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The Killing Zone

London, 1855

Except for excursions to a theatre or a gentlemen’s club, most respectable inhabitants of the largest city on earth took care to be at home before the sun finished setting, which on this cold Saturday evening, the third of February, occurred at six minutes to five.

That time—synchronized with the clock at the Royal Greenwich Observatory—was displayed on a silver pocket watch that an expensively dressed, obviously distinguished gentleman examined beneath a hissing gas lamp. As harsh experiences had taught him, appearance meant everything. The vilest thoughts might lurk within someone, but the external semblance of respectability was all that mattered. For fifteen years now, he couldn’t recall a time when rage had not consumed him, but he had never allowed anyone to suspect, enjoying the surprise of those upon whom he unleashed his fury.

Tonight, he stood at Constitution Hill and stared across the street toward the murky walls of Buckingham Palace. Lights glowed faintly behind curtains there. Given that the British government had collapsed four days earlier because of its shocking mismanagement of the Crimean War, Queen Victoria was no doubt engaged in urgent meetings with her Privy Council. A shadow passing at one of the windows might belong to her or perhaps to her husband, Prince Albert. The gentleman wasn’t certain which of them he hated more.

Approaching footsteps made him turn. A constable appeared, his helmet silhouetted against the fog. As the officer focused his lantern on the quality of clothing before him, the gentleman made himself look calm. His top hat, overcoat, and trousers were the finest. His beard—a disguise—would have attracted notice years earlier but was now fashionable. Even his black walking stick with its polished silver knob was the height of fashion.

“Good evening, sir. If you don’t mind me saying, don’t linger,” the constable warned. “It doesn’t do to be out alone in the dark, even in this neighborhood.”

“Thank you, constable. I’ll hurry along.”



From his hiding place, the young man at last heard a target approaching. He’d almost given up, knowing that there was little chance that someone of means would venture alone onto this fog-bound street but knowing also that the fog was his only protection from the constable who passed here every twenty minutes.

Deciding that the footsteps didn’t have the heavy, menacing impact that the constable’s did, the young man prepared for the most desperate act of his life. He’d endured typhoons and fevers on three voyages back and forth from England to the Orient on a British East India Company ship, but they were nothing compared to what he now risked, the penalty for which was hanging. As his stomach growled from hunger, he prayed that its sound wouldn’t betray him.

The footsteps came closer, a top hat coming into view. Despite his weakness, the young man stepped from behind a tree in Green Park. He gripped the wrought-iron fence, vaulted it, and landed in front of a gentleman whose dark beard was visible in the shrouded glow from a nearby street lamp.

The young man gestured with a club. “No need to draw you a picture, I presume, mate. Give me your purse, or it’ll go nasty for you.”

The gentleman studied his dirty, torn sailor’s clothes.

“I said, your purse, mate,” the young man ordered, listening for the sounds of the returning constable. “Be quick. I won’t warn you again.”

“The light isn’t the best, but perhaps you can see my eyes. Look at them carefully.”

“What I’ll do is close them for you if you don’t give me your purse.”

“Do you see fear in them?”

“I will after this.”

The young man lunged, swinging his club.

With astonishing speed, the gentleman pivoted sideways and struck with his cane, jolting the young man’s wrist, knocking the club from it. With a second blow, he whacked the side of the young man’s head, dropping him to the ground.

“Stay down unless you wish more of the same,” the gentleman advised.

Suppressing a groan, the young man clutched his throbbing head.

“Before confronting someone, always look in his eyes. Determine if his resolve is greater than yours. Your age, please.”

The polite tone so surprised the young man that he found himself answering, “Eighteen.”

“What is your name?”

The young man hesitated, shivering from the cold.

“Say it. Your first name will be sufficient. It won’t incriminate you.”

“Ronnie.”

“You mean ‘Ronald.’ If you wish to improve yourself, always use your formal name. Say it.”

“Ronald.”

“Despite the pain of my blows, you had the character not to cry out and alert the constable. Character deserves a reward. How long has it been since you’ve eaten, Ronald?”

“Two days.”

“Your fast has now ended.”

The gentleman dropped five coins onto the path. The faint glow from the nearby street lamp made it difficult for Ronald to identify them. Expecting pennies, he felt astonished when he discovered not pennies or even shillings but gold sovereigns. He stared at them in shock. One gold sovereign was more than most people earned in a week of hard labour, and here were five of them.

“Would you like to receive even more sovereigns, Ronald?”

He clawed at the coins. “Yes.”

“Twenty-five Garner Street in Wapping.” The address was in the blighted East End, as far from the majesty of Green Park as could be imagined. “Repeat it.”

“Twenty-five Garner Street in Wapping.”

“Be there at four tomorrow afternoon. Buy warm clothes. Nothing extravagant, nothing to draw attention. You are about to join a great cause, Ronald. But if you tell anyone about Twenty-five Garner Street, to use your expression it’ll go nasty for you. Let’s see if you do indeed have character or if you throw away the greatest opportunity you will ever receive.”

Heavy footsteps approached.

“The constable. Go,” the bearded gentleman warned. “Don’t disappoint me, Ronald.”

