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For Bobby











Murder is, doubtless, a very shocking offence; nevertheless, as what is done is not to be undone, let us make our money of it.


‘Blood’, Punch, 1842


Ah, Franklin!


To follow you, one does not need geography.


At least not totally, but more of that


Instrumental knowledge that bones have,


Their limits, their measurings.


The eye creates the horizon,


The ear invents the wind,


The hand reaching out from the parka sleeve


By touch demands that the touched thing be.


Gwendolyn MacEwen, Terror and Erebus













The End of Things



Newgate Prison, London


17 JANUARY 1851


Let us begin at the end, shall we? In a cold London square. A murderer is to be hanged and the fuss has lured the pigeons out in their hundreds. Cloaked in the fumes of cheap meat pies, the birds scratch around traders touting wares to the crowds. With silky, silver-green necks bobbing, they puff their chests in the manner of stout grandees, ducking hob-nailed boots and scattered bottles as they squabble and they peck for a taste of scraps.


Dunggggggg.


The birds lift as one, dispersing into shards as the bell loudly tolls.


Down below, from Debtor’s Door, a reluctant prisoner is led into the bitter air.


An eel-jelly smog hangs low over the Thames. The air is wet, breathing it like shrugging a damp greatcoat onto the body. Old Bailey is swarming with humans, the ripe-sweat stink of twenty thousand or so. Half of London, it seems, is here for the show, for there is nothing like a hanging to lure mankind out of his house.


The crowd emits a low and persistent bawl – drunks bellow at the skies, harlots toss their heads for high-pitched magpie cackles. Small bodies move through the masses unseen, pilfering coins and purses from unsuspecting pockets.


Above them all, on the scaffold, Calcraft takes his mark, and as he does, the crowd surges forwards for a glimpse of the famed hangman. Bodies swell and churn. In the rush, a young woman falls to her knees. Her limbs are quickly, quietly crushed.


‘Get your lamentations!’


‘The whole horrid confession right here. In print!’


Boys with threadbare trousers thrust folded broadsides into fingers dripping with jewels.


‘You’ve never read nothing like it! No one more deserving of a scragging.’


Wide, darting eyes soak up the lurid details, delicate hands clutch at clavicles, and Calcraft takes his horrid hood and tugs it over the head of the murderer. He fastens it with ghastly nimbleness, his crooked fingers well accustomed to the job. He holds out his hand, to be taken by a quivering palm.


Goodbye.


The crowd erupts and the pigeons burst like brass bullets from the rooftops. Six feet below the city, the rats raise oily heads at the din.


The doomed is guided forwards, ankles strapped, a hempen noose slung around their neck. As they shuffle and stumble, the sun arrives at last, peering out from behind its own heavy shroud.


The doomed soul can see its glow through the scratchy cotton of the hood.


Their shoulders drop.


Their breathing slows.


For a stuttering moment they are gilded in light.


The figure leans forwards into its warmth, fingers slowly reaching out until, without mercy, the lever is drawn. The drawbar falls with a resounding crash, and they drop through the open jaws of the trap.


*


A few miles away, on a quiet hilltop overlooking the city, a hidden figure watches from the trees as a body is buried in a simple wooden casket. It is exposed up here, a few plots already plundered, yellow disinterred bones scattered bleakly among the headstones. It’s a grim space. But this had been the only choice, given the circumstances.


There is one sole mourner, a thin, grey-eyed man whose skin has long lost its tautness. The air is cleaner on this hill, fresher than that wretched place down below. But the slow-crawling stink of the city reaches the nostrils eventually.


The casket is lowered without the whimsy of ceremony, and a robin sets up its calling from the branches of an old oak tree. The song is silvery, rose-oil sweet, but is clawed apart and discarded by the breeze. The thin man treads away, and the sky fills with sunlight. An almighty roar carries across from the city.


He bows his head and pulls tight his coat.


It is done, he nods. It is done.










LONDON











Chapter One



Maude


OCTOBER 1850


Ra-pa-pa-pa-pa.


Maude Horton beats a fist on polished mahogany, the sound swallowed by the stark, clean marble of the corridor. Her chest heaves, sweat making thick the dark hair coiled at the back of her neck. Her skin feels damp and oddly exposed here, surrounded by towering portraits of proud, uniformed men. Hubris captured in brushstrokes, she thinks. She puts an ear to the door, waits.


Silence.


She bangs again, sparing no thought for impudence, for bad manners, for the sentiment that women should not go around beating fists on doors such as this one. There had been no reply to her enquiries. This had become the only option.


There’s a rustling sound, and Maude briefly imagines those inside dressed in embroidered blue, poring over dusty maps and wind charts, cigars clasped under heavy, oiled moustaches.


RA-PA-PA-PA-PA.


Just as she hears the frantic footsteps of the pursuing guard catch up to her, a crack appears at the door and a man with silver hair and the swollen throat of a toad leans forwards to fill it.


‘What is the need for this racket?’ The medals at his breast wink keenly.


‘Commissioner.’ The security guard arrives breathless. ‘She dodged right past me. Tried to stop her. Just . . . I just couldn’t quite. She said she was one of the new maids!’


‘All right, Mason. Stand down. It’s hardly the Storming of the Bastille, is it?’ The commissioner’s eyes flick idly across Maude’s simple clothing. ‘And?’ Wiry eyebrows lift almost to his hairline. ‘What is it that you need?’


She thrusts the paper, marked with an official admiralty stamp, towards the gap. ‘I’m Maude Horton,’ she says. ‘My sister was Constance Horton, and what I need is the truth.’


