fallen, sir. If you take my meaning. It’s not uncommon.’


‘It’s a monkey,’ I said. ‘These are monkey bones.’


‘I never liked monkeys,’ he replied. ‘And these other things.’ He gestured to the bowl and the collection of ivory skulls. ‘What might these be? Looks like his swag to me, sir. Some travelling gypsy fellow, no doubt. Stole some things, p’raps from a doctor? Who else might have a bag o’ little skulls? And we are in the old physic garden for St Saviour’s, you know.’


‘Are we?’ I said. The man was an idiot. Did he not know I had once been apothecary to St Saviour’s Infirmary? And what sort of a doctor owned ‘a bag of little skulls’? None that I had ever met, and I’d seen them all!


‘Why, yes sir.’ He gave me a pitying look. ‘This fellow’ll just be some sneak thief what came a cropper. Been dead a long time too, sir. Not much hope of finding anything out about him now, is there?’ He looked pleased with himself at having so readily dismissed the matter. ‘I’ll tell the magistrate, but I’m sure he’ll agree with me. Besides, we’ve enough to do with the recent dead, sir, never mind a set of old bones what’s probably come from the Infirmary. I mean, must be twenty, thirty years this’n’s been in the ground, judging by the state of him. Get the sexton at St Saviour’s to put him in the proper place. Graveyard’s just along the road.’


‘Might you be able to put this in the Police Gazette?’ said Will. ‘Someone might know something and come forward.’


‘We might be in the Gazette!’ breathed Gabriel. ‘Did you hear that, Jenny? Why, we’ll be famous across all London!’


‘Well? Might it be possible?’ I addressed the constable, but he was shaking his head.


‘Bless you sir, these bones ain’t important enough for that. Best just pass them over to the sexton like I said.’ He stood up and put his hat back on. ‘Lord, but this thing’s a burden. Makes my head ache. Chafes somethin’ rotten too.’


‘Try this.’ I fumbled in my satchel and pulled out a small pot of salve. ‘Comfrey, lavender, arnica in a base of beeswax and honey. Rub it on at night where your hat rubs the skin. I have a tincture of feverfew, skullcap and laudanum that you can try for the headaches too, if the salve doesn’t work, but that’s at the apothecary. Call in next time you’re passing. Fishbait Lane.’


‘Oh! Thank you, sir!’ He took the pot and sniffed warily at the contents. A smile creased his face. ‘Lavender! Reminds me of the smell of my mam’s laundry cupboard, sir. Loved hiding in the laundry, especially when she was after me with the strap.’ He pocketed the salve and pulled his tunic straight. ‘Well then, sir, I’ll see what I can do. If we’re lucky these here bones’ll be in the Gazette tomorrow. Might produce a bit of interest. These things usually do.’
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We were all relieved to get back to my apothecary on Fishbait Lane. The air was warm, and sweet with the scent of cardamom, camomile and rose petals. Mrs Speedicut, who had once worked with me as the matron at St Saviour’s Infirmary, was sitting in front of the fire with her legs stretched out before her. She had been out of work for some months, and I had finally caved in and offered her temporary employment looking after Will while he was sick. Will had suffered a dose of whooping cough, combined with a bronchial infection, and it was a surprise to us all that he had recovered. Since then, I had employed the woman as a cleaner, though it seemed to me that she had done little more than doze in front of the fire, and complain that I would not let her smoke her evil-smelling tobacco in the shop.


I kicked the slattern’s chair. ‘Madam,’ I said. ‘Do I pay you to sleep?’


She opened her eyes and regarded us from between narrowed lids. ‘Mr Jem,’ she said. ‘And Mr Quartermain too. Ain’t you workin’, sir?’


‘No,’ said Will. ‘You may recall I am recovering from an illness.’


She grunted. ‘Whooping cough? That ain’t much to speak of. I’ve ’ad that many times. And the cholera. Not to mention the nirls, the bots, and the phlegm. Black phlegm,’ she said. ‘That were the worst.’


‘If you smoked less, madam, I believe your phlegm would be less black and cause you less trouble,’ said Will.


‘Stop your bickering,’ I said. ‘We have work to do. Clear this table, please. And close the shop. It is too late for customers now.’


On the apothecary table I set the bones out in order, from the cranium, to the phalanges, in the shape of the person they had once been. The monkey too I laid out as best I could. I wanted to examine them both as closely as possible, and I put lanterns about the table, and hung them from the ceiling, so that everything was illuminated. I took out my magnifying glass, and my notebook. The others watched in silence as I bent to my task.


‘Well,’ I said after a while. ‘It’s definitely a man.’