His stomach growling more painfully, astonished by his luck, Ronald clutched his five precious sovereigns and raced into the fog.



As the gentleman continued up Constitution Hill, his watch now showed eight minutes past five. The watches of his associates—also synchronized with the Greenwich Royal Observatory—would display the same time. Everything remained on schedule.

At Piccadilly, he turned right towards one of London’s most respectable districts: Mayfair. He had waited what seemed an eternity for what he was about to enjoy. He had suffered unimaginably to prepare for it. Despite his fierce emotions, he kept a measured pace, determined not to blunt his satisfaction by hurrying.

Even in the fog, he had no trouble finding his way. This was a route that he had followed many times in his memory. It was the same route that he had taken fifteen years earlier when, as a desperate boy, he had raced to the right along Piccadilly, then to the left along Half Moon Street, then left again onto Curzon Street, this way and that, begging.

“Please, sir, I need your help!”

“Get away from me, you filthy vermin!”

The echoes of that hateful time reverberated in his memory as he came to the street known as Chesterfield Hill. He paused where a gas lamp showed an iron railing beyond which five stone steps led up to an oak door. The knocker had the shape of a heraldic lion’s head.

The steps were freshly scrubbed. Noting a boot scraper built into the railing, he applied his soles to it so that he wouldn’t leave evidence. He clutched his walking stick, opened the gate, and climbed the steps. The impact of the knocker echoed within the house.

He heard someone on the opposite side of the door. For a moment, his anticipation made it seem that the world outside the fog no longer existed, that he was in a closet of the universe, that time had stopped. As a hand freed a bolt and the door opened, he readied his cane with its silver knob.

A butler looked puzzled. “His Lordship isn’t expecting visitors.”

The gentleman struck with all his might, impacting the man’s head, knocking him onto a marbled floor. Heartbeat thundering with satisfaction, he entered and shut the door. A few quick steps took him into a spacious hall.

A maid paused at the bottom of an ornate staircase, frowning, obviously puzzled about why the butler hadn’t accompanied the visitor. In a rage, the gentleman swung the cane, feeling its knob crack the maid’s skull. With a dying moan, she collapsed to the floor.

Without the disguise of his beard, the gentleman had been to this house on several occasions. He knew its layout and would need little time to eliminate the remaining servants. Then his satisfaction could begin as he devoted his attention to their masters. Clutching his cane, he proceeded with his great work.

Memories needed to be prodded.

Punishment needed to be inflicted.
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Watford

Away from London’s fog, the dark English countryside had a canopy of stars. In his private railway car, Colonel Trask watched shadowy meadows, streams, and thickets appear to speed past.

A clock on the wall indicated eight minutes past seven. Every other clock in England’s railway network would display the equivalent time, because years ago when Jeremiah Trask had founded the British railway system, he’d established a universal railway time, the specifics of which were telegraphed each morning to every station in the country. In precisely one minute this train would reach the village of Watford, seventeen miles north-west of London’s Euston Station.

As the locomotive reduced speed, Trask noted the irony that Catherine’s cousin would soon need to accept him as a relation, even though the cousin belonged to one of the aristocratic families that had objected to Jeremiah Trask and the coming of the railway.

When the train hissed to a stop, lamps revealed a rustic building with a ticket office, a telegraph office, and a waiting room.

Trask slipped his left arm into his overcoat and draped the opposite sleeve over his sling. After putting on his top hat and leather gloves, he opened the door to his car and stepped onto the wooden platform. No other passenger departed. This wasn’t a scheduled stop. He had made a sudden decision not to wait until tomorrow to visit Catherine at her cousin’s.

A man in livery approached him. “Colonel Trask? Your telegram arrived. The carriage you requested is on the other side of the station.”

“Do you know the way to the Clarendon estate?”

“Yes, sir.” The driver picked up his bag. “Please follow me. I read about what you did in the war, Colonel. May I say that it’s an honour to meet you?”

“Tell that to every soldier who returns from the Crimea. They’re all worthy of honour.”

A breeze carried the scent of the moisture from yesterday’s snowfall and the nearby River Colne. As the train chugged out of the station, Trask listened to the crackling sound of horses’ hooves breaking pockets of ice in the road. Laughter from a pub was the only other noise. After the roar and clatter of London, the silence reminded Trask uneasily of the quiet that had preceded Russian attacks in the war.

“Here are the gates, Colonel,” the driver said ten minutes later.

Lamps glowed in the windows of a splendid manor. Dogs barked.

After the driver set down his bag, Trask gave him a sovereign, a generous payment.

“You’re a gentleman, Colonel.”

Sir Walter Cumberland and many others disagree, Trask thought. As he mounted the steps, he looked forward to Catherine’s smile.

He knocked on the door, hearing the carriage clatter away. Dogs continued barking.

He knocked a second time.

A manservant opened the door and looked puzzled.

“I’m Colonel Anthony Trask, here to see my fiancée, Miss Catherine Grantwood.”

“Catherine Grantwood, sir?”

“She expected me tomorrow, but I decided to come this evening.”

“I don’t understand, sir.”

Blast it, the driver brought me to the wrong manor, Trask thought.