*


Entering the admiralty boardroom is like having a rag clamped over one’s mouth. It brings about a dizzying, suffocating effect. Maude steps forwards, careful not to stumble on the carpet, watching as Sir Hancock, admiralty commissioner, crosses the room then turns to face her, arms folded. Everything within these oak-panelled walls has a leaden weight to it: the imposing ceiling, sculpted into octagons; the mariners’ tools so intricate they appear as items in a museum. Carvings frame the ornate fireplace – anchors, swords, sceptres and telescopes – and over the mantelpiece a large wind dial, the size of a shield, has been painted with a map of the British Isles. A thin, white arrow strikes furiously to NORTH-NORTHWEST.


Maude glances at the long, mullioned windows, yearning for a taste of clean air. Instead, a watery morning light scythes in through the glass, landing on a long, polished table, where several white-haired men are seated. Some are straight-backed with curiosity, others recline like lemurs on overstuffed leather, nonchalant – as if a woman barging her way into the admiralty boardroom at Whitehall is as common as a mouse crossing the floor.


‘Ms Horton’s come about an incident on the Makepeace. Despie’s ship in the Passage.’ Hancock’s words land with a thud. A wan desk clerk takes up a pen and begins his scribbling.


‘Although, I’m afraid, Ms Horton, there is little more to be said on the subject.’ He looks vaguely at the floor in front of her. ‘I’m sure you have all the particulars in your letter there’ – a cursory wave of the hand – ‘from the secretariat.’


She turns over the piece of paper. Five meagre lines written in cursive.


We regret to inform. Misadventure. Regards.


‘Particulars?’ Her voice sounds small and she feels her chest begin to flush with heat. ‘With respect, there are no particulars in this letter, commissioner. Only meaningless formality.’


Hancock sucks in his cheeks. The lemurs grumble and shift in their seats.


‘What is it exactly that you would like to know, Ms Horton?’ The words are soaked in sugar.


The clerk pauses and holds his pen aloft. Gilt lanterns flicker and a dozen pairs of eyes bore into her.


She draws a slow breath.


‘I demand to know the circumstances surrounding my sister’s death on the Makepeace. I demand to know to what exactly this word refers: misadventure.’ She holds out the paper and taps it, hoping that they do not perceive just quite how violently her finger shakes.


It had offended her, that word, when she first received the letter a few weeks ago. Hollowed out by grief and frantic for answers, she had torn open the report and scanned the few lines within. Her eyes fell on the loaded term, one that can tell any number of stories.


Hancock heaves a sigh. ‘It can mean many things in the Arctic, Ms Horton. And while I am grieved to distress you, accidents happen often on such ambitious expeditions. As I’m sure you can quite imagine.’


She wants to tear the vile smirk from his face.


‘The Far North is an inhospitable place,’ he continues, ‘and in such conditions, weaker bodies can just . . .’ He flaps his hand again. By weaker, she knows he means female. ‘Can just . . . fall foul of the environs. It is why we do not allow women on our ships, Ms Horton.’


That, and the fact that men alone on ships cannot be trusted.


‘And, I shouldn’t think I have to remind you that your sister should never have been aboard the Makepeace in the first place. She cheated her way to a berth, she flouted the rules, disregarded regulations, not to mention disrespected hundreds of years of seafaring tradition and history. So, as I’m sure you’ll allow, the admiralty can hardly be at fault for what became of her during that journey.’


He seems very certain of what she will and will not allow. ‘What sort of accident occurred?’ She will not be distracted by pomp, by old-fashioned notions of swashbuckling men on the high seas. ‘If you’ll oblige me, commissioner. I must push you again on the specifics.’ A keen ache in her jaw betrays her clenched teeth.


Hancock scoffs derisively, shakes his head, the motion continuing for far too long for someone who knows the answer to the question posed. He makes a few hollow vowel sounds, then looks to the table. A stringy man peers over his pince-nez to study the contents of his glass. Another appraises the ceiling panels most intently.


‘I am not at liberty to—’


‘She was my sister!’ Maude’s voice rings off the room’s cut crystal. There is a short, collective gasp. She knows instantly that she has made a mistake.


‘Ms Horton.’ The commissioner’s words are clipped now, but his eyes have grown alarmingly wide. ‘I am not privy to the particulars of every death that occurs in foreign seas. As you can appreciate, there are rather a lot of them, and I have more pressing things to concern myself with here. Not least the running of the entire country’s naval operations.’


‘Something happened out there.’ She had told herself she would not allow hysteria to take over. She must try and retain her composure. ‘Something happened that you are not telling me, you are not telling anyone, and I will not be brushed aside by a word that has been selected in order to remove any accountability from the admiralty.’


Hancock smiles drily.


She has pushed it too far.


‘Ms Horton, I shall have to insist that you—’


‘Why is the body not here?’


Hancock indicates to the guard that their meeting is over.


‘Why could we not have a burial? Who performed the autopsy?’


‘I think you’ve wasted quite enough of everyone’s time. Good day.’


The men at the table clear their throats. Mr Pince-nez strikes a lucifer, lights his cigar, takes a glorious puff.


A sour taste crawls from Maude’s stomach to her throat, as the guard stalks across the room. No. She had hoped that if she came here herself, if they were compelled to put a face to the incident, a family member to the ‘official report’, that they might tell her something.


‘I will find out,’ she threatens as the guard seizes her shoulder. ‘I will find out what happened, even if that means locating the crew. Or . . . Captain Despie.’ Strong hands propel her roughly to the door. ‘Or anyone with courtesy enough to tell me why and how my sister died.’


‘As is your choice, Ms Horton.’ Hancock locates an armchair, sits, reclines.


Blue curlicues of cigar smoke escape from the room as the guard yanks open the door. He does not release his grip until they have descended several sets of winding stairs, and he has deposited her, with a pert shove, back out into the yard. As she turns, he pulls the double doors together with a satisfied clunk.


Maude’s shoulders slacken, and she allows her head to tip backwards, eyes to the sky. The clouds are sullen, as damp as her mood, and she fights the sob threatening to escape from her throat.


