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I

Where the channel snaked to the right it was no longer possible to stand upright, despite the abrupt drop in the gradient. The crown of William's hat grazed the slimed roof as he stooped, holding his lantern before him, and the stink of excrement pressed into his nostrils. His hand was unsteady and the light shuddered and jumped in the darkness. Rising and rushing through the narrower gully, the stream pressed the greased leather of his high boots hard against the flesh of his calves, the surge of the water muffling the clatter of hooves and iron-edged wheels above him. Of course he was deeper now. Between him and the granite-block road was at least twenty feet of heavy London clay. The weight of it deepened the darkness. Beneath his feet the rotten bricks were treacherous, soft as crumbled cheese, and with each step the thick layer of black sludge sucked at the soles of his boots. Although his skin bristled with urgency, William forced himself to walk slowly and deliberately the way the flushers had shown him, pressing his heel down hard into the uncertain ground before unrolling his weight forward on to the ball of his foot, scanning the surface of the water for rising bubbles. The sludge hid pockets of gas, slop gas the flushers called it, the faintest whiff of which they claimed could cause a man to drop unconscious, sudden as if he'd been shot. From the little he knew of the toxic effects of sulphuretted hydrogen, William had every reason to believe them. 

The pale light of his lantern sheered off the black crust of the water and threw a villain's shadow up the curved wall. Otherwise there was no relief from the absolute darkness, not even in the first part of the tunnel where open gratings led directly up into the street. All day the fog had crouched low over London, a chocolate-coloured murk that reeked of sulphur and defied the certainty of dawn. In vain the gas-lamps pressed their circles of light into its upholstered interior. Carriages loomed out of the darkness, the stifled skitters and whinnies of horses blurring with the warning shouts of coachmen. Pedestrians, their faces obscured by hats and collars, slipped into proximity and as quickly out again. On the river the hulking outlines of the penny steamers resembled a charcoal scrawl over which a child had carelessly drawn a sleeve. Now, at nearly six o'clock in the evening, the muddy brown of afternoon had been smothered into night. William was careful to close the shutter of his lantern off beneath the open gratings, as furtive as a sewer-hunter. It was bad enough that he was alone, without a look-out at ground level, in direct contravention of the Board's directives. It would be even harder to explain his presence here, in a section of the channel recently declared unsafe and closed off until extensive repair work could be undertaken. William could hardly protest to be innocent of the decision. He had written the report requiring it himself, his first official report to the Board: 





Within the southern section of the King-street branch deterioration to interior brickwork is severe, with the shoulder of the arch particularly suffering from extensive decomposition. While tidal scour can be relied upon to prevent undue accumulation of deposits, the high volumes of floodwater sustained within the tunnel during periods of full tide and heavy rainfall pose a grave threat to the stability of the interior structure. Underpinning of the crown is urgently required to prevent subsidence. DANGER.

The precision of the words had satisfied him. Within them was contained the evidence of a world where method and reason strapped down chaos. On their very first day as assistants to the Commission the group of young men had been taken to meet Mr Bazalgette himself. One of their number, eager to ingratiate himself with the master, had begged him to disclose what he considered the characteristics of a successful engineer. Bazalgette had paused, his fingers against his lips. When he spoke it was quietly, almost to himself. The great engineer, he said, was a pragmatist made conservative by the conspicuous failures of structures and machines hastily contrived. He was regular in his habits, steady, disciplined, methodical in his problem-solving. He was equable and law-abiding. Carelessness, self-indulgence, untidiness and fits of temper were foreign to him. From the turmoil of his natural instincts he brought order. 

'How unutterably tedious he'd like us!' one of the pupils had hissed at William as they were dismissed. William paid no attention. In the months that followed he had held on to Bazalgette's words, repeating them to himself until their shape acquired the metre of a magic charm. William no longer trusted in prayer.

Where the floor of the tunnel levelled out once more William paused, holding his lantern up to the wall. The water tugged impatiently at his boots. Where the light caught it, the masonry bulged with overlapping wads of fungi. They sprouted fatly from between the spongy bricks, their fleshy undersides bloated and blind, quilting the holes that pocked the walls. They were the closest that the tunnels came to plant life but William could find no affection for them. He ducked further, pulling in his shoulders to avoid brushing against their pallid flesh. Their cold yeasty smell rose above the privy stench of the filthy water. William's throat closed. For a moment he felt the tilt of the ship and his hair crawled, alive with vermin. Men moaned all around him, crying out for help that never came. He had a sudden urge to dash the glass of the lantern against the wall. A shard of the broken glass would be as sharp as a knife. It would slice through the stinking fungi until their flesh fell away from the wall. Would it bleed or would it simply yield the yellowed ooze of a corpse too long in the sun? The craving quickened within him and his breath came in shallow dips. He imagined his fingers closing round a dagger of glass, tight and then tighter until his blood ran in narrow black streams between his knuckles. The hunger pressed into his throat, and crowded his chest. He stared into the lantern, watching the worm of flame curl as he swung it slowly backwards and forwards. Just one hard blow. That was all it would take. He pulled back his arm... 

No! The lantern swung dizzily as he snatched in his hand and a pale fragment of mushroom swirled away in the stream. A fine crack ran upwards through the glass of the lantern but the light did not go out. Unhurriedly the flame stretched, shivered and then steadied. Sweat trickled from beneath the brim of William's hat. He gripped the handle of the lantern tightly, angry at his imprudence. Without the lantern he would never find his way back to the shaft. Forcing his mouth full of saliva he licked his lips. Regular in his habits, steady, disciplined, methodical in his problem-solving. Equable and law-abiding. He repeated the words to himself as he moved further into the tunnel. His knees were unsteady.

Once again the tunnel narrowed. Here there was barely room to accommodate the spread of William's shoulders and the water rushed over his knees. At high tide the flow would fill the channel almost to the roof. Where the stream scoured the walls there were no more mushrooms. Instead the walls were slick with a fatty dew of nitre that gleamed silver in the lantern's light. In the darkness beyond, a row of stalactites hung like yellowing teeth from a narrow lip of brick in the curve of the roof. This was the place, the place where young Jephson had finally gone to pieces.