“Who is it, Henry?” a woman asked in the background.

“A Colonel Trask, My Lady. He says he’s here to see Miss Grantwood.”

A shadow approached, revealing a middle-aged woman with greying hair. She wore an elegant hooped dress.

She studied Trask, judging the quality of his tailoring. She frowned at the overnight bag next to him. “Colonel . . .?”

“Trask, My Lady.” He removed his top hat and bowed slightly.

“Catherine isn’t here.”

Trask’s mind swirled with confusion. “I don’t understand.”

“We expected to see her late this afternoon, but she never arrived. It’s quite unlike her not to send a telegram if her plans changed. I hope nothing’s wrong.”

“Never arrived?” Trask felt stunned.

The woman stared past him towards the darkness, not seeing a carriage. “From where did you travel?”

“London.”

“I’m afraid you made your journey for nothing.”

Catherine never arrived? Trask thought. My God, what happened? Did Sir Walter come back to the house? What did he do to stop her from leaving?

In the distance, he heard the receding sound of the carriage. With a chilling premonition, he dropped his bag and rushed from the door. In the light of the moon, he saw the carriage’s lantern wavering in the distance. Beyond the gates to the estate, the road curved to the left towards Watford.

If I race across this field, Trask thought desperately, I might be able to reach the driver at the curve!

“Stop!” he yelled.

He charged across frozen slush that reminded him of the Crimea.

“For God’s sake, stop!” he yelled to the far-off carriage, running with a frenzy that exceeded anything he had known in the war.


“Stay here with Papa,” Colin told his sisters. “Maybe no one will notice you in this alley. If anyone bothers you, tell him I went to find a constable.”

It was actually a doctor he went to, but the doctor frowned at his dirty face and tattered clothes, telling him, “I have too many patients already. The ones I have can pay.”

Colin found no better response at several hospitals. “Your father sounds too far gone to be saved.”

He ran back to the Inns of Court and tried to beg solicitors and barristers for help, but their clerks relentlessly scratched the steel nibs of their pens across sheets of paper and, without looking at him, told him to go away.

The only suggestion came from an elderly gentleman who sat reading a newspaper while waiting to be admitted into an inner office. After listening to the boy implore a clerk about his mother and father and sisters, the man lowered his newspaper, saying, “If it’s that bad, claim to be debtors. Petition the prison to let your two sisters stay in the cell with your mother. At least they’ll have shelter and something to eat until your mother comes to trial. A shoplifter, eh? Not good.”

Drenched with sweat at the end of the hot June day, dizzy from his lingering illness, Colin told a guard outside the prison, “My father’s sick.”

The guard showed no interest.

“My mother’s inside.” Colin pointed towards the gloomy, soot-covered entrance to the prison. “I don’t know when she’ll be sent to trial.”

“For what?”

By now, he knew enough not to say “shoplifting.” He quickly answered, “She borrowed money to buy food for my sisters and me, but now she can’t pay the money back. We don’t have any way to get food.”

“Debtors, eh? And Irish to boot.”

“A man at a barrister’s office told me my sisters could stay in prison with my mother until our debts are settled and she can go to trial.”

“The law allows it. Sisters, did you say? How old are they?”

“Five and thirteen.”

“I’ll speak to my sergeant. I can’t promise anythin’, but if I was you, I’d have ’em here in an hour.”

Finally, someone would help!

Colin rushed back to the alley, where a man who stank of gin studied his father and particularly his sisters.

Colin straightened his back and walked past the man, trying to muster the authority of someone ten years older and a foot taller.

Emma’s blue eyes looked weary. “Papa doesn’t move. He only whispers Mother’s name.”

“I found a place for the two of you to stay.”

“The two of us? But we can’t leave Papa,” Ruth said. Tears streaked the dirt on her cheeks.

“If you’re in a safe place, I’ll have more time to try to help Father and Mother. Please. You need to come with me. We have less than an hour.”

“Come where?” Emma asked.

“To the prison. You’ll stay with Mother. You’ll have food and shelter. She’ll be glad to see you and know you’re safe.”

They reached the prison just before the cathedral’s bells rang and the hour would have elapsed.

“So these are your sisters?” the guard asked, a sergeant standing next to him.

“Yes, sir. Emma and Ruth.”

“Well, we’re here to help you, Emma and Ruth,” the sergeant said. “Come inside. We’ll take you to your mother.”

“Thank you,” Colin told him with relief.

“You’re a small one to have so much responsibility,” the sergeant said. “We’ll make your burden lighter.”

“Thank you,” Colin repeated.

He stayed long enough to watch the guard and the sergeant escort his sisters into the prison. Emma held little Ruth’s hand. Nervous about the clamour into which they entered, his sisters looked back and waved to him uncertainly. He waved in return, trying to assure them that this was the best way.

The moment they disappeared beyond the studded door, he ran to the alley where his father lay. After wiping his father’s sweat-beaded brow, he soaked a rag in water from a different pump and squeezed it over his father’s lips.

“I’m doin’ everythin’ I can think of,” he promised, and raced away.


“Thank heaven you heard me!”

