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Angel Meadow Asylum, 18th September 1852
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The first time I saw the devil I was six years old. The vicious thoughts that filled his head were etched upon his face in every line and shadow. I saw greed and malice in his grinning shrivelled lips, lust and death in his black, empty eyes. He gave me nightmares, and the others laughed at me for being so fearful. After all, it was only a crude woodcut on the back of one of the boys’ penny bloods. Only Goblin understood. He didn’t laugh. He said that I should put the image from my mind and that I would soon forget. But I never did. And when I saw the devil again, many years later, I knew exactly who he was.




Chapter One
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He lay on his back in the centre of the floor, a dark crescent of blood about his head. Above the left ear a long metal object projected. His face – my God, I shall never forget it, nor would anyone else who looked on such a sight, for it was like nothing on earth I had ever seen. The eyes were blackened with blood, as if the sockets had been daubed with the stuff. The ears were missing, cruelly severed so that the wounds gaped in two dark gashes; the lips darned shut with six long, black stitches. They gave the face a crude death’s-head appearance, like a child’s drawing. Beside me, I heard Will give a faint moan, and fumble in his pockets for his salts. I was half tempted to ask for a whiff of them myself – and I with my years as St Saviour’s apothecary too! Why, I had seen faces so eaten away by the pox that it was impossible to tell where mouth ended and eye socket began. I had seen flesh corroded by gangrene, cancers swollen and pustulant – those were the wounds nature inflicted upon humanity with wanton capriciousness. But this? This was nothing one would ever find in nature. This was vicious and calculated, brutal and terrifying. This was man’s handiwork.


I leaned closer, until I was breathing in the iron reek of blood, the earthy odour of flesh and hair; so close that I could almost taste the fear that had broken from the skin as life left it. Between the blackened lips and beneath those taut strands of bloodied wool something pale protruded.


‘The tongue?’ whispered Will.


‘The ears,’ I said. ‘I believe they have been cut off and stuffed into the mouth, the lips sewn closed over them.’ The eyes too, I could see now, had been sutured with two crossed threads.


‘Dear God,’ said Will. ‘Who would do such a thing?’


I had no answer. ‘Have the police been summoned?’


Dr Hawkins, Angel Meadow’s physician superintendent, shook his head. ‘I thought it best to call you first,’ he said. ‘After what happened with Dr Bain at St Saviour’s last year – without you the matter would never have been resolved. But I will be sending Pole out for them directly. Pole!’ He waved a hand towards the shuffling attendant waiting in the hall. ‘Go along. The watch passes down St Saviour’s Street at twenty past five. Find the constable and tell him there’s been a murder at Angel Meadow Asylum. A doctor. Hurry now!’


‘And the body was found by whom?’ I said.


‘Mrs Lunge.’


‘Is she here?’


Dr Hawkins shook his head. ‘I sent her back to her room to lie down.’


‘Is she sedated?’


‘She refused. She said she did not wish to be sedated whilst a murderer was at large about the place.’


‘Might she be prevailed upon to explain what she saw, how she came upon him?’ I had met Mrs Lunge many times. She had always struck me as a hard sort of woman and I had the feeling she would not blench at being summoned back to so horrible a scene.


‘I’m sure she will,’ said Dr Hawkins. ‘I’ll fetch her myself.’


The moment the doctor had gone I set to work. We had to move quickly – when the police came they would be all over the place, touching things and making a mess. I pulled out my lens, and the rolled canvas pouch that contained my pocket collection of scalpels, probes and scissors.


‘What’s this?’ said Will, pointing to the metal object that protruded from the head. He sniffed again at his bottle of sal volatile. ‘It looks like some sort of measuring instrument.’


‘It’s a set of phrenological callipers,’ I said. I crouched down to turn the head in my hands. I had seen those callipers – a long metal handle with a pair of blades projecting from one end like a pick-axe – and others like them, many times at Angel Meadow, though I had never imagined they might be used for such a purpose. I put my fingers to the wound. The handle hung down; the blades, closed so as to create a long spike, had been smashed through the left pterion – the thinnest part of the human skull. I almost vomited as my fingers felt the cold mush of blood and bone and hair. The blades had been driven into the head with a single blow.


‘There’s an artery directly below this point in the skull,’ I said. ‘Once ruptured, or severed, epidural haematoma is the only possible outcome.’


‘I assume you mean death,’ said Will. ‘Death is the only possible outcome.’


‘It is in this case. The blades of the callipers have been driven in right up to the hilt.’


‘And was it a matter of luck or judgement that the blades landed where they did?’


‘Impossible to say. Given how small the area is, it was possibly both. But look at the angle of the handle.’


‘Pointing towards us a little,’ said Will. ‘The assailant was directly in front—’


‘Anything else?’


‘He was right-handed.’


‘He?’


‘Would a woman really be capable of so brutal a murder?’


‘I think a woman might be capable of anything.’


‘Is strength required?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Only determination. And luck. Any higher or lower and the result may well have been nothing more than a severe fracture.’


Will took a deep breath and turned away. ‘God help me, Jem, but I cannot bear to look.’


‘Then don’t.’ I was bent over the corpse, peering at the gashes at the side of the head and noting the precision and neatness of the stitching – this was no ragged, hasty butchery, that much was clear. From my set of knives I selected a scalpel. Leaning close, I snipped off a length of suture from the corner of the sewn mouth. I folded it carefully in a scrap of paper and slid it into my pocket book. The stitching, and the severing of the ears, had been inflicted post mortem – there would have been much more blood otherwise. What had pooled about the skull was from the head wound only. I put out a finger and dabbed at the surface. The edges were almost dried. Close to the head, however, where the blood was most abundant, the stuff was still sticky, though a satiny meniscus, thick and gluey, had started to form. The face, despite its stitches, had a rigidity to it, the lips straining against their threads as the muscles had contracted in the early stages of rigor mortis. I moved the right arm. Its nascent stiffness supported my thoughts: death had occurred no more than three hours earlier. Two o’clock. Little happened that was virtuous at such an hour of the night.


