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In memoriam:


Elaine Stratton and Samuel Shaw Street, 


my mother and father.


 


The boundaries which divide Life from Death are at best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where the one ends, and where the other begins?


(Edgar Allan Poe, “The Premature Burial”)
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* * *


 


It is of a Monster I mean for to write,


Who in stabbing of ladies took great delight; 


If he caught them alone in the street after dark,


In their hips or their thighs, he’d be sure cut a mark.


(The Monster Represented, a collection of verse published July 1790)


 


The frightened Ladies tremble, run and shriek,


But Ah! in vain they fly! in vain protection seek!


For He can run so swift, such diff’rent forms assume;


In vain to take him, must the Men presume.


This Monster then, who treats you so uncivil,


This Cutting Monster, Ladies, is the Devil!


(The Monster Detected, a satirical print, 29 May 1790)


* * *










Author’s Note


Edgar Allan Poe and the London Monster is based in part on true events. “The Monster” did indeed terrorize the ladies of London from 1788–1790, slicing the derrières of over fifty victims, many of whom were quick to make public the indignities they suffered as the villain had a reputation for targeting attractive, well-dressed females. When the Monster’s attacks escalated in 1790, Londoners were gripped by mass sexual hysteria. Men formed “No Monster” vigilantes to patrol the streets at night; rhymes and plays were written about the Monster; and caricaturists produced saucy prints of women using copper pots to protect their bottoms from a fearsome half-human creature. Descriptions of the Monster varied so much that some journalists of the time conjectured that more than one culprit was responsible and an actor with a gift for disguise might be involved. The one hundred pound reward offered by John Julius Angerstein for the capture and conviction of the Monster resulted in the arrest of an unemployed Welshman. The accused was initially tried on 8 July 1790 for the felony of assaulting “any person in the public streets with intent to tear, spoil, cut, burn, or deface the garments or clothes of such person,” a crime punishable by death or transportation. He was convicted but secured a second trial, and although he was convicted again on 13 December 1790, it was for the lesser crime of “brutal and wanton assault” for which he was imprisoned in Newgate for six years rather than hanged. This was almost certainly a miscarriage of justice, given there was little or no hard evidence to prove that the accused had committed any of the attacks. 


I first came across an account of the Monster in John Ashton’s Old Times: A Picture of Social Life at the End of the Eighteenth Century (1885), while researching an idea that will now form the core of the sequel to this novel. I cannot recall what inspired me to connect Edgar Allan Poe and the Monster—perhaps it was the peculiar nature of the crimes along with the memory that Poe’s maternal grandparents had been actors on the London stage during the late eighteenth century. As little information is available regarding Poe’s grandparents, it seemed at least plausible that they might have played the clandestine role of the Monster. I settled on revenge as the motive for these unusual crimes and from that evolved the stormy (imagined) relationship of Poe’s grandparents, with each fictitious letter exchanged between them referencing an actual crime committed by the Monster.


When writing a mystery in which Edgar Allan Poe is the main character, it is difficult to ignore C. Auguste Dupin, the “ur-detective” created by Poe. I decided to make Dupin an old friend of Poe’s, suggesting that Poe is the anonymous narrator in his Dupin detective stories, and that the tales are based on “true crimes.” Further, I’ve alluded to over thirty Poe stories, poems and essays in the novel, thus creating another puzzle for the reader to solve.










Prologue


Philadelphia, December 1840


The jittering candlelight brought it back from the dead with a flutter and a blink. It was violet in color, luminous, and might have been a thing of beauty if its stare were not so very persistent. I will keep you and those you love safe. I am your amulet, your charm against the past, your talisman for the future. Its promises were as hypnotic as its gaze. 


I levered up one plank, then two, and worked feverishly to dislodge a third, thus fashioning a crypt beneath the floor. There it would not haunt me so, the mahogany box that held the antique letters and that glowing orb of amethyst. I will keep you safe. Listen closely and do what I bid. 


Its relentless whispers set me on edge, sharpened my senses to an unnatural degree, but truly madness had not overtaken me. I was lucid, utterly so. And yet, my fingers crept toward the box like a spider, as dread pattered over me. One final time! Then I would close the lid, turn the lock, hide away my legacy. I will keep you and those you love safe. 


And there it was upon my palm, its gaze conquering mine, my amulet, my talisman—that malevolent, all-seeing eye of violet, her eye. If it could speak of all the things it had witnessed, all those very cruel things, how calmly it would tell the whole story. 


27 Bury Street, London


Four o’clock, 5 March 1788


 


Dear Husband,


Have you had news of the extraordinary performance near the Royalty Theatre today involving your dear friend Miss Cole? The tattlers and wags are consumed with it, and I feel compelled to put pen to paper while the delicious escapade is still fresh within my mind. 


It was noon and our morning rehearsals at the Royalty were not long finished, when Miss Cole was making her way down Knock Fergus, which was lively with beggars, gin-soaked trollops and washer-women occupied with more honest work. Your Miss Cole, who was born to the Rope Walk and its surrounds, looked uncharacteristically out of place there, for she was wearing a green-and-white striped taffeta caraco and a dress of olive-green silk adorned with two rows of flounces at the hem. The dress was not enviably fashionable, but was adapted by a deft hand to seem so. There were stains upon the fabric that could not be removed, and the age of the garment was apparent upon close inspection. (Indeed, one might say the same for Miss Cole.) But the rogues on the street were well enough impressed with the effect and loudly admired her costume, failing to recognise that it had been worn by Miss Kate Hardcastle in our recent performance of She Stoops to Conquer. How amusing of Miss Cole to reverse the role and elevate herself to the semblance of a lady with a borrowed dress from the theatre.