His overcoat flapping, Colonel Trask scrambled up a ditch onto the frozen road. The carriage’s lantern revealed the frosted vapour of his frantic breathing.

“At first, I thought I was imagining a ghost,” the driver said. “A labourer died in that field last summer when a cart struck him. At night, people claim they can still hear him scream for it to stop.”

Rushing into the carriage, Trask barely heard what the driver said. “Return to the station! Hurry!”

“What happened back there, Colonel?”

“There’s no time!”

As the driver urged the two horses onward, their iron shoes slipped on the ice.

“Any faster and the horses will fall,” the driver said.

“The station! Just get me to the station!”

Despite the cold, Trask found that he was sweating. He’d lost his top hat in his race to intercept the carriage. Beneath his overcoat and suit, his undergarment stuck to his skin. Never arrived, he kept thinking. Catherine. Sir Walter.

The lamps of Watford gradually became brighter. Before the driver had a chance to stop at the station, Trask jumped down and rushed towards the ticket office.

But no one was there. The telegraph operator wasn’t on duty, either.

The office door was locked. Trask used his gloved fist to smash the window. He stretched his arm through and grabbed a schedule that lay on a desk.

The driver approached, looking startled at the broken window. “What if a constable heard?”

“I own the damned railway,” Trask muttered, searching through the schedule. “I can break every window if I choose.”

In the glow of a lamp above the door, he ran a finger down a list.

“Blast it, there isn’t a train into London tonight!”

“Not until eight o’clock tomorrow morning,” the driver said. “That’s when I bring travellers to the station.”

“We’re going to London.”

“Pardon, Colonel?”

“Now.” Trask tugged him towards the carriage.

“But London’s seventeen miles in the dark! It’ll take us at least three hours to get there. The horses won’t bear it.”

“I’ll pay you fifty pounds.”

That was a fortune. The driver probably took home only a pound a week after he fed and stabled his horses.

“But Colonel, if my horses get lamed, even fifty pounds—”

“A hundred pounds! I don’t care what it costs!” With greater desperation, Trask yanked the driver towards the carriage. “Take me to London!”


“Caitlin O’Brien,” Becker said, staring at a yellowed document in the Scotland Yard storage room.

“You found something, Joseph?” Emily asked.

“I’m afraid so.”

“What’s the matter?” Ryan asked.

“Caitlin O’Brien,” Becker repeated, moving the document closer to his lantern. “She’s described as thirty years old. Fair hair. Pleasing features. The word ‘Irish’ is underlined. Married. On the first of June, she was arrested for stealing a shirt from a linen shop in St. John’s Wood.”

“But we’re looking for something that happened on or after the tenth of June, when the boy begged the queen to save his family,” Emily reminded him.

“Yes,” Becker said. “The last date on this document is the eleventh of June. It didn’t take long.”

“Didn’t take long for what?” De Quincey asked.

Becker shook his head sadly and pointed at the faded document. “There’s nothing here about her son, but the record indicates that she had two daughters: Ruth, who was five, and Emma, who was thirteen. Somehow they were admitted to the prison under the guise that their mother was arrested for debt rather than stealing. In that case, the law permits a mother and her children to stay together until arrangements are made to pay the debt.”

“Joseph, you sound as if something happened,” Emily said.

In the attic’s gloom, they brought their lanterns and peered over his shoulder, reading.

“Oh,” Emily said when she saw the item.

“Save my mother and father and sisters,” Ryan murmured, recalling what the ragged boy had begged the queen. “But he wasn’t able to save them. The thirteen-year-old smothered her little sister. Then she did the same to her sick mother. Then she hanged herself.”


The horses struggled to maintain a rapid pace on the frozen road. Perched in front, Trask held a lantern before him, augmenting the light from the one on the driver’s side, revealing furrows of ice.

“But why the urgency?” the driver insisted. “What happened?”

“She should have been here.”

“She, Colonel?”

“Why didn’t she arrive? Faster! Does the road get any better?”

“When we reach the turnpike.”

“Thank God. How far is the—?”

Abruptly the horse on the right slipped. With a panicked squeal, it dropped to its knees. The carriage tilted. Amid the animal’s anguished wails an axle snapped.

The vehicle flipped, throwing Trask into the air. To avoid landing on his lantern, he hurled it away, hearing it crash above the ditch. He landed so hard that the breath was knocked out of him.

Coal oil gushed from the shattered lantern, the wick igniting it. In the sudden blaze, Trask gaped upward from the ditch as the carriage kept tilting and plunged towards him.

The horse on the left dropped to its knees also, the upending carriage dragging both animals. Their shrieks combined with those of the driver.

Trask felt that he was back in the war, that a cannon shell hurtled the carriage towards him. The vehicle crashed into the ditch, straddling it, stopping inches from his face.

As the struggling horses threatened to pull the carriage apart, Trask squirmed along the trough, his sling restricting his desperate movements. Emerging from beneath the wreckage, he followed the sound of the driver’s groans.

The man lay under a wheel. His lantern had shattered also, and its flames were streaming towards him.

“Can you hear me?” Trask shouted.

“My leg’s broken!”

The flames streamed closer.

“If I raise the wheel, can you crawl out?” Trask yelled. “I can’t pull you and hold up the wheel at the same time!”

