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Chapter 1 

 

 

We all carry pieces of our past with us. Sometimes they’re shiny and worthy as new half crowns in our 

pockets. Sometimes they’re bits of lint or scraps of paper shredded beyond use. Plenty of my memories 

carry a stab of regret or a burn of shame with them, and honestly, there are times when I wonder how 

we all bloody well live with the fool things we’ve done. 

I’ve made a fair number of mistakes since I first donned a Metropolitan Police uniform in 

Lambeth, over twelve years ago now. Investigating murders and missing people isn’t a task for those 

who aren’t willing to go down the wrong alley three or four times before finding the proper one. But 

those errors are a result of making a poor guess based on limited knowledge, and while they may cause 

a few sleepless nights, they can be set aside. 

The mistakes that feel less forgivable are those that hurt someone you love. Worse still is when 

you discover your error only years later. Often, there’s nothing to be done. Too much time has passed 

to make amends. And those mistakes—ach, it’s bloody difficult to forgive yourself when you should’ve 

known better, should’ve known to pick your head up and cast about to see what might happen as a 

result of your actions. Perhaps there’s no easy way to learn that lesson, other than failing to do it once 

and discovering later just what it cost.  

Sometimes, during the evenings we’re together, my Belinda reads aloud from whatever book is 

occupying her at the moment. One night she related a Greek myth about a man whose wife was killed 

by a snakebite. By virtue of his music, he weaseled his way into the underworld and convinced the 

king of Hades to release her. The king had one condition, however, of the rescue: neither the man nor 



his wife could look backward as they were leaving. And what did the fool do? He turned back to be 

sure his wife was still with him. He couldn’t help himself, poor bloke. So the mouth of hell opened 

up, and she vanished forever. 

But perhaps we can’t always help what we do in a moment of crushing fear. 

When I was nineteen, scared out of my wits and fleeing Whitechapel with only a bag of clothes 

and a small pouch of coins Ma Doyle thrust into my hand, I didn’t look back. Unlike the man in the 

myth, I should have, though. 

Perhaps then hell would not have opened up around me thirteen years later.  

*** 

On the first day of September, I woke to pale autumn sunlight and a feeling of well-being. It didn’t 

happen often, and it took a few moments to recall the cause. I lay still, listening to the Sunday quiet 

of my house, to a lone costermonger’s wheels creaking and rumbling over the cobbles outside, and the 

bells from St. Barnabas’s tolling from the next street over. I no longer attended church, but I did 

believe in God—a reasonable and just God, although sometimes the world twisted justice around, like 

a boat line hitched badly around a metal cleat so it emerged from the knot in a direction you didn’t 

expect. 

As I stared at the ceiling, I collected my thoughts with some satisfaction. I’d been acting 

superintendent at Wapping River Police for three months now, and we’d just resolved a case involving 

smugglers who’d been bribing Custom House men to underweight the scales, to avoid paying proper 

taxes. It had occupied my every breath for the past four weeks, and now I felt a sense of relief, like a 

weighted yoke off the back of my neck, as I always did when an important case ended. The newspapers 

had even printed something good about the police yesterday as a result. God knows we needed it. 

Sometimes I still cringed at the memories of the corruption trial last autumn, with mobs cursing us 

plainclothes men for being frauds and cheats, and newspaper headlines proclaiming how London 

would be better off if we were all at the bottom of the Thames. But with the river murders of last April 

resolved and this smuggling case concluded, it seemed the police were slowly earning back public trust. 

Of course, the stories published about our successes were full of inaccuracies, and by omitting any 

reference to the tiresome inquiries, the endless walking, and the misleading clues, they were nowhere 

near the whole truth, but at least they painted the police in a satisfactory light.  



The door to Harry’s bedroom, next to mine, opened and closed, and as I heard the boy start 

down the stairs, I slid out of bed. The coals in my bedroom stove had burnt to ash, and the room was 

cool, with a dampness that lingered after a rainy August.  

Standing at the window in my nightshirt, I looked across the way at the two-story red-brick 

terraced houses, built cheek by jowl, mirror images of those on my side of the street. The sunlight, 

golden as a well-baked loaf of bread, inched down from the roofline and struck the upper windows, 

flashing a shine that made me squint. It was a pleasure to think I had no plan for the day but to visit 

the Doyles for Sunday tea. What with the smugglers and my new responsibilities at Wapping, it had 

been over a month since I’d seen Ma, Elsie, and Colin—longer than I liked.  