But let me not digress from my tale. As Miss Cole turned from Knock Fergus onto Cannon Street, she took note of a cocky young gentleman striding several paces behind her. He was an elegant fellow, handsomely suited with a pale-blue coat, neckcloth, striped waistcoat, neatly fitted breeches and white silk stockings. He wore a black surtout that added bulk to his frame and buckled shoes with heels that greatly increased his height. His lightly powdered hair was frizzed at the sides and plaited at the back in a fashionable manner. What a fine manly specimen he was. And yet—the brim of his beaver round hat was tilted down low to obscure his features. This observation alone might have sent a shiver of unease through a more astute female, but alas, that was not the case with your friend. She seemed gratified by the gentleman’s presumed interest and obligingly slowed her pace as she neared her shabby boarding house. It was only when he was at her side that she noticed the vicious blade clutched in his hand.


The fiend flew at her, dagger held aloft. Once, twice! He slashed across her flank and back again. The knife slit through the green silk like a thorn tearing through flower petals, and the flesh underneath gave way like a peach. Her attacker was gripped with fascination as crimson stained the verdant fabric until his victim’s yelps of fear broke the spell, and the young man took to his heels as Miss Cole collapsed gracelessly to the road.


What an extraordinary performance from the scoundrel! She was fortunate to escape with her life, if not her dignity. Her assailant’s intentions must remain a mystery, but I confess to feeling gratified by his actions—indeed, one might say avenged—for Miss Cole insulted me unpardonably when she directed her intentions towards you so keenly after the curtain fell on last night’s performance. She compounded her insults this morning when she arrived for morning rehearsals very late and made a point of asking me, in front of all assembled, whether you were recovered. I was forced to explain your absence with an improvised account of the ill-advised meat pie that had confined you to bed since last night, the deleterious effects of which had completely incapacitated both your mind and body. (A masterly allusion I think we might both agree.) How your friend smirked, knowing full well that you had failed to spend the night at home, but Mr. Lewis seemed satisfied with my necessary fabrication and your position at the theatre is secure. 


Now let us see if the intrepid Miss Cole struggles to Goodman’s Fields with her damaged buttock for tonight’s performance, or if today’s trauma makes her sacrifice her one unforgettable line to her understudy, as she likes to call my dresser. If she does undertake the hazardous journey to the Royalty, no doubt she will tell you of the crazed monster who attacked her, and will show you her damaged wares as proof. In what shadowy corner will she manage this, I wonder? Women of virtue can only hope that the slashing of Miss Cole’s hindquarters will put that ambitious harlot back in her place.


But enough of these matters—I hear our daughter crying, and Lord knows she sees more of Mrs. Bartlett than she does her own mother. After I attend to her, I shall make my way to the theatre and trust that you will be there, fully sober, with another fine tale to explain where you spent the long hours of last night.


Your ever-devoted wife,


Elizabeth


27 Bury Street, London


Eight o’clock, 6 March 1788 


 


My dearest Wife,


I cannot deny that the letter I discovered in my nightgown pocket this morning astonished me, but you looked so content in sleep—well-deserved after your triumph on the stage last night—that I did not wish to wake you. I thought it better to leave this response upon my pillow to greet you when you rise as I have an appointment with Charles Dibden about his new opera at the Lyceum. This could present an improvement in circumstances for us, and I am certain you will not begrudge me leaving you before discussing the matters detailed in your missive.


First, I must defend myself. You misunderstand me most completely! My friendship with Miss Cole is nothing more than that. Why do you presume that I would find another woman more appealing than you? The London masses applaud your capacity on the stage—your voice, your ability to make any role come to life. Why would your husband think less of you than your public? You continue to doubt me, but as Mr. Belleville said to Captain Belleville, “The man who wishes to become virtuous is already become so.” It is true that Miss Cole calls upon my experience at times. She has ambitions to make her name on the stage and believes I can assist her. I do, after all, know by rote the most performed plays and have been admired well enough for my voice. It is no great sacrifice to teach her a song or two, and there is nothing more to it than that. 


But I am curious to know how you learned of the assault on the lady—you transcribed it so accurately! Of course, as you are aware, Miss Cole did get herself to the theatre for last night’s performance for she greatly feared reprisals for borrowing the dress. She had stitched up the tear and removed the bloodstain from the fabric, but could not remove the stain of her ordeal from her heart. The scoundrel was at least six foot tall, with the frame of a navvy—“his dagger was fearsome” were her precise words, and she thought herself ruined when she saw his blade. It was only to clear up any misunderstanding about her meaning that she revealed the wound upon her flank. Her attacker had been ferocious! The cut is at least eight inches long, and Miss Cole was so inflamed that a judicious application of apothecary’s balm was insufficient as a calming agent. She is perpetually reminded of the fiend whenever she seeks repose. 


And when you arise from yours, I shall be home and we can discuss these matters more fully. I hope to have good news about our future.


Your admiring husband, 


Henry










On board the Ariel, Philadelphia to London, June 1840


Thin, greenish light trickled over my face, coaxing me from insentience. An unpleasant odor permeated the atmosphere—the scent of brimstone or the perfume of decay. I tried to rouse myself, but could not move for I was twisted up in a shroud, my limbs bound to my sides by the dank fabric. Fear struck like a ravenous seabird delving into flesh—dead! Dead and laid out in a sepulcher by the sea. As darkness pulled my reluctant soul toward the abyss, a terrible thrumming rose up around me—louder, louder, louder. And when the shadows had near dragged me under, it came to me that the noise echoing in my ears was the palpitations of my own heart, and I had not yet succumbed to the conqueror worm. 


But the terror did not recede, for surely I had been entombed alive by some monstrous error. The scream that formed in my throat could find no release as I struggled against the cataleptic trance that held me prisoner and as the very air turned to dust, a macabre thought took seed within my mind. What if no error had been made? What if this were murder? Driven by some superhuman energy, I struggled upright and gasped as the semblance of life settled over me. My eyes slowly adjusted to the shadows, and I saw that I was entangled in bedsheets soaked through with the brine from my own body. The room around me was in disarray, and bottles were clustered on the night table. Gradually I recognized it as the stateroom I occupied on board the ship bound for London. Fever, natural or self-induced, had subjugated me, and I had no sense of how long I had been confined to my chamber. Unfurling my body, I stretched my legs toward the floor, and as I stood up, my vision fizzled away like oil on a hot skillet.