“Do it!” the driver groaned. “Hurry!”

Trask squirmed into the trough again. On his back, he braced his boots against the wheel above him and strained to thrust his legs up.

“It’s rising!” the driver shouted. “Higher!”

Trask put all his strength into his legs, raising the wheel another inch.

“Try to crawl out!” he yelled.

As the flames flowed nearer, the driver clawed at the frozen earth. Screaming from pain, he moved.

“I can’t hold it up much longer!” Trask shouted, his legs weakening.

“I’m out!”

The muscles in Trask’s legs collapsed, the wheel crashing above him. He squirmed from the trough before the burning oil reached him. Using his unhindered arm, he grabbed the driver and tugged him along the ditch, away from the flames. Tears of pain streaked down the driver’s face.

Trask hurried up to the road, staring at the fallen horses flailing in their traces. As he struggled to unbuckle one of the straps that confined them, a light streaked towards him. He feared he was hallucinating.

Then he realized that the light was from a carriage lantern.

“My God!” a man yelled.

The carriage stopped. The man jumped down.

“I’m Dr. Gilmore!” he shouted, helping to free the horse on the right. “One of my patients is a farmer down the road!”

“Thank heaven you came along!” Trask yelled.

“There’s blood on your face!”

“It doesn’t matter!” With his free hand, Trask unbuckled another strap. “The driver broke his leg! He was taking me to London!”

“At this hour?”

“Someone important to me needs my help.”

Untangling the horse on the right, they jumped back as the terrified animal struggled to stand. Its iron shoes thundering, it galloped away into the darkness.

They hurried to the second horse.

“The colonel saved my life!” the driver groaned as the flames reached the wheel that had trapped him.

“I’ll pay you more than the hundred pounds I promised!” Trask told him. “You’ll never worry about money for the rest of your life! Doctor, hold the horse! Keep him steady.”

They freed the final buckle.

As the frenzied animal surged upright, Trask straddled him.

“What the devil!” the doctor exclaimed.

Holding makeshift reins with his left hand, Trask kicked the horse’s flanks. Catherine! he inwardly screamed. Urging the animal forward, he charged along the dark road to London.


Lord Palmerston stepped past the doorman at his house and frowned towards where De Quincey and Emily sat on the staircase, waiting for him. They quickly stood.

“Whenever I leave or return, I find you lurking.”

“My Lord, may we speak to you?” De Quincey asked. “In confidence?”

“I expect visitors soon—members of the cabinet I’m forming.”

“We wouldn’t presume on your time if this wasn’t urgent.”

“As long as I don’t see the laudanum bottle that you’re reaching for in your coat.”

They climbed the staircase and entered the library, where lamplight reflected off mahogany shelves. Chairs were arranged for a meeting.

“My Lord, in eighteen forty, when Edward Oxford fired his two pistols at the queen, a young Irish boy distracted Her Majesty by running next to her carriage and begging her to help his mother, father, and sisters,” De Quincey said. “Do you know anything about that?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“The boy’s last name was O’Brien. Perhaps that helps your memory.”

“It does nothing of the sort. If that’s all you need to speak to me about, kindly leave before my visitors arrive.”

Emily stepped forward. “My Lord”—she fixed her blue eyes on him—“we believe that the young boy begged for help from many people who had influence with prisons and the law—Lord Cosgrove, the judge Sir Richard Hawkins, and Commissioner Mayne among them—but that he was unsuccessful. We further believe that the recent murders were committed by that boy—now grown—in retribution for the failure of those people to help his family. Do you possibly remember a young Irish boy begging for help from you?”

Lord Palmerston’s tone became less impatient. He never failed to respond to an attractive woman. “The streets are filled with beggars. Surely you don’t expect me to remember one of them from fifteen years ago.”

“Help my mother and father and sisters. That is what he begged,” Emily persisted.

“I served as foreign secretary in eighteen forty. Since I had nothing to do with police matters at that time, the boy would have had no reason to come to me.”

“Perhaps he came to you after he exhausted other channels,” Emily suggested.

“If so, I have no recollection. The person to speak to is Lord Normanby. He acted as home secretary that year.”

“It’s more than essential that we contact him,” De Quincey said. “Lord Normanby might be one of the next victims.”

“It’ll take great effort for you to speak to him. He lives in Italy. He’s our representative in Florence.”

“That distance might save his life,” De Quincey said. “Please send a telegram to him. Request any information he might have about a family called O’Brien. Warn him that his life might be in danger.”

“You’re serious about this?”

“Right now, Inspector Ryan is asking Commissioner Mayne if he has any recollection of the boy. We need to search the commissioner’s records for references to anyone with the name of O’Brien between June the first and June the eleventh of that year. We also need to search the records that Lord Cosgrove and Sir Richard Hawkins kept. Meanwhile Sergeant Becker is investigating the records at Newgate Prison.”

“June the eleventh?” Lord Palmerston asked. “Why would the search end on that date?”

“Because that’s when the boy’s mother and two sisters died in Newgate.”

“All of them on the same day?” Lord Palmerston frowned.