‘Does the angle of the blades suggest anything?’ said Will.


‘Not really,’ I said. ‘But I would say that the assailant held the callipers like so.’ I clenched my fist, my arm stretched out behind me, my hand low. ‘And swung them up and through like this—’ I brought my arm round in an arc. ‘Plenty of momentum, plenty of force – a man, as much as an angry woman, could do it if they were quick enough.’


‘Their height?’ said Will.


‘Hard to say. Anything from five feet to five feet eight – my height. When the body fell backwards onto the floor it jarred the callipers and mangled the wound, so it’s impossible to be more accurate. There is one thing I’m reasonably certain about though. The attacker was known to the victim—’


‘How can you be sure it was not an intruder?’


‘In an asylum? People want to get out of a place like this, not into it. I think the blow was struck quickly, and hard, when least expected. Why would it not be expected? Because the assailant was known – and presumably considered unthreatening. Besides, the room is quite neat and orderly. There is no sign of struggle, no evidence of self-defence—’


‘What d’you make of that, then?’ said Will, pointing over my head.


Behind me, above the fireplace, the mirror was smashed into myriad shards. Knife-sharp, they radiated outward from a single point, a glittering spider’s web of cracks and fissures. ‘Mm,’ I said, turning back to the corpse. I pulled out my magnifying lens and examined the fingers. ‘No skin or hair beneath the nails. Scrubbed clean, in fact. In short, I’d say this attack was quite unforeseen.’


From somewhere outside I heard the bang of a door and the insistent jangling of keys. Dr Hawkins and Mrs Lunge? Pole and the constable? We would not be alone with the corpse for much longer.


Will was over at the fireplace. He reached forward and plucked something from the grate. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘What’s this?’ He held up a small rectangle of card. It was no more than three inches wide and four inches tall. ‘It looks like a calotype. A photograph. An old one too – hardly anyone uses the calotype method these days.’


I took the photograph from him. It showed a woman sitting alone on a high-backed chair. Her skirts were of a dark crumpled fabric, with the tight waist and fringed bodice that had been fashionable several years earlier. Behind her was a white sheet or curtain; beneath her feet were bare boards, and in her hands – what manner of horrible thing was it?


‘Who can she be?’ said Will, and then as if reading my mind, ‘And what in God’s name is she holding?’


I shook my head. There was no way of identifying who she was for her face had been burned away, consumed by the fire so that there was nothing above her shoulders but a ragged-edged space. As for what she was holding – a tangle of rope and rags, all mixed up with long strips of a curious black, leathery-looking substance. It was the most bizarre posy I had ever seen.


I am not a suggestible person. I pride myself on my rational and logical approach to life, and yet even I could not suppress a shiver at that strange ruined image. The hands were loose, the fingers languid against that horrible nosegay. The woman’s posture was half slumped, and yet erect, as though the only thing holding her up was the head-clamp photographers habitually used to keep the subject still whilst the image was forming. I opened my pocket book and slipped the picture inside.




Ten days earlier




Chapter Two
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My name is Jem Flockhart. My mother died as I was born; my father hanged for a crime he did not commit. I am their only surviving child – a daughter, whose identity my father swapped at birth for my dead twin brother’s. Who I am is concealed beneath shirt and britches – and behind a port-wine birthmark that covers my eyes and nose like a Venetian courtesan’s mask. No one looks beyond such a stain and I am known everywhere as Mr Flockhart the apothecary, formerly of St Saviour’s Infirmary. Since the infirmary was razed to the ground I am also Mr Flockhart of Fishbait Lane, supplier of fine herbs and quality remedies – for those unable, or unwilling, to make the journey to St Saviour’s new location south of the river.


Do I regret not accompanying the infirmary when it left? After all, there had been an apothecary named Flockhart there for four generations. But they had allowed my father to be sent to the gallows; they had turned their faces away from the fact that one of their number had been responsible for the murder of my friend Dr Bain, and they had caused me to lose someone so dear to me that I still could not think of her without pain. St Saviour’s had made me who I was, but I had no use for the place now. I took from it only what I needed: the memory of my father, the physic garden, and my most beloved friend and companion Will Quartermain. Will had come to work on the demolition of the old infirmary, and in those terrible last days had proved himself to be the very best of men. We shared lodgings, he and I, above the apothecary on Fishbait Lane, along with my apprentice Gabriel Locke.


We were still in the parish of St Saviour’s: still close to the rookeries of Prior’s Rents and still within sight of the high walls of Angel Meadow Asylum.


The asylum had been a part of my life for as long as I could remember. As an apprentice I had rarely gone up to the place as my work at St Saviour’s kept me busy all day, but the building had been visible from the window of my bedroom and I looked out at it every morning, and every night. It was younger than St Saviour’s with its medieval cellars and ancient chapel, and yet it looked older; a dark, square-shouldered hulk as fearful to me as a prison. Hunched in her chair before the apothecary stove, as the night drew in and the cold fogs of September rubbed against our window panes, Mrs Speedicut, St Saviour’s fat old matron, had painted a vivid picture of its infernal interior: a warren of dingy corridors; the mad, affixed by chains to its walls, rending their clothes and gnawing like beasts on the straw they had pulled from their filthy mattresses.


‘How d’you know such things?’ I had asked. ‘I’ve never seen you go near the place!’


She had boxed my ears. ‘’Ow dare you question me! Didn’t my own dear Mr Speedicut end up in the place, his mind turned to mush by drink and intemp’rate be’aviour?’ I had yet to learn that the fate of ‘dear Mr Speedicut’ changed depending on whatever fiction the woman was intent upon. I remembered Mrs Speedicut sitting back and sucking on her pipe, grinning like a gargoyle as she released a brimstone cloud. ‘They got a ward for children too. Them’s what’s peculiar. Unnat’ral.’ She had squinted through the smoke at my crimson birthmark, her expression stony. ‘Ones like you.’


