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I wander thro’ each charter’d street,


Near where the charter’d Thames does flow,


And mark in every face I meet


Marks of weakness, marks of woe.


In every cry of every Man,


In every Infant’s cry of fear,


In every voice, in every ban,


The mind-forg’d manacles I hear.


How the Chimney-sweeper’s cry


Every black’ning Church appalls;


And the hapless Soldier’s sigh


Runs in blood down Palace walls.


But most thro’ midnight streets I hear


How the youthful Harlot’s curse


Blasts the new-born Infant’s tear


And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse.


William Blake, London
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DEAL
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The ship is resting at anchor out on the Downs. She is easy to spot, having none of the splendour of the dozen naval vessels that surround her. She is fat and ungainly, her plain lines evidence of her ugly purpose. A convict ship, just returned from the southern seas, her cargo of abandoned humanity swapped for sacks of tea and a handful of passengers.


In his room at the top of the tallest hotel in Deal, Henry Lodge watches her through an eyeglass stolen from an inebriated officer of the Rum Corps more than a decade ago. There is no doubt. She is the Indefatigable. But is she carrying the cargo he has been watching for these past years?


The April air is clean, just washed by spring rain, and there is no sea mist. The vessels clustered between the Goodwin Sands and Deal beach look calm and settled. Local boatmen row from beach to ship to beach again, busy water ants with oars and strong arms.


Henry supposes he will have to go out into one of those boats, and as always the thought fills him with fearful memories. He hates these boats, for they remind him of the worst weeks of his life, shivering inside the sinking wreck of a listing frigate, icebergs hidden in the mist, ice spurs slicing through the cold depths, including the one which had torn into the hull of the ship and removed its rudder with apparently diabolic intent. He was not yet twenty, a convict-gardener, sent to New South Wales to try and scratch a harvest from the thin, rocky soil. Between him and Cape Town, unknown hundreds or thousands of miles of empty, ice-cold sea.


Since his own return from New South Wales, Henry Lodge has performed his little pilgrimage to Deal a dozen times. He pays a man a retaining fee to watch the ships coming and going to the Downs, and to alert him when one of those new arrivals is a returning convict transport. The money required for this undertaking is not insubstantial, but it is also affordable. He is, after all, by now a man of some means, grown rich on hops and natural cunning. But when it comes to boats, he is still a scared convict-gardener clutching on to life in a little pinnace suspended above freezing canyons.


He had survived that disaster, the rescue coming from, of all things, a whaler. With war billowing out from Paris and Europe shivering, it had seemed another petty miracle, as ordinary and as wonderful as an ice mountain trying to snatch away a rudder.


The operation runs like this: his fellow in Deal learns of a new arrival. He then despatches a messenger, post-haste, to the hop gardens owned by Henry Lodge around Canterbury. The system has become so efficient that Henry can be in Deal within a day-and-a-half of a new transport arriving. This is fast enough; the vessels out on the water are still moving to oceanic rhythms at this point, where a day is an hour and a hurried tack into the wind would look to the landlocked observer like a massive animal changing direction.


On this occasion, however, the system has not run quite so smoothly. His man in Deal was away on business in Ramsgate when the Indefatigable arrived, such that Henry did not learn of the ship’s arrival until three days after she dropped anchor. He is not particularly worried by this. For these vessels, three days is still barely a heartbeat after so many months at sea.


All the transports he has seen at Deal have looked like the Indefatigable looks now. An exhausted woman, is what she is. A silent, disregarded female approaching the end of her disappointed road.


He closes his eyeglass and takes it with him downstairs and onto the beach, where a boatman is waiting to take him over to the convict ship. The man is unpleasant and crude, and shouts at Henry as he struggles to get into the boat, reluctance biting into his bones like the gout which has, in recent months, slowly been making its jagged presence felt.


How many more times will I do this? he asks himself as they make their way across the glassy water of the Downs. How much longer will I care to watch for this woman? It is an old question; one to which he has no answer.


He keeps an eye on the Indefatigable as they row towards her. Slowly the other vessels move away from his perspective, as the transport rises from the water, becoming bigger and altogether more impressive the closer they get to her. He imagines the three decks within, the bulwarks between male, female and sailor quarters, the tiny cots in which the convicts are chained. He imagines furtive wanderings beneath tropical skies, as female prisoners are called to the hammocks of sailors and marines, pressed into service as journeying whores, each sailor given individual permission by God and the King to take his pick of the women on board.


These are childish pictures. The decks of the Indefatigable will have been cleared of bulwarks and chains while she was in New South Wales. The instruments of imprisonment take up valuable space which will have been cleared for cargo on the return voyage; tea instead of desperate girls. He pictures the piles of unwanted ironware on the quays of Sydney Cove growing higher with the visit of every transport that discards its chains just as it discards its human freight.


He asks himself, as he has done times beyond counting, how a man with such a runaway fancy can possibly have become rich. He remembers why he makes these pilgrimages. To see the woman again, to speak to her. This nonsensical compulsion which he cannot deny.


Now they are alongside the Indefatigable. The boatman calls up to the deck, and a head pops over the gunwale.


‘Visitor from town!’ the boatman calls in his oaky Kentish accent.


‘What kind of visitor?’ replies the seaman, in a West Country voice.


‘One who visits all the transports.’


‘What’s his business?’


The boatman looks at him. It is a well-worn routine, this. Henry shouts up to the gunwale himself.


‘I am a representative of James Atty and Company, the firm which built this vessel. I am to come aboard to ascertain her seaworthiness, and the expected period before she will be ready to voyage once more.’


It is a practised lie, and one day it will fail. One day, another seaman’s face will stare down at him and inform him that the owner’s agent has already been aboard.


Not today, though. The sailor disappears for a moment, and reappears with instructions that they may climb aboard. With goutish difficulty and no small amount of self-disgust, the man of means makes his way up onto the deck.