‘How can you tell?’ said Will.


‘A number of things. The bones of a male tend to be thicker, the areas of muscle attachment more defined than in females. It’s the cranium especially, though – forehead, eyes, jaw.’ I held up the skull, turning it this way and that. ‘Viewed in profile, female skulls have a more rounded forehead. You can see this one tends to slope backwards. And look at the supraorbital ridge—’


‘Supraorbital?’


‘The ridge along the brow. It’s more prominent in males. The eye sockets of women are rounder, with sharp edges to the upper borders, whereas a male has squarer orbits. See here?’ I pointed the skull towards him. ‘The jaw too is square, the line between the outer edge and the ear is vertical. In females the edge of the jaw slopes more gently.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Well, he was some six feet tall. Judging by the scrap of flesh and hair at his temple he had dark hair. The skull also tells us that he’d had a violent life.’ I ran my finger over the right eye socket, pressing down on a deep depression in the bone. ‘The bone has been crushed. Splintered. A violent blow to the head, across the eye. His cheek bone shows evidence of trauma too. And the nose.’


‘Perhaps a fall?’


‘Perhaps, though a fall might result in a broader area of trauma, especially on the eye socket. And it would have to be a pretty bad fall.’ I shrugged. ‘Either way I would expect this man to have been either blind in one eye, or to have lost the eye altogether. Probably the latter.’


‘And this is what killed him?’


‘No. This is an older injury. You can see where the bone has healed itself. There’s other evidence of violence too, also from some time before he died. A broken leg, a broken foot, a broken arm, shoulder, knee. Fingers missing from the right hand – well, half of the fingers. He would have had stumps at least.’


‘Perhaps we left some tiny finger bones in the ground,’ said Gabriel. ‘You know. The end bits.’


‘I think not,’ I said. ‘The bones I have here tell me that the fingers were lost some time ago. Some time before he met his end.’


‘Don’t like having a body on the table like that,’ said Mrs Speedicut suddenly. ‘Should be buried proper. Right away too!’ She eyed the blackened bleeding bowl, and the collection of ivory skulls which Jenny had set out before her in a grinning row upon the hearth. ‘Them especially,’ she said. ‘Ain’t Christian. Ain’t civilised.’


‘Christian?’ said Will. ‘What on earth does that have to do with it?’


‘Them skulls. That bowl. Them bones. Heathen, that’s what they are!’


‘This man will have been quite distinctive,’ I said. ‘Even in London. He was blind in one eye, and judging by the bones of his legs, he was a cripple too. He will have walked with a pronounced limp, or more likely with a stick or a crutch – perhaps two crutches. His front teeth were missing. He travelled with a monkey, and he was probably a beggar, or at least impoverished, as what man can work without the fingers of his right hand?’


‘Perhaps he was left-handed,’ said Gabriel. ‘I am.’


‘Perhaps,’ I said. ‘Though the balance of probability rests with his being right-handed, as most people are. The monkey might have been a way of earning money, as he was unable to earn it himself. Unless it was a companion.’


‘No wedding ring?’ said Will.


‘No. But that’s not uncommon.’


‘So how did he die if it was not by these wounds?’


‘I’m not sure,’ I replied. ‘This is the part that perplexes me. You recall the arrangement of the bones as we found them? The head thrown back, the arms clutched upwards, the spine arched so as to be bent towards the heels?’


‘Recall it?’ said Will. ‘I will never forget it.’


‘From the way his jaw was torn apart and writhed about with roots I suspect his mouth was filled with nightshade berries, though I cannot be certain. As for the position in which he was lying there are only two things that might cause a body to spasm in such a way. The first is lockjaw. The second is strychnine poisoning.’


‘And which interpretation do you favour?’


‘Lockjaw would suggest misadventure,’ I said. ‘Dirt enters a wound. Certainly there may well be tetanus somewhere in the ground in the garden. But the illness doesn’t manifest immediately, and what is noticeable about tetanus is that the muscles relax after death. This man’s muscles had not relaxed.’


‘Perhaps he was buried alive,’ said Will.


‘I think not, but I’ll come to that in a moment.’


‘And strychnine?’


‘Strychnine is a different matter entirely.’


‘So he was poisoned?’


‘Quite likely. Strychnine is found in the fruits of Strychnos nux-vomica. The plant is native to India but can be grown in many other places. I have some in the glasshouse. It’s one of my most poisonous.’


‘Why on earth do you grow it if it’s so poisonous?’


I shrugged. ‘We use it to kill the rats.’


‘It has no medicinal uses?’


