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Once again to Grevel Lindop and Robert Morrison,


for guiding my journey into all things Thomas De Quincey;


and to historian Judith Flanders, for leading me along dark Victorian streets










INTRODUCTION


A NEW KIND OF DEATH


It’s difficult to imagine the extent of the British Empire during the nineteenth century. British maps of the era depicted its territories in red, vividly illustrating that they stretched around the globe: Canada, the Bahamas, Bermuda, Gibraltar, Cyprus, a large swathe of Africa, India, Burma, Malaya, Singapore, Hong Kong, Australia, New Zealand, on and on. As the saying went, the sun never set on the British Empire. It dominated a quarter of the planet’s landmass and a third of everyone living on it, far more than Alexander had conquered or the Romans had dreamed of possessing.


Britain – the nation that controlled this immensity – was, by comparison, small. At first, this might be surprising, but Britain’s compact size gave it a major advantage over larger areas such as Europe and the United States. Ideas and innovations could spread rapidly throughout its limited space, creating a strong core for the empire’s globe-spanning might – a power that increased dramatically after the invention of a new wonder of the world.


The distance between the port of Liverpool and the factories of Manchester is thirty-five miles. Today, that distance can be travelled in as little as half an hour. But in the early 1800s, wagons and barges were the only ways to transport raw materials and finished products. Both methods were difficult and time-consuming, limited by potholed gravel roads or narrow congested canals, requiring at least a day’s travel under the best of conditions and weeks of delays during the worst of winter.


But in 1830, something astonishing was created – a railway between Liverpool and Manchester, the first of its kind. That railway was so expensive and experimental that many financiers considered it a folly, yet it proved so successful that only a month after it opened, a railway from Manchester to London was proposed. Ten years later, almost two thousand miles of tracks crisscrossed England. By 1855, a mere twenty-five years later, six thousand miles of tracks united every corner of the nation, with more being planned.


Materials, products and coal could now be transported with such speed and profit that more and more factories were built until, within a few amazingly rapid decades, England became the first nation to take full advantage of the Industrial Revolution, achieving unprecedented world dominance.


Thomas De Quincey, one of the most notorious and brilliant literary figures of the nineteenth century, mourned the change. ‘Out of pure blind sympathy with trains, men will begin to trot through the streets,’ the Opium-Eater wrote, ‘and in the next generation, they will take to cantering.’ In his nostalgic essay ‘The English Mail-Coach’, he eulogised the horse-driven vehicles upon which he’d travelled in his youth. Their dependable ten miles an hour had been fast enough for him. He’d felt a unity with the landscape through which he’d passed and a sympathy with the mighty animals that charged him forward. Now, as trains reached an unimaginable velocity of fifty miles an hour, it seemed to him that ‘iron tubes and boilers have disconnected man’s heart’. He recalled the excitement with which a trumpet had once heralded the arrival of a mail coach into a relay station and the awe of the spectators at the thunder of the horses. ‘The gatherings of gazers about a mail-coach had one centre and acknowledged only one interest. But the crowds at a railway station have as little unity as running water and own as many centres as there are separate carriages in a train.’


Always interested in violent death, De Quincey was quick to note that on the first day of the Liverpool to Manchester railway, a politician named Huskisson had climbed down from the ceremonial train when it stopped to put water in its boiler at the midpoint of the inaugural journey. Huskisson wanted to apologise for his recent argument with England’s then prime minister, the Duke of Wellington, whose victory over Napoléon at the Battle of Waterloo had made him one of the most revered men in the nation. Huskisson proceeded along the tracks, reached the prime minister’s compartment, and shook hands with him, becoming so distracted that only at the last moment did he notice a locomotive speeding toward him on a parallel set of tracks.


The prime minister’s train began to move forward. Huskisson hurried next to it. He grabbed a door to climb inside, but the door swung open into the route of the approaching train. He dangled, lost his grip, fell onto the tracks, and was run over.


The news of Huskisson’s gruesome death spread across the country, making him famous, causing people throughout England and the world to become aware of this stunning invention and a new kind of transportation that they couldn’t previously have imagined.


But the railway also brought a new kind of death, and as De Quincey – an expert in the fine art of murder – discovered, there were many more deaths to come.










I seemed every night to descend into chasms and sunless abysses, depths below depths, from which it seemed hopeless that I could ever re-ascend.


—Thomas De Quincey,


Confessions of an English Opium-Eater


 


The Opium-Eater is [the] ruler of the night.


—Ralph Waldo Emerson to Thomas De Quincey










ONE


THE LOCKED COMPARTMENT


London


On Thursday evening, 22 March 1855, a frowning gentleman studied a two-page document that lay on his substantial desk. His name was Daniel Harcourt. Fifty years old, the solicitor was stout, a consequence of his sedentary profession. His grey frock coat and waistcoat were of the finest tailoring. His gold watch chain indicated his respectability. The glowing coals in his fireplace worked to remove the damp chill from a recent rain, but at the moment, a fire wasn’t necessary. As Harcourt looked up from the pages, he felt the internal heat of triumph.


‘Are you quite certain about these details? The house in Bloomsbury? Everything?’


The man who stood on the opposite side of the desk wore a faded greatcoat of inferior quality. His raw face had the creases of someone who worked outside for long periods in all kinds of weather.


‘I did the job myself, Mr Harcourt. If you patrol the streets the way I did for ten years, you get to know who to talk to. Newsboys, crossing sweeps, water boys at cabstands – that sort don’t miss a thing, and for as little as sixpence, they’ll prove it. The best street artist in Bloomsbury drew the man’s face. What I gave you is gospel.’


Harcourt removed a piece of paper from a desk drawer and slid it towards the man. He dipped a pen into an inkwell and handed it to him. ‘Write your name.’


‘But you already know my name. It’s John Saltram.’


‘Write it anyhow.’


‘You think I don’t know how to write?’ Saltram asked with muted indignation. ‘You think the Metropolitan Police Force hires constables who can’t write?’


Harcourt set a gold sovereign next to the piece of paper. ‘Humour me. Write your name.’


After a long look at the gold coin, Saltram obeyed, scratching with the metal nib. ‘There, you see,’ he announced, returning the pen and the piece of paper.


‘This isn’t the same handwriting that’s on the pages you gave me,’ Harcourt observed.