He is introduced to the master, who has as much common humanity as a bleached piece of driftwood on Deal beach, but he listens to Henry’s second story, which he produces only once he is on board and only in the hearing of the master. He is a representative of the Home Department in London, charged with keeping an eye out for ex-convicts returning from the penal colonies of New South Wales, tracking their arrival back in England for purposes related to the maintenance of the peace. The master half-believes it, and agrees to provide some additional information (for a small fee, as always with such men) about his passengers. Five men returned to England, two of whom were former convicts. The master gives the names, and Henry pretends to note them down.


‘Any women?’


The master frowns. Why would he be interested in women? But yes, there were three women among the passengers. Two were wives, and one is abroad.


‘Their names?’


‘Simpson, Gardener, Broad.’


The Gardener woman is still on the ship, with her sick husband and her three children. But Henry barely hears this. The name Broad clatters like an anchor dropped on a quayside.


‘The Broad woman. She is no longer on the ship?’


‘It’s Broad who is abroad,’ smirks the master. ‘She was in a great hurry to leave.’


‘Did she converse with any of the other passengers?’


The master frowns. Something about the Broad woman has discomfited him, and seeing this only excites Henry Lodge further. She’d been a quiet passenger, says the master, though she’d spent as much time on deck as she could. She’d had little to do with the crew or with the other passengers. The crew avoided her. She’d taken a bit of a shine to two children travelling with their parents.


‘Did she bring anything with her?’


She’d had some goods shipped with her from New South Wales, at considerable expense. The goods had already been unloaded, onto a vessel bound for the Thames.


‘What was the nature of these goods?’


The master has no idea. They were boxed. He suspected something botanical or herbal.


‘You did not investigate further?’


Again, that uncomfortable frown. No, the master had not investigated the goods. The woman had made it quite clear that they were not to be touched, and she had a way of making sure people obeyed her wishes.


‘What do you mean by that?’


The master did not mean anything by that. Mrs Broad was just very forceful, is all. Henry asks if he can speak to the children who’d conversed with this mysterious passenger. The master, who appears relieved at the focus of the interrogation turning away from him, shows him below-decks.


The small number of passengers who have returned from New South Wales are accommodated alongside the officers’ quarters below the quarterdeck, but the family to which he is directed have moved away from these rooms and taken up their own space between the cargo and the cabins. Henry sees why, instantly. There are two boys and a girl, watched over by a haunted-looking mother. The father lies in a hammock, the stench of illness coming off him. A doomed family, shunned by the crew lest the father’s disease carry beyond his own body.


Seeing the family accommodated like this, in a space which a year before would have been filled with chained convicts, men or women or perhaps both, revolts him. It is as if the ship will not let them go.


He asks them about the woman, and the mother says yes, such a woman was on board, her name had been Maggie Broad, and the boys said something of her: how she worried the crew, who thought her a witch. And so the master’s discomfort is explained.


And now Henry Lodge must sit down, for his heart is racing. He collapses onto a sack of Canton tea. The children look at him, curious but patient. The mother looks at her sick husband. Henry tries to imagine the woman he seeks waiting here below-decks, gazing at her cargo, cursing anyone who came near it, alarming the crew with her hostile presence.


His waiting is over. Maggie Broad has returned to England. After all these years, his watching is done, and yet he has missed her. That damned three-day delay.


He has failed in his task, and feels suddenly afraid. She was here, and now she is gone.




PART ONE


Madhouses


For you shall understand, that the force which melancholie hath, and the effects that it worketh in the bodie of a man, or rather of a woman, are almost incredible. For as some of these melancholike persons imagine, they are witches and by witchcraft can worke wonders, and do what they list: so do others, troubled with this disease, imagine manie strange, incredible and impossible things.


Reginald Scot, The Discoverie of Witchcraft




WAPPING
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She feels a prodigious and fearful sorrow when she closes the door on the little apartment in Lower Gun Alley, though Abigail Horton has of late become so suspicious of her own feelings that she is wary of this clenching sadness. For much of this past year she has been aware of two Abigails in attendance behind her eyes: one acting, the other watching and judging. She feels, and another part of her observes her feeling, and draws its conclusions, as if a mad-doctor were in residence between her temples. Increasingly, the conclusions of this watching Abigail are ominous.


She barely sleeps, and when she does her dreams are so terrible that most nights she wakes with a cry of fear which startles her husband Charles awake, and she must once again face that morbid expression of guilt which descends on him. The one she has come to loathe.


She walks down the stairs and out into the street, peeking round the corner of the door like some cowardly lurking footpad. Her husband must not see her leave, for he will stop her and she will not be able to resist the weight of his crushing obligation. She knows that he has a veritable invisible army of small boys watching the streets of Wapping, reporting back anything interesting or odd. He is a constable, after all – one with responsibilities for the peace. Perhaps the peace of this street has been bought with the peace of her own marriage bed. She wonders if Charles pays the boys for watching the comings-and-goings so assiduously, or if they feel they are taking part in some kind of game.


The street is clear, at least of any faces she recognises. She closes the outside door and locks it, little remembered activities for the hands as her mind scurries through its two-headed dance of dismay and observation. With her heavy canvas bag she walks down Lower Gun Alley, for all the world like some seaman headed down to the London Dock to catch a ship to Leghorn or Guinea or Arabia.


Lower Gun Alley gives out onto Wapping Street, and if she were to turn right here she would find herself at the River Police Office, her husband’s place of work. The street is crowded with people this morning, and the thick early morning fog has lifted. She looks left and right again, but the gesture is futile. She would not notice Charles, or one of his small boys or even the other constables of the Police Office, out here on this crowded street. She must hope that she blends into the crowd as easily as they would. She turns left and walks away from the Police Office, away from Lower Gun Alley. Away from Charles Horton.


There is a good deal of panic in her head as she goes. She has barely left their rooms for six weeks now, ever since her anxiety had suddenly deepened, like dark-blue seawater off a reef. Charles has taken to buying the food and drink necessary for their meals. When necessity has forced her out into the street she has found the crowds oppressive. The brick walls which lace their way through Wapping, holding in the spaces of the London Dock, have become to her like the walls of a prison, holding her and all those on the streets in a state of isolation from the metropolis, squeezed in against the river, unable to flee. A madhouse on the water, with its own streets, its own watching eyes, its own stenches and mysteries.