She needs action. Not emotions. She has always been the one to assemble a plan, to find the solution. Tears aren’t going to help with that.


She straightens her back, smooths down her skirts and crosses the yard, passing cabs and strolling businessmen as she steps out onto the busy thoroughfare. The patter of footsteps behind her stops her in her tracks.


‘Ms Horton!’ Someone is calling out. ‘Ms Horton!’ She turns, eyes shut, bracing herself for her punishment.


Nothing comes.


She blinks open her eyes. Standing before her is the desk clerk, the man who was taking minutes for Hancock. The one with skin so pale his veins show themselves like rivers on a map.


He glances behind him and takes a cautious step closer, indicating with a slight jerk of the head that he wants her to move into a side street.


‘I think not.’ She is not in the habit of stepping into dark alleyways with strange men. ‘Can I help you?’


‘Ms Horton, you are quite safe, I assure you.’ He ushers her with feeling, now. ‘I want to ensure we are not being observed.’


Her curiosity outweighs her caution, then, and she follows him off the street and into a quiet alley pocked with last night’s puddles. The walls, she sees, are crawling with lichen.


He leans out, peers both ways down the street, returns.


His body is uncomfortably close to hers, she realizes; the smoke of other men’s cigars still clinging to his shirtsleeves. She takes a step back, watching his pale eyes dart with anxiety. She should be nervous too, she supposes, but this stick insect of a man appears incapable of doing any measure of harm to anything.


‘Ms Horton.’ He speaks out the side of his mouth as if they are being scrutinized by lipreaders. ‘Forgive the impropriety, but I have something that I believe you are very much going to want to see.’


Oh dear. Perhaps she should be nervous after all.


‘It’s about the Makepeace,’ he stammers quickly. ‘About what happened to your sister.’


Something takes quick light inside of her. She nods her head giddily, yes, grasping for an end to the agony of unknowing. Then, suddenly, she stops.


‘Who are you?’ she asks tersely. ‘Why would you help me?’ More pressingly, how does she know that she can trust him? Hancock could have sent him out here, given him something to throw her off the scent, to stop her asking questions once and for all.


‘I am Francis Heart, clerk at the admiralty secretariat.’ He waits for a response, then when it does not come: ‘I am the one who writes everything down.’ He straightens his collar. ‘I have had the immense displeasure of working for the commissioner and his officers for the last several years.’ Maude scours his face as he talks. He appears a few years older than her twenty-five, but something about his eyes is very old. Beleaguered. ‘You do not know that you can trust me, of course. You can only hope that I am acting in good faith, and I assure you that I am.’ He barks out a laugh. ‘That’s what I would say if I were not, I suppose. But I sense you are desperate for answers, and I am quite sure that will compel you to take this risk.’


It needles that he thinks he knows her, and it needles even more that he is emphatically right. He glances around them, again. Traps and coaches stream down the street just yards from where they hide. ‘So, you will meet me. Here.’ He hands her a notecard. On it, she gathers at a quick glance, the name of an establishment with which she is not familiar.


‘Friday night,’ he says. ‘Seven o’clock. Wear something forgettable. This should do just fine.’ He gestures at her grey cotton dress.


He nods, goes to leave.


‘Wait!’ she calls. He turns as a crow flaps clumsily overhead.


‘What can I expect? If I am to come. If I am to travel to meet you, can you at least tell me what I will find?’


Heart pauses, a look of resoluteness comes upon him.


‘A message from your sister,’ he says, and steps back out onto the busy street.










Chapter Two



When she was a young girl, Maude discovered she had a nose for medicines. The pharmacy, out the back of which she and her sister slept, was always bursting to its seams with scent: the woody undertones of anise oil, the bitter almond bite of benzaldehyde. Maude’s talent was most useful for sorting and cataloguing. With just a sniff she could separate a pot of prepared French chalk from a pot of ground cuttlefish bone; divide a resinous myrrh gum from a sticky spermaceti salve, assigning each of them to their rightful places on the shelves. Maude was a cautious child who erred towards safety and order. If a liquid leaked from an unmarked bottle, she could swiftly identify the substance and advise on any precautions that must be taken so that no one in the pharmacy would be harmed.


She got it from her grandfather, of course, this rare olfactory skill. It meant little passed her by. It meant she could usually tell when something, or someone, was pretending to be something that they were not.


She is still trying to make up her mind about Francis Heart.


A message from her sister. What can he possibly have meant? Constance is not alive; she did not return with the Makepeace. Maude had spent a long time coming to terms with that. Yet. Here they are – small tendrils of hope that are winding their slow way in. Could there be another answer? Another chapter to the story? Her sister had already fooled a ship full of men. What’s to say she isn’t somewhere else altogether now? With a new identity, sipping on whisky, laughing at them all from her new life of comfort and riches?


Heart had asked her to meet him on Friday. Four days from now. She will be sent mad with the waiting. She is going to have to turn her attention to something else, another route, another solution. Yes. She will start by determining the identity and the location of the remaining crew of the Makepeace, beginning with the ship’s surgeon – surely the last man to see her sister’s body. For that, she is going to need her grandfather’s help.


It’s the floral waft of heliotropin, a scent just like hyacinths, that funnels out from the shopfront vents. It twists its way around the creases of her bonnet, gets a hold of her hair, settling into the pores of her skin. Wound-healing, Maude thinks.


The sign above the shop window reads HENRY HORTON, DISPENSING CHEMIST, and the reflection blinking back at Maude from beneath it has her rooted to the spot. It is uncanny to look at yourself and see someone else entirely. This face is a conjurer’s trick: a set determination of the jaw, a steeliness in the eyes that she knows she doesn’t truly own. If she squints, she can encourage smaller hidden details to shift into focus too; a faint scar above the right eyebrow, the memory of a snagged tooth that pushes its way onto the bottom lip. It looks so very much like her, like Constance, that Maude half expects the reflection to come to life and step out from the window glass. Instead, a resounding crash barrels out from inside the shop. The image dissolves and Maude jolts back to her senses.