I considered this exchange as Will and I walked up the broad thoroughfare – wide enough to allow a padded carriage to plunge along it at speed – that led to the gates of the asylum. I would never have guessed back then that my uncle would die in the place and my father would end up a resident, both of them driven mad by a hereditary condition that made sleep impossible. Now, as we waited to see whether I might share my father’s fate, I too had become a regular visitor. Dr Hawkins, the asylum’s medical superintendent, had become my friend, as he had been my uncle’s and my father’s. He had been away in Paris for almost a year, and I had missed him greatly, for there were things I said to him – fears for my future, worries about how I might manage my own descent into the abyss, the strain of living with the unknown – with which I had not the heart to burden Will. I was glad to think that he would soon be back. His replacement at Angel Meadow was a Dr Rutherford, who had worked there for years as a consultant and was pleased to be offered the role as superintendent, even if it was only while Dr Hawkins was away.


Initially, Dr Rutherford’s interest in my case had been rather oblique. If I was not actually mad, what purpose was there in discussing the matter? And yet his curiosity was evident, and he had agreed to continue with Dr Hawkins’s inquiries: noting down my sleep patterns, listening to my heart rate, testing my reflexes. The results were recorded in a ledger, so that any changes, however slight, might be observed and monitored. Over time, his interest in me had grown, so that I had come to dislike these consultations. Only if Will came with me did I feel less on edge.


I looked up at the asylum’s dark edifice of soot-blackened bricks. Here and there patches of moisture glimmered upon its anthracite surface, as if it were blotched with weeping sores. Above the entrance, two windows stared down the thoroughfare. At one of them a face looked out, pale and unsmiling. Mrs Lunge. The asylum’s housekeeper, she was matron, turnkey and quartermaster all rolled into one. Buttoned up to the neck in stiff black crêpe, her hair drawn back tightly beneath her widow’s cap, her keen grey eyes were fixed upon us. She would already have sent Pole down to let us in, would already have informed Dr Rutherford that I was on my way, and probably, somehow, would already know what was in the packet I had in my pocket and who it was for.


In fact, the packet contained a quality of dawamesc – a paste made from Cannabis indica – and it was destined for Dr Golspie, the asylum’s youngest and most inquiring physician. Truth be told, I was not entirely certain I should be giving Dr Golspie the stuff at all, for there was something reckless and impulsive about him that, although it appealed to me, also filled me with disquiet. And yet he was my friend and he had asked me, and his motives were both exploratory and scientific. He would surely treat the stuff with the respect it deserved.
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‘So how are you?’ said Dr Rutherford. ‘Are you sleeping?’ The inquiry was perfunctory.


‘Yes,’ I said. In fact, I was not sleeping well at all, but I didn’t want to tell him. I had resolved from the moment Dr Hawkins left for France that I would not succumb to my father’s fatal flaw on Dr Rutherford’s watch.


‘Good, good. And we have Mr Quartermain today too. Again.’ Dr Rutherford smirked as he motioned me towards a chair. ‘I wonder how you would manage without him. Do take a seat, Flockhart. And you, Quartermain.’


He stared down at me in silence. He was popular with the ladies – those who came to see their relatives, as well as the lady philanthropists who brought flowers and read to the patients from the scriptures. I had seen him smile and simper at them, pursing his lips sweetly and crinkling his eyes. But I had also seen his face when their backs were turned, when the saccharine smile had dropped away and the artful twinkle of his eyes was extinguished. Then, he looked hollow-cheeked and morose, his eyes hard and cold beneath an angry brow. I could not make it out – did he like them or hate them? Perhaps he was not sure himself. ‘Well,’ he said, evidently tiring of watching me. ‘I suppose we had better get on with it.’


And so, for Dr Hawkins’s sake, for my dead father and uncle, and for my own hunger for life, I submitted while Dr Rutherford commenced his examination. His long thin fingers were cold upon my wrist, and I could not help but shiver. I saw a smile twitch at the corner of his mouth. Damn the man, I thought. He made me feel uncomfortable and he knew it. The fact that my uneasiness brought him some amusement irritated me more than I could say.


‘Have you enjoyed your time as superintendent?’ I said. ‘I believe Dr Hawkins is back soon.’ Dr Rutherford did not reply. His fingers tightened about my wrist as he drew out his pocket watch. Seconds passed.


‘Yes,’ he said at last. ‘There are some interesting cases here. I think you may benefit from my methods one day.’


‘But I’m not mad,’ I said.


‘No, you are not. Not yet, at any rate.’


‘Your methods hold no value for me, sir,’ I said.


‘No?’ He smiled. ‘You are thinking of Letty. And yet, her condition was remedied, you must allow that much.’


‘But at what price?’


He bent his face close to mine. ‘My dear Mr Flockhart,’ he whispered. ‘Life always comes at a price.’
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Letty. She was often in my mind, though I tried hard not to think of her. She was one of Dr Rutherford’s patients at Angel Meadow, and he was interested in her because she appeared to demonstrate the accuracy of his theories. Dr Rutherford made no secret of his devotion to phrenology, that study of the contours of the head that purported to reflect the aptitudes and characteristics of the person who possessed it. He owned a collection of two hundred human skulls and over fifty plaster death-masks, each of which belonged to those he termed ‘deviants’, who were either mad or criminals. He carried a pair of anthropometric callipers in his pocket at all times, just in case he might suddenly find himself in the company of someone with an especially interesting cranium. Some months earlier I had attended a lecture on phrenology that he had given to some medical students. The week after, I witnessed a new surgical procedure, based upon Dr Rutherford’s work, which Rutherford himself carried out in his rooms at Angel Meadow. The patient Letty was the object of his attentions.


‘There are those who are violent in their madness,’ Dr Rutherford said as we waited for Letty to be brought up. ‘In these people the organs of destructiveness are enlarged. Sometimes grotesquely so. The skull of the patient I have chosen clearly demonstrates this – be sure to observe the contours behind the ears once she is restrained. If we might excise the corresponding area of the brain, then it follows that there should be a diminution of violence. The subject will be rendered placid.’