It had not come quite without warning. Jephson, a gangly surveyor with the raw oversized knuckles of the not-quite man, had been discomfited for at least a half-mile, the perspiration standing out on his forehead as he complained of stomach aches, headaches, of difficulty breathing. He had insisted that the ganger pause every few yards and hold out his lantern on its pole in the darkness, checking and rechecking for the presence of choke-damp. While the measurements were being taken his hands had trembled so violently that William had taken the spirit level from him, anxious it might be lost in the underground sludge. But it was not until they reached this point that the boy finally lost his head. His fear had travelled backwards through the tunnel like gas, poisoning the other men, but not William. William had watched with a detached disinterest as Jephson flailed, screaming, in the filthy water. He had noted the lettuce-green tinge of his pinched face as his hat was carried off by the current. He had observed the spots of red flaring on each of his sharpened cheekbones, the bony white fingers clutching at the crumbling walls. He had felt nothing but a faint impatience as Jephson thrashed and shrieked in the restraining grip of the ganger and his assistant. The flushers were stout as butchers and their great fists encircled Jephson's arms as easily as if they were axe-handles but for a time the young man's movements were so violent that it had been as much as they could manage to hold him at all. At last Jephson's wild legs had kicked out with such force that he had dislodged a welter of bricks. 'Get 'im out of 'ere!' There had been no mistaking the edge of warning in the ganger's habitually lugubrious tone. When finally they bundled him up into the street, the rest of the surveying party following in subdued silence, Jephson's hair was clumped with filth and his nails had been quite torn away. 

After that Jephson had been transferred to Grant's department. These days he was making studies of Portland cement, experimenting with the weight-carrying potential of beams of varying dimensions. It had been left to William to make the required assessment of the tunnel's condition to the Board. Since then Lovick had placed him in charge of the review of the existing system on the north side. Reportedly he had emerged from the Jephson incident as a man capable of retaining a cool head in a crisis. 

The recess that remained in the brickwork was clear of the water and almost a foot across at its widest point. If this was not the work of Jephson's boots then it would do just as well, although William would have to open it up further. The space needed to be large enough for him to sit in, and to accommodate his lantern. He could not do it one-handed. William shone light into the space. The wall was patterned with grooves, inked with shadow. Most were shallow, short and clustered in fours and fives, like the ones carved by prisoners to mark the passage of time; some were broader and blunter and showed up only in pairs. Rats. They had tried to burrow here, presumably seeking refuge against the rising current, grinding their claws and even their teeth into the masonry. But they had been confounded. The brickwork was soft enough but the putrid black stream that surged around William's knees had once been a river. Once, a long time ago, there had been a bridge here and large blocks of the Portland stone that had supported it remained embedded in the brickwork of the tunnel. The rats' efforts had achieved no more than chalky scratches on its unyielding surface.

For a moment William let himself imagine what it might have been like to stand here in a different time, the warmth of sunlight on his face and clear water playing over his feet. He pictured prosperous gentlemen in their powdered wigs promenading with their wives along its grassy banks, dipping their hands to drink its sweet water, or leaning from bridges and boats to admire their contented reflections in its mirror. As the pollen drifted across the brook, the silvered fish stretched lazily and offered their mouths to the waiting hook. William was not to know that this particular stretch of the stream had been little better than an open sewer for centuries now, lined from the time of Queen Elizabeth with slaughterhouses and tanneries that poisoned the fish and turned the water red so that Ben Jonson himself had written of it as eclipsing in foulness all four rivers of Hades. Perhaps the rats had sensed the river's grim past. Thwarted by history they had gone elsewhere, leaving William alone in the darkness. His unshed tears ground into his eyes, hard as stones. 

The screams were starting to build beneath his diaphragm, pressing up and out of his ribcage so hard it seemed they might force the bones through their covering of skin. William's hands shook. Strapping his lantern to the front of his leather apron he fumbled in the tool pouch he kept slung around his waist. His fingers were cold and clumsy and, as he pulled out the knife, he almost dropped it. Wrapping both hands tightly around the handle he swore at himself, a stream of quiet, intense obscenities as rank as the river he stood in. It was the first time that day that he had spoken and his unaccustomed voice creaked over the words. He cleared his throat. The curses surged forth, smoother and faster, asserting themselves over the rushing of the water. Their simple contours calmed him a little.

Once again William felt the stirrings of purpose in his belly and then the cravings began to swell as they always did, scouring him with their voracious heat. In the frozen mud of the nights that William did not let himself remember the men had circled uneasily in the darkness and complained loudly of their unsatisfied desires. Nothing, it seemed, not the gnawing hunger, nor the vicious cold, nor even the sheer paralysing terror of the night-watch, could strip these lusty London boys of their yearnings. Women had done for them good and proper, the soldiers had lamented again and again, raking at the skin beneath their verminous uniforms; for a man would do almost anything to scratch an itch that fearful ticklish. Night after night they had passed the long hours describing Her, the fantastical amalgam of all their wild dreams and narrow experience, her feather mattress unrolled across the ridged mud of the trench and her white legs spread. In the beginning William had considered their rough talk an affront to gentlemanliness, to decency, most of all to Polly herself, but long after that was gone he found himself comforted by it. At least it was always the same. 

Those exchanges came back to him when at last he and Polly lay together once again and on the many nights afterwards when he lay awake listening to her soft snores. Before the war he could barely so much as hear her voice without wanting to touch her but since his return from Scutari he had been unable to summon up for her anything more than a vague disoriented kind of affection. She touched his face with her tender fingers, kissed the corners of his mouth, flickered her tongue over his neck and his nipples and his belly, but he could feel none of it. His penis hung as wrinkled as a discarded stocking between his legs. He saw the fingers, the lips, but they were no more than pictures to him, random plates torn from a book. When Polly spoke to him, adjusting the tilt of his head so that his eyes were forced to meet her own gay twinkle, he had to recall himself, so far had he drifted from the place where they were together. Words lost their meanings. Colours faded or blurred. He had difficulty recognizing everyday objects. Sometimes he was unsure of who he was. There were days when William was certain that he was simply disappearing, fragmenting and disintegrating until he was nothing but dry sand, trickling away between the floorboards.

Except when the cravings came. They licked him with their flame tongues and whispered of ecstasy. Their power overwhelmed him. He had no hope of resisting them, nor any wish to do so. They were the closest he came to hope. When the cravings began to burn inside him the frozen darkness thawed a little. In their flickering light he could finally sense the shape of a man, of someone who, despite everything, was still alive. 

William's breath came quickly and his heart sucked at his chest. His head felt empty, a balloon attached to his body only by a string so that he seemed to observe its movements from a great distance. But his skin was frantic with dread and anticipation. Quickly he worked around the slabs of stone, prising bricks out with the point of his knife. It did not take long. The mortar in this part of the network was soft as gangrene. As he removed each one he threw it into the narrowing mouth of the tunnel. The black water swallowed the bricks without a splash. Beneath the loose fabric of his shirt the skin on the soft underside of his arm prickled and burned.