This feeling of imprisonment has been acute, because it is flight she dreams of. Not flight from Wapping, or even from Charles, but from the woman in the forest, the one who pursues her and fills her head with unclean thoughts as she comes. A savage woman promising violence and revenge and despair for those who oppose her.


She catches the glance of a small boy who is staring at her. He is standing in the door of a shop, chewing on something indescribable, wearing a man’s hat which looks like an upturned bucket, his clothes scruffy and dirty as his face. But his eyes are sharp and watchful, and she sees in them that something about her – her scurrying walk, her bag of clothes, maybe even her frantic expression – has caught his attention.


She hurries on, the urgency in her as great as it is in the dreams. If the boy finds Charles and tells him what he has seen, Charles will know, immediately, what she has decided to do, for she has spoken of it before. He will chase after her, perhaps with a carriage. He may even guess at her destination; Charles is mystifyingly good at such guesses.


Things start to change as she nears the top of Old Gravel Lane, the Ratcliffe Highway in front of her. She turns around to look back down the hill towards the river, to look for attentive small boys or even pursuing constables, and the flow of people running up and down the lane seems to blur into a single stream, with only one person left distinct and clear, standing down by the wall of the Dock, staring at Abigail with those dark Pacific eyes.


The woman from her dreams is standing on Old Gravel Lane.


Abigail does not quite scream, but the noise she makes in her vice-tight throat is loud enough to draw the attention of several bystanders. She turns, and the chase begins.


The two Abigails behind her eyes squabble over this new development. The woman has never appeared to her while awake before. But what if, asks that calm doctoring voice, what if she isn’t awake at all? What if this is all just another dream? Abigail has enough of herself left to vanquish this thought, to push it back into the mists for future consideration. But it doesn’t quite disappear.


The woman is not real, says her mind.


The woman is chasing me through London, her mind replies.


Her body takes no view on the question. It just propels her, half-running, half-walking, across the Highway and north towards her destination. She has no money for a carriage, and it is perhaps four miles from Wapping to Hackney. The only currency she possesses is a letter, and that can only be used for admission when she reaches the end of her journey. It cannot help her fly from whatever it is that pursues her.


There is nothing pursuing me, says her mind.


She will destroy me if she catches me, her mind replies.


She looks back every few minutes, and every time she does the woman is there, standing out clear and prominent in the blurry street scenes, always still and staring, never apparently moving. But always there.


North of the Commercial Road, open fields and wasteland present themselves as options for flight, but she avoids them, not wishing to be caught out on open ground by her pursuer. So she follows a more zigzag route than she would otherwise have chosen, keeping to the streets, to the blurry crowds, which slow her down and shout angrily at her as she barges her way north, her heavy bag knocking into stomachs and shoulders, her own body tiring with every hurried step.


But as she nears Bethnal Green, the roads begin to open out on both sides, as the metropolis starts to loosen its grip on the landscape. Rope walks and tenter grounds give way to open fields and farms. The Hackney turnpike stands at a crossroads, facing three or four clusters of houses which developers have built in anticipation of the inevitable encroachment of London.


She looks back as she passes the turnpike. The woman is closer now, and she is running, her arms rising up in front of her. Twigs and branches and leaves poke out from her clothes and her hair and even her skin, as if she were part-woman and part-tree, an echo of the most awful flavour of her nightly dreams.


Despite her exhaustion, Abigail runs now, her husband forgotten. Luckily for her, the building she seeks is obvious, the largest building in the neighbourhood, its crowded lines rising up above the fields to her left, its elegant front facing eastwards across the road. She bangs on the porter’s gate and screams for entry, desperately waving the letter she has carried from Wapping, the one which guarantees her security.


A huge man with a simple face opens the gate and with a final desperate lunge Abigail Horton enters Brooke House, a private madhouse for the deranged.


 


 


A Treatise on Moral Projection and its Manifestation among Certain Women at Brooke House Asylum, Hackney, in the Year of Our Lord 1814


By Thomas Bryson, Dr, of St Luke’s Hospital,


Old Street, London 1845


PREAMBLE: TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN


It is an unavoidable certainty, which must be obvious to any knowledgeable observer, that mankind knows more of his world, and the Prime Causes that guide it, with every year that passes. The past hundred years have seen a galloping chain of discoveries and revelations by which the world – nay, even the Cosmos – has become an open book to the eyes of men.


It is Britain, of all the Great Powers, that has led this march towards knowledge. It is in Britain that science has been yoked to technology and to progress. It is here that engines powered by steam first clattered down iron tracks. It is here that the earliest adventurers in understanding – heroes like Priestley and Davy and Faraday and Brown – first divined the operations of the air, of gases and, perhaps most of all, of Electrical Forces which, I do believe, will affect a bigger change on this Planet than any preceding innovation. And of course all these great Divinations were set down upon the early edifice built by the mightiest genius of us all, Sir Isaac Newton.


But there is a baleful paradox behind all our discoveries. We know what causes the plants to grow and multiply, so to feed the planet and ourselves. We know how to harness the hidden forces of the world to pump water from mines, to send engines down tracks, to speed our massive ships to the far ends of the Earth. We know what fixes the stars in their heavens.


But the engine which powers all these transitions, the mighty organ that is the Mind of man, remains an essential mystery to us. I speak as one who has laboured for decades within institutions which we once called Madhouses, but are now known as Lunatic Asylums. I have lived through a period of great change in the matter of mad-doctoring, and I have been one of its key innovators.


What is the mind, and how does it conceive? It is a question that has haunted our finest doctors and our most brilliant philosophers. We have argued about the mysteries of the understanding, the relationship of the mind and the body, and the matter of consciousness. We have treated the head somatically, as a part of the body, and philosophically, as the seat of the soul. To hold a brain in your hands, as I have done on dozens of occasions, is to wonder at how something can be at once a slab of meat and the throne of Reason.