“One sister hanged herself after smothering her younger sister and her sick mother.”

His Lordship became still. “Newgate can indeed produce despair.” He drew a breath. “What terrible crime did the woman commit?”

“She was accused of stealing a shirt from a linen shop,” Emily answered.

“They all died because of a shirt?” Lord Palmerston lowered his head, looking suddenly weary. “Sometimes the law can be unduly harsh. The father? What happened to him?”

“We’re trying to determine that. But given the killer’s fury, we believe that the father met his own pathetic end,” De Quincey said. “My Lord, there’s another matter about which I need to speak to you. Would you kindly leave us alone for a moment, Emily?”

“Alone?” Lord Palmerston asked, looking as surprised as Emily did.

“Yes, My Lord. The topic is delicate.”

From below, voices sounded in the mansion’s vestibule.

“My potential cabinet ministers have arrived. If this doesn’t pertain to the threat against Her Majesty—”

“It relates to the first threat against her, My Lord,” De Quincey said.

“But you already explained that the Irish boy is the suspect in the current crimes. The opium has addled your mind and made you confuse fifteen years ago with now.”

“My Lord, I wish to discuss Edward Oxford and Young England.”

“What could Edward Oxford possibly have to do with the current threat against Her Majesty?”

“I’m more concerned about Young England, My Lord. The true reality behind it.”

“The true reality? As opposed to the false reality or opium reality?” Lord Palmerston’s gaze intensified.

“There are many realities.”

“You sound delusional.”

“On the contrary, My Lord.”

The tension between the two men made Emily look from one to the other in bewilderment.

“Father, what’s going on?”

The voices on the lower floor became louder as more visitors arrived.

“The only reality I care about is that we’re losing the war,” Lord Palmerston emphasized. “Leave by that servants’ door over there. I don’t wish my cabinet members to know that I kept them waiting because I was sequestered with the notorious Opium-Eater.”

“We can discuss this matter at another time, My Lord.”

“When you visited Edward Oxford in the madhouse, I could have arranged for you to remain there. Remember that. Take care how you test me.”

“I appreciate your indulgence, My Lord.”

“Occupy your time to greater purpose. Speak to Lord Grantwood.”

“Lord Grantwood?” Emily asked in confusion. “The gentleman we met at the queen’s dinner last night?”

“His house is just around the corner on Half Moon Street. You were right about this conversation jogging my memory. It suddenly occurs to me that Lord Grantwood served as deputy home secretary in eighteen forty, under Lord Normanby. As the second-highest official in charge of law enforcement, maybe he heard something about the Irish boy.”

“Deputy home secretary?” De Quincey’s short legs hurried towards the servants’ door. “Lord Grantwood’s in danger also.”

Continuing the Journal of Emily De Quincey

“Father, what’s going on?” I again demanded while we descended a rear staircase.

A back corridor brought us to the mansion’s front hall as the last of Lord Palmerston’s important visitors reached the top of the staircase. None of them saw us leave the building.

A servant shut the door behind us. Another servant opened one of the driveway’s gates.

I tightened my coat in the chill of a gathering fog. “Father, don’t pretend you don’t hear me. Tell me what you and Lord Palmerston were really arguing about.”

“We need to warn Lord Grantwood that he’s a target.”

I couldn’t tell whether Father was avoiding my question, but I didn’t have time to find out. As we hurried to the left towards Half Moon Street, a horse’s frantic approach startled me. Father and I froze as the animal and its rider thundered past.

The horse lacked a saddle. Its reins were those used for a carriage. Froth at the animal’s mouth revealed how


































































Afterword

More Adventures with the Opium-Eater

De Quincey lives on in memory like a character in fiction, rather than a reality.

—Jorge Luis Borges



At the end of my previous novel Murder as a Fine Art, I explained that a 2009 film, Creation—about Charles Darwin’s nervous breakdown—prompted my interest in Thomas De Quincey. Darwin’s favourite daughter died while he was preparing On the Origin of Species. Meanwhile, Darwin’s wife, a devout Christian, wanted him to abandon the project because she believed that his theory of evolution promoted atheism. Grieving, he was also guilt-ridden, fearing that God might have killed his daughter as a warning for him to stop.

Darwin’s breakdown took the form of persistent headaches, stomach problems, heart palpitations, weakness, and insomnia. In a pre-psychoanalytic world, his doctors were baffled, unable to link all these symptoms to any disease with which they were familiar. At the pivotal moment in the film, a friend suggests the true problem, saying, “You know, Charles, there are people such as Thomas De Quincey who maintain that we can be controlled by thoughts and emotions that we don’t know we have.”

This sounded like Freud, but Creation is set in the mid-1850s, and Freud didn’t develop his ideas until the 1890s. Was the reference an anachronism, I wondered, or did De Quincey actually anticipate Freud?

The rest of the film was a blur to me. I couldn’t wait for it to end so that I could hurry to my old college textbooks and learn more about De Quincey, whom my nineteenth-century English literature professors had relegated to the status of a footnote because of their prejudice against his notorious 1821 memoir, Confessions of an English Opium-Eater.