‘It can improve athletic performance if used in strictly controlled doses and administered by an expert, but it has no real medicinal value. The poison acts quickly too, so you have no time to go anywhere or do anything. The point I’m trying to make is that the victim dies in agony, the body spasming back and forth uncontrollably while the poison courses through the veins. I have heard of the bones snapping under the strain, so vicious are the contractions of the muscles. It’s a terrible and agonising

way to die, and a fearful death to behold. And, unlike tetanus, the body remains in its contorted position after death. For that reason alone, I think that is what we’re looking at here.’


‘And there’s no antidote?’


‘Not really. An emetic might work if only a little of the fruit, or the poison, was ingested.’


‘But it could be an accident?’ Will persisted.


‘You’re suggesting he went into the glasshouse, plucked the admittedly attractive orange fruit of the strychnos, and ate a few to see how they tasted?’


‘It’s possible, isn’t it?’


‘It’s possible,’ I said. ‘Though they smell and taste horrible. But is it probable? Anyway, there’s more.’ I put the skull down and picked up one of the ribs. ‘There are a number of more recent wounds. This is the third rib on the right-hand side. You see this?’ I pointed to a small v-shaped mark on the edge of the bone. ‘This is the mark of a knife blade. You can see that it’s recent, or at least was done immediately prior to, or after, death, as the bone has not healed itself. Sternum, ribs, the bones of the lower arm – all bear marks like this.’


‘Meaning what?’


‘Meaning, Will, that this man was stabbed. Over and over again. I have counted five wounds, at least. Five places where the blade of a knife nicked the bones. Some are deeper than others, as if some of the blows were more forceful, but there is no mistaking them. I cannot say what sort of knife it was – my guess, given the location, would be that it was a pruning knife, not unlike this one.’ I held up my own knife. It was one that my father had given me. I kept it in my satchel, but we had many such blades in the shed at the physic garden, in the glasshouse, in the apothecary. ‘Would he stab himself? No, he would not. So, he was poisoned, and then stabbed.’


‘Perhaps … perhaps he ate the strychnos fruit by mistake, started to have these violent spasms you describe, and somebody … somebody put him out of his misery.’


I knew we had to consider all possibilities, but even Will must realise that he was clutching at straws. ‘Surely no one would stab a dying man five times or more to put him out of his misery, Will.’


I put the rib back onto the table. The man’s skull stared up at me, his gaping eye sockets and broken-apart jaw made him look as though he found the whole thing wildly funny. But it was not funny. It was not funny at all. ‘This man was murdered,’ I said. ‘He was poisoned, and then he was stabbed, and then he was buried in my garden. And I want to know why.’
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To give the others something to do I handed Mrs Speedicut the blackened bowl and pointed Gabriel and Jenny to the skulls. ‘Give them a clean, can you? See what we can learn from them.’ But Mrs Speedicut refused to touch the bowl, and I had to give the job to Gabriel. He scrubbed it with sand, lemon juice and vinegar. ‘It’s come up nice,’ he said, holding it up. It was wide and shallow, with a broad flat rim. It had been tarnished black, with its time spent under the earth, but it was now gleaming, a shimmering circle as lustrous as the moon. It was heavy, its bowl smooth to the touch and bearing not even the faintest evidence of the silversmith’s hammer.


‘It’s finely crafted for a bleeding bowl,’ said Will. ‘And what are these markings?’ He ran his fingers around the flat face of the rim where a pattern had been engraved, a frieze of stylised star-shaped five-petalled flowers, alongside curling shapes resembling waves and tears.


‘And these? What about these, Mr Jem?’ Jenny held up one of the ivory skulls. Washed clean of earth it glowed stark white in the lamplight. I felt Mrs Speedicut’s eyes upon me. She opened her mouth to speak, but then a look passed between us and she closed it again. She had seen one just like it, I knew. So had I, but I did not want to speak of it. Not then. Not in front of Gabriel and Jenny. It was my secret and I would share it when I was ready.


‘I don’t know,’ I said, which was true enough. ‘Put it down and go to bed.’
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Gabriel and Jenny were subdued. Both were used to death and decay but having the bones of a stranger we had dug from our own garden lying on the apothecary table was upsetting both of them. In two minutes Gabriel was snoring. Jenny, however, was quite the opposite. After quarter of an hour I could see that she was still awake, the light from her candle flickering beneath the door to the herb drying room where she slept. I pushed it open, slowly and silently. The herb drying room was a small cell that backed onto the chimney flue. The air was forever drowsy with the scent of summer’s end – fennel, lavender, mint, sandalwood. I had loved it when I was a child, and my father had thrashed me more than once for falling asleep in there. Now, I lowered myself silently onto an upturned tea chest and watched her as she held something up to the candlelight.