I do not seek to answer such questions in this paper. I seek instead to broaden our understanding of the mind’s capacities. For the past four decades I have made the matter of mental disturbance my ground for research. I have investigated melancholy and hysteria, fury and mania, and I have long held that the mind is a stronger instrument than we have ever credited, though I should perhaps say the Brain. I wish to emphasise the, as it were, muscular capacities of this extraordinary organ.


The present paper is not a complete treatise on this matter. I have been forced to commit these thoughts to ink because of the publications of another doctor, who has published his own theories of a concept he calls hypnotism. I speak of Dr James Braid of Manchester, in whose book Neurypnology this concept is introduced. Dr Braid’s book has been greeted with some derision among my colleagues, but I will not stoop to mockery. Although Braid’s concepts are misguided, and his conclusions wilful and positively dangerous, there can be no doubt that some of the theories which he has published have affinities with thoughts of my own.


I have been at this particular work for thirty years now. My interest began with events I witnessed at Brooke House, the private asylum (or madhouse, as we then called such places) in Hackney, in the year 1814. The things I saw were so extraordinary, and so out of the range of human experience and theory, that I have made it my life’s work to try and place them within a theoretical whole which can at least accommodate them. Now that Dr Braid’s ideas are, as it were, out in the public sphere, it may be that a more receptive audience will be available for my own theories.


I believe the events described herein – and the medical conclusions I have drawn from them – will be seen by future generations as a great leap forward in human understanding. My depiction of those terrible nights at Brooke House may attract derision and disbelief, but I speak as a doctor of forty years standing when I say they are real, they happened precisely as I describe them here, and they point to a theory of the mind which will shake our current notions of human ability to its foundations.


And the most remarkable aspect of this saga is this: the capacities I shall describe within this treatise were all exhibited by females, and exclusively females. Is this not miraculous? For if Women are capable of the feats described herein, how much more incredible might be the feats of Men?




WAPPING
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A carriage stands outside the River Police Office in Wapping Street, its two black horses flicking their tails through the damp September air, its driver sitting hunched inside dark oilcloth, unmoving, possibly asleep. The seamen and shopkeepers and street-hawkers who trudge and trot up and down the street have to squeeze their way past the coach, and many of them complain about this to the dark figure of the driver, who has as much to say in reply as would a statue.


A man emerges from the Police Office and shouts up to the driver, telling him to wait a little longer, not noticing or not caring about the disruption his carriage is causing. This man is something of a sight to see on this grey late-summer morning. He is dressed fashionably and brightly, in the high style of a man off to the gaming tables of St James’s: white silk stockings, dark heeled shoes, duck-egg blue breeches, a grey coat edged with gold brocade, an elegant top hat on his head. In coal-dark, shit-brown Wapping, he looks like a parakeet visiting a murder of crows.


He turns to look back at the Police Office, in a measuring way. The building is an elegant suburban villa adopted for other uses, now housing two dozen water constables and related clerical staff under the eye of its chief magistrate, John Harriott. Yet today it seems quiet and at rest. In an odd gesture, the gentleman removes his hat and looks at the ground, his lips moving as if in a prayer. He replaces his hat and turns, walking downstream along Wapping Street and left into Lower Gun Alley.


If it is possible he looks even more out of place down this alley, which is surrounded by poor housing. Dirty-faced boys watch from doorways and the gaps between buildings where they play their games of high adventure and moderate violence. The braver ones may be contemplating approaching this man, tapping him up for some change or perhaps even inserting a questing finger into those no doubt well-stocked pockets. But then the gentleman walks up to a door they all know, and as one they back away into the urban shadows of their play.


The gentleman raises his silver-topped cane and knocks on the door, firmly and without embarrassment. He is of course aware of being watched by the street boys. He is not a naive man, and as ever he is watchful and intelligent. Wapping may be rougher at the edges than the Covent Garden theatres and coffee houses he knows so well as a magistrate at Bow Street, but it is, he is well aware, a good deal less lethal.


There is no reply. He knocks again, and this time he steps back and shouts up to the first-floor windows.


‘Horton! The door, if you please!’


After a moment, one of the windows opens, and a face appears. Even though he had been led to expect it, the gentleman is still surprised by its appearance: gaunt yet bearded, the hair in disarray, the expression dumb and tired.


‘What do you want?’ says the face at the window.


‘I wish to talk to you, Horton. Now, if you would be so kind.’


The gentleman’s voice carries an expectation of obedience. For a moment the bearded face at the window says nothing, perhaps contemplating refusal. Then it looks behind, into the room beyond the window, before turning back to the gentleman below.


‘Wait. I shall be a minute or two.’


The window is slammed shut with some asperity. The gentleman, forgetting himself for a moment, sighs mournfully. He turns to the street, his back to the door, using the time to make an inspection of his surroundings. The street makes its own inspection in return.


After some minutes, the door opens, and the man from the upstairs window appears. The gentleman turns to face him.


‘What do you want?’


‘Horton, I am not about to discuss sensitive matters in the open air, however bracing Wapping’s odour may be. Will you not invite me up to your rooms?’


‘They are . . . not clean.’


‘Neither is the street, particularly. And I would prefer to be warm.’


With a scowl the bearded man relents, and the two of them go inside.


The rooms within are filthy, as advertised. But the gentleman has been in them before, and makes himself comfortable in a chair he recognises. The bearded man says nothing.


The fire is dead in the grate. It has been dead for some time, by the looks of it.


‘I have just visited the Police Office,’ the gentleman says. ‘Harriott is still unwell.’


The bearded man says nothing to this. After a moment, he sits down in the only other chair in the room, his hands on its arms, ready to endure whatever is to come.


‘He is in his office, but he should not be,’ the smart gentleman continues. ‘I have advised him to retire to his bed. We can find others to manage his daily duties. My fellow magistrates at Bow Street could help, if need be.’


The bearded man seems uninterested in any of this. He looks at the dead fire as if it were reading him a tragic story.


‘Horton, I wanted to ask Harriott for your help in a more personal matter.’