When the space was large enough he sat, placing the lantern beside him. The blade of his knife quivered as he held it up to the light. Crumbs of mortar clung to the fretwork of tiny scratches left by the whetstone. Sewer mortar would carry infection. His work in Scutari had taught him that. Carefully William wiped the steel with a large clean rag. Holding it close to his face he stroked the ball of his thumb over the blade to test its sharpness. Abruptly the cravings rose in him again, this time with such intensity that the hairs on his arms and neck pulled taut away from the skin. His fingers tingled. Clamping the knife between his teeth he folded the rag in half and then in half again and laid the pad of fabric across his lap. Then he unbuttoned the cuff of his shirt and rolled his sleeve to above the elbow. His fingertips skated lightly over the underside of his forearm but he did not look down. It distracted him to see it. It muddied the purity of the first moments. There was always a time, afterwards, when he felt completely purged, whole, happy even. For a while it was possible to persuade himself that he would never come back, that it was over, finished with. But there was always a part of him that knew that it would never stop. 

It was time. He was ready He slid the shutter on the lantern.

The darkness closed over him. It no longer mattered if his eyes were open or closed but he closed them all the same. Behind his eyelids, no longer connected to the movements of his own fingers or the ghost of his white-tipped nose, he separated from himself. In the darkness he could feel the quickening of life within him. Up there in the unending press and clamour of the city its light grew faint, its circle of heat so infinitesimal that it was possible to believe it had been quite snuffed out. But under and away, in the darkness, beneath the wheels and the hooves and the hobnails, knee-deep in the effluvia of the largest city on earth, his spirit found freedom. Here, where there was no light, no warmth, nothing but the sickening stink of shit, somehow here it found its own oxygen so that it might reignite and brand its living form on to the frozen surrender of his flesh. Here it mutinied. It forced itself to be heard. William May was not dead! He had only to purge the blood in his veins, the air in his lungs, ridding them of the black putrefactions that poisoned them, infecting all that they touched. If he could only flush away the filth, the poison, and establish in its place a spring of sweet clean blood, sweet clean air, that would bring with it health and life...

Dreamily William raised his knife. Gripping its bone handle, he cut into the flesh of his arm.

The ecstasy exploded within him. William wanted to laugh, to cry, to scream out loud. At this perfect moment of climax he occupied himself once more. He was whole. The relief was exquisite. He cut again, deeper this time, and felt himself filled with a calm that was at once peaceful and exultant. Blood gushed from the long gashes, spilling on to the rag on his lap. He smeared it across his skin. It was warm, real, wonderful. On impulse he held his arm up to his mouth and licked it. It tasted beautiful. He licked again. The pain was on the outside now, held safely where he would manage it. It was real at last, defined. Something he could hold on to, something he could control. The disintegrating sand of his self no longer slipped from his fingers. Instead its particles began to pull together, asserting themselves back into a solid whole. Inside his head the shadowy twilight darkened and tightened to reveal at its centre a single vivid pinprick of light. The muscles in his thighs tautened as his feet pressed against the jagged brick floor. He felt strong, clear-headed. He cut one last time, the pain singing out from his flesh in triumph. The blood filled the palm of his hand and he clasped it so that it ran between his fingers. He wanted to cry out with the sheer joy of it.  I'm alive! he wanted to shout until the darkness echoed and the bricks shivered in their sockets with the categorical certainty of it. I, William Henry May of 8 York-street, S., am alive!



II

Long Arm Tom tipped back his grizzled head and sniffed. Once, a long time ago now, Joe'd reckoned it a lark to take the rise out of Tom about the sniffing, had liked to call him Long Nose Tom or Lurcher Tom or just Dog, on those days when his words came out in ones. Joe hadn't reckoned it was worth a farthing, the sniffing, not till they came out early that time on account of Tom's certainty that it was going to rain and those other coves had gotten themselves drowned over King's-cross way. After that he'd seen it different. He could never get hold of how Tom did it though, how he pulled the smell of the rain clear of all the others. To his mind all the smells just mixed themselves up together so as you got one big soup of a stink that smelled like London. Tom didn't think much of that. It wasn't just that every part of London had its own flavour so even with your eyes closed you could tell to the nearest street where you were. It was that the stinks came in layers, each one thick and sticky as the river sludge on the soles of your boots. If you only used your nose you could pick them out neat as fleas. 

At the bottom of the stink was the river. It stretched a good few streets back from the banks, in fact there weren't many places in the city you couldn't catch a whiff of it on a warm day, but in Thames-street it was certain as the ground you stood on. You couldn't see so much as the surface of the water through a fog like this one, not even if you hung right over the river wall, but you couldn't miss knowing it was there. The smell was solid and brown as the river itself. The water didn't know nothing of any modesty or shame. It wasn't going to hide its filth among the narrow alleys and rookeries in the lower parts of town like them in the Government might wish it to. It grinned its great brown grin and kept on going, brazen as you like, a great open stream of shit through the very centre of the capital, the knobbles and lumps of rich and poor jostling and rubbing along together, faces turned up to the sky. The rich ladies could close their doors and muffle their noises all they wanted; theirs stank same as anyone else's and out here was the proof, their private doings as clear to see as if they was on display at the Crystal Palace. There were times, mornings and evenings in particular, when there was twenty steamers at least churning their great wheels below London Bridge, when the water was so dense and brown it seemed that it should bear a man's weight, so as he could walk clean across it without so much as wetting his feet. On a hot day the stink could knock you flat. Through the windows of hansoms on London Bridge Tom had seen ladies swoon dead away and white-faced gentlemen cover their mouths with handkerchiefs. But on a November afternoon the salt-water tang of the sea ran in silvery threads through its thick brown stink, at least up as far as Southwark. Sometimes, when Tom came out on to the river bank at night down Greenwich way, he swore he could see the salt rising from the river, glinting and dancing above its muddy plough like clouds of silver midges. 

The next smell you got, when you was done with the river smell, was the sour soot-smudged stink of the fog. London's fogs came in all sorts and each one smelled only of itself. This one was a slimy yellow-brown gruel that sank and crawled along the streets, skulking into courts and cellars, looping itself around pillars and lampposts. You tasted it more than smelled it. It greased itself over the linings of your nostrils and choked your chest, distilling in fat droplets in your eyebrows and whiskers. When Tom breathed through his mouth it coated his tongue with the taste of rancid lard, faintly powdered with the black flour of coal dust. It had mouldered over the city for close to a week, rusting iron and smearing soot over all it touched. Through its gloom the buildings looked like grease stains on a tablecloth. 