‘Hadn’t you better give that to me?’ I said after a moment.


She jumped, dropping the thing she had been looking at into her rumpled bedding. ‘Don’t creep up on a body like that, Mr Jem!’


I held out my hand. ‘What is it?’


‘Don’t know,’ she said, not meeting my gaze.


‘Where did you get it?’ I said, though I already knew the answer as I had seen her palm something when we were in the physic garden.


‘Found it in the monkey’s paw,’ she said. ‘His little bones were clutching it.’


I held it up between my finger and thumb. It was a token of some kind, slightly smaller than a penny, almost smooth to the touch and greenish black in colour. ‘Why did you take it?’


‘Thought it might be lucky.’


‘Aren’t you already lucky?’


‘Yes, Mr Jem.’ Her tone suggested otherwise.


‘Well, it evidently wasn’t very lucky for the monkey,’ I said. ‘Or his owner, come to that, as they both ended up dead.’ I held the thing up to the candle, angling it towards the light, the way she had done. I saw that it was engraved – clumsily, as though by an unsteady hand, but competently done. At the top was the word ‘SAUL’, beneath this, the letter ‘N’, and below that what looked like a star, or perhaps the rough approximation of a compass, the ‘N’ corresponding to where north might be. At the very bottom was the word ‘ANGEL’.


‘My mother’s name was Angel,’ said Jenny. ‘At least, when I was at Mrs Lovibond’s house down on the waterfront, there was one of the girls called Angel, and she was nice to me, so I decided it was her what was my mother. She died, so they said. Don’t know where she really went.’


‘And that’s why you took it?’


She nodded. ‘She had one like this. She said a man give it her.’


‘A man called Saul?’


‘So she told me.’


‘Did she indeed?’ I turned the thing over. The back of it bore no inscription at all. I knew it was common for love-sick sailors to fashion tokens for their sweethearts out of a smoothed-down ha’penny, but this was too small for a ha’penny and too big for a farthing. Besides, why smooth both sides and engrave only one? I slipped it into my pocket. ‘Go to sleep, Jenny,’ I said. ‘We’ll talk about this in the morning.’
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Will and I sat on either side of the apothecary stove, watching the embers flicker and glow. It was cold. A frost was coming – we had been lucky to make progress in the garden while the earth was still soft, for when the frost came the ground would be like stone. I shook some coal onto the embers, banking up the stove for the night.


‘What is it, Jem?’ Will was sitting in my father’s old chair. ‘There is something bothering you, I can see it.’


‘We have just unearthed a body from my garden,’ I said stiffly. ‘Isn’t that enough to bother anyone?’


‘Yes, but there’s more, I can tell. I know you.’


I jabbed at the coals but did not answer.


‘Jem,’ he said, ‘leave that fire. You’ll make it burn like a furnace with all that levering and poking, and it will be dead by the morning.’ He reached forward and took the poker from my hand. ‘Tell me what it is.’ He was right. There was something else, something I had told no one. It concerned my mother.


My mother had died of fever, not two weeks after I, and my dead twin brother, were born. As the wrong child had survived, my father had brought me up as the son he’d wanted. He never mentioned her – unless I brought the subject up. I had done so often when I was younger, when my menses had started and I had no one to guide me, no one to speak to about who I might grow up to be. I was a girl in boy’s apparel, destined to run the apothecary that had had the name ‘Flockhart’ over the door for two hundred years; a girl schooled to say nothing about who she really was, so that it might give her licence to say anything she pleased. I lived that contradiction every day with all its benefits and regrets. Had she lived would my mother have agreed with his deception? I had no idea. I had no idea what she was like. And so I had asked him, ‘What sort of a person was she, Father? Was she clever? Was she kind? Do I look like her? Do I sound like she did?’ The one question, always unspoken, that I longed to ask above all others, was ‘Did she love me?’


‘You are nothing like her,’ he always replied. ‘Apart from your stubbornness.’