The bearded man looks at him. The gentleman sees the change in his expression; sullen acceptance has given way to a brow-quickening irritation.


‘Help? Whenever you ask for my help, Mr Graham, it ends badly for me.’


The Bow Street magistrate twirls his cane for a moment in one hand, and purses his lips. He is carefully choosing his words.


‘Horton, you do not trust me. This much I know. But if you knew how I had shielded you . . .’


‘Shielded me? Are you now my benefactor, Mr Graham?’


‘Yes, Horton. In ways you will never know, I am your benefactor. And your wife’s, too.’


Horton leans forward in his chair, and his yellow teeth show clearly through his beard. His fists are clenched, and for a moment Graham fears he may rise and strike him.


‘Not my wife, Graham. You do not dare . . .’


‘Abigail is a patient at Brooke House in Hackney, is she not?’


‘Graham, I—’


‘Brooke House is a private hospital, used only by the wealthy families of those poor wretches whose sense has flown. Its fees are considerable. And Abigail has been a patient there for a month now, her fees met by the same benefactor who gained her admission to Brooke House. They will continue to be met by him. By me, Horton.’


Graham is met by a stupefied stare. He remembers the last time he was in this room, almost three years before. Then, he’d defeated the man in front of him with revelations of Horton’s own past. Now, he has done the same with information on the present. It brings him no pleasure. He needs Horton’s help.


‘She came to you,’ says Horton. ‘She came to you when she could not come to me.’ He says it more to himself than to Graham.


‘She did, Horton. She knew she needed professional assistance to tame her unquiet mind. She knew that assistance would be expensive. And she knew how I had used you in the past, and how much I owed you, and her. She is an extraordinary woman, fearless and charming and clever. And she knew you would refuse my help.’


Horton looks at him, and Graham sees a sadly familiar look of desperate unhappiness in the man’s eyes.


‘She was wrong about that, Graham. I would have done anything to help her.’


‘Really, Horton? Would you really have turned to the man who blackmailed you?’


‘Anything. Anything.’


Horton stands and turns away from him, hiding his face. Graham finds himself believing him, and wonders at the intensity of the constable’s feelings for his wife.


‘How does she do?’ asks Horton, his face still hidden. ‘She is not permitted to write to me, nor I to visit her.’


‘Yes, that is my understanding of Brooke House’s methods. I know no more than you, Horton. But I do know that, under the supervision of Dr Monro and his assistants, she is receiving the best care possible. The great majority of Brooke House’s patients recover their . . .’


He stops, feeling indelicate. He has lied about knowing no more than Horton. But a hidden lie is less upsetting than a poorly chosen description.


‘Their wits?’ says Horton. ‘Their senses? Their sanity? Abigail is not insane, Graham. She is merely disturbed. And her disturbance begins and ends with me.’


The man’s guilt infects the filthy room like the smell from a drain. Aaron Graham, who is a more sensitive man than those who know him realise, begins to understand why Abigail Horton decided to flee from her husband’s guilt. The dreams Abigail described to him when she visited his dwelling in Covent Garden clearly had their roots in Horton’s investigations of the previous year. Abigail even believed that she had somehow been poisoned by the man Horton had been pursuing. Now Graham can see that Horton believes the same thing, and the knowledge is suffocating.


‘Sit down, Horton. Please. I do not bring up my assistance of Mrs Horton to earn your admiration. I only speak of it to make clear that I respect you, and your wife, and am a friend to you both. And, as friends tend to become, I am now a man in need of your help.’


Horton breathes out, once, through his nose, like a horse coming to a decision. He turns and sits down in the chair, leaning back this time, looking directly at Graham, as if seeing him for the first time. Graham, for his part, sees the lights come back on in Horton’s eyes, and feels himself watched in that peculiarly intensive way which Charles Horton can bring to the matter. Normally it unnerves him. Today, it brings relief.


Graham twirls his cane again. What he has come to say is unpleasant to him, and bitterly odd.


‘My wife, Horton, does not live with me any longer.’


Horton frowns. He looks confused.


‘It is one of those things which is little spoken of. Some of my oldest acquaintances, such as John Harriott, know nothing of it. It is a matter of great personal pain to me that Sarah has decided her future lies with another man. But now she has asked for my help in the oddest matter imaginable.’


There. It is out. He takes in a very uncharacteristic breath, and blunders on, natural wit departed, elegance of expression forgotten.


‘Sarah now lives with a baronet named Sir Henry Tempest. He is her cousin. Our daughter Ellen lives with them. Am I to assume you know nothing of this man?’


Horton, astonished into silence, shakes his head.


‘Then all I will say, Horton, is that Tempest is one of the worst men in England. A rogue. A scoundrel. His fortune comes from an heiress he has abandoned to an unknown fate. His title is inherited, though he has no issue of his own. Now he acts as father to my daughter and as husband to my wife. Ellen has taken his name as well as mine. Ellen Tempest Graham. An infamous name, but nonetheless . . .’


He drops the cane then, the mention of this purloined daughter with his own name almost more than can be borne. He forces himself to regain some self-control.


‘They live – Sir Henry, my wife, Ellen – in a place called Thorpe in Surrey. Tempest has some money left from his abandoned spouse, and I continue to supply Sarah – Mrs Graham – with an allowance of her own. She remains my beneficiary. She remains my wife.


‘So, now. You know of my domestic arrangements. You are as informed as any West End gossip. But know this, Horton. I still have bottomless wells of affection and feeling for my wife. Her behaviour . . . well, her behaviour has been poor. But I still want her to be happy, and healthy. And Ellen – well, Ellen is my child. I cannot help my feelings for her. That is why I am here today.


‘Sarah came to see me yesterday, at Bow Street. We had not spoken face-to-face for some months. She was, and I do not exaggerate, beside herself. She said Thorpe Lee House, the estate of Sir Henry, is bewitched.’


‘Bewitched?’ Graham sees that even through the beard and the mental exhaustion Horton is capable of sudden bemusement.


‘Yes, bewitched. Under the spell of a witch.’