South of the river, of course, the fog got itself mixed up with the smoke. There were parts of Bermondsey where the sky looked like it was held up by nothing but chimneys and the same again in Southwark. Each smoke had its own particular flavour, so as you could always tell where you were. The smoke from the glue manufactories had a nagging acid smell that caught in the back of your skull and made you dizzy, while the soap-boilers, their stink had the sickly flavour of boiling fat. The match factories' chimneys pissed a kind of yellow smoke that reeked bad as the alley behind a public house. Then there was the particular drugging smell of hops from the breweries, which didn't smell nothing like the reek of leather and dog shit from the tanneries. South of the river you could smell the change in the neighbourhood when you crossed the street.

Here in Thames-street the smell was all of its own. In a fog like this one the market was no more than a dirty smudge looming out of its moat of mud, the everlasting clamour of the hucksters muffled even thirty yards off. But the reek of fish, stale and fresh, that was stately and self-important as a church. At its base, for foundations, was the seashore smell of seaweed and salt water, and upon these smells were built, layer by layer, reek by reek, the pungent stinks of smelt, of bloater, of sole, herring, whiting, mussel, oyster, sprat, cod, lobster, turbot, crab, brill, haddock, eel, shrimp, skate and a hundred others. The porters that hustled between the boats and the stalls carried them from shore to shop and back again, every inch of them given over to the intoxicating brew of stinks. The stallholders swung their knives in it and sent it splattering across their bloodied wooden boards. Their leather hats and aprons were dark and stiff with the contents of a thousand fish stomachs. Streaks of blood striped the fish-women's arms, their faces, the hems of their quilted petticoats. Fish scales caught in the mud on their boots and glinted like scraps of silver. Melting ice slid from their tables, shiny and thick with fish slime. Beside them wooden crates packed with straw leaked salt and fish fluids into ditches and gullies. Even if you was only in Billingsgate an hour or less the stench caught in the pelt of your greatcoat so that you carried a whisper of it with you the remainder of the day. 

Tom stood aside as a fish fag bullied her way through the crowd, a dripping basket of flounder on her head. When the stalls finally were shut up for the day and the fish-women went home, the flattened mess of their bonnets and caps and hair would be lush with the stink. In Thames-street the everyday every-place smells of London, smells so common you had to remind yourself to smell them at all, crept into the nostrils for no more than a moment before being straightways knocked out again. Tobacco, the rotting straw and dung of a cab-stand, hot bread, the pungent gush from an uncovered sewer, the occasional surge of roasted beef and spilled porter from an ale-house door, the hot red heart of a lit brazier, none of them were any match for the fish. Not even the sharp sour odour of unwashed clothes and bodies and breath, a smell that had occupied Tom's nostrils without pause for all the decades of his life so that he no longer took any account of it at all, not even that could make more than the faintest scratch on the proud edifice of stink that was Billingsgate Market.

Tom sniffed one more time. He could not be certain, not top to bottom certain. A city so full of tricks and dodges as this one could get the better of even him but to his mind there was no hint of the metallic edge of rain. The fog made things unpredictable, of course. Its swirls and flounces could hide pockets of rain that fell sudden as a boot tipped out on the street. And then the waters down under rose in the blink of an eye. If you were in the wrong place then you didn't have long to get yourself out. Still, the tide was right. They had eight or nine hours straight, he reckoned, maybe longer. And the fog had its advantages too. Now the law'd started offering rewards to people who reported any goings-on in the sewers, the johnnies on the water were vigilant as spiders. But in the fog they couldn't make you out so easy and, what with the streets all blind clamour and confusion, the traps had other things to concern them. In the fog it was harder to make out a light through the grating too. If people chanced to see it they were like to take it for a trick of the mist. 

Joe was set to meet him at the cellar. There was a hidden place there where they stowed the necessaries, the crates, the shovels, the hoes they'd rigged up with hooks for the lanterns. Tom could still remember the way the old man had taught him how to thrust the lantern into the tunnel ahead of him to test for the gases. If the flame didn't go out it was safe to go on. It was Brassey who wanted the rats this time, no less than one hundred and fifty of the buggers for a big fight at his place in Soho. It had been a great day for Brassey, the day the law'd come in banning the dog-fighting. Suddenly there were all these coves looking for sport any which way they could get it, their pockets fair springing with money. Course everyone said there were still dog fights aplenty in the big houses. The nobs could get away with it where the traps weren't exactly like to come barging in. But the dog-pits at Westminster had been closed a good long time and only a few of the public houses dared to go on with the dog-fighting after that. The dogs had gone, and into their place had come the rats. It hadn't taken Brassey long to smell the profit in it. He'd set up a pit in what had once been his upstairs parlour and, though it was a long time since Tom had been one for the fight, there was no doubt the publican's business was booming. There were weeks when he'd be at you for fresh supplies two, even three times in as many days so as you could hardly keep up with the call for them. Not that Tom was complaining. There was money in it and no shortage of the devils. The usual arrangement was two for a penny but Brassey had agreed to pay a penny a rat this time, on account of being particular about the size. Five pounds, all told. These days the rats was worth ten times the tosh, whichever way you chose to look at it. 

The fog darted ahead of Tom as he ducked beneath a low archway no wider than a door. It opened into a kind of courtyard, twenty feet long and no more than two across, surrounded by tall wooden houses with so many rooms jutting out from the upper stories that they formed a roof across it that quite hid the sky. The courtyard in turn drained into a narrow alley and then another and another, each one twisting away from the other. All along them the broken-down houses jostled and pushed for space, sagging against one another like drunks.

The lanes swarmed with ragged children, some of whom tried to clasp Tom's hand or tugged hopefully at the hem of his coat. Tom shook them off without so much as looking at them. He walked quickly, slipping easy as an eel through the confusion of the rookery until he reached a corner where two walls of crumbling brick met. An iron bracket rusted on the wall above him, the glass globe of the gas-light long smashed. Even the fog struggled to penetrate this far. Only a thin slice of blacker shadow revealed that one wall was in fact set slightly ahead of the other, concealing a tiny courtyard no wider than a man's outstretched arms and, set low in one corner, a rotting wooden door that slumped between the fingers of its hinges. Tom eased the door to one side and, stooping, went down a shallow flight of steps into a low windowless cellar. 