* * *


When I awoke again, my face lay against cool wood and sheets of paper surrounded me. At once fear had me in its grip again—the letters from the mahogany box! Had my room been ransacked? I dragged the nearest page toward my eyes and as my vision cleared, my heart calmed. It did not belong to the peculiar correspondence that had occasioned my voyage to London, for the paper was new, the script frenzied, the ink smudged and blotted by a careless hand. I staggered to the jug on the washstand, praying it contained water no matter how stale or I would surely perish. Thankfully it held a clear elixir I immediately gulped down—it mattered not if the liquid was laced with poison or was from the sea itself, for my thirst was as feverish as my mind. When the jug was fully drained, I sank back onto the bed and looked more carefully around me. It was the den of a madman, my possessions thrown about the room, my clothes trampled and dirty. I turned my gaze to the mob of bottles—surely the cause of all that I saw—and in urgent need of comfort, reached for the closest with quaking hand. It was a large flask of rum, a type favored by the most hardened sailor, and there was but a solitary finger of drink remaining. Beside it stood its vanquished twin, a depleted bottle of laudanum, and an empty apothecary bottle that had no label. As I held the rum to my lips, its thick smell made my stomach heave like the waves that tortured me, and I cursed the demon that had drawn me under its tutelage yet again. 


I am not certain how much time passed as I sat huddled in my room, trying to muster the energy to tidy my garments and the courage to leave my crypt. How could I brave the company of my fellow passengers when I had no recollection of what I might have said or done during my spree? After a night at the Crooked Billet, Wasp and Frolic, or Man Full of Trouble drinking establishments, a friend was sure to steer me from catastrophe and guide me back home. I had no such friend upon the ship.


A gentle tapping broke through my morbid thoughts and the door swung open to reveal an angel framed in light. 


“You are with us at last. We were worried, Mr. Poe.”


The empyrean creature approached and I shrank into myself—was I awaiting the mercy of God after all? As she came nearer, I saw that she was carrying a tray holding a jug and dish of bread. When she placed her burden upon the table, her eyes slid to the empty bottles, and I was filled with shame.


“You have had quite a time, but my husband and I are determined to remedy that.” She held her hand over the jug and several glistening drops fell into the vessel like celestial rain. “Drink as much water as you are able and try to partake of some bread. I have had your shirt and suit cleaned and will have the same done with those if you will kindly put on fresh attire. My husband will come by presently to check on you.” With those words, my guardian angel dissolved into the light that flooded through the door.


I felt no hunger but managed to consume the bread after dipping bite after bite into a cup of the water. As I ate, I tried to remember the events that took place before my quarantine, but beyond boarding the ship and a nightmarish memory of seasickness, my mind was blank. When I finished the bread and a goodly amount of water, I peered into the looking glass to assess the damage and recoiled as a wraith with sunken cheeks and feverish eyes greeted me, its hair unkempt, lips parched, skin sallow. The clothing it wore was a disgrace—rumpled trousers and a loosened shirt tinged gray, with a split along one seam. My aggravated breath accelerated with a greater fear when I remembered my locket and my fingers crawled like a horde of spiders through my shirt until at last I found the jewel secreted in its folds and opened it to gaze at the portrait within. My mother’s gentle smile greeted me, but I drew no consolation from it, only admonishment. 


For modesty’s sake, I locked my stateroom door and proceeded to remove the soiled attire. Shame overwhelmed me—how my appearance must have repelled my seraph visitor! I washed with the remainder of the water and retrieved the last clean set of clothes from my trunk. When I was as presentable as I could make myself, I straightened up the soured bedclothes, collected the scattered papers and arranged my personal effects.


“Mr. Poe! Are you there?” a hearty voice sounded as the door handle rattled.


A woman’s more gentle tones intervened. “Mr. Poe? I have your cleaned clothing here and fresh bedding.” It was my guardian. I unbolted the door for her, but a heavily bearded, portly man forced his way inside.


“Poe! Good to see you up. Let’s have a look at you.” He pushed me into a chair. “Bring a candle, will you, dearest?” 


The fair-haired angel lit a candle and held it up to my face. Even that small flame was like a dart shot into my skull. I tried to focus on her beauty, but my tormentor leaned in to study my eyes, then unceremoniously yanked down my jaw and peered into my mouth. 


“Hmm.” He pushed my jaw back into position. “There will be no more going to rum-addled sailors for medicine, sir. It will be the death of you next time.” He punctuated this admonishment with a guffaw that was unsettling.


“You must listen to my husband, Mr. Poe. Loneliness cannot be conquered with the contents of a bottle.”


“Indeed. If you are troubled with seasickness again, you must come to me.”


I nodded, but was distracted by his wife, who busied herself with stripping the linen from my bed. My face reddened as I thought of the moist, fetid sheets in her dainty hands. “Please, do not go to such trouble,” I implored in a small voice that was scarcely my own. 


“It is no trouble.” She shook out the fresh linen, which quivered like a sail in the gentlest of breezes and floated down onto the berth. “A boy will collect the old linen for the laundry.” My nurse settled her eyes upon me. They were large and very striking, emphasized by the golden curls that framed her face. “We’ll leave you for now, Mr. Poe, and hope to see you at supper. Six o’clock.” 


The doctor drew out his pocket watch and tapped it. “That is in one hour. And do listen to my wife. She is quite the capable nurse. Until later, sir.” And they left me.