‘I said I could write. I didn’t say I could write neatly. My missus wrote those pages. She put down what I told her. I wasn’t about to trust it to anybody else.’


‘How do I know she didn’t make a copy? How do I know you won’t try to sell these pages to the man you followed?’


‘That wouldn’t be too smart of me, would it, Mr Harcourt? I want steady work, not trouble, from a man the likes of you.’


Harcourt thought a moment and put five more gold sovereigns on the desk. They were the equivalent of five weeks’ pay for a constable.


‘Here’s what we agreed upon,’ he said. ‘Keep the other sovereign as a bonus.’


‘Thank you, Mr Harcourt. Thank you kindly.’ Saltram stuffed the coins in a pocket of his trousers. ‘Any more work you need me to do …’


‘I can always use a man who controls his tongue. In fact, your services might be required very soon. But right now, it’s late, and I’m certain you want to return to your wife.’


‘Yes, Mr Harcourt. Very good, Mr Harcourt.’


As Saltram backed away, he wiped a hand across his lips in a manner that suggested he intended to go to a tavern rather than to his wife.


Harcourt watched him step into the lamp-lit corridor outside the office and shut the door. He listened until he could no longer hear Saltram’s footsteps descending the stairs.


Only then did he allow the heat of triumph to thrust him into motion. He quickly removed his gold watch from his waistcoat. The time was twenty-seven minutes after eight. He seldom worked this late, but there hadn’t been a choice – his meeting with Saltram had needed to occur when the building was deserted and no one would see the man arrive.


In a rush, he tossed the piece of paper with John Saltram’s name into a wastebasket under his desk. Then he hurriedly put on his overcoat, gloves and top hat. He shoved the two-page document into a leather case, grabbed his umbrella, extinguished the lamps in his office, and stepped into the hall. After locking the door, he swiftly descended the stairs, extinguishing more lamps as he went.


Harcourt’s office was in Lombard Street, which tonight was cold and thick with mist. It was one of the shortest streets in this exclusive business district of London, a square mile known reverently as the City, always with a capital C. But despite the modest length of Lombard Street, its location near the palatial Bank of England and the Royal Exchange made it one of the most influential places in the world.


Harcourt took long steps over the dark, wet pavement and reached a cabstand at the corner. During the day, there were as many as twenty cabs here, the most that the law permitted at one time, but now, after business hours, he felt lucky to find two.


Climbing rapidly into the first, he called up to the top-hatted driver on his roost at the back, ‘Euston Station! I need to be on a nine o’clock train!’


‘That doesn’t give us much time, guv’nor.’


‘Triple your usual fare.’


The driver enthusiastically cracked his whip, and the sprightly two-seated cab surged forward. The clatter of the horse’s shoes echoed off the deserted stone buildings. At once, the driver dodged this way and that through a sudden chaos of vehicles coming north from Blackfriars Bridge. Cracking his whip harder, he urged his horse along Holborn Hill and turned right into Grays Inn Road.


Harcourt patted his leather case with the pages inside it. As the cab passed a mist-shrouded streetlamp, he studied his watch and saw that he now had only ten minutes to reach the station.


Harcourt tried to breathe slowly and calmly. He never failed to be nervous whenever he needed to make a railway journey. He remembered the mail-coach era, when speed was exhilarating rather than threatening.


‘Nearly there, guv’nor,’ the driver called, swerving left into the New Road.


‘It’s almost nine o’clock!’


‘No fears, guv’nor. Just have your coins ready when you jump out.’


As Euston Square appeared before him, Harcourt clutched his document case and umbrella, waiting anxiously for the cab to pass through the immense Roman arch that led to the station. At the kerb, he threw the coins to the driver and raced into the Great Hall. Ignoring the pillars, statues and grand staircase, he reached the only ticket window that remained open.


‘The nine o’clock to Sedwick Hill,’ he told a clerk, shoving a crown towards him.


The clerk didn’t need to ask if he wanted first class; Harcourt’s gold watch chain told him everything. ‘Better hurry, sir.’


Harcourt grabbed the ticket and rushed away.


‘You forgot your change, sir!’


Ignoring the shout behind him, Harcourt pushed through a gate and reached the platform. After the classical architecture of the Great Hall, the ugliness of an iron-and-glass ceiling stretched before him. Smoke from countless departing engines had coated the glass with soot.


Harcourt showed his ticket to a guard and hurried along the waiting train, its hissing engine seeming to indicate impatience. He passed the third-class carriages in which passengers could only stand. Then came the second-class carriages with their hard benches. The social importance of wealthy passengers required them to take precedence and be at the front, even though that put them behind the noise and sparks from the belching engine.


Out of breath, Harcourt finally reached two first-class carriages. Each had several compartments, and each compartment had its separate entrance.


He peered through the first open door, but that compartment had passengers. He loathed sharing a confined space with strangers. Propriety obligated him to exchange a few pleasantries with them, but after that, the situation became awkward. During daylight, he could ignore the other occupants by reading a newspaper that he’d purchased from the W. H. Smith bookshop in the station, but at night, the single lamp in each compartment wasn’t sufficient to allow him to read, forcing him to avoid conversing with strangers by staring out of the window into the darkness.


The passengers Harcourt saw through the open door didn’t look like they belonged in a first-class compartment anyhow. One was a short elderly man who wore what appeared to be a suit appropriate for attending a cheap funeral. Even the single lamp in the compartment was enough to show that the little man was agitated. Although he was seated, he moved his boots up and down as though walking in place. He clenched and unclenched his hands. His face was beaded with perspiration.


Seated opposite him, the elderly man’s young female companion looked peculiar also. She was attractive, Harcourt admitted, with lustrous blue eyes that turned to focus on him through the open door, but her clothing had the same look of belonging to a mourner at a cheap funeral, and she wore, in place of the fashionable hoops of ladies in society, trousers, which were evident to the observer because they extended below her skirt. No, Harcourt was definitely not inclined to spend even twenty minutes locked in a compartment with two such people.


He hurried nearer to the front of the train and peered through the next open door. Mercifully, the lamp on the wall revealed that there weren’t any occupants.


The small compartment had four seats on the right and four on the left, facing each other. A farther door allowed access if the train arrived at a station that had a platform on the opposite side. There wasn’t a corridor linking all the compartments; instead, each set of passengers occupied an isolated chamber.