In the mouldering gloom he slung his lantern from a nail and reached into the wall for his wire crates. They were broad and flat, of the kind used to take chickens to market. At a pinch you could get a hundred rats to a crate, stacked one over the next like bowls. His fingers worked into the corners of the cages, checking for holes. You didn't want to find a rat had worked his way out, not once you were in the tunnel. The rats were more skittish in the fog, more likely to turn nasty. It rattled them, though for the life of him Tom couldn't see why. Surely when you was underground it made not the least odds whether twenty feet up it were possible to see nothing but your hand in front of your face or clear to the golden flames of the Monument. It wasn't like the buggers didn't know their way around down there blindfold, well as he did. But then there wasn't much future in trying to understand rats. They might have a vicious bite on them but they were too stupid for sense. He and Joe had been trapping them the same way three years now and they'd never cottoned on. Not that he was complaining of course. Without the rats times would be bad. The work might not have the excitement the toshing had, when you never knew what was around the next corner. But it was a business and you had to be grateful for that. There weren't many men of his age could learn a new trade, even if there was one out there for the learning. If he'd been pushed to guess he'd have reckoned himself to be a few years long of sixty, although he was strong still and had some of his own teeth. He was lucky to have the rats and he knew it. The speed with which everything was changing these days it seemed like there was a new dodge come along every day of the week to knock the bread out the mouths of ordinary men.


The rats could still give him the creeps, though, even after all these years. Rum, it was, when you thought about it. Above ground they'd never bothered him. Where he came from, the constant scrabbling, the darting movements across the floor, the taking turns to watch over the newest infant as it slept so it might not be bitten or snatched, they were as much a part of life as the mud. But down in the tunnels it was different. Gathered in great shifting swarms in their caves in the brickwork, some of them big as dogs, they had a whole different air about them. As though it was them that was in charge and the only reason they let you alone, for now, was that they couldn't be bothered with you. Some days Tom'd been certain they followed him, thousands of them, their cold rat feet scrabbling in the darkness, waiting for him to falter, to fall in the rising water or to stray down the wrong tunnel. Once or twice he'd tried to turn on them but they were quicker. He never caught them at it. But he knew they were there. And when he made his mistake, they'd have him. They would swarm over him then, their claws and teeth tearing at his flesh, eating him alive. It would take no time at all. When the old man finally found him he'd be nothing but yellow bones. The old man would click his tongue and shake his head and put the bones in his bag. The glue works at Bermondsey took every bone they could get. 

Tom'd never said nothing to the old man of course. It was the best thing that had happened to him, Tom reckoned, nearly drowning that time at Cuckold's Point. In the mud there you were lucky to happen across more than ropes and bones and the occasional spar of iron. Coal didn't turn up there too often and if you found a coin you could barely believe your luck. It wasn't much of a living even for a young lad. It was his third winter doing the Point when he sank. Afterwards the only thing he had remembered about it was the sense of bewilderment he'd felt as he was sucked into the mud, his feet struggling for a solid purchase that wasn't there. He'd always boasted he knew that stretch backwards, the places where you'd go over head and ears in the mud, and the solid slices of ground just alongside them where you could walk safe as you liked, the dirt beneath your bare feet steadier than granite. Other boys went in groups, fearful of the place's reputation. Not Tom. It was his patch. The mud was up around his armpits when the old man saw him. Tom had stopped struggling by then. Instead he had laid his head back in the mud and stared at the sky. Even if he didn't sink deeper the tide would get him when it came. Two hours, he'd reckoned, and he'd wondered if the mud would taste the same as it smelled. 

After the old tosher'd hauled him out they had worked together till the old man died. Aside from the rats Tom liked it well enough. The stench of the channels never bothered him. He had found it roughish at first but it was nowhere near so bad as the others said, especially not if you were used to the river as he was. And the old tosher had taken to him, he'd been kind. He hadn't always shared the spoils fair as Tom might've liked but he'd taught him the tunnels till Tom knew them as well as the alleys of St Giles. The old man reckoned there was near on a thousand mile of sewers in London if you cared to follow the length of them but they stuck to the centre where the pickings were richest. In the open rural sewers the best you was like to find yourself was watercress. South wasn't so good either. Under the sugar bakeries the steam poured into the drains as hot as vapour from a kettle so that a tosher could be boiled alive. Under the gasworks was worse still, for all that the law said clear as day that they wasn't meant to use the sewers at all. Word was, the air under the Gas-Light and Coke Company could set a man aflame before he knew what hit him. Tom'd never been there. The one time he had seen the gas catch, there had been someone up ahead of him got a whiff of it so they was down on their backs before it could get them. He still remembered it. The blazing gas had rushed over them like a firework, a glorious whoosh of flame along the crown of the arch. It had been beautiful. 

Tom's favourites were the sewers beneath Mayfair and Belgravia. It satisfied him that beneath the fanciest homes in the city the drains were the worst of the lot. Beneath the snowy new stucco of Belgrave-square the sewers were crumbling so bad that any attempt to flush them would have brought them clattering down altogether. There were always riches to be found there amongst the kettles and the rags and the bits of broken stoneware. Young Tom could get into small places where the old man couldn't and when he got up near the grating in a street he'd stretch into the sludge and search about in the bottom of the sewer. It was his reach that had given him his nickname. There was usually penny pieces and often shillings and half-crowns. There were metal spoons, iron tobacco boxes, nails and pins, bits of lead, boys' marbles, buttons. Once he had found a silver jug big as a quart pot. They had celebrated that night, good and proper.

Those had been the glory days, when toshing was a business passed down father to son. In those days, the sewers had opened straight on to the banks of the Thames and at low tide them that belonged there could walk in bold as brass. That had changed years ago. Now they had reinforced the arches with brick and hung iron gates over them that opened and closed with the tide. The notion was that the water could flow out but the people couldn't get in. For some of the sewer-hunters it was the end of things. The gates were treacherous and they didn't know no other way in. Of course there were still lads who thought it a lark to take the gates on, catching them when the water had raised them far enough open to slip through but before it was coming so fast they couldn't stay on their feet. Tom didn't trust that. There had always been other safer places to go down, although he wasn't in a hurry to tell about them. Long ago the old man had shared with him his secret map of traps and gullies, some of them used from time to time by the flushers, others so ancient and hidden away that likely no one else but he and Joe even knew they were there. Most of them you could only use after dark. It would have roused suspicion if anyone saw you. But they had used them all the same, even before the Thames doors were put up. There was only so far a man could get in the eight or nine hours the tide gave him and it didn't make sense always to start at the river, not if you wanted more than someone else's leavings. Besides, there were days when you were wrong about the rain. Those days you needed to be able to get out in a hurry. 