Alone once more, I went to my trunk and lifted out the mahogany box that was secreted there. My heart began to race again when I saw the key was in the lock, but upon lifting the lid, I was relieved to discover that the bundle of letters was still inside, knotted up with the green ribbon. I then turned my attention to the papers I had gathered from the floor. Amongst them was a solitary page written in a precise, relentless script:


 


No.33 rue Dunôt, Faubourg, St. Germain, Paris


6 April 1840


 


My dear Poe,


Your letter, so wilfully opaque, has succeeded in capturing my imagination. Amicis semper fidelis—as your friend, I will of course be honoured to assist you in your investigation. Indeed your request is most opportune as I have business to pursue in London. 


I will meet you on the first of July at Brown’s Genteel Inn, 23 Dover Street as you suggest and look forward to learning the details of the peculiar mystery to which you allude.


Your Obedient Servant, 


C. Auguste Dupin


 


With unsteady hands I placed Dupin’s letter to one side and gathered up the other ink-stained, crumpled sheets. This is what, with increasing consternation, I read: 


 


The Ariel, 13 June 1840


 


Darling Sissy, my dearest wife,


I am writing to you from my stateroom on board a ship bound for hell. We are but a week out of port, and I fear I cannot stand the endless pitching of this vessel any longer. My health declines more every day, and it is impossible to maintain a grip on the earthly world when surrounded by nothing but water, day after endless day—water that won’t lie still, but heaves and boils and threatens to swallow us entirely. With this fear of drowning constantly upon me, I worry all the more about losing you—my darling, my anchor. For I have lied to you. I have told you that I am visiting London on writerly business, when in fact I seek to uncover terrible secrets—secrets that may prove my blood tainted. If this mysterious box of letters is not an elaborate hoax and my inheritance is indeed a scandalous and sordid one, I fear your love and all its brightness will drop like a dying star into the dreaded brine that surrounds me. And if that love, that brightest truest love is lost to me, then surely I too will be extinguished.


A storm rages outside, my emotions made manifest. It tears at the ship’s sails and at the very fabric of my being, so rash was I to leave my family in search of answers about a past that claims to be mine by blood if not by action. I must prove it wrong! For surely words upon the page tell lies if the writer wishes to deceive. 


But know, dear Sissy, that my sentiments are true. I will entomb them inside a bottle and cast it into those tormenting waves so they might carry it across the miles, to the place where the sea transforms into the Schuylkill River, and that bottle will ride the currents all the way into Philadelphia until it finds you walking along the river bank, as we do of an evening. And when you capture this bottle and claim its contents, then you will know, Sissy, my love, that Eddy thinks of you still from the very bottom of the sea.


I remain with devotion,


Your dear lost boy


 


The letter clutched in my trembling fingers stunned me. Only I could have written it, and yet I had no recollection of having done so. Once again my sinister twin, the shadowy figure who possesses me on occasion, was taunting me. I had promised full temperance to Sissy and although I had no memory of breaking my pledge, there was more than enough evidence to prove my failing. No eyes but mine must ever see that letter. I gathered up the pages, stuffed them in my pocket, and left my stateroom, determined to deliver the evidence to the bottom of the sea. 


The saloon was empty, and I managed to escape onto the deck without notice. The ship bucked and charged like an untamed horse and vertigo assailed me as I staggered aft. I grabbed for the side of the ship as my legs buckled under me, but too late. I collapsed onto the deck and all was darkness.


“Mr. Poe!”


I heard a voice above me. Strong hands gripped the undersides of my arms and lifted me back to my feet.


“Still no sea legs. Let me help you to the saloon.”


The robust doctor hauled me along beside him, his arm locked around my back. While not happy that my mission had been interrupted, I was relieved to be rescued from further embarrassment—fellow passengers would inevitably think me the victim of drink if I were found lying senseless on the deck. 


“Ah, Mr. Poe.” I heard the mellifluous tones of the doctor’s lovely wife. “We are so pleased that you will be joining us for supper, but you must take care on such a treacherous night.” She linked her arm through mine, and the two Samaritans guided me back to the dining area.


The saloon was now awash with candlelight and three strangers stared up at me as I entered the room. Their countenances ranged from mildly welcoming to hostile, or so it appeared to me. 


“Mr. Poe is back with us,” the doctor said. 


“So we observe, Dr. Wallis.” A thin, sallow-faced man, bald but for two parallel hanks of hair draped over his pate, scrutinized me with pale eyes. He was dressed in somber clothes not unlike my own and his demeanor was self-righteous. “Have you quite recovered, Mr. Poe?” His query had the tone of an accusation. 


“He is rather delicate still, Mr. Asquith,” the doctor’s wife interrupted. “We must all assist Mr. Poe along the road to recovery.”


Mr. Asquith’s eyes narrowed as he exhaled audibly through his nostrils. “The man who resists the agents of Satan will follow life’s path to Heaven’s door.”


“And it is our duty to assist our fellow travelers along that path,” she responded.


“It is our duty indeed. And forgiveness is a gift from God,” declared a woman of middle age with hair that matched her pewter-colored dress. “We are pleased you are able to break bread with us again, Mr. Poe.” 


“Madam, thank you. I am appreciative of your kind support.”


I presented a nervous smile to my fellow diners and noted that one person had yet to comment on my appearance. He was a short man of athletic build—thirty years old, perhaps—with auburn hair and mustache, dressed in an alarming green frock coat, yellow neckcloth and dandyish trousers with a wide green stripe down the leg. He might be considered handsome if one overlooked his arrogant expression and garish clothing. The fellow shifted his insolent green eyes from the doctor’s wife and focused on me like a cat stalking a wounded bird.


“Ah, Poe. We are indeed delighted to see you on your feet again. Much more befitting for a man of your position.” His theatrical voice boomed through the small room, and I recognized an accent from my childhood—Virginia or further south. 


“Mr. Poe, do sit. The food will be here shortly, or so we all hope. They are devilishly slow with supper most nights.” The doctor indicated the bench in front of me and once I had seated myself, he took the position to my right. His wife gracefully arranged herself on my left.