Graham waits to see what Horton will say. He watches him as carefully as he has watched anyone, and he is a noted watcher. He knows that what he has said is extraordinary. In most places in London, it would be received with derision. Bewitched? But witches don’t exist! We even passed an Act of Parliament in the last century to say so!


But Horton, Graham knows, has seen things. Bizarre things which are beyond contemporary explanation. Things which Aaron Graham, in his role as Bow Street magistrate but also as Horton’s secret supporter, knows break through the polite veneer of respectable natural philosophy. For himself, he knows a good deal more about these dark matters than even Horton. And he rather suspects that Horton knows that.


He thinks of Abigail Horton and her visions, and wonders if they too are of a piece with the dark histories that have been revealed to him in recent years.


These thoughts go through his head as he watches their analogue go through Horton’s. He knows that Horton cannot believe this to be a practical joke or an ill-considered piece of gullibility on Graham’s part. He has told Horton of his domestic arrangements – matters he has discussed only with those closest to him – and this is evidence of his good faith. And Horton’s next question is perceptive enough to convince him that the story has already burrowed its way beneath the constable’s skin.


‘Is Mrs Graham prone to such beliefs?’


Even in his disturbed state, Graham must smile at that.


‘Prone? No, Horton, she is not prone to superstition or credulity. She is a sensible, ambitious, clever woman. She is not some hysterical young girl who has flown off with a charming ne’er-do-well in imitation of an empty-headed romantic novel. If she believes Thorpe Lee House is bewitched, something very odd indeed must be happening in that place.’


‘She has described such episodes?’


‘Some of them. Anyone who knows of the old tales of witchcraft would recognise them. Milk curdling. Strange inscriptions. The sudden appearance of a fairy circle, of all things. An horrific episode – two of Tempest’s dogs were found dead on the lawn of the house. Most of these things happened, and were worrisome, but they did not initiate Sarah’s approach to me. That has been occasioned by a much worse thing. Ellen has become ill, suddenly and precipitously. If one were to write a story of bewitchment, I cannot imagine a more complete set of symptoms than the ones Sarah has described to me. It is like the script for a play about maleficium.’


‘I meant perhaps something pettier than that. A village grudge, a resentment from Sir Henry’s past . . .’


‘Resentments must have piled up in Sir Henry’s closets like snow on the Lakeland fells, Horton. He is a terrible fellow. And yes, this was the first thing I thought of. And if this is the case, and if Ellen is really ill . . .’


‘Then perhaps she was poisoned.’


‘Precisely.’


‘And others may be in danger. Including—’


‘Sarah. Yes.’


‘Have these events been investigated locally?’


‘Sarah says she has spoken to the local justice. But these matters are notoriously hard to investigate. As soon as witchcraft is invoked, the village constable is likely to veer away in fear. Even today. These superstitions adhere stubbornly in country villages, however sophisticated we seem to be. And besides, Horton, no one in Thorpe – perhaps no one in England – possesses the same skills of detection as you. I have watched you work these past three years, and like your own magistrate have been astonished by your approach. Harriott tells me you have not done any work for him in Wapping since Abigail’s commitment. You cannot write to her or visit her. You can do nothing for her while she is in that place. But you can help me, and perhaps yourself. Get out of Wapping, Horton. Go to Thorpe. Investigate what is happening to that damned household. Help my wife, just as I have helped yours.’


 


 


A Treatise on Moral Projection


The stage for the dramatic events I will describe herein was the old private madhouse of Brooke House, which still operates in Hackney, just to the north of London. At the time of which I write – the late summer of 1814 – Hackney was still a village, though one through which all sorts of miscreants and ne’er-do-wells made their way to and from the metropolis to the south. Gypsies were common visitors, camping out on the road into London, and causing all manner of problems.


Like many older buildings in this great country, Brooke House is a confusing mixture of styles and periods. Imagine a structure built around two internal courtyards, its longer sides running north to south on either side of these internal spaces, the whole building facing east across the main road into London. The long side facing the road has an elegant frontage built during the reigns of the early Georges, and a wall enclosing the northernmost courtyard. Behind this front are the older original buildings.


Inside, the original rooms have, almost without exception, been subdivided into cells, dormitories, servant quarters and suchlike. Female patients occupied the rooms on the first floor, with the men on the ground.


Being something of a student of the history of these isles, Brooke House was a repository of some fascination to me. The oldest parts harked back to the fifteenth century, but the house’s most fascinating years were during the reign of Henry VIII, who (it is said) gave a hundred oaks to his wily courtier Thomas Cromwell to fashion part of Brooke House. In my idle moments in the madhouse I would sometimes look at a piece of protruding timber and imagine Cromwell’s wicked hands running down its grain, as he planned the destruction of some courtier, bishop or even Queen. I had even arranged for some investigatory work to be carried out in one particular part of the house, the south-eastern corner where, local stories had it, a chapel had originally been situated. Peeling back some of the plasterwork I was pleased to discover a painting on the wall of an ecclesiastical fellow in splendid raiment standing above a kneeling monkish man. I wished to discover more of this strange space but the events I shall come to interrupted my investigations.


At the time of these events and, as far as I know, perhaps even still, Brooke House was operated by the Monro family, whose name has been somewhat discredited these past thirty years but who, in 1814, were considered the foremost mad-doctors in England. Thomas Monro, my employer and the chief physician of Brooke House, was the third Monro to be chief physician at Bethlem Hospital, and had been one of several mad-doctors who had tried, and failed, to cure King George of his final (did we but know it then) episode of insanity. Brooke House was the family’s main source of financial independence, and was run alongside Dr Monro’s duties at Bethlem. Like all private asylums in England at that time, it was a lucrative business. The patients were typically of the finer sort, not quite lords and ladies, but certainly not paupers. The cost was too great for the poor, and in any case Bethlem and the recently established St Luke’s accommodated the poor who became mad.