Harcourt climbed inside and settled onto a thick cushion of blue satin. As he placed his document case and umbrella next to him, he realised how agitated he’d become during his rush to reach the train. He removed one of his gloves and touched his face, discovering that his cheeks were slippery with perspiration. Reminded of the little man in the compartment behind him, he wondered if he’d been too quick to pass judgement.


‘Just in time, sir,’ a guard said at the open door.


‘Indeed,’ Harcourt replied, concealing his relief.


But he wasn’t the person whom the guard had addressed.


An out-of-breath man climbed into the compartment, politely looking down so that he and Harcourt wouldn’t be forced to converse. In fact, the newcomer was courteous enough to move all the way over and sit near the other door. He even sat on the same side as Harcourt, relieving them of the awkwardness of facing each other.


Harcourt leaned back but couldn’t relax. There hadn’t been time to send a telegram to the man he was hurrying to see, but he assumed that when he reached Sedwick Hill, someone in a local tavern would be eager to earn a half crown and take a message to the nearby estate. A carriage would soon arrive for him. The household would be in a state of confusion, having been roused by his urgent summons, but when Harcourt delivered the two precious pages, he had no doubt that his client would be immensely grateful.


The guard shut the door, inserted a key, and locked it. Despite the hiss of the locomotive, Harcourt heard the scrape of metal as the guard locked the next compartment also – and the next and the next.


When Harcourt was a child, his two older brothers had locked him in a trunk in a storage room. Squeezed by the dark, narrow confines, he’d pounded at the lid, begging to be let out. The trunk’s interior had become warm and damp from the accumulation of his frantic breathing. His shouts had weakened, his breath slowing, his mind blurring. Abruptly, light had blinded him as his brothers threw the lid loudly open and ran away, laughing.


Harcourt couldn’t help remembering.


The man who shared his compartment seemed anxious also, sitting rigidly straight.


As the locomotive made chugging sounds, the iron pillars on the platform outside appeared to move. Through the window, Harcourt watched the soot-blackened glass ceiling recede as the train departed the station, heading north. He had difficulty concentrating on the view, if it could be called that, because of the distraction of the brass bars at the window. The bars prevented passengers from leaning out and being killed by a blow to the head from an object that the train passed. For a similar reason, each compartment was locked from the outside, lest someone accidentally open a door or even do so deliberately, foolishly peering out for a better view and then perhaps being struck by something or losing his or her balance and falling.


Harcourt knew the practical reasons for this arrangement, but his face was nonetheless covered with perspiration, since he didn’t think of this as a train compartment. With its barred windows and locked doors, it felt like a prison cell.


The man who shared the narrow enclosure stood. He shifted past the armrests and sat opposite Harcourt, their knees almost touching.


What unmitigated rudeness, Harcourt thought. Is he a speculator? Does he hope to sell me something?


Peering resolutely towards the darkness beyond the window, Harcourt ignored the man.


‘Good evening, Mr Harcourt.’


How the deuce does he know my name? Unable to resist, Harcourt turned his gaze in the stranger’s direction.


The stranger had kept his head down when he’d entered the compartment. But now he raised it and looked into Harcourt’s eyes.


‘You!’ Harcourt exclaimed.


As the man lunged, Harcourt grabbed his umbrella, hoping to defend himself. But the man yanked it from his grasp and threw it onto the floor. Squeezing Harcourt’s throat with one hand, he drove a knife towards Harcourt’s chest with the other.


The knife struck something solid and slid off.


The attacker cursed. Harcourt gasped, struggling to push away the hand that choked him.


Hell began.


From the Journal of Emily De Quincey


After our three-month stay in London, I did not expect that the respite Father and I enjoyed from our infinite bill collectors would end so abruptly. In the weeks since the threat against Queen Victoria had been eliminated, I took advantage of my twenty-second birthday to appeal to Father’s sentiments and compel him to admit that his decades-long reliance on opium could not continue without lethal consequences. Two days of remaining awake were followed by twenty-four hours of twitching sleep in which all of history’s armies marched through his nightmares and the ghosts of his sisters and my mother spoke to him. He could eat almost nothing except bread soaked in warm milk. He confessed to consuming as much as sixteen ounces of laudanum – a concoction of powdered opium dissolved in brandy – each day. That amount of spirits would have been destructive enough even without the addition of an opiate.


Under Dr Snow’s guidance, Father reduced his intake by half an ounce for three days and then another half an ounce for three days and so on. At the slightest sign that his body was rebelling, Father was instructed to add a quarter-ounce to the level he had reached and remain there until the headaches and tremors abated. Then Father was to continue attempting to reduce his intake in half-ounce stages.


This method not only made sense but also appeared to be effective. Father managed to reach a level of eight ounces per day. It remained an enormous amount, considering that people who weren’t accustomed to opium might die if they swallowed a full tablespoon, but Father had accumulated more than four decades of tolerance for it.


His blue eyes became clearer. He ate broth and eventually dumplings. He began writing again, adding new material to the volumes of his collected works that his Scottish publisher was preparing. Having received new pages, Father’s publisher actually sent us ten pounds, an unexpected kindness given that Father had long since spent the money that his publisher was obligated to pay him.


Our dear new friends Sean and Joseph (I refer, of course, to Detective Inspector Ryan and Detective Sergeant Becker) were delighted by Father’s progress and gave him every encouragement, as did I. But they did not know Father the way I did, and all the while he reduced his intake, I couldn’t help remembering the several times in which I had made this journey with him. In particular, it troubled me that one of Father’s writing projects was a new version of his Confessions of an English Opium-Eater – not merely a revision but an enlargement. Just when I’d hoped that he could free himself from the drug, he was revisiting the tormented text he’d written a lifetime ago, once more describing the harrowing events that had contributed to his need for opium. Again he wrote about having nearly starved to death as a seventeen-year-old beggar in the wintry streets of London. Again he wrote about tragic Ann, his first love, a fifteen-year-old girl of the streets who’d saved his life when he collapsed from hunger but who had then disappeared forever.


I did my best to distract him. On that Thursday evening, to celebrate the halfway point in Father’s opium reduction, Sean and Joseph accompanied us to a much-talked-about newly opened chophouse in Soho. Sean’s abdominal wound had healed properly this time, and Joseph no longer suffered the double vision that the blow to his head had caused. All in all, our improved conditions were reasons for celebration. Father even offered to use part of our recently acquired ten pounds to pay for our feast.