“You were privileged to have Mrs. Wallis as a nurse. I was almost envious of your compromised health.” The man in the vulgar frock coat inflected the last two words with just enough sarcasm to avoid straying from the bounds of polite conversation. Mrs. Wallis flushed. I awaited a remonstrance from her husband, but he was focused on lighting a cigar and appeared oblivious to the scoundrel’s words. “And please know that I have taken no offense at your critique of my pathetic scribblings. It was educational to have the opinion of a professional editor.” 


I could feel a wave of heat rush up from my neck to my face, but was saved the embarrassment of making an immediate reply by the arrival of two young men carrying in soup, meat and bread.


“Mr. Mackie, please,” the doctor’s wife intervened in a soft voice. “The food is here. Now is the time for pleasant conversation.” 


Mr. Mackie nodded his acquiescence to her and smiled, but his eyes were chill when he gazed back at me. Pathetic scribblings—his words or mine? I had no recollection of the man and certainly no memory of his writing. But making an enemy when imprisoned on a vessel in the middle of the sea was not a terribly prudent course of action. The smell of the food and Dr. Wallis’s newly lit cigar had an unpleasant effect on my stomach. Anxiety added to my discomfort.


“Stick with the soup, Mr. Poe,” Dr. Wallis said through a cloud of smoke. “Your stomach is unlikely to be ready for meat yet.” 


Mrs. Wallis filled my bowl with a dark broth and placed it in front of me. I managed a few spoonfuls, but as the pungent steam rose up and mixed with cigar smoke, cooked meat and potatoes, the ship commenced a terrible dipping and rising. The effect on my senses was immediate and awful. I struggled to escape my position on the bench, and when at last I was on my feet, rushed from the saloon before I could disgrace myself further. The booming laughter of the man in the terrible suit followed me as I emerged into open air and staggered for the side of the ship, where I expelled the contents of my stomach, thankfully without witness. After the waves of dyspepsia passed, I gulped down the night air. How could I rejoin my fellow travelers after my uncouth exit? Then I remembered the letter. I retrieved it from my pocket and hurled it toward the hungry sea before my mission could be interrupted again. As the sheets of paper disappeared into the night, I wished my humiliation would fly away with them. 


When at last I turned from the water, fear tugged at me as a shadow flitted across the deck and hid itself in the murk. Had the antagonized scribbler come to defend his artistry in a cowardly manner? I stood there, frozen, fear prickling up and down my back with each creak and groan of the ship, knowing that in my enervated condition, a confrontation would surely not go my way. 


“Wandering the vessel alone in darkness is foolhardy, Mr. Poe,” Dr. Wallis said, as he and his wife emerged from the gloom to rescue me again. “The decks are treacherous when slick with seawater. Come, let us lead the way.” My new friends linked their arms through mine, led me to my stateroom, and bade me goodnight.


If I had hoped that solitude would provide succor from my shame, I was wrong. The wan candlelight and creeping shadows added unease to my self-reproach. Finally I put pen to paper and wrote a letter to my beloved wife, describing the camaraderie amongst the passengers, the benevolent weather, the halcyon sea, the tales and poems I had completed to profitably pass the time. And then I sealed that wild fiction with wax and left it in my writing desk until it could be sent back to Philadelphia when the ship returned.


27 Bury Street, London


Wednesday morning, 19 March 1788


 


Henry, dearest,


I am relieved to find you at home this morning, seemingly well but for some over-indulgence in drink, judging by the heaviness of your slumbers. Our little company was concerned when you failed to arrive at the chophouse after the performance last night, and we awaited you in vain throughout supper. 


Miss Cole was in a temper as she had witnessed you in lengthy conversation with a Mrs. Wright and her younger sister Miss Pierce, who has yet to snare a husband. The two sisters attend the theatre regularly, but Miss Cole swore that Mrs. Wright had designs on someone associated with the Royalty. Indeed, she was adamant that the lady was in pursuit of your attentions. 


When I confessed that I really could not place Mrs. Wright at all, Miss Cole obliged me with a description: “Scrawnier than a drowned cat, but with feet as large as an elephant’s and a pockmarked face shaped like that of a horse.” This melange from the animal kingdom did little to focus the woman in my mind’s eye, but when Annie added that the lady in question had been wearing a blue and yellow ensemble and a necklace of large blue stones set in what looked to be gold, I instantly knew of whom she was speaking. The dress was an unattractive combination of cerulean blue and canary yellow, made more vulgar with three flounces around the hem, lace ruffles on the sleeves and neckline, and an unfashionable red sash. 


Mr. Blanchard confirmed your lengthy dalliance with Mrs. Wright. He had been obliged to make small talk with her spinster sister while Mrs. Wright regaled you with fascinating tales of her deceased husband’s stationery shop on Watling Street, where she spends her afternoons assisting customers. How sorry I am to have missed such delightful conversation. Mr. Blanchard also rescued me from the intolerable embarrassment of confessing to all assembled that I did not have the price of my supper in my pocket. I have assured him that you will reimburse him in full tomorrow. I trust you will create a splendid story to explain your absence to Mr. Blanchard and will ensure that my dignity is not damaged further.


Your Wife,


Elizabeth 


27 Bury Street, London


Friday, 21 March 1788


 


My dear Elizabeth,


Please forgive my delay in responding, but I have only just found your letter tucked under a flask of gin on the shelf. If my thirst had not got the better of me, I might not have discovered it at all!


First, I am sorry I failed to escort you to the chophouse on Tuesday night, but have no fear—your reputation is intact with Mr. Blanchard. He was most concerned when I informed him that a pickpocket accosted me outside the theatre and when I gave chase, the ruffian clouted me about the head. The blows left me disoriented, and I had no recourse but to proceed home for fear of ending up senseless in the street. Mr. Blanchard agreed to accept reimbursement for your supper after wages are distributed at the theatre. 