From downstairs came the sound of our kettle shrieking.  

Harry would be preparing tea for himself and coffee for me. My brew was a holdover from the 

tastes of the previous century, I knew, but I couldn’t abide weak liquids in the morning. I’d taught 

Harry how to make my coffee properly after he said he’d do whatever necessary to keep me from 

growling at him.  

Harry Lish had come to live with me here in Soho six months ago, after his father died, his 

mother having passed away years before. Harry was Ma Doyle’s nephew, but as she’d told me when 

he arrived at her house in Whitechapel, he didn’t belong there. His speech was too well schooled and 

his manners more Mayfair than Merseyside. Although barely sixteen, Harry was determined to study 

medicine, and I’d found a place for him at St. Anne’s Hospital with my friend James Everett, a 

physician and surgeon who supervised the ward for brain injuries and mental disorders. Harry was 

leaving the next day to spend a fortnight or so observing in an Edinburgh hospital, a special 

opportunity arranged by James, who found in Harry an eager and intuitive student.  

I pulled on my shirt and a pair of trousers with the special side pocket for my truncheon, a vestige 

of my days in uniform. It being Sunday, I was off duty, but the Doyles lived in the heart of 

Whitechapel, and there was no point in being foolhardy. I splashed water on my face and ran a comb 

through my hair before stowing my truncheon and heading down the stairs.  

“Good morning, Mickey,” Harry said as I entered the kitchen.  

“Morning.” I accepted the cup he pushed across the table. The pocketbook he always took to the 

hospital lay beside his saucer. “Are you not coming with me to the Doyles’s?”  

He winced an apology. “I would, but there’s a special procedure.”  



“On a Sunday?”  

He nodded, his brown eyes keen. “Dr. Everett is performing a craniotomy on a woman with 

blood on the brain.”  

The coffee suddenly tasted sour. But far be it from me to dampen his scientific ardor.  

“You’ll only be watching, I assume?” I asked.  

 

Regret flickered over his features. “Observing from the balcony.” Then he brightened. “Richard 

will be assisting, though.”  

Richard was a second-year medical student at University College here in London, who worked 

at the hospital and had taken Harry under his wing.  

“How did it happen?” I asked. “Blood on the brain?”  

“She fell off a ladder,” he replied. “If Dr. Everett doesn’t operate, the blood will continue to press 

on the internal parts and organs.” He touched his fingertips to the side of his head. “She’s already 

having secondary symptoms—seizures, confusion, and the like.”  

“Ah. What time is it? The operation?”  

He upended his cup to drink the last of the tea. “Ten o’clock, but I want to be there for the 

anesthesia.”  

“Of course.” What could be more entertaining? I thought as I raised my own cup to hide my smile.  

He reached for his coat. “Besides, I doubt Aunt Mary will expect me. I saw them on Tuesday. 

My aunt and Elsie, I should say,” he amended as he thrust his arm into a sleeve. “Colin was out 

somewhere . . . as usual.”  

In his voice was an undertone—hurt, strained, subdued—that could have served as a signal of 

something amiss. But it was one of those moments when you must be paying proper attention to take 

it in, when you must be standing quite still. And we weren’t. Harry was dashing up the stairs, calling 

over his shoulder, “Wait for me—I’ll be right down,” and I was rummaging on the table amid some 

newspapers for my pocketbook—where was the bloody thing?—and the warning went unheeded.  

I swallowed down the last of my coffee. Harry did well by me, leaving no grounds in the bottom, 

meticulous in a way that boded well for his success in a profession that demanded precision. With my 

pocketbook found, I shrugged into my coat, and when Harry reappeared on the stairs, his boots 

sounding quick on the treads, I waved him outside and locked the front door. We walked to the 



corner, where we bid farewell and separated. I watched him, hatless, his lanky boyish frame hurrying 

along, not wanting to miss the thrills to be found in the medical amphitheater.  