I came there as a young man of two-and-twenty. I had been born and raised in the village of Chevening in Kent. I was apprenticed to Dr Monro at Bethlem in 1802, aged eighteen, via a family connection of my father’s. Four years later, I was transferred by Dr Monro to Brooke House, following a paper I wrote for him on the therapeutic regime at Bethlem and how it might be improved. Monro, seeing a good deal of sense and intelligence in what I suggested, stated that my innovations might first be tried at Brooke House before being introduced into the larger, more public realm of Bethlem.


My own quarters in Brooke House were in the part of the building called ‘the Cottage’, on that same south-east corner of the main building where I later discovered the chapel. The house is easy to get lost within, and during my early weeks as a physician there I was forced to seek guidance from one of the matrons on several occasions. Imagine if a manor house and two or three cottages had, over time, become conjoined, their roofs combining, external walls becoming internal ones, and you will have some sense of the internal confusions of Brooke House.


I must now turn to the two main protagonists of my strange tale, both of whom arrived at Brooke House within a day of each other in August 1814.


The circumstances of Maria Cranfield’s arrival appeared to be exceptional, at least by the standards of Brooke House which, as I have said, had a rather genteel clientele. Miss Cranfield arrived in a very bad state indeed. She would not speak and was violent in her responses, exhibiting a frenzied mania which was not entirely unfamiliar to my then-practised eye.


This would puzzle me, because the gentleman who accompanied her to Brooke House was, on the face of it, an honourable man of some means. He gave his name as Henry Lodge, and said he was a Kentish farmer acting on behalf of the young woman’s family. When I enquired as to the identity of Miss Cranfield’s parents, I was told, politely but firmly, that no identity would be forthcoming, and that all matters pertaining to Miss Cranfield’s treatment were to be directed to him. He would visit weekly, he said, and could be contacted either at his home, near Canterbury, or at the Prospect of Whitby in Wapping, where he was wont to stay.


Mr Lodge assured me that there were more than enough financial resources to pay for Miss Cranfield’s treatment, and that he was able to pay a good deal of them in advance. I felt a deep reluctance to accept this patient on these terms; it was irregular indeed to take on a case where the family history was not only unknown but actively hidden. Nonetheless, I took Miss Cranfield in, for two reasons.


The first was her case, which promised to be interesting to a young physician seeking to advance human understanding of mental infacility.


The second reason was less high-minded. Dr Monro had made it clear to me that, in the matter of Brooke House, financial matters needed always to be kept in mind. We could not let our own personal qualms get in the way of maintaining a successful business. ‘This is not, Bryson, a charitable institution,’ Dr Monro had said, and he constantly pressed me on how many patients were being treated, what the costs of this treatment were and how extensive were the means of the patients’ families.


The simple fact of the matter was this: Mr Lodge’s offer to pay the fees for the first three months of care for Miss Cranfield would make a substantial contribution to Brooke House’s running costs. I was under some pressure to turn a profit within each month. The equation was impossible to be ignored. Such was how things were in private madhouses at the start of the present century.


So Maria Cranfield was admitted and locked into one of the strong-rooms on the first floor, secured with a strait waistcoat. This last was with some reluctance, for it was one of my beliefs that securing patients in this way was primitive and not productive, but such was Miss Cranfield’s manic state that I had no other option at that time. In the next-door cell to Miss Cranfield, in the southern end of Brooke House, close to my own rooms, Abigail Horton had already been placed.


Miss Cranfield’s arrival was unorthodox, and so was Mrs Horton’s. She had appeared at the gate of Brooke House on her own, carrying a letter from a Bow Street magistrate, Aaron Graham. The letter stated that Mrs Horton should be admitted to the madhouse forthwith, and that all financial matters relating to her care would be met by Mr Graham. I had not made the acquaintance of this gentleman at that time, though I was soon to do so, in the most trying of circumstances.


Mrs Horton was in a state of extreme agitation on her arrival, though she was by no means as hysterical as Miss Cranfield. On first coming into the building she was frantic, saying she had been pursued to Hackney by a savage woman ‘from a Pacific island’ (these were her words), and that this same woman had been haunting her dreams for a year or more. Mrs Horton’s fancy had, it was clear, become corrupted by some means, and the exoticism of her story recommended it to me. Mr Graham’s credentials were impeccable, and Mrs Horton’s case undoubtedly interesting. I arranged for her admittance at once.


Mrs Horton had stood at the door of her own cell as we placed Miss Cranfield in the strong-room; it was my custom to leave the doors to the cells open as often as possible, when the condition of the patient did not militate against such an approach. Miss Cranfield screamed terrible obscenities at the matron and the attendants. She scratched and she tried to bite, and drew her own nails down her own scarred arms, as if trying to tear herself into pieces. She uttered one name, over and over again: that of Joshua.


I well remember working with the nurses and attendants to secure Miss Cranfield against the wall, dosing her with opium, and then turning to leave. Still standing in the open doorway of her own cell was Mrs Horton, her eyes wide at what she was hearing. I gently took her arm and led her back to her bed, assuring her that Miss Cranfield would soon be calm and that her treatment was to begin immediately. She asked for paper and ink to write to her husband and I was forced, gently, to remind her that any contact with loved ones was forbidden, according to the principles of the house.


‘You must try and put your husband out of your mind,’ I said to her. ‘It may be his presence which is causing you to suffer so.’


It was a hard thing to say, and I would have said nothing like this had my attention not been so distracted by the histrionics of Miss Cranfield. But it had an effect. I remember Mrs Horton looking at me as she sat on her bed.


‘If that is so, then I am lost,’ she said.


The weeks which followed the arrival of these two women were by no means unusual. One might even have described the time as peaceful, if one had knowledge of what was to follow. Certainly, looking back on that period from the distance of thirty years, those late summer months take on the glow of warm memory, like a holiday taken with a good friend with fine weather and fine food.


There were perhaps thirty inmates in Brooke House at that time, split equally between men and women. Most of them were allowed to walk freely throughout the building, in the cloistered quadrangle, and in the well-tended gardens – though it was our policy, where practicable, to separate males and females. Only a few patients – of whom Maria Cranfield was one – were confined to their cells, and only some of these were secured by strait waistcoats. Again, Maria was one of these, at my instruction.