‘No need, sir. We forgot to tell you that Joseph and I are now rich,’ Sean reported.


‘Rich?’ Father asked, looking puzzled.


‘Indeed. Because of our injuries, we each received a bonus of five pounds from Scotland Yard’s special fund. We can’t think of a better way to spend some of our vast wealth than by treating you and your daughter to a meal.’


The chophouse’s floral-patterned ceiling was a wonder to behold, as were the brightly coloured segments of glass in the overhead lamps and the elaborately framed mirror above the fireplace. Everything was so pleasant that in the hubbub of conversations, no one paid attention to my bloomer skirt or the scar on Joseph’s chin or Sean’s Irish red hair when he took off his cap. Customers didn’t even seem to notice how short Father was.


But no sooner did we all sit at our table than my smile died, as I saw a change – much too familiar – come over him. It always began with his eyes. Their blue acquired the brittle look of ancient porcelain. Then his face became pale and glistened with sudden sweat. His cheeks seemed to shrink and develop more lines. He clutched his stomach.


‘Rats,’ he said, trembling.


A man at the next table dropped his fork. ‘Rats? Where?’


‘They gnaw at my stomach,’ Father moaned.


‘The chophouse served you rats?’


‘My father is ill,’ I told the man. ‘I’m sorry we disturbed you.’


‘Rats in his stomach? Then he needs a cat in his stomach.’


As Father groaned, Sean and Joseph helped him outside. A rain earlier in the evening had given London a rare sweet scent. I hoped that it and the cold mist enveloping us would brace him and moderate his torment.


‘Emily, should we take him to Dr Snow?’ Sean asked.


‘I don’t believe it would help. I’ve seen this happen before. There’s always a level of opium below which Father can’t descend.’


Obeying the doctor’s instructions, I removed a laudanum bottle and a teaspoon from my pocket.


‘Here, Father.’


From painful experience, I knew there was no other way. The teaspoon of the ruby liquid did its work. Father’s breathing became less agitated. Gradually he stopped trembling.


‘Mr De Quincey, you had only a slight relapse,’ Joseph said. ‘Tomorrow, you’ll be on track again.’


‘Yes, only a slight relapse,’ Father murmured.


In the faint light from the streetlamp, I saw tears in his eyes.


 


Father normally walks briskly, reacting to opium as if it were a stimulant, not a sedative. But that night, his steps were slow with discouragement as we returned along Piccadilly to Lord Palmerston’s house across from Green Park.


The immense house is among the few in Piccadilly that are set back from the street. It has two gates, one for arriving and another for departing traffic. Beyond them, a curved driveway leads up to the majestic entrance through which Queen Victoria had often passed when her cousin the Duke of Cambridge owned the structure, which is still known as Cambridge House.


A porter – looking none too happy to be outside in the cold mist –  opened a gate for us.


‘Lord Palmerston’s been waiting for you,’ he said. ‘There’s been a telegram.’


‘For me?’ Sean’s tone suggested that he feared another terrible crime had been committed.


‘For Mr De Quincey.’


Father raised his head in confusion. ‘What? Who on earth would …’


‘Your publisher, perhaps,’ Joseph offered.


Father regained some of his energy as a footman opened the large door. We entered the vast hallway, which was brightly illuminated by a chandelier and gleaming crystal lamps along the walls. The Greek statues, the Oriental vases and the huge portraits of Lord Palmerston’s noble family never failed to impress me. Given the various cramped, leaking accommodations where Father and I had lived, I had never in my dreams expected to reside in what I considered a palace, although Lord Palmerston always referred to it as a house.


His Lordship instantly appeared at the top of the immense staircase, making me suspect that he’d been listening for our return.


‘I have something for you!’ he announced.


Holding an opened telegram, he hastily descended. It was the swiftest that I had seen His Lordship move since he’d become prime minister in early February, so heavily did his new responsibilities weigh on him. His chest and shoulders still exuded power, but the burden of the war against the Russians had created extra lines in his once-handsome features, and the brown dye in his thick long sideburns no longer disguised his seventy years.


Quickly reaching the bottom of the staircase, Lord Palmerston handed Father the telegram. ‘It appears that the nation’s prime minister has become your social secretary. I opened this before I realised it was for you.’


Although Father and I were grateful for His Lordship’s three months of hospitality, I continued to feel that he gave us shelter not to indicate his appreciation for the help we’d provided during the recent emergencies but rather to keep us near him so that he could sense if we learned anything about him that might be compromising. ‘Keep your enemies closer than your friends,’ I had once heard him say to a cabinet minister about a member of the opposition, and I was certain that he felt the adage could also be applied to us. But after so much time, he was clearly sick of us, especially of Father’s noisy pacing along corridors in the middle of the night. If not for the fondness that Queen Victoria and Prince Albert had for us, he would no doubt have long since asked us to leave.


‘It appears that you’ve been summoned,’ Lord Palmerston said.


What little colour there was in Father’s complexion drained as he read the telegram and moaned in despair.


‘Father, is everything all right?’ I asked.


‘It’s a catastrophe! As bad as the burning of the Alexandrian library!’


‘The burning of what?’ Sean asked.


‘The Pope! The Dryden! It has to be stopped! A Bradshaw! Get me a Bradshaw!’


No matter how baffling Father’s outburst was, at least one reference was clear. Father was demanding to see a copy of Bradshaw’s Railway Timetables.


‘You heard the man,’ Lord Palmerston told his footman. ‘Bring him my Bradshaw.’


The footman scurried away, although he seemed eager to remain in the hopes that the mystery of Father’s behaviour would be revealed.


‘The Shakespeare. The Spenser. No!’ Father moaned.


I took the telegram from Father and read it to the group. ‘“Patience ended. Books to be auctioned noon Friday.”’


‘I told him he’d receive his blasted money!’ Father insisted.


‘But that was six months ago, and you didn’t send it,’ I reminded him gently.


‘I explained to him that I just needed a little more time! Why won’t he listen?’


‘Explained to who, Emily?’ Joseph asked.


‘A landlord,’ I replied.


‘In Edinburgh? I thought your landlord knew that for now you’re living in London and he should rent out your lodgings.’


‘In Grasmere. The Lake District,’ I told the group. ‘Where Father lived for many years. One reason we’re in debt is that he collects books.’