‘Grandfather?’


She rushes to the door. The shop is dim and cool, as always. Low mutterings come from the room out back, followed by the sound of broken glass being swept up with a broom. That’s a relief. Maude lifts her eyes to the ceiling, smiles. Her grandfather is a talented chemist but a liability when it comes to loose equipment. Around Maude, a few guttering candles trap glossy motes in their beams. The air is damp and sulphurous, the shelves strung with the iridescent lacework of old cobwebs. A large cabinet displays a rainbow parade of bottles – cobalt and brown shifting to bold, alarming green. Behind it, balancing scales stand armoured alongside a brass pestle and mortar. The tincture press looms over pill rollers, cork presses and scalpels laid out like long, silvery fish. It’s always been this way, Maude thinks, every surface filled with something: toilet soaps, teething syrups, powders for neuralgia, cures for the bad air. She knows the labels by rote, of course, can recite them with nary a glance: strychnine sulphate, rattlesnake oil, iron arsenic acid. There’s a pile of prescriptions on the counter; she picks one up and appraises it, the scratchy writing only legible to her and her grandfather now.


Tincturae jalaep, 3ss.; Magnesiae sulpatism 3ij.; Infusi sennae, ⅔ iss.; misce fiat haustus cras manae sumendus.


A simple laxative.


More glass is knocked over. A wet cough. Expletives are muttered, and with a sweep the old man emerges from the dispensary. He is soft yet wiry, drowned in his striped shirt and neckerchief. His eyes are as filmy as stagnant pondwater.


‘You’re back. Thank the lord.’ He crosses himself in jest. ‘I half expected to have to haul you out of a cell at Newgate.’


Maude goes to his side. Breathes in his scent of wood shavings and old smoke.


There are ghosts here with them, in the pharmacy. Ready ghouls of grief that lurk in the shadows. They can be summoned by simple, everyday actions – the opening of a jar to release a scent that Constance favoured, a customer rattling the entrance bell, stepping inside, asking after her sister. ‘Where has she been,’ they demand, ‘all this time?’


The sisters grew up here, observing the magic of their grandfather at work. They watched as he neatly pressed his pills – crepey hands rolling the paste into the shape of a sausage, laying it across the grooved brass plate and moving the rollers back and forth until the pills rolled out and into the neat collection tray at the bottom. They watched as he perused his chemist’s cabinet, each wooden square with its own shining nameplate and a single brass knob, a secret hidden inside. At first, when Constance was eight and Maude ten, newly abandoned by the death of their parents from fever, they’d been timid with their observation – hiding like town mice beneath benches or folding themselves under the counter. Their hands would clutch together, fingers intertwined, as the strange stink of ammonia and oil of frankincense swarmed about the pharmacy. Above them, their grandfather steeled himself and toiled diligently, knowing that continuing without fuss was the only way to knit together the fractured bones of grief. By ages nine and eleven, the girls had found the courage to emerge, hovering near their grandfather’s workstation, chewing on their sleeves and watching wide-eyed as he consulted his leather-bound Pharmacopoeia. By the middle of the following year, they knew how to read prescriptions and dispense basic medicines. Henry’s clients grew accustomed to seeing them in the shop, some making visits just to see the pharmacy girls, asking them to fetch their oil of earthworm and their everlasting pills.


Henry Horton taught his granddaughters that the world was made up of two things: science and art. Maude preferred the stories of science, the rational, methodical facets of pills and potions: opium mixed with chloroform and cannabis will supress a cough, just as if you distil a globe of coal tar for long enough it will become carbolic acid. Rules, calculations, assessment of risk and everything in its order is what suited her best. Constance called her a bore, mocked her prim nature. Constance lived for the art of it all, the spectacle. The way copper chloride flares bright blue when held over a flame.


Now, Maude leans her head on her grandfather’s shoulder. ‘I remain a free woman,’ she announces. ‘But I need your help.’ She raises her head, turns to him. ‘I have a plan.’


‘Ah. A plan.’ He reaches for the mortar and tips in a green chalky substance.


‘I need to write to the ship’s surgeon,’ she says, ignoring his raised eyebrows. Maude knows her grandfather used to supply navy ships with their medicines, surgeons stopping by almost weekly to fill their chests, ready for sailing. Constance would brighten when they arrived, trailing them round the shop, tugging at their coat tails, asking them to where their ships were sailing. ‘Into the depths of hell,’ they’d joke, and she’d ask them if it was likely to take them long to get there.


‘He’ll have performed an autopsy, won’t he?’ says Maude. ‘Inspected the body? If we can track him down, we can encourage him to share his report, find some answers.’ She leans forwards on the counter, rocking on her elbows. Henry has taken the pestle to the chalk and the bowl squeaks in discontent. ‘I just need to establish who that is exactly and how to get a message to him.’ They share a dubious glance.


Henry was with Maude when they first learned of Constance’s death. She can still remember the moment, the sheer physicality of it. The feeling of her legs buckling beneath her.


Constance was never supposed to be on that ship. Maude thinks of that fact often. But she had inveigled herself there anyway, out of stubbornness, impulsivity and, as far as Maude was concerned, a misguided sense of honour. The Makepeace had carried its muster of men to the wild far Arctic north in search of lost British explorer Sir John Franklin. Although it did not only have men on board, did it. Her sister was there too. Constance’s berth had come as a result of a trick. A sleight of hand. A flare of bright blue.


She had left a note when she went, had begged Maude not to follow, and it had taken every ounce of strength for Maude not to go tearing towards that dock to haul her sister off the ship and drag her home. But she had to let her forge her own path, make her own mistakes, even though doing so felt like she herself was dying a little inside.