‘Or dead,’ Dr Golspie muttered. ‘At best a walking vegetable, we cannot be sure.’ Dr Golspie was in attendance to administer a new drug, chloroform, which would keep the patient sedated. ‘I’ve tried it on myself repeatedly,’ he said, dripping a clear fluid onto a pad of gauze. ‘And I can gauge the correct amount easily. It’s imperative that the patient does not move – I’d hate Dr Rutherford to slice off her “organ of hope” instead of her “organ of destructiveness”.’


‘I don’t imagine she has an organ of hope,’ Will said. ‘It will surely have withered away to nothing by now.’


‘I can’t think why you need to be here,’ said Dr Rutherford.


Will did not answer. In truth, he was there because I was there. ‘You, alone with Rutherford, a bottle of chloroform, and a knife?’ he’d said. ‘No, Jem. I’ll come with you, no matter what.’


‘Dr Golspie will be there,’ I’d replied. ‘It’s surgery, Will. Brain surgery.’


‘All the more reason for me to come.’


And I? I was there because Dr Rutherford had insisted. Were the job to prove a success, he said, I might like to consider a similar procedure for myself should my own hereditary malady appear.


Dr Rutherford had selected Letty because she was subject to violent fits of temper and was often put into the strait waistcoat. She had no relations – none that appeared to care what happened to her at any rate – and of course, once one entered a mad house all notions of habeas corpus were left at the asylum gates. It was only the humanity of Dr Hawkins that ensured that the inmates of Angel Meadow were, on the whole, treated with sensitivity and compassion. But Dr Hawkins was not there, and Dr Rutherford had very different ideas.


I shall never forget it: the bewildered babbling and sobbing of the patient as she was brought into the doctor’s lamplit consulting room, row upon row of phrenology skulls and plaster death-masks peering down at us in a glimmering sightless audience. Then came the creak of leather as Dr Rutherford tightened the strap that held the woman’s head against the operating table, the sweetish smell of chloroform, and the visceral tang of blood as Dr Rutherford sliced through the scalp. The room filled with the acrid reek of hot bone as the circular saw sliced through; and then we saw that pearlescent organ, the soul and centre of our very being, pale and glistening, exposed to the world. How little we knew of its mysteries, I thought, and how dare we assume we might change human nature by slicing it up like a piece of fruit.


Dr Rutherford took hold of a scalpel. He sliced away a sliver of brain. Then another. Then another, the way he might carve himself slices of brawn. He laid the slices on a saucer, as if about to add them to a sandwich. Beside me, Will’s breathing became laboured.


‘Struggling, Mr Quartermain?’ Dr Rutherford said.


‘I’m quite well, Dr Rutherford,’ replied Will faintly. He took a surreptitious whiff from his bottle of salts. ‘Let us hope your patient will soon be able to say the same.’


In fact, the patient said nothing of the kind. Indeed, she said nothing at all ever again. Certainly she recovered, which is to say that she did not die. And yet in my view she did not live either. From that day on she neither spoke, nor demonstrated any sign of intelligent thought whatsoever. She spent her days standing motionless, staring out at the grass of the quadrangle as if waiting for the return of her former self.
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Dr Rutherford released my wrist and slipped his watch back out of sight. ‘There was much in Letty that resonated with Gall’s later work,’ he said. He bent towards me again, his face inches from mine, and peered into first one eye, and then the other. ‘More inquiries are needed, however. Experimentation. Observation. I have found the means to take things further.’ Dr Rutherford stood up straight. ‘Well, Mr Flockhart,’ he said. ‘Everything seems to be in order.’


‘Good morning, gentlemen.’


A man stood in the doorway. He was tall and slim, with thin blond hair and pale blue eyes. His lashes were white, giving him a curious, squinting appearance. He stood with his hands in his pockets, his topcoat drawn back, a gold watch dangling from a chain looped across his waistcoat buttons.


‘Good day, Christie,’ said Dr Rutherford.


The man grinned. ‘Has he measured your head with his callipers yet?’ he said. ‘I won’t let him near me with them. I assume you’ve measured yourself, Rutherford?’


‘Of course,’ said Dr Rutherford, stiffly. ‘My organ of benevolence is especially well developed.’


Dr Christie laughed. ‘I’ll wager that there’s a few patients who might disagree. Hello there, Quartermain.’


‘Good day to you, sir,’ said Will, stepping forward to shake the fellow’s hand. ‘What a surprise! What on earth brings you here?’


‘Me? I’m the consulting physician. I’ve been in the post for a month or two now – in addition to my duties at the House of Correction – and I must say I’m quite delighted by the appointment.’ He grinned, and rubbed his hands together. ‘I’ve not seen you here before, though that’s perhaps not surprising as I’m kept busy in the custodial wards. Like Rutherford here I’m particularly interested in lunatics of a criminal disposition – women, obviously. But all that’s as clear as day. What’s more of a mystery is what on earth you might be doing here!’


‘Why, we’re practically neighbours,’ said Will. ‘My friend and I live not two streets away, at the apothecary on Fishbait Lane—’


‘You’re not an apothecary, Quartermain.’


‘No, sir. But my friend Jem – Mr Flockhart – is. He and I are partners, so to speak, though our professions are quite different.’


‘And is this your friend here?’


‘If I might introduce you, sir,’ said Will. ‘Jem, this is Dr Christie. He’s consulting physician at the Surrey House of Correction – my current employer, if you like!’


Like so many buildings in London, the Surrey House of Correction was in a sorry state of disrepair. In Will’s view it needed to be demolished and rebuilt entirely. But the governors were unconvinced and the prison – for such it was – was to be altered and expanded as cheaply as possible. Will had been tasked with drawing up the plans for these modifications. The drains – and the sewers – were causing him particular problems. Drains and sewers were a problem for everyone in London. I saw a frown darken Will’s face, and I knew he was thinking about the place.


‘Jem Flockhart, sir,’ I said. ‘Apothecary – formerly of St Saviour’s Infirmary.’