They seemed perplexed.


‘Many, many books,’ I continued reluctantly. ‘Wherever Father lives, he fills room after room with books until there is barely space in which to move. He finally locks the door and rents another dwelling.’


‘How many places filled with books are you talking about?’ Sean asked.


‘Three. There used to be others.’


‘Three? But how in creation does your father pay the rent?’


‘He can’t. He keeps promising, and occasionally he sends payment for a month or two, leading the landlords to expect that additional money will arrive. Eventually some of them lose patience.’


‘Perhaps if he sold a portion of the books, he could pay the landlord and retain the others,’ Joseph offered.


‘Sell my books?’ Father sounded horrified.


As Lord Palmerston stepped forward, I had the impression that he concealed his delight. ‘You asked for a Bradshaw. Does that mean you contemplate a journey? Perhaps to the Lake District? Perhaps to Grasmere?’


‘The books will be auctioned at noon tomorrow! I must leave at once!’ Father said.


‘Yes, absolutely at once,’ Lord Palmerston agreed.


When the footman rushed back with a copy of Bradshaw’s Railway Timetables, Lord Palmerston searched eagerly through the thick volume.


‘Aha. A train leaves at nine o’clock tonight from Euston Station. It stops at Manchester. Tomorrow morning at six, a train leaves Manchester for Windermere, arriving at ten. A swift carriage ought to get you to Grasmere by noon. You can save your books. Quickly. There’s not a moment to spare.’


‘But it’s already after eight.’ I pointed towards the great clock in a corner of the entrance area. ‘There’s no time to pack.’


‘Easily taken care of,’ Lord Palmerston assured me. ‘I’ll instruct the servants to gather your things and send them to Grasmere. You’ll have them by tomorrow evening.’ He turned to the footman. ‘Summon a cab,’ he ordered. He told another servant, ‘Bring my overcoat, hat and gloves.’


‘You’re coming with us, my lord?’ Father asked. ‘Aren’t you needed at Parliament tonight?’


‘I wish to give you a proper good-bye.’


Thus it happened that the five of us were crammed into a hackney cab that was meant to hold only four. A woman with a hooped dress could not have fit into the crowded vehicle, but my bloomer skirt allowed me to share the close space between Sean and Joseph, feeling them on either side of me.


I’d gone to the chophouse in high spirits. Now those spirits plummeted as we rushed through the misty streets, arriving at Euston Station with only five minutes to spare. In the cab, in the presence of Lord Palmerston, I wasn’t able to tell Sean and Joseph how much I didn’t want to leave them. ‘I shall miss you’ was all I could manage as we crossed the station’s Great Hall.


‘But you’ll come back soon, I hope,’ Joseph said quickly.


Before I could tell them I would try with all my heart, Lord Palmerston thrust two tickets into my hand. ‘First class. Nothing’s too good for you and your father. Here are five sovereigns to help you along the way. Now hurry or you’ll miss your train.’


His Lordship looked shocked when I kissed first Sean and then Joseph on the cheek.


But he didn’t allow my show of affection to distract him. He urged us through a passageway onto the gloomy glass-and-iron-roofed platform, where a guard examined our tickets.


Hurrying towards the hiss of the train, I looked back and waved to Sean and Joseph at the gate. Their faces were bleak. In contrast, Lord Palmerston smiled brightly and returned my wave, happy to be rid of us in a way that wouldn’t antagonise Queen Victoria. I imagined him telling the queen, What else could I do, Your Majesty? It was their idea.


We found an empty first-class compartment, where I told Father, ‘We ought to sit against the far window.’ He looked so distracted, clenching and unclenching his hands, moving his feet up and down even after he sat, that I wanted us to keep a distance from anyone else who entered. As it was, a hurried man peered through the open door, saw us, obviously didn’t approve, and rushed on.


The guard locked our door. Although I disliked being trapped in the prison-like compartment, at least we wouldn’t have the awkwardness of sharing the limited area with strangers who would judge us.


The train jolted into motion. Outside the terminal, the mist cleared. We passed the gaslights of factories, then the lesser lights of decayed buildings in slums. Finally there were only trees and pastures revealed by starlight and a half-moon.


The compartment was cold. The single lamp on the wall against which I sat did little to dispel shadows. The train swayed as it accelerated, and the clatter of its wheels intensified.


‘Emily, will you allow me to open the window?’ Father asked. ‘I think a sharp breeze might help to calm me.’


He slid the window up.


‘Perhaps another teaspoon of laudanum would help also,’ he suggested.


‘Not yet, Father.’


‘No, alas, not yet.’


With a sigh, he leaned back against a cushion. My position across from him, with my back towards the engine, was such that the wind created by the train rushed in towards Father but not me. A cinder flew through the open window and stopped glowing for a moment before it landed on him.


‘Watch for sparks, Father.’


He brushed at his coat.


The train moved faster.


‘In the days of the horse-driven mail coach,’ Father said, ‘especially when I rode on top, I could readily see what lay along the road and what stretched ahead. But in here, we might as well be blind.’


I felt a thump behind me.


‘What was that?’ I wondered.


‘What was what?’ Father asked.


Again something thumped behind me, this time with greater force.


‘The wall,’ I said. ‘Something banged against it.’


Father leaned forward. Even in the meagre lamplight, I could see that for a change, his eyes showed interest rather than despair.


The next thump was so strong that the partition trembled.


Now there were several loud thumps in a row, followed by a muffled shout. All at once, the vibrations seemed to come from the side of the compartment instead of the wall, many of them, loud and rapid.


Abruptly the stars and the half-moon disappeared as we entered a tunnel. The enclosure amplified the roar of the engine and the fierce clatter of the wheels while the thumps and the shouts in the next compartment became silent.


As the train rocketed from the tunnel, its noise diminished. A dark liquid covered the area of the window that wasn’t open, rippling in the wind created by the train’s rush.


‘It must have started to rain,’ Father said. ‘Drops of it flew in. I feel them on my face.’


‘But before we entered the tunnel, I could see the sky, and it was clear,’ I told him. ‘I don’t understand how clouds could so suddenly have overtaken us.’


‘Then why did I feel rain strike my face?’


Father wiped the cheek that was near the open window. He peered down at his hand.


‘Emily,’ he said. His tone chilled me as he showed me the dark liquid on his fingers. He seemed to fear that he was suffering an opium delusion.