After just over a year at sea, the public learned that the Makepeace’s efforts in the Arctic had been unsuccessful. They’d read all about it in the newspapers that summer – following months frozen in, the ship had splintered in the ice of the Northwest Passage and been forced to limp its way back to London without Franklin, without Franklin’s men and without establishing a navigable route through the Passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific. An indelible failure. No doubt about it. But here it was, on its way home, with Constance safe inside. Or so Maude had believed.


She had been dizzied at the prospect, almost sick with excitement. As she spent agonizing weeks in the shop waiting, she wondered if she would recognize her sister when she finally saw her. With her short hair and her sea-strengthened limbs, Constance would have been living in the clothes of a boy for over a year. She would have seen things Maude could not even begin to imagine. Ferocious ice bears, the open ocean, the dazzling lights of the famed aurora borealis.


When the day came and the ship’s sails, wide like the wings of a dragon, broke the horizon at Woolwich, a cautious murmur rippled across the assembled crowd. It was not a hero’s return, but family members had come to greet their loved ones, to welcome them home, to warm their tired, Arctic-frozen bones. The boat took its time to dock, and Maude and Henry watched with their hearts in their throats as men waved from the deck. Others scurried about fastening lines and trimming sails with the unswerving focus of soldier ants. She strained her eyes hard, scoured the assembled crew, searching for a ship’s boy with the sharp blue eyes of her sister. She’d hoped that, even in the clothes of a lad she might recognize Constance’s movements, the way she held herself, the very bones of her.


It did not alarm her, at first, when she could not see her. The remaining crew would be below decks, she assumed, readying equipment, sorting provisions. Eventually, the ramp thunked down and men began to stream out of the ship’s great maw, greeting sweethearts, gathering plum-cheeked children into their arms, or else ploughing their way doggedly to the taverns and brothels that lined the docks. At one point, Henry met Maude’s eye and smiled. It caused her to shiver. She’ll never forget its well-intentioned falseness.


‘Jack Aldridge?’ She remembered the name her sister had scrawled in her letter when she left. ‘Where might I find a Jack Aldridge?’ she asked. Her voice sounded flimsy against the wide shoulders of the sailors. Most ignored her, others were not quick enough to hide their raised eyebrows. Officers and seamen pummelled past. Some carried sea chests, others rolled barrels, one even balanced what looked to be the tusk of an elephant across his shoulders. She met the eyes of one unfortunate soul, who appeared to have lost the tip of his nose.


‘Jack Aldridge? Have you seen him? Jack Aldridge. Ship’s boy.’ She could barely find the will to croak out the words by the end. The man blinked, removed his hat and dipped his head.


‘There!’ Her grandfather’s eyes were on the landing stage. A tall man in a blue and gold coat stood at the top of the ramp, saluting the crowd like a monarch.


‘Despie,’ said Henry. Her grandfather knew a navy captain when he saw one.


Maude tried to push away the faint keening sound that had struck up in her ears. It came at a ghastly high pitch, growing louder and more obnoxious with every second. She swallowed, grasped her grandfather’s hand, and he pulled her through the crowd, focused only on that gleaming blue and gold coat.


They weaved their way to the front just as Captain Despie began his parade down the landing stage. He was flanked by stewards, noses high. One of them, Maude noticed with a stone in her gut, carried a pile of folded clothing in his arms.


‘Captain Despie,’ her grandfather called out once they had reached the bottom of the ramp. The man turned his weather-scoured face towards them. He had a broad nose, Maude still remembers, like a mushroom sliced in half. The skin of his cheeks was red and hard like hide.


‘Yes, hello! Thank you for the kind welcome. Hello. Hello.’ Despie continued past, waving to the paltry crowd.


‘We’re looking for Jack Aldridge,’ Maude strained her voice, and they watched as Despie came to a stop, moved his hand to the steward’s arm to still him too.


The men turned together. Their faces were swept downwards, as if someone had cast a quick palm over them.


‘Repeat the name, please,’ Despie instructed, not unkindly.


‘Jack,’ Maude said in barely more than a whisper. ‘Jack Aldridge.’ She wanted to scream her sister’s real name. Constance. Constance. Constance Horton. She is better than any of you. Where is she?


Despie fixed her with a strange look. Does he know? she thought. Does he know that Jack is not Jack, but Constance instead? She half expected him to break into a grin and announce how her sister had fooled them all. The sly girl. What a performance. What a trick. An extra medal, just for being so clever.


But the steward behind him, the one carrying the clothes, coughed and took a step forwards.


‘It is with grave regret.’


That’s all it took.


Maude’s world shattered to pieces.










Chapter Three



FRIDAY


It’s a tavern, the address. Maude turns over the notecard that Heart had given her four days prior. THE TWO LUNGS, the scrawl reads. She raises it towards the sign swinging on a hook in the wind above her head. The same words are emblazoned below two pink-painted organs. An odd name, she thinks, as she appraises the building’s smart exterior.


She glances over her shoulder, not for the first time. She is anxious, she realizes, to be so far from the pharmacy on her own. Before Constance’s death, her life had been small, tightly woven – a cat’s cradle arrangement with everything intertwined, pulled taut. Her routines were simple: she would visit the butcher’s to collect their meat for dinner; to the bakery, three doors down from the pharmacy, for their fresh bread each morning, returning with warm bags that drew her grandfather’s face into a picture of bliss. She and Constance might take a walk around the park now and again to fetch herbs for the tinctures, or visit a lantern show nearby, gaze through shop windows at pretty dresses and expensive kid gloves. But she always knew she would return to the pharmacy, as if she were attached by the waist to it with imperceptible string. She had few friends, save for those who called in weekly for their medicines. Mr Archer sometimes engaged her in conversation about the primroses at Covent Garden Market, and Mrs Pye, whose husband owned the Britannia Theatre, regaled the girls with tales of tempestuous stage actresses and backstage bickering. But she had no need for friendships beyond that, not really, not when she had her sister and her grandfather to care for. When Constance had died, Maude had retreated into herself even further, finding it a struggle even to make it to Mr Kirby’s for the fresh loaves. Her grandfather had allowed her the inertia, took that short walk to the baker’s himself. It is only now, now she needs answers that are clearly being kept from her, that the string around her waist is loosening.