My father had kept mementoes of her – a day dress, and a miniature, both kept in a chest in his room. Peering at her likeness in a miniature no bigger than the palm of my hand, I had searched her features looking for an echo of my own. But I am blighted by a birthmark, a patch of scarlet skin that covers my eyes and nose like a blindfold. She had no such disguise and the face that looked out at me from that tiny painting seemed to regard me with mingled pity and horror. Between her fingers she held a sprig of greenery, something with small purple-green leaves and tiny black berries set against a star of sepals. I used to think she held a sprig of blackthorn. Now I knew it to be the leaves and fruit of the deadly nightshade. And there was one other object. I had found it nestled deep in the pocket of her day dress, hidden from sight, perhaps hidden even from him, as he had said nothing about it to me. It was a small human skull, no bigger than a crab apple, carved from ivory. I had always assumed it to be a memento mori, something unsurprising for the wife of a hospital apothecary. It was clear that she had rubbed it again and again, like a rosary, or a worry bead, as it was smooth and lustrous as alabaster, its features, if one could call them that, softened from where her fingers had nursed it. I had not dared to take it and I did not like to look at it. But I had always wondered. And now, it seemed, my questions were at least partly answered, for it was exactly the same as the other ivory skulls we had found in the grave beneath the deadly nightshade. I went to my room to fetch it.


‘This belonged to my mother,’ I said, handing the thing over.


At first, he said nothing, but caressed its domed crown with his thumb thoughtfully. ‘Well,’ he said at last, ‘we mustn’t jump to conclusions.’


‘It is hard not to,’ I replied. ‘My mother is connected to this man, and to his death. His murder. There can be no other conclusion we might draw, though how and why she was involved we have no way of knowing.’


Will frowned. ‘She was instrumental in the design of the garden, I believe. When it was laid out in its current form?’


‘Yes.’


‘But she was not alone, was she? She had help. There were others.’ He struggled to his feet. He hardly filled his clothes as he had lost so much weight during his illness, and he looked frail. I watched him as he shuffled to the back of the apothecary, to his drawing board and his stool, his box of writing tools, rulers, compasses. We were an incongruous partnership by anyone’s estimation – me the apothecary who had once run one of London’s great infirmaries, now the owner of a shop on a narrow street near the slums of Prior’s Rents. Will the jobbing architect, surveyor and draughtsman, only three years in London and still innocent of its ways. His first commission in the city had been to empty the graveyard of St Saviour’s Infirmary where I had once worked. Now, with the Infirmary razed to the ground to make way for a railway bridge, he and I were the best of friends. But London can be unkind to those who are not used to it, and Will had recently spent more time sick in bed than he had at his drawing board. I knew he was finding his convalescence frustrating. It was one of the reasons why I had asked him to help me redesign the physic garden, and he had leaped at the chance. ‘Your garden is a lung, Jem,’ he’d said to me. ‘And I need air.’ It was true, for he was often short of breath, the choking atmosphere of the city lying heavy on his chest. I was glad of his assistance, and his company, in the garden. Unlike Gabriel, Jenny and Mrs Speedicut, he was not given to prattle, and there is much to be said for a companion who knows when to speak and when to remain silent.


‘I found the plans to the garden a while ago, plans from when it was designed, landscaped and planted,’ he said. ‘I thought nothing of it at the time, but now—’ Beside his stool was a tea chest bristling with rolled-up papers and drawings. He ran pale slender fingers over them, before selecting one and pulling it out. ‘You know I always like to have a plan, Jem.’ He flourished it like a sword before him. ‘I think our search for the truth might start here.’


I knew where everything was in the garden. I had worked in it all my life, and it was the one place on earth I loved above all others. And yet I’d had no idea that a plan of it existed. Feeling rather put out, I asked Will where he had found it. ‘There are boxes and boxes of stuff in the attic from when we left the Infirmary,’ he said. ‘I’m an architect. A draughtsman. I can spot a rolled-up plan a mile away and when I see one I’m overcome with the irresistible urge to unfurl.’ He grinned. ‘Don’t worry, Jem. I won’t tell anyone that there was a tiny bit of your own garden’s history that you knew nothing about.’


But I did not share his good humour, and I bent over the thick sheet of paper he unrolled on the table-top without answering. Perhaps if it was his garden in which the skeleton had been found, his mother who was implicated in the violent death of an unknown man, he might be in a less buoyant mood.


The hand that had drawn the plan was bold. Was it a man’s handiwork I was looking at? I could not be certain. What I was certain of was how little the place had changed in the years since it had been laid down. My fingers traced the outline of familiar friends – the lavender bushes, the glasshouse, the beds where we grew comfrey, feverfew, camomile, calendula. The deadly nightshade, situated at the edge of the poison garden, was marked with nothing more than its own name, Atropa belladonna.


‘It seems there has been belladonna on this spot since 1820,’ said Will, pointing to the date at the top. ‘That’s a long time.’ He pored over the plan, my magnifying glass in his hand. I wanted to snatch it off him, to push him aside and tell him it was my garden, the plan belonged to me, and I would look at it first. But I bit my tongue and remained silent. ‘I thought so,’ he said after a moment.