Dr Christie stepped forward to shake my hand. ‘St Saviour’s?’ He looked at me so closely that for a moment I thought he was about to pull out his spectacles. Then, ‘I was sorry to hear of your troubles,’ he said. His voice was soft. ‘Your father hanged for a crime he did not commit – it’s enough to turn anyone mad. “In the world you will have tribulation.” John, sixteen, thirty-three.’ He shook his head. ‘Never a truer word, eh?’


‘Indeed,’ I said.


‘Still.’ He smiled again. ‘Let us hope for better things ahead. And you’re friends with Mr Quartermain here?’


I nodded. ‘Will’s a fine draughtsman, sir,’ I said. ‘He has a keen eye for detail.’


Dr Christie’s fingers were as cool and smooth as marble. He was staring at my birthmark, and I knew he had not heard a word of what I had just said. ‘Well, well,’ he murmured, releasing my hand at last. Then, ‘Such a physiognomy! Rutherford, have you taken the fellow’s likeness?’


‘He will not allow it,’ said Dr Rutherford. They spoke to one another as if I were not there, or as if I were too addle-pated to answer their questions myself.


Dr Christie took up his watch absently, and began turning it over and over between his fingers, his still gaze fixed upon my face. ‘Such a pity,’ he murmured. ‘Perhaps he might permit me––’ His lashes fluttered like moths. My eyes are sharp, and I could just make out the words engraved upon his watch as it slipped beneath his fingers: To Dr John Forbes Christie, from the Association of Medical Officers of Asylums and Hospitals for the Insane. The man was too young for the watch to be his own. Was it his father’s perhaps? Might not the son follow in his parent’s footsteps?


‘Oh, he won’t permit anyone,’ said Dr Rutherford. His face was close too, now, his gaze sweeping over my birthmark, so that for a moment I thought he was going to touch it. ‘Amazing, isn’t it? This is the fellow I told you about—’


All at once it was as though Will was not there at all, as though there was no one in that asylum but Dr Rutherford, Dr Christie and me. Was it my imagination, or had there been something mocking about the way Rutherford had said the word ‘fellow’? I felt as a bird must, caught in the stare of a pair of cobras: I could not flinch, could not blink, or all would be lost.


‘I beg your pardon, sir?’ said Will. He sounded flustered. Had he noticed it too?


‘Oh, nothing, nothing, Mr Quartermain,’ said Dr Rutherford. ‘Just a little matter of interest to Christie and myself—’


‘You must have found the tropics trying, Dr Rutherford,’ I said suddenly. ‘Those of a fair complexion often do. Some would call that madness – when a man is so afflicted by heatstroke that he hardly knows his own name. Others might say he is never the same—’


A look of surprise and confusion crossed Dr Rutherford’s face. ‘Why, yes,’ he stammered. ‘How did you—?’


‘The skin about your eyes betrays your time abroad,’ I said. ‘The sun in the southern hemisphere leaves its mark – freckles, crow’s feet – after only two or three summers. The scars about your forehead from a severe erythema solare confirm it. We seldom have the heat in England for such blisters. Did you go mad, sir?’


‘Erythema solare?’ said Will.


‘Sunburn,’ I said. ‘Dr Rutherford once caught the sun quite badly. Such burns are likely to have been accompanied by delirium, at least.’


Dr Rutherford put a hand up to the patches of pale pink skin that mottled his hairline. ‘I forgot my hat,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t out for long, but the heat—’ He shook his head. ‘The sun almost killed me. I should have known better!’


‘India?’ I said.


He smiled at that. ‘No, Mr Flockhart, there are places in the world where the sun is far hotter.’


‘Amazing, Jem,’ cried Will.


‘Merely observation,’ I said.


‘Oh? And what do you observe from me?’


‘Everything, Will,’ I replied. ‘I know you too well.’


‘Christie then? What can you tell us about him?’


‘I think you would be better off asking his sister.’


‘A sister?’ said Will. ‘Really, Jem, you’re guessing now—’


‘I rarely guess,’ I said. In fact, I had guessed a little. But I wished now I had kept my observations to myself for I did not want to explain – and yet Will was insistent—


‘Very well then,’ he said, laughing. ‘How did you conclude it?’


‘From the doctor’s waistcoat. It’s quite clear.’


‘Then I must be very stupid, for I can’t for the life of me see how. Can you, Dr Christie?’


The doctor’s smile had vanished. ‘Do illuminate, Mr Flockhart.’


‘You wear an embroidered waistcoat,’ I said. ‘The work is – forgive me – poorly executed. There are missing stitches and the tension is all wrong. Would any man wear such a garment if he did not feel compelled to do so out of love or duty? You are not married – I see no wedding ring – and a fiancée or mother would surely make a better job of it. No, the work speaks of youth – inexperience and impatience. And yet it was completed, and completed for you. A sister is the most likely explanation. A young one, perhaps, but one old enough to attempt a fashionable garment. The cut and the colours are modish even if the implementation is—’ I hesitated. Had I gone too far?


‘Maladroit?’ supplied Dr Christie.


I inclined my head in agreement. ‘Inexpert.’


Dr Christie said nothing.


‘Jem,’ said Will quietly. ‘The girl may be deceased—’


‘The waistcoat is perhaps a year old, at most,’ I said. ‘Dr Christie is wearing no items of mourning. I would not have spoken otherwise, Will. I do have some sensitivity.’


‘Very good,’ said Dr Christie. ‘Very interesting.’ He was silent for a moment. Then, ‘I also see that I shall have to watch you, Mr Flockhart. And watch myself – I would not want all my secrets to be uncovered so easily.’ A smile tugged at the corner of his lips, but quickly fell away. ‘Would you?’
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I was glad to leave them, Dr Rutherford and Dr Christie. They made me uneasy, though I could not say why. The way they looked at me, and at each other, as though they shared some sort of delicious secret – how glad I would be when Dr Hawkins returned. But not everything was disquieting about Angel Meadow, and I had at least one friend in the place.