‘It’s real, Father. Turn your face towards the light.’


When he exposed that section of his face, I shivered. His cheek was covered with the same dark liquid that smeared the window, and there wasn’t any question that it was blood.


 


Lester Aldridge had a cough. By itself, that wasn’t remarkable. After an unusually cold, snowy winter, many people had coughs, but Aldridge was a train guard, and his employment put a different perspective on the condition of his health. He’d noticed that many train guards developed coughs, and his wife had a theory that being constantly exposed to the smoke and cinders from locomotives affected his lungs the way soot in a chimney affected a sweep’s lungs – and no one had ever met a chimney sweep who didn’t have a cough.


As the nine o’clock from Euston pulled into its first stop, Aldridge raised his fist to his mouth, coughed yet again, and turned the wheel on the brake van at the rear of the train. Because none of the carriages had a braking system, one of Aldridge’s jobs was to bring the train to a halt.


He jumped down to the platform and ran along it, using his key to unlock all the compartments. In the event of a collision or a derailment, that task was essential. Otherwise, the passengers would be trapped amid the chaos of the wreckage.


He heard shouts ahead but decided not to attend to them until he came closer. Right now he needed to keep the train on its strict schedule. Quickly, he unlocked the freight carriage. That was easy. There was only one door, in the middle.


He hurried to the third-class carriages, but ahead, the shouts grew louder, a woman demanding, ‘Guard! Guard!’ So he kept rushing forward.


People on the platform gathered to learn the cause of the commotion. Aldridge made his way through them and found a blue-eyed young woman at an open window, her attractive features distorted with alarm. He remembered when she and a small elderly man had boarded the compartment at Euston Station. Considering the trousers that extended below the hem of the young lady’s hoopless skirt, Aldridge was surprised that they could afford first-class tickets; they most likely belonged in a third-class carriage.


‘Let us out!’ she insisted.


After another cough, Aldridge inserted his key into the door. ‘Is there a problem, miss?’


‘My father has blood on his face!’


‘Blood?’ someone in the crowd exclaimed. ‘Where?’


‘Did your father have an accident, miss?’ Aldridge enquired in distress, hurrying to open the door. ‘Did he somehow cut himself?’ Even as Aldridge asked the question, he couldn’t think of anything in the compartment that was sharp enough to cause an injury.


‘The window!’ the young woman told him, helping the small elderly man hurry from the compartment. The lamps on the platform revealed the blood covering one side of his face.


‘My God!’ a man said, lurching back.


‘Did something crash against the window, miss?’ Aldridge asked, trying not to appear as agitated as he suddenly felt. He knew that ruffians sometimes threw rocks at passing trains, and on rare occasions, birds flew against the windows, breaking the glass.


‘No. No. The window was open.’


‘Let us out!’ the passengers in the second-class carriages were yelling.


A platform guard rushed to Aldridge. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘I don’t know yet,’ Aldridge said. He suppressed another cough and acted as if he were in control of the situation. ‘Unlock the other doors. Let the other passengers out.’


Returning his attention to the young woman, Aldridge said, ‘A station guard will bring medical help. What happened?’


‘Blood came through the window.’


‘Blood through the window?’ someone in the crowd repeated in horror.


‘Open the next compartment,’ the elderly man said. The crimson that dripped from his face made him look so grotesque that the crowd stepped even farther back.


‘But what does the next compartment have to do with—’ Aldridge started to ask.


‘Listen to my father,’ the young woman instructed. ‘Unlock the next compartment.’


Suddenly in motion, Aldridge unlocked and opened the next door. He frowned when the faint light from the single lamp showed that the compartment was empty.


‘But passengers were definitely here,’ Aldridge insisted. ‘I remember one of them spoke to me before I locked the door. Then a second passenger boarded at the last minute. Where did they go?’


The woman’s father squeezed next to him and peered inside. ‘The floor mat is in disarray,’ he noted. ‘So are the cushions.’


Aldridge started to climb inside.


‘No, not that way,’ the little man objected. ‘Quickly. Come with me.’


Confused, Aldridge felt the woman in the bloomer skirt tug his arm. Her authority was such that he couldn’t resist following her father into the compartment they had occupied.


‘The door on the opposite side,’ the man said. ‘See the part of the window that isn’t opened? See the blood on it? Unlock that door.’


‘But it’s dark on that side of the tracks. We won’t see anything out there.’


Trying not to brush against the young woman, Aldridge made his way outside and grabbed a lantern that hung on an iron post.


Again, he manoeuvred around the woman. As the little man sat sideways on cushions, Aldridge re-entered the compartment and gave him the lantern. Then Aldridge removed his key from his uniform, shoved his arm between the brass bars at the open window, twisted his hand down, and managed to unlock the far door.


He felt relieved to step down onto the gravel and have sufficient space not to bump into the woman. She and her father descended behind him and stood between two sets of tracks, one on which their train had arrived and another set for trains heading in the opposite direction.


‘Good Lord,’ Aldridge said when he raised the lantern towards the exterior of the next compartment.


The iron step below the door was covered with blood. So was a wheel between that compartment and the one from which he’d just descended. The side of the latter compartment was spattered with blood, as was the closed portion of the window.


‘What in heaven’s name …’


‘Unlock this door,’ the woman’s father said.


By now, Aldridge was so accustomed to receiving commands from this strange pair that he automatically obeyed. But when he put the key into the lock, he didn’t need to do anything. At his touch, the door swung open.


‘It isn’t secured,’ he said. ‘But I know all the doors on this side were locked. I did it myself.’


‘The latch has been broken,’ the woman said, pointing.


Aldridge brought the lamp closer. Not only was the latch broken but the interior of the door showed severe damage to its polished mahogany –  or, rather, what had once been polished mahogany; much of the battered wood was now covered with blood, as were the upended cushions and the twisted mat. Even the ceiling was spattered with crimson.


Aldridge coughed and raised a boot towards the metal step, intending to look inside.


‘No!’ the little man warned. ‘You’ll disturb the blood on the step. You mustn’t touch anything until the police arrive. Give the lantern to my daughter, and lift me under my chest and legs. Put me inside so I can look around without standing on anything.’


Again the authority of this strange couple was such that Aldridge obeyed, pleased that the little man weighed almost nothing.