The boards out front of the tavern, she can just make out in the lamplight, are painted in gold and crimson, fine cursive lettering advertising beer, hot food and comfortable lodgings. A sifted-flour frost has settled on the paving stones and the light that bleeds out from the windows makes it glitter quite beautifully. There are no drunks clustered at its doorways. No harlots. No rogues. No miscreants. No low deeds afoot in the dark embrace of this tavern’s shadows. It looks, she assesses, like somewhere that might be frequented by patrons of quality. She glances down at the grey cotton of her dress, pulls her cape-jacket tight around her shoulders and steps inside.


Her hunch is quickly proven correct. This is no cheap drinking parlour. The chatter swells around her as a cosy hum. Gentlemen in shirtsleeves, waistcoats and pocket watches flank tables foaming with ale. Some are engaged in what appears to be heated conversation, making drawings, exchanging ideas, chewing over opinions. There’s an energy to the room that is hard to define, an air of anticipation, a sharp and caustic bristle. At the back, a low fire crackles in the grate. The barman, in oyster shirt and thick apron, slicks back his hair with a palm so that it shines in the dim light of the flames.


There are a few women here, she’s heartened to see, thankful that her presence will not appear too anomalous. Although she could certainly never afford these sorts of fabrics. Their silk dresses glow with the vigorous hues of courting rainforest birds.


Maude clings to the walls at first, eyes roaming for the clerk’s pale skin and slender shoulders. Drat. She cannot see him. Perhaps he is late? She hopes, for Constance’s sake, that he has not had a notion to abandon their meeting entirely.


She is reluctant to take a seat alone and so shuffles along the peripheries of the crowd. On the walls, she starts to notice, are the most unusual pictures. Leaning closer she can discern that they are anatomical sketches. It briefly crosses her mind that she might have stepped into some sort of covert resurrectionists’ gathering, although these men do not look the sorts to skulk about low haunts for bodies to purloin and hawk. She looks again at the sketches. One fine pencil drawing depicts a body sliced in two to reveal its riverine nerves and veins. Another, in charcoal, details every tiny bone of a child’s hand. She glances at the tables. Men, some with greying side-whiskers, others flush with the glow of youth, joust with words or tear off pieces of paper covered in scribbles, passing them back and forth like gambling tokens. Beyond them all is a small stage she had not noticed when she entered. A table at its centre is draped in baize; atop it: a glass contraption, like a lantern, with a long, green tube attached, leading to a metal mouthpiece. It stirs a whisper of recognition inside Maude, but she cannot quite place it. A chair sits beside the table, patiently waiting for its guest.


She turns back to the wall. Each illustration hangs in a fine gilt frame. Dissected bodies splayed out. Bones, eyeballs and tongues. There: a close-up sketch of each chamber of the magnificent heart. Here: an old woman, quite deceased, her eyes closed, and stitches hacked across her neck. Maude leans in to read the inscription. ‘Esther Hibner (or Hübner) executed at Old Bailey for the murder of a parish apprentice (a girl) by ill treatment and starvation. Monday, 13 April 1829.’


She scours the patrons’ faces again, a questioning unease sliding from her gullet to her gut. The room is growing busier by the second, men slipping through the door alone or in tight, animated groups. They bring the frigid air in with them. Maude shivers, wonders briefly if she should leave. But she must stay. She needs answers. She is so very close. She is sure of it.


As if called forth by her conviction, the door swings open and through it strides Francis Heart himself. She watches as he nods a few hellos to the tables, then as he lifts that fair head to search for her. Their eyes meet and the clerk gestures at a table towards the back of the room, furthest from the stage. Above it, on the wall, a large metal saw is encased in a polished display cabinet.


‘I am glad you came, Ms Horton.’ Heart smiles thinly as she takes a seat, then does the same himself. He gestures to the barman with two raised fingers, then rests his chin on his fist and fixes her in the eye. He seems comfortable in this place, never questioning his belonging the way she does. He is a man, she supposes, and men appear to feel comfortable wherever they are; still, she wonders how an admiralty clerk fits into such a place as this.


‘My brother is a surgeon.’ He has sensed her curiosity. ‘The Royal College is just up the road. They all drink here. Hence the . . . paraphernalia.’ He waves his hands at the walls.


No body snatchers then, but Maude wonders why he should want to meet somewhere so public. He could have asked her to wait in another alley. He could have relayed her sister’s message four days ago, when they first met. Why here? Why now? The questions needle and she finds herself pulling at the skin between her thumb and forefinger, an old habit.


The barman arrives with two ales. Maude puts the cup to her mouth. It gives her time to think.


‘A strange place to meet.’ She places the cup on the table eventually and wipes the liquid from her top lip.


Heart nods. ‘Sometimes hiding from the crowds draws more attention than it detracts.’ He leans suddenly towards her, lowers his voice.


‘Everyone has eyes on everyone in London,’ he whispers, eyes wide, ‘especially those less salubrious characters, and if that is the case the best way to hide is to not hide at all.’


Maude smiles tightly, thinking it best at this stage not to point out that she has no idea who they are supposed to be hiding from. She watches the muscles in his jaw contract and thinks of the illustrations on the walls. Tendons, ligaments and veins. ‘No one will remember we were even here,’ he continues. ‘Not after tonight anyway.’ He nods at the stage, to the strange lantern with its tube and mouthpiece. A broad man in a leather apron is setting out a tray of equipment. She squints, makes out a set of needles and silk, a long, sharp blade.