For Maria was not a settled patient. During her first week in the place, I had ordered a quickened programme of treatments; she was bled three times, and purged twice, and I kept her on a steady dose of opium for her mania. At the end of this week, I ordered that her strait waistcoat be removed. I would not make the same mistake again. She soon scratched into her arms and face with such severity that deep wounds were gouged into them; indeed, such were the wounds on her cheeks that I doubted they would ever fully heal. These wounds ended just before the eyes, and I wondered if that were deliberate or just happenstance. Had she indeed come close to clawing out her own eyes?


I was not going to take the chance that such awful self-mutilation would be acted out. I ordered that she be placed back into a strait waistcoat, and in it she stayed throughout the month of August.


My routine in the asylum was a set one. I would make my rounds in the morning and afternoon, and have individual consultations in the ground-floor room fitted out for the purpose throughout the day. I ate either in my chambers or in the refectory with the nurses and attendants. I encouraged visits from inmates – always assuming they were arranged via a nurse or matron, and that I was available and not engaged in study or correspondence.


It was on one such evening that Abigail Horton visited me in my rooms for the first time. I had made some inquiries into Mrs Horton’s circumstances, and had discovered the possible reason behind the munificence of her Bow Street benefactor, Mr Aaron Graham. Mrs Horton’s husband, it appeared, was a waterman-constable with the Thames River Police in Wapping, and thus moved in the grimy circles of crime and punishment frequented by Mr Graham. Despite this knowledge I found – and still find – the particulars of Mrs Horton’s arrangement with Mr Graham peculiar, but I kept my professional demeanour at all times, despite the very obvious charms of Mrs Horton. Her husband I knew little of at that time, but a man who had attracted and, it would seem, kept the regard of one such as Mrs Horton must have been an extraordinary man indeed.


Mrs Horton was a particularly handsome and intelligent woman, widely read and possessing degrees of understanding of modern knowledge which I found unaccountable in a female. She had attended seminars at the Royal Institution, had read the latest books on botany, natural philosophy and literature, and was as rounded a woman intellectually as ever I have encountered.


As I have said, Mrs Horton’s condition was an unusual one. She had been plagued by dreams of a woman, though not an English woman. It seemed that this woman was a Pacific Islander, and when I questioned Mrs Horton as to why this should be she often became guarded, as if she knew of a reason but did not wish to share it. All she would say is that she thought the dream might relate to a previous investigation of her husband’s.


I wrote to Mr Graham regularly with information on the progress of Mrs Horton, and allowed her full freedom to roam the parts of Brooke House and its gardens which were open to patients. We often walked together, and it was during these walks that I discovered Mrs Horton’s extraordinarily varied knowledge. Any female of any class would have done well to be as educated as she, but for one of such poor means – her husband a constable, not even a craftsman or a merchant – to have attained such an understanding of the works of mankind and the world around us is, in my opinion, a minor educational miracle. She conversed attentively and carefully, and the time I spent with her was charmed.


On that night, it was Maria Cranfield that was the cause of Mrs Horton’s visit. She had, I knew from my own observation and from the report of the nurses, taken a good deal of interest in the condition of her Brooke House neighbour. I had even pondered allowing Mrs Horton to spend time with Maria, in the hope that two women left to their own devices might find ways of communicating with one another. The nurses and physicians, even myself, would be met with either catatonia or a raging terror, which descended on Miss Cranfield with almost visible speed, as if a dark cloud were coming down on her head.


But Mrs Horton had not yet become Miss Cranfield’s amanuensis. That would come later. Mrs Horton at that time was still plagued by the visions which accompanied her into Brooke House, and on that August night’s visit she told me something that convinced me her condition might be worsening, not improving.


She told me she was convinced that Miss Cranfield had been visited the previous night. She claimed to have heard a woman speaking to Maria and even, at one stage, singing a song to her. I well remember the song Mrs Horton claimed she had heard, as I made some effort to try and discover its origin soon after the events which were about to break over the head of Brooke House. The first verse went as follows:


Ye London maids attend to me


While I relate my misery


Through London streets I oft have strayed


But now I am a Convict Maid.


The song continued in the same melodramatic vein.


My initial assumption was, of course, that Mrs Horton had imagined the whole thing; that this was another species of the visions which already plagued her tired mind. She became quite upset by this opinion, and I well knew why; those whose minds have run away with themselves become terrified lest we, the sane, imagine all their thoughts to be sprites or fantasies. She assured me she felt these things to be true.


‘But how can it be?’ I said, attempting to reassure her. ‘The house is locked up each night. Anyone visiting is noted in the logbook, and no visits with patients are allowed. Maria’s room is locked shut at all times. How could there be someone in the room with her?’


She admitted that all this was true, but then turned the question round on me.


‘If what I have heard is true, and if what you have said about Brooke House’s night-time arrangements is true, is the question of how someone could get into Maria’s room not an important one?’


You see the brilliance of the woman. Assume I am mad, and treat me. Or pretend I am not, and investigate. Her logic was irreproachable. I promised I would look into the matter. She thanked me, and left.




THORPE


[image: image]


There is a flat, swampy feeling to the land around Thorpe village that gives it something of the flavour of Wapping. Or at least, thinks Horton, Wapping must once have looked a little like this, before the coming of docks and wharves and boarding houses, when there were still meadows instead of walls and warehouses.


Thorpe is set perhaps a half-mile south of the Thames, in a riverine green landscape punctuated by copses which stand as a reminder of ancient forests. There is a sullen order to the topography, which to the interested nose of Charles Horton rather reeks of enclosure. He wonders when these fields were laid out, and what that has done to the local labouring community, and who has benefited.


The Bow Street Police Office carriage rattles down the lane from Weybridge, the river to the right, ever present, sometimes hidden by reeds and willows, sometimes barely a suggestion of open space on the far side of a meadow, but always there, like the soft scent of a rich woman in a Mayfair boutique.
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