I found myself grinning as I turned away, for I liked the lad, and we’d come to understand each 

other. Belinda says that in our both being orphans and clever, as well as in some of our less desirable 

traits such as our prickly aversion to owing anyone anything, we’re more alike than I’m willing to 

admit. There’s part of me that agrees with her, though Harry and I have our differences. Sometimes I 

wonder where I’d be if I’d had Harry’s book learning or someone overseeing my education and guiding 

my professional progress the way James does for Harry. Oh, my real mother had taught me to read 

before I lost her, and working at Ma Doyle’s store had made me quick at my sums. But every so often 

Harry would let slip a phrase in French or Latin, or he’d mention some curious bit of history, much 

the way James or my former partner Stiles does, not to show off his learning but just because it floats 

around in his brain. And I’d think about how we can’t be more than our past permits us.  

Then again, my advancement within the Metropolitan Police has been my own doing. There’s 

some satisfaction in that too. 

  



Chapter 2  

 

 

It was a fine day for a walk, and I headed to my favorite pub— the only one within a mile of my house 

that served a satisfying wedge of shepherd’s pie in a proper crust. It was where I usually spent part of 

my Sunday, with the papers, and I knew the Doyles wouldn’t expect me before two or three at the 

earliest.  

My favorite table was occupied by two men, but I chose another near the window where a 

newspaper was lying, its ruffled pages evidence of it having already been read at least once. I flipped it 

over to find the Times masthead and the bold headline “Sittingbourne Disaster,” with a drawing below 

it of a railway train with the engine, tender, and two cars tipped over on their sides and the usual chaos 

of people and their belongings flung from carriages.  

I let out a groan.  

Sittingbourne was fifty miles east of London, on the south side of the Thames, not far from 

where the river let out to the North Sea. I scanned the article, but there weren’t many facts provided 

other than it had happened the previous night, August 31, on the London, Chatham and Dover line, 

when an express train bringing trippers back from Sheerness and elsewhere had run off the rails. It 

seemed to be the result of either eroded ground or a rotted railway tie that destabilized the iron rail 

above it—the same problem that had caused the disaster at Morpeth last March, as well as half a dozen 

other accidents that had occurred around England in the past few years. Early reports indicated three 

dead and sixty-two injured, with numbers expected to increase. The article closed with the usual 

gloomy declarations about how, until railways are held to a standard of safety by Parliament, accidents 

such as this would continue to plague travelers.  

I stood and went to another table, where I found a second paper whose account included the 

additional facts that, for some unknown reason, the railway train had been on the ancillary line instead 

of the primary line, approximately one hundred yards from the station; and five passengers, not three, 

had been killed. This version also included, on an inside page, lurid descriptions and illustrations of 

mangled bodies and children’s toys strewn among the broken carriages.  

 

Those poor families, I thought. What a wretched ending to a pleasant excursion.  



 

As I refolded the paper, worry nicked at my nerves. Belinda would be traveling home from 

Edinburgh by train in a few days. She’d been visiting her cousin for a month, which was the longest 

I’d gone without seeing her these three years since a burglary had first brought me to her home. The 

thought of her in a railway disaster carved a cold, hollow space in my chest.  

 

But even as I imagined it, I dismissed my worry as nonsensical. Belinda had made this trip dozens 

of times, and the line from Edinburgh was one of the newest and safest. Besides, the newspaper’s 

pessimism notwithstanding, parliament had mandated new safety devices and procedures. No doubt 

this Sittingbourne disaster would require yet another Parliamentary Commission, and the Railways 

Inspection Department would be saddled with the task of providing weeks of testimony and filing 

endless reports. I didn’t envy them.  

After finishing my pie, I took my time reading the remainder of the papers, then rose, shrugged 

into my coat, and left the pub, strolling east until I crossed Leman Street into Whitechapel. Many of 

the narrow, pocked streets were without signs, but I’d grown up among these crooked alleys, with 

buildings whose upper floors overhung the unpaved passages and oddly shaped courtyards, and I 

tacked left and right, left and right, until I reached the street with Ma Doyle’s shop. It always opened 

at one o’clock on Sundays, after Roman mass, and as I anticipated, there was the usual bustle around 

the door.  

What I didn’t expect were the wooden planks that covered one of the windows.  

Alarm pinched at the top of my spine and spread across my shoulders.  