‘What?’


‘Here.’ He pointed to the top right-hand corner and handed me the glass, though I could see well enough with my own eyes what he was alluding to. Written in the same bold copperplate were the words St Saviour’s Physic Garden. Improved and Extended, 1820. Beneath this, in a list, as though in order of importance, were six names.


B. Wilde


Dr R. Christian


Mr J. Flockhart


Mrs D. Christian


C. Underhill


J. Spiker


‘My mother was Catherine Underhill,’ I said. ‘Before she got married.’


‘Who are the others? Do you know? I wonder why some of them have no title.’


‘I don’t know. I’ve never heard of J. Spiker. Dr Christian, however, I have heard of. He was Dr Bain’s mentor in recklessness amongst the poisons,’ I said. ‘He used to work at St Saviour’s Infirmary. I heard the man left in some disgrace, though I never knew him myself. A highly regarded physician and botanist at one time, though rumoured to be a man who would put nothing into his publications that he had not tried himself. He’s the author of a book on Indian materia medica. His wife too is – or was – a well-respected botanist with her own publications.’


‘He sounds a good place to start. What about the others? What about “B. Wilde”?’


‘She’s dead,’ I said. ‘As far as I know.’


‘She?’ said Will.


‘Of course,’ I replied. ‘Women understand horticulture too, you know.’


‘Yes, but … well, never mind. Are you sure she’s dead? Have you met her? When did you last see her?’


‘When I was a child,’ I said. ‘She came to the apothecary once when my father was out.’


I had been perhaps twelve years old. My father had been doing his ward rounds and had left me to set up the condenser and clean the floor. I recalled the way she had stood in the doorway, the light behind her. She had watched me for a while before saying, ‘You must be Jemima.’


‘I’m Jem,’ I had stammered, keenly aware that my secret must be kept at all costs. ‘After my father.’


‘That’s not what I heard.’ She had stalked forward, her gait brisk and business-like. She was some six foot in height, tall for a woman, her hair cut as short as a man’s so that it stood out from her head in a dark bush. Her skin was brown, tanned by the weather, her eyes a bright, sparkling blue, as if they had spent so long staring out at tropical seas that they had absorbed some of their azure colour. ‘Where’s your mother?’ she had said. ‘I need to speak with her.’


‘She’s dead,’ I replied.


She looked surprised. ‘I’m sorry to hear it. She wrote to me,’ she said after a moment. ‘She told me about you and your brother.’


‘Then you’ll know that my brother was stillborn,’ I said. ‘My mother died of fever a week later. My father decided he would rather his daughter had died and his son had lived. So I am Jem Flockhart. I am named after my father.’


I remembered the resentment I had felt, resentment that my mother had so carelessly died and left me to live my brother’s life, resentment too that this woman, who claimed to know my mother, had been unaware that she had left me and my father alone some twelve years earlier. She had affected not to notice my surly face, but bent to open the large carpet bag she had dropped at her feet, and drew out a thick leather gardening glove. Next, using her gloved hand she produced a plant – dark green leaves and pale soily roots – from a pouch of waxed cotton. ‘This is Indian Balsam,’ she said. ‘Would you like it? Your mother always wanted some. Plant it in full sun. Cover it with straw in the winter or better still bring it inside. But don’t touch it. Its poison will kill you. There! Use that cloth to take it. Are you afraid?’


‘No,’ I said.


‘Good,’ she replied. ‘Neither was your mother.’


‘How did you know her?’


‘Your father hasn’t told you?’


‘I don’t know who you are so I cannot say.’


And that’s when she told me. ‘I am Bathsheba Wilde.’


‘My father has never mentioned you.’


‘I suppose he wouldn’t have,’ she said sharply. ‘He never approved.’ She removed her leather gauntlet and stuffed it back into her bag. ‘Don’t forget to tell him I called.’


At that she had turned and walked out into the blazing sunlight. I remembered bounding over to the door to call her back, to ask her to stay and tell me more – but she was gone, nothing remaining of her but her scent: cloves, cardamom, hemp, wood-smoke.


‘It was a long time ago, but a memorable encounter,’ I said now. ‘I never told my father about her visit, but I learned from Dr Bain that she lived out near Islington Fields, was a well-known traveller and plant collector and had spent years abroad, in India, Ceylon, Burma. When I was older, and able to escape from the Infirmary now and again, I tried to visit her. But the house was shut up. I learned that she’d gone travelling again. And then one day I read of her death in The Times, a note amongst the obituaries describing her as “lost at sea” off the coast of Africa.’ I shrugged. ‘In fact, I credit her with sparking my interest in poisons, as I kept the Indian Balsam for myself. But perhaps Dr Christian will be able to tell us more – if he’s still alive. Mrs Speedicut keeps me up to date with the deaths of St Saviour’s medical men, and as she has never yet mentioned him, we have reason to hope for the best. My father kept the names and addresses of all the physicians and surgeons who worked there in a ledger, so unless the man has moved to a new house it should be easy enough to find him.’