As for Mrs. Wright, I am once more wounded by the envenomed tongue of slander. But unlike Lady Sneerwell, I take no pleasure in reducing others to the level of my own injured reputation. I really cannot say whose attentions Mrs. Wright was pursuing on Tuesday night, but yesterday evening she was courted in a most pointed manner. The tantalising theatrical unfolded thusly:


Mrs. Wright locked up her stationer’s shop, walked down Watling Street and turned into Bow Lane. She had progressed a short distance when she felt someone brush against her and a sharp scratch upon her haunches. As she cried out, a man in red breeches, black surtout and a cocked hat with high brim and a cockade ran like the Devil down Bow Lane. Worse still, the culprit was laughing, and Mrs. Wright fell to the ground dizzy with fear and pain. She struggled back to the shop to collect herself and discovered to her distress that the backside of her dress had been slashed. That dress of cerulean blue and canary yellow you disliked so much is tattered, as is Mrs. Wright’s posterior. She is quite unable to salve her nerves. 


It is particularly disconcerting to note that details of Mrs. Wright’s ordeal have a startling similarity to the assault upon Miss Cole—a slash across the hind-quarters, a ruined dress and the danger of a ruined reputation. And is it not peculiar that both women had been to the Royalty before they were attacked? This makes me fear for your safety, my dear, as these violent escapades occurred in broad daylight, were completely unprovoked, and, inexplicably, the ladies were not robbed. Please exercise utmost caution when going about your business. 


With concern,


Henry










Liverpool to London, Wednesday, 1 July 1840


More than three weeks at sea took me to the brink of madness, but I survived the remainder of the journey without further recourse to intemperance. Daily I wrote to Sissy and Muddy, my mother-in-law, a diary of my journey that was rather maudlin. I had promised my wife that I would use my time at sea productively to write a collection of stories and tried to draw inspiration from my monotonous surroundings, but after penning the beginnings of some sea adventures and pirate stories that sent yet another ship and its crew to the bottom of the ocean, I threw my half-hearted tales to a watery grave instead. 


When the Ariel finally sailed into the port of Liverpool at dawn, my heart lifted. At last! I could put my sins behind me and become Edgar Poe—writer, critic and scholar. The man who inhabited my stateroom on the ship would be left behind. I pondered how arriving in another country gave a man the opportunity to begin again. It was possible to redefine one’s character, adjust mistakes and start over if determined enough. This thought struck me as important, and I vowed to return to it when in a less anxious state of mind. First I had to find my way to the railway station and board a train bound for London without falling prey to the unsavory characters who frequented Liverpool’s tippling dens and spent their days and nights wandering the vicinity’s streets and alleys, looking for the chance to swindle an honest citizen. It was the same in every port, or so I presumed from the tales I had heard in the taverns down near the docks of Philadelphia.


It was still early morning when we were released at last from the Ariel; my fellow passengers and I made our way to Lime Street Station where we cordially said our goodbyes. Dr. and Mrs. Wallis were remaining in Liverpool where she had family. Mr. Asquith was going on to Manchester to give a lecture on the moral benefits of temperance, and Miss Nicholson was returning to Preston to visit with her aged mother. Mr. Mackie was traveling to London for a “rich theatrical engagement of his own devising.” I wondered if a play he had penned was to be performed in some small theater, or if the dandified fellow had managed to persuade an innocent damsel of wealthy means to marry him, but I did not inquire further. We both boarded the London train, but made no plans to meet again, and seated ourselves in separate carriages. 


My compartment was reasonably comfortable and once settled in, I began to contemplate my assignation at Brown’s Genteel Inn with the Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin. I had first made Dupin’s acquaintance in 1832, when staying in Paris. The location of our meeting was a library on the rue Montmartre where we were searching for the same rare volume of verse, Tamerlane and Other Poems, and this coincidence provoked a lengthy conversation about our interests, revealing a shared passion for enigmas, conundrums and hieroglyphics. After a time, Dupin offered me accommodation at his residence, which I gratefully accepted as I was running low on funds. Dupin, it seemed, was also in straitened circumstances, but the neglected state of his house did not reflect that of his mind; he was a great scholar and ratiocinator who never failed to find the solution to any puzzle. Rarely have I enjoyed a more intellectually stimulating evening than those spent with Dupin, discussing the contents of his extensive library or exploring the city by night. This shared sympathy made me confident that together we would answer all the questions that had tormented me since the day my Pa’s new wife had sent me the mahogany box of letters and told me it was my legacy.


My restless mind was eventually lulled by the hypnotic view through the carriage window: endless green fields, tenebrous woodlands and cloud-speckled sky, until that vision faded, and I fell into unquiet slumber. I know not how much time passed, but my eyes opened to utter darkness and the sense that someone was in my compartment. And then, in the blackness, I perceived the glint of two wild, violet-colored eyes. My body was chilled to stone as a pale-skinned woman with long curling ebony hair emerged from the shadows and moved toward me, gliding noiselessly as if she were a part of the night itself. She held a goblet in her hand and as she loomed above me, three or four drops of ruby-colored fluid fell into the goblet, like drops of brilliant blood, and she pressed the malevolent vessel to my lips, forcing me to drink the contents. As she pressed in closer still, her hair—blacker than raven wings—enveloped me, dragging me deeper, ever deeper, into the suffocating darkness. 


* * *


The train’s whistle and my own ghastly yowl juddered me awake just as we pulled into Euston Station. I emerged into an eerie gas-lit world and quickly made my way to a hackney coach, bidding the driver to take me to Brown’s Genteel Inn. We moved at an uncanny pace through the streets of London, the horse’s hooves clattering like the Devil’s on the pavements. There were times when I wondered if the coach would fit through the narrow passageways, and if we would stay upright as we careered around a corner. I perceived very little of the city due to the soot-stained windows and my attempts to retain my dignity upon the slippery seat. When the coach stopped, I felt quite without breath, as if I had just finished a foot race.