‘Pole,’ I said to the attendant who was escorting us back down the stairs. ‘Is Dr Golspie in, d’you know?’ Pole was a curious-looking individual with weathered skin textured by pockmarks and scars. His hair grew patchily upon his head and some sort of palsy pulled at the right side of his face, dragging his lip and the rim of his eye downwards. He gazed at me with his one good eye, his hanging lip quivering. I tut-tutted. Why one as ugly as he might stare me out of countenance was a mystery, and I had had enough of being looked at for one day. ‘What is it, Pole?’ I said. ‘If you want an ugly face to look at you might well take a peek in a mirror. Is Dr Golspie here or not? We have a package for him.’


Pole nodded, leading us forward in silence, his hands thrust deep into the oily pockets of his shapeless coat. He kept close to the wall, moving noiselessly from one shadow to another so that it was as though we were guided forward by some hideous shambling apparition. At length we came to the door that led through to the men’s wing. Pole put a hand on my arm.


‘I’ll tell you what turns a man mad, sir,’ he said suddenly. ‘It’s cruelty and injustice, that’s what does it.’ He leaned in close, as if divulging a secret. The smell of dirt and stale tobacco from his coat made my gorge rise. ‘All on us is mad at some time or other. And when we are, well, then we do things no man can explain, and no judge can forgive.’


He stepped back then, his face waxier than ever in the dim lamplight. All at once it seemed to be filled with sorrow, as if his eye was worn away by tears, his lip weighted down with misery and despair at the way we treated one another. And then he coughed and spat a blob of phlegm onto the stone floor and leered up at me, so that the effect was instantly dispelled, and there once more was the repulsive, palsy-faced turnkey.


‘Thank you, Pole,’ I said.


I could feel the man’s eye watching us as we walked away, but when I looked back the door was closed. Perhaps there was a peephole in it through which he was regarding me. I would not be surprised. There had been all manner of changes since Dr Rutherford had assumed the role of superintendent.
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Dr Golspie had a consulting room on the ground floor of the men’s wing. Formerly a patient’s bedroom, Dr Golspie had done his best to make it his own. He had painted the walls a muddy green – a restful colour chosen for its soothing properties. These were adorned with calming watercolours depicting nebulous rural scenes. He deliberately avoided clutter, and the disturbing paraphernalia of his profession – skeleton, bottles and instruments, lurid anatomy books – were absent, the room minimally furnished with nothing but a table and two chairs, both bolted to the floor, and a heavy chaise longue. Anything else he brought with him in his bag and took away again at the end of the day. Dr Golspie had graduated from medical school some two years earlier and had decided to pursue a career amongst the mad.


‘It’s the future, Jem,’ he had said to me on our first meeting. ‘Look at the nation! In the last twenty years our land has changed beyond recognition. There are factories where once there were fields, chimneys and sewers in place of trees and streams. What effect might this have on our minds, our spirits? There are more of us mad than ever, and no wonder! Crowded together, one on top of the other, forever looking out at grimy walls and breathing in the stink of London. So many people, each of us passing amongst hordes of strangers every day! I see no sign that this’ll change, and the number of those whose wits are turned by it grows apace with each year that passes. What are we to do with them all? How can we help?’ He had smiled then, his face aglow with the optimism of youth. ‘The profession is still crystallising. There is no consistent way of approaching the mad – should we chain them to the walls and hose them with water to frighten their demons into submission? Should we sedate them and hope that one day they won’t wake up? Should we – God forbid – slice open their minds as Rutherford would have us do, gouging out the parts that make them objectionable? Or should we simply offer them the same humanity, the same care and consideration we would offer any other human being who was lost or troubled?’ He flung his arms wide. ‘Such opportunities! But I can help them, I’m sure of it. I have ideas. New ideas.’


Today, however, Tom Golspie was looking discouraged. He had kicked off his boots and was lying on his chaise. ‘Hello, Jem. Will.’ Dr Golspie made a limp gesture with his hand. His pipe lay on the hearth beside him and the room had a heavy, unpleasant smell to it, smoky and musty and thickly herbal. ‘You don’t require me to get up, do you? You’re always welcome, both of you.’ He sighed, and closed his red-rimmed eyes. ‘But I cannot be bothered with such tedious pleasantries as standing.’


‘Are you tired?’ I said.


‘Tired?’ he laughed. ‘Merely frustrated. By myself and the limitations of my own mind more than anything.’ He sat up, his expression fierce. ‘If I could at least understand the patients’ experiences. I feel we stand on the outside and try to look in, which is simply impossible. We need actually to be inside. Only then can we truly know. And once we know,’ he spread his hands, ‘why, then we can help!’


‘You mean that to understand the mad, we need to be mad ourselves?’ said Will, sitting down on one of the stiff-backed chairs and stretching his legs out before him.


‘Why not?’


‘I don’t think it’s something one can step in and out of voluntarily.’


‘But one can’t leave everything to men like Rutherford. All that heroic stuff with saws and knives. This is the brain, the organ that houses our mind, our memories, our very being! We cannot just slice it up – such guesswork! It’s not as though he might stitch a bit back on if he doesn’t like the results.’ He shook his head. ‘I only attended that butchery last month out of curiosity – and to make sure old Rutherford didn’t scoop out poor Letty’s entire brain and have done with it.’ Dr Golspie threw himself back onto his cushions and reached for his pipe. ‘I need a brain. A whole one. Preferably in a head, and ideally with a spinal cord. But they are so hard to come by.’


‘You can have mine,’ said Will. ‘Once I’m done with it.’


‘I fear it will be quite empty,’ said Dr Golspie. ‘And therefore of little use.’ He sucked in a lungful of smoke. ‘I would like to feel what it’s like to be mad, just for a little while. It would be a most instructive experiment.’ He held up his pipe. ‘Hashish,’ he said. ‘It’s said to bring one close to the condition.’


‘You’ll need more than a pipeful for that,’ I said. ‘You must eat it, and in quantity.’ I pulled the package out of my pocket and put it into his outstretched hand. ‘The dawamesc I promised you.’


‘What’s that?’ said Will.


‘A soluble paste made from hashish,’ I said. ‘Rather a large quantity. Don’t you dare take the stuff when you’re alone, Golspie.’