They were putting in more gratings and manholes these days, some to serve as vents, others iron-covered flues with bolts rammed into the brickwork for ladders. They were supposed to be kept locked although you could get them open if you knew how. The flushers forgot to lock them anyways, or perhaps it was easier not to bother with it now they was going down so much more often than they used to. Some sewers they went into as much as two or three times in a month, forcing water through the tunnels to scour away the mud and the sludge. Joe had said they was doing it to ruin honest men, so that the riches of the mud would be delivered to no one but the sea, but Tom knew it was on account of the cholera. It had run through the city like slop gas, the fever coming so sudden upon a man that he went from bright at breakfast to stiff at supper. Soon they were running out of room to bury the dead and out of grave-diggers too, on account of the numbers. You could see the piles of them sometimes, uncovered, their eyes still open, heaped up on wagons outside of the graveyards waiting their turn. It was then the doctors told the Government that it was the stink of the sewers what did for folk and there it was, decided. They flushed more often after that. When people stepped over gratings or passed above the places where the sewers emptied themselves into the Thames, they tried not to breathe. They still died. Whole families sometimes, all together, so there was no one even to go to the pump for a dipper of water. It was best not to think about it. If you thought about it too much you might be next. 

Now there was talk of Parliament rebuilding the whole entire sewer system, top to bottom. Tom would not have believed it if he hadn't seen it with his own eyes but in recent months gentlemen had started coming down the drains with the gangs of flushers, their silk hats and shiny shoes exchanged for the fan-tailed leather caps and high boots of the tunnel men. The men stayed down only an hour or two but they went into the tunnels like explorers to the other side of the world, their guides laden down with lanterns and packs and countless instruments for measuring and inspecting and whatever else. It wasn't hard to tell when they were down there. They left a trail of men posted at street level along their route, ready to give warning should the rain begin to fall. Sometimes Tom could hear it, the distant echoing clang of a dropping sewer cover that signalled the need to retreat. Once or twice Tom had got himself out on account of it but it'd never been nothing to worry about. Perhaps, Joe'd said with a glint in his eye, the gentlemen didn't like the feel of the water when it rose over their delicate white ankles. They weren't exactly rushing at it, that much was for sure. So far all they'd managed was a single new sewer tunnel, built beneath the new Victoria-street that ran north from Holborn Bridge. It had taken more than a year to complete and wasn't more than one hundred feet long. At that rate Tom would be long buried before they made it as far up as Clerkenwell.

Still, it meant you had to be careful. There wasn't much hope for mercy from the beak if you fetched up nose to nose with a string of nobs slap under the Old Bailey It might be worth it though, Joe'd sniggered, just to see the look on their faces when the pair of them loomed up out of the darkness like a couple of ghosts. Tom hadn't laughed. Joe didn't know what he was talking about. He'd not done time inside. Tom had. He had no wish to do it again. 

Up above Tom's head the door shifted a little in its muddy base. Tom whistled softly and the answer came back in an echo before he heard the clatter of boots down the stairs.

'What ho,' Joe muttered, raising his lantern to his face. The sudden flush of light caught the twin bushes of his whiskers so that they looked as though they were on fire. It was tradition to give toshers something in the way of a nickname, always had been, and some of the handles the men fetched up with took a bit of explaining, but it didn't take much to see why they called him Red Joe. When he took off his hat, which wasn't often, mind, his hair sprang up from his head in a veritable explosion of ginger. If you thought of life as a stretch of rope you had to admit that Joe, like Tom, was considerably nearer the end of it than the beginning, but so far there was not so much as a single strand of white to dampen the blaze. Not soot, not grime, not even the filthiest of sewers could contrive to put that fire out. Stiff and matted it might be but it still glowed bright as a brazier as soon as it managed to catch itself the faintest streak of light so that you almost thought to warm your hands against it. Above his pale eyes his eyebrows sprawled like a pair of fiery caterpillars, each one thick as a thumb, and, beneath the fire of hair that licked along his arms, his skin was splattered with copper flecks. Out there on the main streets there were the brasses on the big houses and the harnesses of the horses and gaslight in shop windows and sunlight glinting off polished glass but here in the rookery nothing shone as bright as Joe. Beside Joe, Tom reckoned he looked like something knocked up out of ashes and dust. 

'We off then?'

Tom nodded. Joe was nearly a head taller than Tom and, where Tom was lean, Joe was thick-legged and strong as a bull. He hoisted two crates easily on to his broad shoulders as Tom lashed the lantern to his hoe and checked the hidden pocket of his apron for his gloves. The sewer-rats' coats were poisonous and when you grabbed them they twisted and turned like street boys, screaming and lashing out with their yellow teeth. You didn't want to get bitten, not if you could help it. A rat's bite was three-cornered, like a leech's, only deeper, and the devil to stop bleeding. Tom had seen a man once swing a rat by the tail, more in the way of showing off than anything else, and before he knew it the creature had flipped itself round and bit him in the arm. Next day it was blown up big as a ham and black to boot. Tom didn't know what had happened to him after that. He'd not seen him again.

Gripping a short thick stick in his right hand and his hoe in his left, Tom led the way across the sodden floor of the cellar. The house had once had a cesspool beneath it and at its far end the cellar led out into a small open sewer. If it had been under anything but the rookery it would have been built in brick with a roof too low for a child to get under, but beneath the crumbling padding-kens it was largely uncovered, the wooden roof nothing but the floor of the room above it and often pieces missing so that if you straightened up you could stare right into the blank eyes of women and children squatting there on the floor. More often there were just holes in the planks so that as you made your way through the tunnel you caught snatches of a hundred families shrieking and squalling and snoring. Sometimes tufts of dirty straw and rags poked through to stroke the crown of your hat. One time Joe had stood under such a place and listened. Winking at Tom, he had boomed out in a voice so deep it could have been the voice of the Devil himself,  'You think I don't see you there when you are so close to Hell?' The squeals and the scrabbles that followed would have put the rats to shame. Tom thought that Joe might choke himself, he laughed so hard.

After about a quarter of a mile the tunnel fell away in a giant step down into a wider brick sewer. Tom and Joe slid down and headed east. It was easier going underfoot but with the gratings overhead they had to stop from time to time to shut off the light. They didn't talk as they walked. They'd already agreed on Newgate as the place. It was a ticklish spot to get to, seeing as you couldn't enter the tunnels anywhere close to it and had instead to make your way there underground, but Brassey's order had not been in the usual way of things. At Newgate they'd get the numbers and they'd also get the size. Brassey wanted them big. Directly beneath the meat market the stream was thick with blood and muck and lumps of discarded flesh. Sustained by a diet of such richness the Newgate rats were fat and ill-tempered as beadles. On one side of the tunnel they had succeeded in excavating a cavern as wide as a room and more than two yards high where the brutes bred their young. There had to be more than four hundred pair there, Tom reckoned, scrambling and crawling over each other like a live mountain of soot. No one had ever seen the toffs from Parliament at Newgate.