The fatigue from my long journey and my unsteady sea legs gave me the unfortunate appearance of a man on a spree, but the atmosphere of Brown’s Genteel Inn greatly improved my temper. The English reign supreme in the art of internal decoration and the hotel foyer proved this through example. There were none of the costly appurtenances so commonly found in American decor, which is fashioned on an aristocracy of dollars. In England, the true nobility of blood does not indulge in vulgar displays of wealth. 


The desk clerk, a mustachioed, balding fellow who was probably no more than five and thirty but looked a decade older, attended to me efficiently and courteously, despite the discomfort I tried to hide when he revealed the first week’s bill for my room and Dupin’s. As the agent who booked my sea passage had also secured rooms for us at Brown’s, I was ill-prepared for the cost, and if I had not invited my illustrious friend to aid me in my investigation, I would have searched for less expensive accommodation. I could not, of course, embarrass either of us by suggesting we move to shabbier lodgings, and vowed to enjoy the elegance denied to me since I was half-driven from the home of my adoptive parents. 


“We trust your suite will fully satisfy all your needs, but do not hesitate to ask if you require anything further,” the desk clerk said, handing me the key for room eight.


“Cigars would be a pleasure.”


“We have taken the liberty to supply those, sir.”


“And I should like to leave a message for Chevalier Dupin who is also a guest here.”


“He has left a message for you.” The desk clerk handed me a note, and I immediately broke the seal and opened it.


 


Dear Sir,        


Shall we meet for a late supper tonight? Ten o’clock. Room twelve. 


Yours respectfully,


C. Auguste Dupin


 


He had anticipated my arrival perfectly. I retired to my chambers to refresh myself before supper, and when the door opened, my rooms were revealed to be gratifyingly genteel. An Argand lamp with a ground-glass shade emitted a tranquil radiance and the carpet was of Saxony material half an inch thick. Two windows offering a view of Dover Street were framed with draperies of rich crimson silk fringed with gold, their deep recesses curtained by thick silver tissue. An attractive landscape painting was hung above the fireplace; the sofa and two conversation chairs were of rosewood and covered with crimson silk patterned with gold flowers. Next to these was an octagonal marble table with a tall candelabrum upon it. If I had the means to house my family in a manner more compatible with my taste, these pleasant furnishings would compose the environment of my reading room, a place for contemplation, study and composition.


As I unpacked my trunk and readied myself for supper, the pleasing environment raised my spirits. At ten o’clock I made my way to room twelve, carrying the mahogany box under my arm, and rapped on the door. 


“Enter.” 


When I pushed the door open, Dupin rose from a large armchair to greet me, and I was momentarily taken aback—it was as if I were unexpectedly confronted by my own image in a looking glass. We were the same age, thirty-one, and of the same build and height. Even our clothing was similar, for Dupin habitually dressed entirely in black, like an entity of the night, as was my own predilection. 


“Poe, it is my great pleasure to see you again.” 


“And I am very pleased to see you, Dupin.” I stepped forward, prepared to shake his hand, but he dipped his head and shoulders into a formal bow; wrong-footed, I awkwardly reciprocated. My happiness at seeing my friend after such a lengthy interlude had made me forget his disinclination for displays of amity.


“Please, sit.” He nodded to the armchair opposite his and made his way to a side table where a decanter of wine stood breathing. I did as he bid and placed the mahogany box next to my chair as the octagonal marble table was full with covered serving dishes, which could not contain the delicious aroma of our supper. Dupin handed me a glass of wine and retreated into his seat, where he gazed at me intently, waiting for me to speak. We might have been back in his library, debating some intellectual puzzle or a perplexing mystery delivered to him by the Paris Prefect of Police; it was as if eight years had not passed since we had last seen each other. 


“To your health.” I raised my glass and he reciprocated. As we sipped and contemplated the wine, I scrutinized my companion. Dupin had a noble bearing inherited from his illustrious family and a high forehead that added to his aura of intellect, but he had not been gifted with a robust constitution. I was gratified to note that the usual drawn pallor of his face was improved, and his large gray eyes were clear and alert. I knew the same could not be said of my own appearance.


“I hope your journey was bearable,” he offered, as if reading my thoughts. 


“Bearable enough.” 


“The hotel is most agreeable. I must—”


“I am delighted you find the accommodation agreeable,” I said, halting his words of thanks so they might not embarrass us both. Dupin’s financial circumstances had improved little since our last meeting, and I had, of course, offered to finance our investigation. The poverty into which my Pa’s unkindness had thrown me had been auspiciously, if temporarily, alleviated by the handsome sum I had received from a wealthy English woman named Helena Loddiges for editing an amateur ornithologist’s study of rare Central and South American birds. The fact that my benefactress lived in London allowed me to provide my wife with a reason for my journey, and as I had every intention of calling on Miss Loddiges, my conscience was not burdened by a falsehood. “You do me a great favor, Dupin, and I am relieved that Brown’s Genteel Inn honors its name with such pleasing rooms.” Happily, his suite was of the same quality as mine, with the harmonious addition of several large Sèvres vases filled with vivid flowers that curiously had no scent. “It may surprise you that I cannot find any fault with the decorations,” I added.


Dupin smiled, knowing full well my philosophy of furniture. “Most surprised. But I am curious if there was a reason—beyond the exemplary décor—for choosing this particular inn.”


“I confess that I knew nothing of the place beyond the handbill I sent to you with my letter.”


He drew the elegant handbill from his coat pocket and passed it to me. I remembered it well, but inspected it again as Dupin seemed to expect me to. The paper was thick and of good quality, with an ink sketch of the establishment on the front and the descriptive details inside the folded paper, written in a hand so meticulous it might have been typeface: 


 


Brown’s Genteel Inn


23 Dover Street,


Mayfair, London


Located in close proximity to Green Park, 


London’s theatres and historical locations, 


and shops patronised by the fashionable Ladies of London.