‘How much should I have?’ he said.


‘I’d suggest a quarter ounce in a single dose, perhaps a little more. Be sure to take a light meal first.’


‘Do you really think you should be encouraging him, Jem?’ said Will. ‘D’you really think he should flirt with madness?’


‘If we are with him at the time—’


‘What if he cannot regain his senses?’


‘Then I’ll end up in here for good.’ Dr Golspie laughed. ‘I won’t be the only one. There are a few who should not be here.’


Will looked aghast. ‘Who?’


‘Edward Eden – there’s one for a start. He’s no madder than you and I, merely simple – harmless, naive, an innocent adrift in a world of wickedness.’ Dr Golspie sighed and rubbed his eyes. ‘Dr Hawkins would never have accepted him. But Dr Hawkins is not here, and Edward Eden’s father was very generous. Edward Eden is one of our wealthiest patients. Rutherford signed him into Angel Meadow, and as he hardly concerns himself with the male patients – he’s not been along here for weeks, you know – it’s been left to me to manage the fellow.’


Edward Eden, Dr Golspie told us, was the heir to Eden’s Mourning Warehouse, a large and successful drapery and funeral business at St Paul’s Churchyard. Edward had been schooled by his father in all aspects of the business from an early age, but showed neither aptitude nor enthusiasm for any of it. One day – a day which was to prove his undoing – Edward was sent into the very heart of his father’s retail empire: the basement cash office. Here he was given the task of checking the contents of the small boxes brought in by the cash-boys before they were sent back out to the waiting customers. These boxes were numbered according to the precise counter from which they had arrived, and each contained the customer’s money along with a receipt filled in by the shop assistant. Although other, more capable, hands took the money from the boxes, examined the receipt and supplied the correct change, Edward was required to check everything before the boxes were sent back out onto the shop floor.


Things did not proceed smoothly. Bored with his task, Edward soon gave up counting pennies and peering at receipts. Cash boxes began to accumulate before him. Searching for a distraction, all at once he noticed a crack in the plasterwork beside his desk. Something moved behind it. Was a small creature trapped, trying to get out? A spider, perhaps, or a beetle? Perhaps it was a mouse! Edward liked spiders and beetles and mice, so he loosened the plaster with his fingertip. A bigger crack appeared. He stuck the nib of his pen into it and levered off a chunk of the wall the size and shape of a slice of bread. Behind it, kept warm and moist by a wraith of steam from the heating pipes below, a mass of cockroaches seethed. The wall appeared to be stuffed with them, he told Dr Golspie. Crammed full, as though the building itself were built not out of brick and stone at all, but out of wriggling, scuttling insects. Edward knew this because he had made another, smaller hole with his pen further along. A leg had appeared within the aperture, and a brown shiny carapace, like a huge dried date, had shifted within.


The cockroaches tried to get away from the light, pulsating in the manner of rotten leaves caught in a blocked drain. Excited, Edward jabbed at them. Would it not be nice to have a few insect companions while he went about his tedious work in the cash office? Cockroaches began to drop onto the blotter, plopping into his inkpot and racing across the table top. Edward’s excavations grew larger. There appeared to be an inexhaustible supply of the creatures and soon they were everywhere, their little scratchy feet trailing spirals of ink as they danced across the growing pile of receipts. Beside him, the cash boxes continued to arrive. Clack . . . Clack . . . Clack . . . they went as they slipped through the chute onto his desk. He became dimly conscious of another sound too – the anxious murmur of a crowd of cash-boys, all awaiting their boxes. The cockroaches seethed and tumbled over his fingers. Perhaps they would enjoy a ride in a little box? ‘I would,’ said Edward. Soon, the hole in the wall was empty, and all the cash boxes had been passed out of the hatch to the waiting boys. The screams of the lady customers, and the shop assistants, could be heard outside in the street.


‘Edward Eden is simple, that’s all,’ said Dr Golspie. ‘He cannot be cured or changed, there is no physic that might “improve” him, no procedure that might turn him into the man his father wishes him to be—’


He had hardly finished his sentence when a terrible wail echoed up the corridor. Dr Golspie, who had been growing more and more languid and drowsy the more he talked, sprang to his feet as though stabbed by hot pins. The three of us rushed out into the hall. Further along, a door stood open. Dr Golspie barged past the two male lunatics who were standing outside, evidently enjoying whatever was taking place within, and plunged into the room. On the table stood a large cage, inside which a wriggling mass of mice teemed and squeaked. Against the wall, a young man with a round pale face was crouched in terror. Before him, Dr Rutherford loomed, his face furious. On the floor in front of them was a dead mouse, squashed.


‘What in heaven’s name is going on here?’ cried Dr Golspie.


Edward Eden pointed a finger. ‘It’s him!’ he cried. ‘He came in just as I was about to put Francis back in his cage. He frightened me, and when I dropped Francis he, he . . .’ Edward’s chin trembled. ‘He stamped on him!’


‘What have you done, sir?’ said Dr Golspie.


‘What have I done?’ cried Dr Rutherford. He gestured at the cage of mice, and the sack of oatmeal that had clearly been used as food for the creatures. ‘We do not permit the patients’ rooms to be used in this way. Cages of mice? What were you thinking?’


‘These are Mr Eden’s mice. He’s been breeding them.’


‘Breeding mice?’ thundered Dr Rutherford. ‘I find mice are excessively adept at breeding themselves. I cannot believe you have countenanced such an activity. More than that, you seem to have sanctioned it!’


‘Why, yes I have, sir,’ said Dr Golspie. ‘It’s been very calming to the patient to have things to care for, things that depend upon him for food and shelter. I’m most struck by the effect it’s had upon his mind—’


‘And so you permitted it?’


‘I permitted the orderly husbandry of mice, yes, sir. For therapeutic purposes.’