But she must not be distracted. ‘Mr Heart, the messa—’


‘GENTLEMEN,’ a voice booms from the front of the room. Maude’s head whips back to the stage. The broad man is addressing the crowd. ‘And a few strong-stomached ladies, I see. How modern. Welcome, welcome to our little . . . presentation.’


The crowd murmurs and heckles.


‘What is this?’ she asks Heart, fighting alarm.


‘Could be any procedure, knowing this lot,’ he chuckles. ‘I’ve seen eye surgery before, the resetting of bones, some boring dental work. But if there’s ether involved, it’ll get lively.’


Ether. Sweet vitriol. That must be what the lantern is for. Not a lantern at all; a Squire’s inhaler. That’s right. She knows ether, of course, is familiar with its uses for pain relief and, increasingly, according to her grandfather, experimental surgery in America. She knows of its other purported effects – its dizzying, hallucinatory qualities when the vapour is inhaled. Not that she has experienced it herself, she cannot imagine such frightful loss of control. But when she was a child, gentlemen would visit the pharmacy to buy ether for their frolics. Honourable men, physicians, surgeons, wanting entertainment for their parties. When they left, Henry would turn to the girls and raise a finger to the ceiling, ‘They’ll be as high as a kite tonight!’


The surgeon, for Maude presumes he is that, clears his throat and raises an arm to beckon his volunteer to the stage. A young man with dishevelled hair extinguishes a limp cigarette, staggers towards the table and reaches greedily for the inhaler. The attention of every man and woman in the room is tugged firmly towards the stage.


That works for her. She turns and presses Heart again.


‘The message?’


Jeers volley around the tables as the surgeon rolls back the young man’s sleeve to reveal a taut and sinewy forearm.


‘The message?’ she probes again, more urgently, but Heart has already leaned behind him to reach into the pocket of his coat.


On stage, the man is gulping at the ether, the chamber a great glass proboscis looming in front of his face. His head soon begins to loll, falling heavily backwards, his features slackening, his pale neck exposed. The audience watches with intent, oblivious to the item that Heart hands to Maude under the table, instructing her to keep it there, out of sight.


She steals a glance. It is, as it turns out, a book. She clutches at its hard cover, running her fingers over the leather, searching for clues. The walls of the room seem to have closed in ever so slightly.


‘I shall now make an incision of several inches along the forearm here.’


Maude is possessed with the need to tear open the pages, to know just why she is here.


‘The tendons will be exposed and manipulated, but as you shall see, the patient will not experience any pain at all!’


Impressed chatter swells around the pub.


‘Yes, yes, then I’ll pass round the ether. We’ll see what secrets you lot have been hiding.’


Maude grips even tighter, as if the book might take flight and hurtle out the door and into the cold.


Heart leans in again, close enough so that she can smell the beer on his hot breath. ‘The diary you hold in your hands was written by a Master Jack Aldridge, ship’s boy, aboard the HMS Makepeace.’


Maude’s heart leaps into a frantic skitter.


‘Of course, we know that it was not actually written by a Master Jack Aldridge . . .’


‘Why do you have it? How?’ Maude demands. Her mind hurtles back to that day on the dock, the steward handing her Constance’s clothes. A strange necklace. The way the ground seemed to come apart beneath her feet.


Why was she not given the diary if it belonged to Constance? To ‘Jack’?


‘It was returned to the admiralty office, to Hancock directly, by Captain Despie,’ Heart explains. ‘I saw it happen and I knew, then, that it must hold information that they did not like.’


The skitter in her chest has broadened to an almighty thud. ‘What sort of information?’


Heart pauses, flicks his eyes around the room.


‘Read it for yourself.’


‘And here we have the median nerve, and if I just give that a little poke . . .’


Then, as if everything else in the room has been swallowed up, her focus is suddenly sharpened. ‘But. Why are you giving this to me?’ That question she cannot ignore. If Hancock did not like what was in the diary, why did he not destroy it? Did Constance truly write it? After all, this could just be a trap set by the admiralty. Another dissuasive tactic. She turns, half expecting Hancock and his medallioned stooges to burst through the door. Heart could well be in on it, too. She has no reason to trust him.


‘It is only fair and right that you know what happened to your sister, Ms Horton. Anyone deserves that, and what’s written on these pages suggests that it was more than you, or even I, are being told.’


‘Look at the fingers wiggle. And not a grimace or a flinch from h-, from h-. Ah. Might somebody help me with this? A mop?’


‘Mr Heart,’ she addresses the clerk plainly, ‘you cannot expect me to simply accept that you would do such a thing for a stranger, for that is what we are to one another. I shall repeat the question. Why are you giving me this book?’


The clerk looks briefly taken aback. He brushes his fingers against the lapels of his jacket, his eyes swerving to the stage where an apprentice is hunched on all fours mopping up large pools of blood.


He sighs slowly through his nose.


‘Hancock is a bully and a bigot.’


Ah.


‘Working with him is like having a manacle placed around one’s neck and slowly tightened.’


A simple case of vengeance. One-upmanship, even. She should have suspected.


‘But what exists in the pages of this diary does not cast Sir Hancock in a positive light,’ he continues, gesturing towards her with a finger. ‘If it were revealed that he sent that ship into the Northwest Passage not, indeed, to search for Sir John Franklin, but to search for something else entirely, it would bring great shame on him and the admiralty. That is why he locked it away. But’ – he leans back, crotch to the ceiling, impressed with himself – ‘I was able to get to it. To take it.’


‘If it would bring such shame then why did Hancock keep it?’ She wants it to be true. She so profoundly wants the words to be Constance’s words. But she is a woman who must assess risk, make a plan. ‘Why did he not have it destroyed?’