This inn for Gentlefolk is furnished to the highest standard, 


with the strictest attention given to the comfort of those 


who may favour it with their patronage.


All servants are charged for in the bill. Meals provided.


Proprietor: Mr. James Brown, former valet of Lord Byron.


 


“An unusual advertisement,” Dupin said. “How did you obtain it?”


“It arrived with my ticket for the Ariel. The agent took the liberty of booking me accommodation, and organized an additional room at my request.”


Dupin retrieved the handbill and returned it to his pocket. “Let us now see whether the establishment’s cooking is as commendable as its decoration.” He lifted the silver lids from our dishes to reveal a supper of roast chicken, carrots and potatoes. My stomach rumbled and Dupin quickly served us both. We spoke nary a word after picking up our cutlery. Once our appetites were sated and the dishes cleared onto the kitchen’s trolley, Dupin poured us each a cognac and clipped two cigars.


“I believe you will find this more than satisfactory.” Dupin lit his own cigar with a friction match, then held the flame toward mine. As it caught, I savored the smoke. 


“Excellent.” 


“The New World produces some goods of very high quality.” His words seemed to transform into smoke, then back into words again. We enjoyed the cigars for several minutes, but Dupin’s silent curiosity brought a sense of disquiet to the room—the cerebral always took precedent over corporeal pleasures with Dupin. I placed the mahogany box on the marble table. 


“I must thank you for coming to my aid when I gave you so little information about what brought me to London.”


“I am honored that you presumed I would,” Dupin responded. “And I am most curious to learn more about your historical puzzle.”


I nodded at the mahogany box. “Of course this relates to my mystery, as you will have gathered.” 


“Of course.” 


“I am afraid the route to the heart of my problem will be circuitous if I am to make sure you are in possession of all the facts.”


Dupin gave a hint of a smile. “You know me well. Better to presume that all details are important rather than the reverse, or we may overlook what is hidden in plain sight.”


I took a goodly sip of cognac before commencing my tale. “I cannot recall if I ever mentioned that my mother was born here in London. While still a child, she emigrated to Boston with her mother who was an actress and made her own theater debut not long after arriving in her new homeland. My dear mother proved to be a fine actress and eventually met my father, who had ambitions to perform in the theater. He had little of her talent and perhaps envy was the cause of his abandonment, for he left her alone and penniless with three young children. She did her best to provide for us, but ill-health reduced her to ever more desperate straits, and she died in Richmond, Virginia, when I was not yet three years old.” I paused to inhale the rich smoke of my cigar as an all too familiar melancholia welled up within me. Dupin did the same, but his eyes remained intently focused upon me. 


“Happily, my mother had a great many friends who did their best to help, and we three children were distributed amongst as many families. I considered myself the most fortunate of my siblings as my adoptive parents, John and Frances Allan, took me into their Richmond home and treated me as if I were their son by birth, insisting that I call them ‘Ma’ and ‘Pa’. I had a privileged life, an idyll that was only disrupted when we moved to London when I was six years old. We stayed in London for five years, but my Pa’s business venture proved unsuccessful and my Ma’s health began to decline. Even our return to my Ma’s beloved Richmond could not save her, and she left this world prematurely, which cut a deep wound into my heart. Her husband did not suffer as much, for he remarried with unseemly haste, which caused a terrible quarrel between us.”


Dupin acknowledged the summary of my past with a single nod as he puffed on his cigar. My relations with my adoptive father had been acrimonious during my time in Paris, but Dupin knew little more than that. 


“When my Pa’s health suddenly declined, his new wife failed to inform me that he was ailing, and the opportunity was lost to reconcile with him. I made my way to Richmond for the funeral, but was treated as a person of no consequence. I am not ashamed to say that I had expected to be heir to a large fortune.” 


“It is a reasonable assumption, given the strength of the bond between you and your adoptive mother—and indeed for many years with your adoptive father.”


I nodded vigorously, gratified that Dupin understood my position.


“But of course the new Mrs. Allan would take a contrary position to Mr. Allan’s deceased wife,” Dupin continued, “and would wish that only her children would benefit from Mr. Allan’s fortune.”


“Which is most dishonorable.” I felt my face flush with anger and gulped some cognac to cool myself. 


Dupin raised his brows. “Of course. But rarely is honor employed when it comes to property. The child may expect to inherit from his parents as is his right by blood, but even so, his legacy may be stolen by the cuckoo waiting by the nest.”


“And certainly I was raised as if I were my Ma and Pa’s only son. It was cruel to cast me aside after Ma’s death—she would not have allowed my exclusion from my Pa’s will. I endeavored to make this point to my Pa’s widow after his funeral, but the discourteous woman utterly disregarded my presence in Richmond.”


Dupin expelled a plume of smoke, which gave him rather a ferocious air, but his voice was typically measured. “It is natural to become embittered when one’s legacy is stolen by a rival with the scruples of a common thief, yet it is important to plan one’s retaliation most carefully. La vengeance se mange très-bien froide. Rarely do we prevail over our adversaries when hot with fury—it is he with the coolest head that is the eventual victor.”


“Fear not. I have no plan to journey back to Richmond and take my revenge on the new Mrs. Allan, for I cherish my liberty too much. There is something far more pressing that I need your assistance with.”


“Something that links your adoptive father’s widow, your legacy, London and this.” He nodded at the mahogany box.


“Correct. Imagine my astonishment when in late February of this year, I received a large parcel from Mrs. Allan accompanied by a letter that stated she was turning over to me certain artifacts that were my birthright. Her words gave me some hope that she might at last behave honorably toward me, but these expectations were dashed when I opened the parcel and found this inside.” I indicated the box in question. The flat lid was mounted with a squared brass handle and a heart-shaped brass escutcheon adorned its front, which held a key decorated with a red tassel. I reached over and opened the box, revealing an interior lined with crimson leather and the bundle of letters knotted together with a green ribbon. I placed them on the marble table. 
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