‘All I see is a hat and a blood-covered umbrella,’ the man said, his voice sounding muffled beyond the compartment’s open door. ‘Maybe the umbrella was used as a weapon.’


‘There isn’t a leather case?’ Aldridge asked, continuing to hold him above the floor in there. ‘I remember the first passenger carried both a document case and an umbrella.’


‘Only the hat and the umbrella. No, wait – I see something under this seat. Tilt me down closer.’ The little man hovered over the floor and peered under the seat. ‘I’m wrong,’ he said. ‘It’s nothing.’


‘Your cough sounds persistent,’ the young woman told Aldridge.


‘From the train smoke, miss.’


‘Boil water in a pot. Add a chunk of pine resin. Inhale the steam,’ she advised. ‘The vapour from the pine resin will open your airways.’


‘You know about medicine?’ Aldridge asked. His chest began to feel the effort of holding up the woman’s father.


‘A doctor is teaching me. Your lungs will feel better for a time, but they won’t improve if you continue to be exposed to the smoke.’


‘What can I do, miss? With four children and a wife, I need the work.’


‘Perhaps a mask would help when you’re alone at the back of the train.’


‘You’re kind to think of me, miss.’


Suspended within the compartment’s interior, her father said, ‘There doesn’t appear to be anything else inside. You may set me down now, thank you.’


Aldridge’s chest continued to ache even after he returned the little man’s boots to the gravel. ‘Nothing like this has ever happened on a train before. I don’t know what to do.’


The locomotive hissed. A fierce whistle sounded.


Aldridge quickly closed the compartment’s door but couldn’t lock it, so damaged was the latch. At least it stayed shut. ‘I’ll summon the constable at the station. He’ll try to make sense of what happened.’


‘Just be certain the constable doesn’t enter that compartment and disturb anything,’ the young woman insisted. ‘Send a telegram to Detective Inspector Ryan at Scotland Yard. Tell him that Miss De Quincey and her father are here. He’ll come at once.’


The train’s whistle blew again.


‘It doesn’t matter how swiftly the inspector arrives,’ Aldridge told her. ‘The train will be gone.’


‘What?’


‘We’re behind schedule.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘The train has to depart immediately and try to gain the time it lost.’


‘But someone was attacked here!’ the woman said.


‘There’s no choice. Railway time is relentless. Nothing can interfere with the schedule. If one train falters, the rest of the system falters also. Everything comes to a halt.’


‘Uncouple the carriage and leave it here for Inspector Ryan to examine,’ she told him firmly.


‘Impossible! This station doesn’t have a siding on which to shunt the carriage. We need to reach Manchester for that. This carriage can’t be brought back here until noon tomorrow.’


The train’s whistle shrieked again, this time longer.


Aldridge hurried to climb into the compartment that the little man and his daughter had occupied. ‘You’d better get aboard.’


‘How far behind us is the tunnel?’ the woman asked.


‘The tunnel? A quarter of a mile. Why do you wish to know?’


‘The attack happened when the train passed through it.’ She turned to her companion. ‘You know what we need to do, Father.’


‘Yes.’


‘I’m sorry about your books.’


‘As am I,’ her father said.


‘Give me your lantern, please,’ the woman told Aldridge.


‘But—’


She took it from him and started along the tracks.


‘Wait!’ Aldridge demanded. ‘What are you doing?’


‘The victim might still be alive!’ she called back. ‘I might be able to help him! Perhaps I can stop the bleeding!’


‘But it isn’t safe out here!’


‘Send guards as quickly as you can!’ she urged.


Aldridge watched her run along the tracks, her elderly father managing to stay with her. The light from the lantern swayed in the darkness, becoming smaller. Then the train’s whistle was even more insistent, and Aldridge rushed to obey it.


 


The cold air stung De Quincey’s cheeks.


‘Father, I truly meant what I said about the loss of your books,’ Emily told him as they hurried along the shadowy tracks. ‘I understand the sacrifice you’re making.’


‘The sacrifice was made a long time ago, Emily. Finally I realise how much I deceived myself.’


Behind them, the train made rapid chugging sounds. The connections between carriages clanged. Wheels scraped. Peering over his shoulder as he hurried, De Quincey saw the red lanterns at the end of the brake van recede into the night. Then all that remained were the distant lamps on the platform and the shadows of the countryside.


‘Even if I reached Grasmere in time, how could I possibly stop the landlord from auctioning my books? I’m forced to admit that they were doomed the moment I locked the door on them.’


Gravel crunched under their rapid footsteps.


‘I see the tunnel,’ Emily said, raising the lantern.


The looming, dark entrance made her stop.


‘Can you hear me?’ De Quincey yelled into the tunnel. His words reverberated in the blackness.


‘We’ve come to help you!’ Emily shouted.


But the only sound was a rumbling echo.


‘Maybe he’s too weak to answer us,’ Emily said. ‘God grant that we’re not too late.’


She gripped De Quincey’s hand. They stepped into the void.


Instantly, the air became colder and heavier. They heard the echo of their footsteps and the sound of water dripping from the ceiling.


Emily aimed the lantern between the two sets of tracks, but the light wasn’t powerful enough to chase the darkness from the widely spaced, curved walls.


‘The abyss of an opium nightmare,’ De Quincey said.


‘Perhaps you should have remained at the station. Father, do you feel strong enough to continue?’


‘What this makes me feel is …’


‘Yes?’ Emily asked.


‘… alive.’


The adrenalin of having a purpose suppressed the weariness of De Quincey’s sixty-nine years, stifling decades of regret for the snare in which he’d allowed opium to entrap him. His habit of walking as much as fifteen miles each day to subdue his craving, his compulsive midnight pacing that Lord Palmerston complained about, gave his legs the strength to keep up with his daughter.


‘Ahead.’ De Quincey pointed. ‘There’s something on the gravel.’


The lantern revealed a dark shape lying between the two sets of tracks.


Emily rushed forward but then stopped abruptly.


Even if the victim hadn’t been motionless in the way that only corpses can be, clearly the man was beyond help. His neck had been slashed. His forehead was pulped. One of his legs was almost severed.


‘Oh,’ Emily murmured.


She set the lantern down and dropped to her knees at the edge of the considerable blood that surrounded the body. After a moment’s hesitation, she reached over and touched one of the man’s wrists, searching for a pulse.


She shook her head despondently.