Will rolled up the plan. ‘Well then,’ he said, securing it with its faded pink ribbon, ‘I think we should pay Dr Christian a visit as soon as we can.’
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Excerpts from the diary of Catherine Underhill.


20th May 1818


I am to go to Nightshade House. My father insists upon it. He seems to think I have not heard of the place, but I have. Anyone with an interest in botany or physic, anyone who is curious about plants or materia medica has heard of Nightshade House. I think he has a plan for me, though I don’t know what it is. I know he disapproves of the attentions I receive from Dr Bain – no longer ‘Dr Bain’ to me, but Alexander (at least in the pages of this diary). Father thinks him unreliable and reckless, and he may well be right. But he is my Alexander and I will make up my own mind about whether to accept him or not.


I am to go to Nightshade alone. Apparently, the woman there does not receive male visitors.
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What a peculiar afternoon! Nightshade is to the north, near Islington, within sight of the city but beyond it, the land round about still fields and smallholdings. A large box of a house with shuttered windows, its gardens are laid out like Kew, systematically, with lawns and trees and flowerbeds and ponds. I saw oak and birch and beech, laburnum and yew, along with many more species I did not recognise at all. I would have liked to stop and look around, but the coachman had his instructions and he was not for stopping. ‘Miss Wilde does not like waiting,’ he said. And he shook the reins so that the carriage hurtled along the drive as if the Devil himself were waiting.


She greeted me in person. ‘I sent the servants away,’ she said, noticing the surprise on my face that the mistress of the house should pull open her own front door. ‘I’m leaving soon, so there is no one but Jane here now. Didn’t your father tell you? It’s why I wanted you. You will be travelling with us. Did you bring your things?’


She is as tall as a man, with wild dark hair and a disdainful, imperious manner. Her clothes were not the clothes of any lady I have ever seen but were loose folds and drapes of exotic silks. I had no idea what she was talking about, so I said, ‘What things were you expecting, Miss Wilde?’


‘Your travelling things, of course.’ She looked at the small bag that I carried, and into which my father had made me put the work on poisonous plants that I had completed so far. ‘No? Well, well, not to worry. I suppose there is some time yet.’


She led me into a lofty hall more exotic, more opulent, than anything I have ever seen. The ceilings were painted with azure skies, coloured birds and leaves, the walls set about with sculptures in marble, and display cases of stuffed birds; golden plates and bowls; bejewelled statues of curious many-armed figures. I tried not to stare, but I could hardly help myself. She saw my surprise, my fascination, and she smiled.


I followed her down the hall. Despite the opulence, there was a curious, disagreeable smell on the air. Sweetish and familiar, it reminded me of the wards at St Saviour’s, or of the smell of Alexander’s coat after he has been in the mortuary. But there was another smell too. It was smoky, like incense or burning leaves or herbs. I did not recognise it at all. The combination of the two was far from pleasant, though I did not like to say anything. And then she pushed open a pair of tall, oak panelled doors and there we were in her glasshouse. What a place it is! I have never in my entire life seen such a collection, such a building, and I am no stranger to glasshouses. As tall and broad as a church, and so entirely filled with plants – bromeliads, orchids, vines, ferns – that I cried out in pleasure. I could not help myself. She looked at me again, and I could see that my reaction had pleased her once more.


‘It is a place like no other,’ she said. ‘You’re right to be delighted by it.’


I caught a movement in the foliage and saw a maid, perhaps the ‘Jane’ she had mentioned earlier, setting out cups and saucers on a small table. Miss Wilde led me towards it.


We talked for a while and sipped our tea. She asked about my father, about his book on natural history, his work as a physician at St Saviour’s. She asked about my interests in toxic plants, medicines and herbalism. She had heard that I too was writing a book, she said. Would I consider myself to be an expert on the matter?


I told her that I had brought my work with me if she would like to see it. I made to pull out the pages of my manuscript, but she waved her hand. ‘I will look at it later,’ she said. ‘There’s plenty of time.’