That book was the first literary work to deal with drug dependency, but I discovered that it was far from De Quincey’s only “first.” He invented the term “subconscious” and did indeed anticipate Freud’s psychoanalytic theories by many decades. In addition, he created what he called psychological literary criticism in his famous essay “On the Knocking at the Gate in Macbeth.” His fascination with the Ratcliffe Highway murders of 1811—the first publicized mass killings in English history—prompted him to write “Postscript (On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts),” in which he dramatized those murders with such vividness that he created the true-crime genre. He wrote amazingly intimate essays about his friends Wordsworth and Coleridge and helped to establish their reputations. He influenced Edgar Allan Poe, who in turn inspired Sir Arthur Conan Doyle to create Sherlock Holmes.

I became so fascinated that I tumbled down a Victorian rabbit hole. Until then, my novels had mostly been about contemporary American subjects. To cross an ocean and go back more than a century and a half required research equivalent to earning a doctorate about London in the 1850s. For several years, the only books I read were related to that city and that period. Those fogbound streets (a large map of 1850s London hangs in my office) often felt more real than what was happening around me.

One of my goals was to see how closely fact could be combined with fiction. For example, the two snowstorms depicted here are based on newspaper reports about unusually severe winter weather that struck London during early February of 1855, allowing me to substitute snow for the notorious London fogs, known as “particulars,” that I described in Murder as a Fine Art.

William Russell’s shocking dispatches from the Crimea did cause the British government to collapse on Tuesday, 30 January 1855. On Sunday, 4 February, Queen Victoria did reluctantly ask Lord Palmerston to become prime minister, and on Tuesday, 6 February, he assumed his duties, as I indicate here.

Birds in cages indeed decorated the galleries of Bedlam. Jay’s Mourning Warehouse existed. The ice-skating accident in St. James’s Park is based on an 1853 magazine account. So too is the account of the starving boy who earned pennies at Covent Garden market by keeping thieves away from carts while farmers delivered their vegetables. The menu at Queen Victoria’s dinner is taken from Mrs. Beeton’s Book of Household Management, a contemporary social-etiquette manual with such influence that even the queen’s kitchen staff would have consulted it. Tavern owners hired doctors of drink to adulterate gin and beer, using the recipes I provide. Rat poison was an ingredient in the green dye of clothing. Seating in churches was based on the box-pew system that I describe. Members of the congregation rented the pews and gained access via keys that pew-openers carried. Wealthy churchgoers sometimes equipped their pews with canopies and curtains.

Lord Palmerston’s mansion, directly across from Green Park, still exists. Once known as Cambridge House (because it was owned by the Duke of Cambridge), today it’s the only property on Piccadilly that’s set back from the street and has a semicircular driveway. A Naval and Military Club purchased it after Lord Palmerston’s death in 1865 and attached In and Out signs at the gates to direct arriving and departing vehicles, with the result that the building acquired the nickname the In and Out Club. Deserted since the 1990s, it fell into disrepair. In 2011, two wealthy brothers announced their intention to renovate it for £214 million and make it the most expensive residential property in London, but by early 2014 repairs had not yet begun, and the ghost of Lord Palmerston seemed to haunt it.

Similarly, Commissioner Mayne did live in the Chester Square area of Belgravia. That exclusive London district isn’t named after a European country in an operetta. Rather, its name derives from the aristocratic Belgrave family, who developed the area. Its adjacent white-stuccoed mansions rivalled those of Mayfair, with the added luxury that the streets were wider. These days, many of its buildings function as embassies.

St. James’s Church still exists, despite massive damage during World War Two. If you visit this simple, wondrous church at the south-eastern corner of Mayfair, you’ll feel transported back in time. Light streaming through the tall windows indicates why Sir Christopher Wren favoured this church more than any other that he designed, including St. Paul’s Cathedral.

The graveyard at St. Anne’s Church in Soho still exists also. This is where Colin O’Brien imagines that his family was buried. The yard is elevated above the street, the result of soil having been frequently added during the Victorian period as more and more bodies were buried on top of one another. Sometimes gravediggers jumped up and down on the previous remains in order to make room for new occupants. If you’d like to see photographs of many of the locations in this novel, please go to the Inspector of the Dead section of my website, www.davidmorrell.net, or else www.mulhollandbooks.com.

As a further example of how I tried to link fact with fiction, the only Thomas De Quincey detail that I invented is his presence in London in 1855. He was actually in Edinburgh at that time. Otherwise, every biographical reference to him is factual. His dead sisters, the Edinburgh sanctuary where he hid from debt collectors, the Glasgow observatory where he also hid from debt collectors, his failed friendship with Wordsworth, his opium dreams about sphinxes and crocodiles, the landlord who held him captive for a year, his chance meeting with King George III and his lie that his family had a noble lineage dating back to the Norman Conquest, his habit of setting fire to his hair when he leaned over candles and wrote—the list could go on and on. Also, I incorporated numerous passages from De Quincey’s work into his dialogue. My fascination with him is so great that after several rereadings of his thousands of pages, I started to feel that I was channelling his spirit.