‘In December, I believed I’d seen the worst that I would ever encounter,’ she said. ‘After what happened in February, I became even more certain. But now …’ She sighed. ‘God help this man – because there’s no way I can.’


De Quincey tried not to inhale the coppery odour from the blood.


‘I hope you don’t think this is murder as a fine art,’ Emily said.


‘Aristotle would be the judge of that, not me. Pity and terror – those are the great philosopher’s requirements.’


De Quincey helped his daughter to stand. ‘Without question, what was done to this man produces terror.’ He turned Emily away from the corpse. ‘But what about pity?’


‘Father, I know what you’re doing.’


‘Merely trying to create a reality in your mind that’s greater than what lies behind us.’


‘Thank you.’


‘The helplessness that this man felt, trapped in a locked cell on a speeding projectile, is something we all feel every time we step into a train, and now the vileness of the human imagination prompted someone to commit murder in one of those locked compartments. Will there come a time when the world moves so fast that there’ll be no place in which we’re not afraid? Yes, I pity this man.’ De Quincey’s voice dropped. ‘I pity us all.’


They faced the far-away curved entrance to the tunnel. The moonlight beyond it provided a pale contrast to the dense blackness around them.


‘You shivered. Are you cold, Father?’


‘You shivered also,’ he told her.


‘But we can’t leave,’ Emily said, the tunnel echoing. ‘Not until station guards arrive to make certain that everything remains the way we found it. Sean will want to have all the details preserved.’


‘Do you see the lights of the station?’


‘No, Father. It’s too far away.’


‘Do you see the outlines of guards hurrying toward us?’


‘No, I don’t see them either,’ Emily replied. ‘What do you suppose is taking them so long?’


‘But I do see something. Perhaps because of laudanum, it’s only in my mind.’


‘What are you talking about, Father?’


De Quincey extended the arm that held the lantern. At the level of his knees, several eyes gleamed from the light’s reflection.


Emily stumbled back. Something growled.


‘Dogs!’ Emily said.


The eyes moved closer – three pairs, four, five.


‘The odour of the blood must have attracted them! They want the corpse!’ De Quincey said.


Another dog growled.


‘Maybe they also want us!’ Emily said. She waved her arms and shouted, ‘Go!’


The eyes vanished as the dogs turned and darted away.


‘That’s right!’ Emily yelled. ‘Leave us alone!’


But now the eyes reappeared, floating back to where they’d been.


‘I couldn’t help this wretched soul, but by God, I’ll protect what’s left of him!’ Emily shouted.


Teeth suddenly flashed, snapping at her.


Emily lurched back so quickly that she almost fell.


‘Gravel!’ De Quincey said.


He picked up a handful and hurled it. They heard numerous yelps, and the eyes again vanished as the dogs scurried away.


‘Yes!’ Emily said. She grabbed one handful of gravel and then another, throwing it with all her strength.


De Quincey heard more yelps.


But then he heard more growls. Turning, he saw yellow eyes drifting towards him from the opposite direction.


‘Emily, I’ll take this side while you take the other! Keep throwing gravel!’


As he held the lantern with his left hand, he found the strength to grab stones with his right, throwing them, hearing them clatter on rails while many of them thumped against flesh. He wore gloves, but the rough edges of the gravel tore the tips off the gloves.


‘Blast you!’ Emily yelled as she threw the gravel. ‘I won’t let you have this man!’


‘Make as much noise as possible!’ De Quincey told her with effort. His arm cramping, he began to sing a hymn that he remembered from the terrible events in February. ‘“The son of God goes forth to war / A kingly crown to gain!” Sing it, Emily! As loudly as you can! “The son of God goes forth to war!”’


Their bellowing voices rebounded off the curved walls.


De Quincey abruptly switched to a hotchpotch of Shakespeare. ‘“Hell is empty and all the devils are here!” But I shall send you all back to hell! I shall be a dog of war!’


‘Father!’ Emily called out in warning.


The echoing roar of their shouts was nothing compared to the fierce din that rushed towards them. Suddenly the entrance to the tunnel was blocked by darkness except for two red lights that grew larger and larger.


Emily grabbed her father and tugged him down onto the gravel a moment before an express locomotive raced from the north towards London. The fury of the wind it created gusted at De Quincey’s coat. He felt the ground beneath him shudder and clamped his hands over his ears. Carriage after carriage rushed past, the clatter and clang of myriad wheels adding to the chaos. Thick smoke filled the tunnel, sparks burning De Quincey’s forehead. The air became so dense with swirling soot that he couldn’t breathe. He coughed and choked, scrunching his eyes shut against the grit that threatened to clog them.


All at once the clatter and clang were gone. As the smoke and the cinders settled around him, De Quincey opened his raw eyes and saw the red lamps at the end of the train hurtling away into the night towards London. The tunnel’s thundering echo subsided until the only sound he heard was the ringing in his ears.


‘Are you all right, Emily?’


As the two of them struggled to their feet, De Quincey raised the lantern. The eyes were no longer in evidence.


‘The train must have frightened the dogs away,’ he said.


Then Emily said, ‘No.’


The eyes reappeared, dark shapes stalking near them. The growls came closer.


Teeth snapped at Emily.


‘Damn you!’ She kicked, her boot striking a dog’s nose. With a bark of pain, the dog bolted away.


‘Until tonight, Emily, I never heard you say “blast” or “damn”. ’


‘You might hear worse, Father.’


A dog bit into his trouser cuff and tugged, nearly pulling him off his feet.


His chest tight, De Quincey hopped on one foot, swung the lantern, and slammed it against the dog’s head. Stunned, the dog released its grip and staggered away.


De Quincey drew a painful breath as he reached for more stones, but what his fingers grasped instead was a piece of metal. Raising it to the lantern, he saw that it was the end of a broken rod that must have fallen from a passing train.


He mustered the energy to bang it repeatedly against a rail on the tracks. The angry ringing noise he created was so unfamiliar that the eyes darted back.


‘It’s working, Father!’


But as he kept striking the rod against the iron rail, his heart raced with such force that he feared he might collapse.


‘I don’t have the strength to keep doing it, Emily!’


Slumping to the gravel, he handed her the rod. Sweat dripped from his face and soaked his clothes.


Emily pounded the rod again and again on the rail, but the ear-splitting, high-pitched sound of the impact only made the dogs hesitate and assess the danger.
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