They were almost there. The stink of rotting meat crammed the skull and a fatty brown foam curdled on the water. At the point where the tunnel began to sheer off towards the north Joe let the crates down. Tom untied his lantern from the hoe. Propping the pole against the wall, he fixed the lantern to a loop on the front of his canvas apron. That way he could have full use of hands and eyes. He pulled on his cuffed gloves. They were so stiff with age and dirt that they contained within them the perfect cast of his hands, each swollen knuckle finding its own hollow. He gave them a final tug, took up his cudgel and nodded at Joe. They were ready to start work. 



III

The offices occupied by Joseph Bazalgette, Chief Engineer to the Metropolitan Board of Works, and his team of engineers, surveyors and draughtsmen, were located at i Greek-street, Soho. It was from these modest premises that Bazalgette planned to execute possibly the most ambitious feat of civil engineering ever attempted, the construction of a completely new underground drainage system for the entire city There was no disagreement about the urgent need for such a system. While improvements had been attempted by previous administrations they had led only to new problems. At the beginning of the century, each household had disposed of its waste into a private cesspool in its cellar which was regularly emptied by nightsoil men. However, as the population of the capital grew this system was decried as impractical and unsanitary. Instead all cesspools were to be connected to a local sewer which would conduct the flow, by way of a main sewer, to drain directly into the river. In the rotting and inadequate sewers, human excrement mixed with refuse from the slaughterhouses and knackers' yards, and waste from the tanneries and factories. Every day it drained into the Thames. It was not long before the river itself became the great cesspool of the city. At low tide the effluvium clung to the pillars of bridges or piled itself into stinking mudbanks and fermented. 

London, the largest metropolis in the world, was poisoning itself. That was the consensus reached by doctors and scientists as the century passed its midpoint. As the filth pooled and putrefied in local sewers, many of which were hardly more than open ditches, it exhaled highly poisonous gases. When these poisons were diffused into the atmosphere and carried by corrupted air and water into the lungs and stomach, they entered directly into the blood, spreading deathly disease. In twenty years London had been ravaged by three brutal epidemics of the cholera. Each time the disease had attacked the city most savagely in the places where the air and the water was foulest. No one doubted that something would have to be done. 

It was considerably less easy to reach agreement on a solution to the problem. Bazalgette's plan was for a new network of tunnels that would intercept the existing system of cesspools and sewers and take their vast polluted cargo to outfalls far downstream of the city. According to his scheme there would be required something in excess of eighty miles of new interceptory sewers, to be laid from west to east, three north of the river and two south. Since gravity in the low-lying basin of the Thames was inadequate to ensure the efficient flow of the water, Bazalgette had devised the tunnels on artificially steep gradients, placing at key intervals steam-driven pumping stations that would raise the flow by upwards of twenty feet and then release it once more, so that it might recommence its energetic downward course. As for the existing sewers, they were to be not only rebuilt but supplemented by tens of hundreds of miles of local sewers to feed these main channels, in order to enable the system to carry the half-million gallons of waste passing through the bowels of London every day. To complete the system, Bazalgette estimated, would take five years and cost the city in the order of three million pounds.

The funds were not forthcoming. While Parliament provided the monies to maintain the Board, fiscal responsibility for structural improvements fell to the local vestries who dithered and debated and delayed. But Bazalgette refused to be disheartened. Slowly he assembled a team of junior engineers and surveyors who, content with the necessarily low wages, worked tirelessly alongside him to prepare the countless plans and drawings necessary to perfect his scheme. He begged his friends to appraise him of any suitable candidates. And so it was that in the spring of 1856 his friend Robert Rawlinson, a distinguished engineer recently returned from a posting with Sutherland's Sanitary Commission in Scutari, recommended to him a junior surveyor by the name of William May. 

May had been in Scutari for almost two months when Rawlinson arrived in the Turkish outpost at the end of the first savage winter of the Russian War. Although he had read the newspaper reports and had considerable experience of sanitary engineering in the poorest parts of Liverpool, the conditions he found in Scutari shook Rawlinson profoundly The rotting Turkish barracks that served as hospitals were little more than slums, overcrowded, filthy and unspeakably ill-ventilated, and nearly half of the soldiers who contrived to survive the miserable four-day voyage from the front died in hospital when they got there. In the Barrack Hospital alone fifty men were lost every day, the bodies stitched up in their blankets, thrown into open carts, and laid in layers in hurriedly dug trenches. One nurse told Rawlinson how she watched as Turkish soldiers threw corpses into a shallow square ditch. When one soldier noticed a head protruding beyond the rest he jumped into the hole and stamped it down with an impatient boot. The burial had taken place less than sixty feet from the entrance to the hospital. Within four days Sutherland and Rawlinson had inspected all four hospitals and submitted their report. Within a week Rawlinson had begun to assemble a team of men to implement his improvements.

The starched and sponged gentlemen of the Commission could not have stood out more starkly amongst the ragged soldiers of Scutari if they had arrayed themselves in bonnets and crinolines, but William hardly saw them. He had survived the horrors of Inkerman, only to be bayoneted six weeks later by a Russian foot soldier who had crept up on him as he stumbled, alone and half-asleep, along a frozen trench while on night-time duty. When the dawn relief discovered him, face down in the scarlet snow, he was barely conscious. He was disorientated for days afterwards. When pressed to talk he stuttered, vomited, and managed only a childish gibberish. Despite his weakness he was frequently violent. Angered by a glancing blow, an exhausted doctor had knotted William's hands together with a length of rope. It was in this state that he endured the long voyage to Scutari. When he finally arrived at the General Hospital his dressings had not been changed for four weeks. When she lifted the rag covering the wound to his stomach the nurse was obliged to remove a quart of maggots before she could bind it again. 

Although the wounds to his chest and stomach began to heal, still William remained weak, unable to stand or to feed himself. The nightmares continued to convulse him in fits. In his tortured sleep he tore at his flesh with his nails and bit through his lips until his mouth was rough with scabs. The nurses and the other patients learned to approach him cautiously as any unexpected noise or touch could cause him to lash out. On one occasion he smashed his fist into the face of a newly commissioned private from the 2nd—, blackening his eye. Afterwards he had clutched desperately at the man and begged his forgiveness, weeping into the ragged fabric of his uniform. Reluctantly, for men were dying like flies in the glacial conditions of Balaclava and the need for replacements was acute, it was agreed that Private May was not yet fit to return to the front. Instead he was diagnosed with 'low fever' and transferred, shortly before the Commission's arrival, to one of the two convalescent hulks moored in the harbour. As Rawlinson's later report was to note, it would have been impossible to conceive of two worse places in which to attempt to restore a man's health. Both ships, ancient Turkish warships in lamentable repair, were so jammed with men that the fever and the filth raged uncontained, while the bilge water they spewed turned the water in which they floundered into an open sewer. 