She assumed a bored expression then, and said that she had tired of England, that London was growing apace and encroaching upon her home the way a cancer consumed and blighted anything that stood in its way. India, she said, that was where she must go. It was where her father had made his money, where adventure and opportunity lay. She told me she could speak Hindi, as well as Pashtu, Urdu and some other languages the names of which I cannot recall. Languages were her forte. I said I was glad of it, for I had nothing but English, and the Latin and Greek my botany required of me.


‘Your father suggested I take you with me,’ she said. ‘As a companion. An assistant. I am looking for new plants and I need someone knowledgeable to help.’ Her lip curled. ‘He said you are in love. A Dr Bain?’


‘Yes,’ I replied.


‘Well, love is one thing. Getting married is another. I hope you are not thinking of that.’ She did not wait for my answer. ‘Anyone who marries before the age of twenty-five is a fool. Any woman with a fortune who gets married at all is an even bigger one.’


But I was not about to discuss my feelings for Alexander with a woman I had only just met, and so I rattled my cup back into its saucer and said, ‘What on earth is that smell?’ I covered my nose and mouth with my handkerchief – something I had been longing to do since I had entered the place.


She rose to her feet. ‘You will have to get used to it if you are in love with a man who works at St Saviour’s Infirmary.’ She gave a smile I did not like, and said, ‘It’s rotting flesh. Come, I’ll show you.’


She moved quickly, so that if she had not been pulling me by the hand I would have lost her in the greenery.


Is that what it will be like if I go with her to India? Forever trailing in her wake, dragged towards who-knows-what, even if it stinks like the very Devil? I will have to watch her – and myself – she is as bossy as a school mistress, and as beguiling as a Siren, for I am intrigued by her, I cannot deny it. I do not think she has my best interests at heart, but only her own – whatever those might be. Father tells me that I say this only because she is different. Bathsheba Wilde is a spirited woman, he says, spirited and wealthy. I believe he thinks that a spell abroad with her will cure me of my feelings for Alexander. And yet, when my father asked, ‘But what makes you mistrust her, Cathy? Did something happen at Nightshade today?’ I did not answer him.
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I still have the stink of that glasshouse in my nostrils, even as I write. I remember the cold touch of wet fronds brushing against my cheek. On my left the resinous glint of sap oozing from a lesion in the bark of a tree I did not recognise; on my right, the flabby leaves and petals of orchids as fat and pale as the fingers of dead men. Bathsheba Wilde spoke to me over her shoulder, gesturing first to one plant and then to another. I could not quite hear what she said, and so I did not reply. No doubt she thought I was a dolt, a stupid ignorant girl who hardly knew how to speak to her betters, no matter what my father might have told her to the contrary.


We emerged into a clearing. The smell of corruption was thicker there, the light that filtered through the dirty glass panes overhead dim and murky. On all sides there was a multitude of queer little plants, scores of short fleshy tubes and thick-lipped trumpets, moist and glistening and threaded with scarlet veins.


‘These are my carnivores,’ she said, spreading her arms wide. ‘I have over three hundred, each with their cluster of little open mouths, their wet waiting throats. My brother loved them.’ She put out a finger and caressed a fat pendulous bladder streaked with crimson. ‘But they are mine now, every one of them. He was ill. His heart, you know. It killed him in the end.’ She sighed. ‘And so I fed a tiny morsel of his most beloved flesh to each of them.’ Her face was in shadow, though I knew she was watching me. ‘No doubt you think it bizarre.’


I did not trust myself to speak. I knew her brother was recently dead. I knew she had inherited everything. How she had chosen to deal with his remains was no concern of mine. But she was clearly waiting for an answer, and so I shook my head. ‘No, Miss Wilde.’ It was not the first lie I had told, and she knew it.


‘Come, come,’ she said. ‘We must be honest with one another if we are to make a success of things. You think it bizarre that I should feed my brother to my plants?’


‘Surely you exaggerate, Miss Wilde.’ I tried to sound blunt. Unemotional. A little impatient, even, at her sensational claim. ‘One could not feed an entire man to a collection this size. You would need far more. Thousands more.’


She seemed pleased at my answer. ‘A measured and logical response, Miss Underhill,’ she said. ‘Most of him I left intact, obviously. But I did take certain … parts. The soft parts. The parts that had meant so much to him. That mean so much to any man.’ Her face was a mask.


The soft parts? I felt my stomach squirm. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘certainly it is without doubt a most singular practice to feed any human parts to a plant.’ And then added, ‘But if his plants were his passion, and if the … dissection and the … the distribution of the flesh were done with love—’


‘Ah, my dear Miss Underhill.’ She raised her hand and stroked my cheek with the back of her fingers. ‘How much you still have to learn.’
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