Form should match content. Inspector of the Dead incorporates many literary elements from the Victorian era. While modern novels almost never use the third-person omniscient viewpoint, novels of the nineteenth century favoured it (the beginnings of Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities and Bleak House, for example), allowing an objective narrator to step forward and provide information. That device is helpful in explaining elements of Victorian life that modern readers would otherwise find baffling. I ignored another modern convention by mixing the third-person viewpoint with a first-person journal and a first-person letter. This combination is seldom used today but was common in Victorian novels. Employing nineteenth-century techniques to dramatize nineteenth-century London felt liberating, old devices suddenly feeling new.

Inspector of the Dead is my version of a specific type of Victorian novel. The thriller as we know it was invented during the mid-1800s in what disapproving critics of the period called the sensation novel. Previous thrillers tended to take place in remote locations and distant times, involving clanking chains and draughty castles, but sensation novelists brought immediacy to their thrills, postulating that very real terrors occurred in the very immediate present in very familiar London locations that readers walked past every day.

Another previous thriller tradition, known as the Newgate novel, portrayed the exploits of thieves and murderers among the lower class, the best-known example of which is again by Dickens: Oliver Twist. But sensation novelists postulated that vicious crimes occurred not only in slums but in the supposedly respectable houses of the middle and upper classes, a concept that provoked outrage among highbrowed critics, who maintained that wealth, education, and good breeding were antidotes against evil impulses.

The first famous sensation novel was Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White (1859–60), the female-in-jeopardy chills of which set off a merchandising extravaganza involving items such as Woman in White stationery, perfume, clothing, and sheet music. People named their pets and their children after characters in that novel. Two other novels reinforced the power of this new genre: Mrs. Henry Wood’s East Lynne (1861) and Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1862). Although Collins and Mrs. Wood became less popular after the 1860s, Braddon (my favorite of the three) enjoyed a successful career until the end of the century.

Sensation novels favoured topics such as insanity, arson, bigamy, adultery, abortion, poisonings, forced imprisonment, madhouses, stolen identities, drug abuse, and violent alcoholism. De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater is an early example of sensation literature. Also, his “Postscript (On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts)” illustrates the start of the genre, as do his suspense-filled novellas “The Household Wreck” and “The Avenger,” elements of which I incorporated here. In one of the first detective novels, The Moonstone (1868), Wilkie Collins acknowledged his literary debt to De Quincey by using Confessions of an English Opium-Eater to solve the mystery. Because of the regard Collins felt for De Quincey, I couldn’t resist borrowing a location from The Moonstone: the Wheel of Fortune tavern, on Shore Lane, just off Lower Thames Road, where a major incident occurs in this novel.

The numerous attempts against Queen Victoria aren’t fiction. After Edward Oxford, John Francis, John William Bean Jr., William Hamilton, and Robert Francis Pate attacked the queen, there was indeed a sixth would-be assassin, although he didn’t make his attempt in 1855, as I imagine, but rather in 1872. A seventh man attacked the queen in 1882, firing at her carriage as she departed from the Windsor train station.

But even though Victoria amazingly survived so much violence, her life had effectively ended two decades earlier. In November of 1861, Prince Albert became ill with what at first seemed to be influenza. As his chills and fever worsened, he was diagnosed with typhoid fever. After several weeks of suffering, surrounded by his family and friends, he died at Windsor Castle on 14 December. His popularity had waxed and waned during the twenty-one years that he was married to Queen Victoria. As if to compensate for the periods of low esteem, the nation entered a marathon of grief that lasted not merely the traditional year but an entire decade, during which countless communities erected monuments to him.

Queen Victoria’s grief lasted not a year or a decade but the next forty years. Seldom seen in public except when a new statue was dedicated to Albert, she secluded herself in Windsor Castle. Always wearing black, she frequented the prince’s death chamber, taking care that everything was preserved as he had left it, to the point that its linen was changed daily and hot water for shaving was delivered each morning. In contrast with her youthful intentions, she became as remote from her subjects as her predecessors had been.

There’s no evidence that Edward Oxford was a pawn in a conspiracy, but when I read various accounts about his attack on the queen, I realized that the events could be interpreted two ways. Whatever the truth behind his actions, after twenty-seven years of his incarceration, first in Bedlam and then in the Broadmoor Criminal Lunatic Asylum, his physicians convinced the government that he was sane. They pointed out that he had made productive use of his time, learning Greek, Latin, Spanish, Italian, German, and French. In addition, he had learned to play chess and had developed skill as a painter, earning £60 for his efforts.

Perhaps Queen Victoria agreed to the government’s recommendation for clemency because Oxford’s new home at the Broadmoor asylum wasn’t far from Windsor Castle. It may be that she imagined him escaping and sneaking through the woods to attack her again. The condition of Oxford’s release was that he would leave England and never return. In 1867, more than two and a half decades after he shot at the queen, he sailed to Australia, where he settled in Melbourne, in the state of Victoria, names that are doubly ironic because Melbourne was serving as prime minister when Oxford shot at Victoria. Using the allegorical alias John Freeman, he married and became a journalist. Nobody, not even his wife, knew his infamous background. He died in 1900, at the age of seventy-eight. Victoria died one year later, at the age of eighty-one, her remarkable sixty-four-year reign having defined an era.
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