‘Leverage.’ He clasps thin fingers together. ‘Blackmail. To keep others in a bind. To protect himself.’


Maude scoffs but she cannot deny she is intrigued. ‘Protect himself from what?’


‘Exposure.’ Heart seems almost aggrieved to have to explain it further. ‘To preserve his role at the admiralty. There are far greater things at play here, Ms Horton. As you’ll see. Things that could be very damaging if revealed.’


‘Fetch my poodle!’


The surgeons are taking it in turns to suck on the remaining ether and the room is slowly fracturing into chaos.


‘Someone on the ship, an ice master, Mance – you’ll read about him in the very pages of that diary – was found dead just last week.’


Maude considers it, shrugs. People die. Her sister died. Her parents died. Yet she is expected to continue living. Why should she care about this ‘Mance’ – the death of a man she has never met?


‘Mance is a big man. A beast. Obstinately healthy. Should have outlasted us all. Yet he was found slumped at a dockside tavern table, his face in a plate of cold mutton stew.’


Maude stares at him. Blinks.


‘I suspect foul play,’ says Heart.


‘Richardson, your face is melting!’


‘What do you mean, foul play?’ Her patience is running out. She wants the link to her sister. She is here for Constance. She wants to read the diary.


‘Poisoning, most likely,’ continues Heart. He doesn’t even have to say it quietly; his words are smothered by the din of the frolicking men. ‘Something untraceable.’


Carbolic acid, chloroform, arsenic trioxide – all untraceable, thinks Maude. Well, almost untraceable.


‘Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeh.’


The men are giddy with the ether, hollering, singing, swaying. Others seem to be, if Maude’s ears don’t betray her, confessing their deepest, darkest, albeit incoherent, desires. She glances around at them, embarrassed by their louche behaviour, their lack of control. She’d heard of the drug referred to as truth potion before but had never truly believed it.


She is still not satisfied with Heart’s explanation though. ‘Why did you not just take the diary to Hancock’s superior? Destroy him that way, if that is your intent?’


‘Two reasons.’ Heart shifts on his elbows. ‘One, Hancock has no superior. He designed it that way. And two, I suspect it is foul play coming from inside the admiralty office. I suspect it goes further than Hancock.’


‘The police, then?’


He clasps pale hands together again.


‘More than two reasons for that one. Many reasons.’ He gestures to the book below the table. ‘That diary alone is not enough, for a start. There are gaps that need filling. Answers required. Official documents needed.’


‘You could tell them what you know, tell them of the poisoning . . .’


Antimony. Potassium chlorate. Strychnine.


‘Ms Horton.’ He clears his throat. ‘I do not wish to offend your sensibilities, but men like me do not make it their habit to put themselves in the path of the police.’


He casts an eye over his shoulder.


‘They are not particularly friendly towards those who favour less . . . conventional pastimes.’


Well Maude knows what that means, but still: why is he sharing such information with her? She is nothing to him.


‘Look. Ms Horton.’ He senses her reluctance. ‘What if I told you there was someone mentioned in this diary who I believe played a hand in your sister’s death.’


The world goes quiet.


‘When you read it, I imagine you will draw the same conclusion.’


‘Who is it?’ Every inch of her skin feels suddenly hot.


He leans in again. ‘A man named Edison Stowe. I believe he has links to this . . . conspiracy. Or cover-up. Or scheme, whatever it is.’


‘Where is he now?’ She goes to lift the diary onto the table, she must know what it says about this man, this ‘Stowe’.


‘He is easily found.’ He pushes the book back down with a flat palm. ‘I need you to trail him.’


‘Mr Heart.’ She is already shaking her head. ‘I am not capable of—’


‘Ms Horton. You have been blessed with something valuable: you are a woman.’ She frowns. The clerk has clearly never given any thought to what it is actually like to be a woman. ‘That, and your . . . social standing means you can get by unnoticed.’


She waits.


‘I don’t think this man would react quite as well to being followed by me as he would to being followed by you.’ He opens two palms towards her, as if she is an item on display at an auction house.


He lowers his voice conspiratorially. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know how Constance really died?’


She cannot speak, her mind is clogged. Heavy. But she will do anything to get to the truth. She knows that.


A body crashes into their table and folds slowly to the floor, then from its crumpled position, stiffens suddenly and howls like a banshee.


Heart leans closer. ‘In trailing this Stowe, in making his acquaintance, in encouraging him to confess to the circumstances of your sister’s death, you could also provide me with more concrete information about Hancock’s involvement.’ He smiles quickly. ‘That information could direct me towards any paper trail, any documents, any official agreements et cetera, et cetera that could be used against him.’


Maude swallows. She cares little for Heart’s petty pursuit of vengeance, but she can feel something new and indecipherable stir deep within her.


‘If you need funds, I can provide you with funds.’


‘Thank you for the information, Mr Heart. I shall consider it.’


She knows, already, that she will do it.


He nods, not appearing completely gratified.


‘I would ask that you do something for me in return,’ she adds.


He tilts his head.


‘You said your brother was a surgeon?’


‘That’s right.’


‘I need the name of the surgeon on the Makepeace. He’s likely the last person to have viewed Constance’s body.’


‘Mr Sedgewick, yes. He is mentioned in the diary.’


Drat. That was easier than she thought. Has she shown her cards too early? She straightens her shoulders, makes another play. ‘Could your brother get a letter to him?’


‘I’m sure he could try.’


She feels that she is standing with her toes tipped over the edge of a very large cliff.


‘And how might I find this man, this Edison Stowe?’ She blinks away the vertigo.


‘Read that diary and you’ll be banging down his door, I assure you.’ Heart reaches into his pocket and pulls out a card.


On it, a picture of a skeleton, and an address.
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