‘The orderly husbandry of mice?’ It was clear that Dr Rutherford could hardly believe what he was hearing. I glanced at Will. I could see that he was trying not to laugh. Dr Rutherford saw it too and the sight enraged him further. ‘Pole?’ he screamed, looking about for his favourite henchman. ‘Confound the man, where is he? Pole!’ Clearly unwilling to wait for assistance, Dr Rutherford stalked over to the fireplace. He produced a bunch of keys and unlocked the cage that surrounded it. He picked up a poker from the hearth, and proceeded to ram it into the fire, levering the coals so that they roared and flamed.


‘Oh, God, no,’ murmured Will.


‘Sir, I must protest.’ Dr Golspie stepped forward.


Dr Rutherford pushed him aside and seized the mouse-filled cage. The mice inside began to whirl and leap, trying to scramble away, but it was no use. Dr Rutherford wrenched open the cage door. I heard Will and Dr Golspie cry out, and the sound of my own voice raised in outrage. The crowd that had gathered in the doorway began to scream and bellow, one or two of them laughing and clapping, as though they had no idea what they were watching, only that it was a spectacle and had therefore to be approved. And beneath the hubbub was a terrible high-pitched squealing as the mice tumbled onto the burning coals. They writhed and danced on the embers. Some of them managed to spring out, but Dr Rutherford was onto them, shovel now in hand, scooping them up and flinging them back onto the flames. And then it was over. Pole appeared, flanked by two burly attendants. One of them struck Edward Eden across the head with a leather truncheon, and they hauled him away.


‘Where have they taken him?’ said Will, visibly shocked.


‘Downstairs,’ said Dr Golspie. He shook his head. ‘Poor fellow.’


‘It’s your fault if he suffers,’ cried Dr Rutherford, the shovel and poker still gripped in his hands. ‘Your fault entirely.’


‘What happens downstairs?’


I had been downstairs only once before. I found I could not reply.





Angel Meadow Asylum, 18th September 1852
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The path that led me here began in the shadow of this very building. Prior’s Rents: the name has become a byword for dirt and misery. Its walls conceal more secrets, have seen more pain and grief than anyone unacquainted with the place can possibly imagine. Once, it was the only home I knew. I slept with the chill of its stones creeping into my flesh. I awoke with the cries and groans of its wretched occupants ringing in my ears.


There is no beauty and no hope in Prior’s Rents, no grass, no birdsong, and no sunshine. There are no broad airy thoroughfares, only a maze of passageways dominated by Prior’s Row, a foul lane flanked by crumbling walls and blistered with patches of aged cobbles. Beyond the Row is a cluster of cottages – pale and peeling and crowded together like toadstools. Long ago the cottages skirted a pond. They looked out over fields and trees at the smoky haze of the distant metropolis. But the fields and trees are long gone, and the pond has become a pestilential pit.


Behind the cottages, a crooked line of chimneys point from the slumped roof of a large ugly building. Once, the building was a part of St Saviour’s Priory. Later, it became the fine home of a lady and gentleman, who incorporated the cottages into a stable yard and had gardens full of fruit and flowers. But time, the city, and inheritance law, worked their shady magic. The place fell derelict, the gardens trampled beneath London’s greedy expansion. The brick-men who fired the kilns for the building of St Saviour’s Street made it their home, their masters dividing up rooms, slicing through moulded plaster and blocking up windows. Tenements rose up on either side to house those who could not fit into the old mansion’s crowded chambers. And when the brick-men left, others of a more degraded hue took their place – road sweepers, bone collectors, rag pickers – the very dregs of the city’s miserable poor. It became a place of noise and squalor, of crime and sorrow.


You’d think I would be glad to leave, that I’d seize the chance to put it far behind me. And so I was. So I did. But the devil was right about one thing: once you’ve been a part of the Rents, there’s a piece of it that’s always inside.
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My earliest memory is of boots. Brown and black. Big and small. Caked, always, with filth. I was a child, perhaps no more than eight years old, curled up on a ragged blanket beneath my mother’s bed. In front of me, every night, was a reeking chamber pot. Beside that were the boots. Above my head, the bed creaked rhythmically so that the wire beneath the thin mattress bowed and dipped, bowed and dipped, with such violence that it sometimes touched my shoulder. I was not allowed to sleep in the bed – it was big enough only for my mother and my mother’s gentlemen friends. So I lay beneath, feeling the bow and dip of the mattress, hearing the sounds that came from above. Every night I lay there. Every night I feared that the bed would break, and I would be crushed: crushed beneath my mother, who was crushed beneath a man. We would both die, I thought, me and my mother. The man, of course, would simply put on his boots, and walk away.


The room I shared with my mother was at the top of the old mansion. I thought I would never forget it, but time papers over even the worst of things and my memories now seem to be made up of fragments, like a miscellany of photographs pasted into an album. I can recall the floor – bare, but for a mat of sacking before the fire; the fire itself no more than a gaping black mouth, the ashes in the grate clustered against its lower lip like rotten teeth. In one corner was a washstand and pitcher, cracked and dirty and filled with brownish water drawn from the pump in the yard. In the other stood my mother’s bed, its mattress stuffed with sawdust, rags and newspaper, its coverlet patched and darned. At the window was a table covered with oilcloth. I remember my mother at the window bent over her work, or sitting close to a tallow candle, sewing, sewing, sewing till her fingers were too cold to move and her eyes burned with tiredness. But that particular memory is dim and half-formed, for all those stitches were never enough to stop her life, and mine, from unravelling.


I remember the stairs, crooked and reeking of piss, winding up to the top of the house. I remember stepping carefully over the creaking boards, flitting across a bridge of planks that traversed the landing where the worm-eaten wood had given way. A man was killed there. He fell through the rotten floor when he was drunk and he lay there, down at the bottom of the hole, his limbs twisted, and his jaw broken wide. I knew the man. I knew what he did to my mother when she’d put away her sewing.


Goblin and I moved the planks one night when we heard him staggering up the stairs, so that he was forced to cross the rotten floorboards in the darkness. His corpse lay there all night, and for most of the next day. Then it was gone. Goblin said it had been sold for cat’s meat. Neither of us was sorry.
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