Doctors came rarely to the convalescent ships. Most of the time William lay motionless on his straw pallet. He was no longer violent. Instead he lapsed into a kind of petrified half-sleep which the noises and motions of the other men penetrated only in random fragments. Around him, with dry throats and quiet courage, his fellow soldiers muttered to themselves, accepting the will of the Almighty and committing themselves to his everlasting care. In his infrequent moments of lucidity William despised them for their wilful blindness. Could they not see that their loving God had abandoned them in this filthy place, had turned His face against their suffering with disregard, His attentions distracted by more pressing and glorious matters? The men of Her Majesty's Army had stared into the face of Hell and it had stripped away their souls. There was no substance to any of them now, nothing but dry bones wrapped in a shroud of lice-infested skin. There could be no forgiveness for men such as them, no possibility of Heaven. Without souls they were worth nothing. Death was a blank darkness, an eternity of nothing. Once it would have appalled William to think in this way, but no longer. Throughout the endless Scutari nights he derived from his thoughts a strange and terrible comfort. In death he might finally find rest.

And so he lay, day after day, waiting for Death's hand upon his shoulder. He would not have risen to eat had it not been for a gentle Irish subaltern called Meath who occupied the pallet next to his and who had lost his leg at Alma. The pitifully inadequate stores at Scutari, which were unable to provide necessities as basic as plates, knives and forks, and linen to the men, had run out of crutches before the fighting had begun. Since those on the convalescent ships were expected to be able to fend for themselves, what scanty rations there were available were distributed on the foremost deck. Every day Meath coaxed William to get up from his bed so that together, with Meath's arm slung around William's neck, the two of them could make their slow passage through the mass of palliasses to the eating area. Sometimes the warmth and solidity of Meath's body leaning into his made William stumble. 

'The food here is almost as plentiful as it was when I was a lad,' Meath liked to joke. His family had been tenant farmers in Skibbereen; all but Meath and his brother, who'd both enlisted to escape the famine, had starved to death. 'If I'd known I'd get the same mud for coffee here as I used to get at home I'd never have come.'

At night Meath wept silently for his mother and for the unbearable cramps in his missing leg. William did not sleep either. Night after night he lay with his eyes open, his arms wrapped around his chest, motionless as the tomb of a medieval knight. He permitted himself no recollection of the horror that had brought him there. On the few occasions that a fragment of memory slipped into his conscious mind it was as unreal and indistinct as a blurred daguerreotype. It was when he slept that they came alive, the rows upon rows of the rotting dead, the black terrors of the frozen trench, the shadows and the stinks and the shrieks of accusation. One night he dreamed that he killed Polly, plunging his bayonet repeatedly into her throat. She continued to scream long after her head was quite severed from her neck. When he woke he vomited for hours, convulsed with guilt and horror. His wounds were healing but he never considered that one day he might be required to leave Scutari. The thought of returning to Polly, of stepping back into the ordinary contentment of their life together in London, was beyond imagining. That world, where meanings held solid and people reached out for one another in the darkness, that world was quite lost to him. His place was in this overcrowded dormitory where he lay packed in with the others, all of them weakened, unshaved, unwashed, shivering beneath their greatcoats. A doss-house for the half-alive, a place unburdened by affection and expectation, where yesterday and tomorrow meant nothing and passed unnoticed. This was where he belonged. 

It was an overcast afternoon in the middle of March when May was sent for. Rumours of a fresh push for Sebastopol had circulated amongst the inmates of the hulks for weeks. Any man able to stand unsupported was to be sent back to the front. May staggered as he was marched by a sharp-faced officer across the frozen mud of the compound and the officer shoved him contemptuously with the butt of his rifle. There was no need for amateur theatricals, the officer informed him, his face compressed with distaste. May was not to be returned immediately to active service. Following the recommendations of the Sanitary Commission, extensive rebuilding had been mandated and all men with engineering or surveying experience were to be mobilized to execute their recommendations. As the chief engineer to the project Mr Rawlinson would remain in Scutari to supervise the work. He enjoyed the full support of the British Army at the highest levels, the captain instructed May, and his mouth twisted as though the words tasted unpleasant. While Rawlinson held no official military rank, May would be expected to understand his instructions as orders. That, the captain barked, was an order.

Rawlinson glanced over his half-moon spectacles at the private in front of him, conscious for the thousandth time of the smooth sheen of his own black coat, the starched white of his collar. He had been in Russia almost two weeks and still it shocked him, the deplorable state of the men he encountered here. This one was a particularly sorry specimen. He was so spare that the bones seemed to shine white through the skin of his face and he trailed the thin sour reek of sickness and squalor. From what Rawlinson knew of the hospital arrangements the man would have been lucky to have seen a bath more than once in his three months at Scutari. His uniform fell in rags from the knobs of his shoulders, and his sandy hair and beard stuck out in grimy tufts around his face. He had, thought Rawlinson, the appearance of a lion too long in captivity. Beside him the rigid captain in his scarlet coat made a reluctant keeper. No doubt he would prefer an animal more reflective of his impeccable military bearing, a fine Arabian stallion, perhaps, or a Bengal tiger. 

'Private May,' Rawlinson continued, suppressing a private smile. 'You worked with the Ordnance in London, I understand.'

He looked expectantly at May. When the private failed to reply the captain cleared his throat sharply before thrusting an elbow into his ribs. Slowly May looked up, blinking as though the gloomy room were startlingly bright, his dirty fingers plucking and twisting at the remaining button of his coat. Rawlinson reproached himself for his reflexive shiver of distaste.

'Well?' Rawlinson demanded, more brusquely than he intended. 'Speak up, man.'

'Yes, sir,' May murmured. 'I was with the Ordnance.'

'I am told it was your section that were responsible for the survey of London's drains requested by the Metropolitan Commission of Sewers. Five feet to the mile, that's right, is it not?' Rawlinson peered at the soldier. He seemed to be swaying on his feet and the only colour in his white face came from the dark purple smudges beneath his eyes. 'Are you quite well?'

May lifted his lion head and gazed towards his interlocutor. His sand-coloured eyes were neither friendly nor hostile. Instead they appeared to be focused not on Rawlinson or even the wall behind him but inwards, so that Rawlinson had the peculiar sensation of looking not at two coloured irises but at their raw unpainted backs. 

'Private?'

'No, sir,' May murmured at last. 'I shouldn't say quite well, sir.'

Beside May the captain permitted himself a sharp intake of breath and pressed his Hps together beneath the points of his waxed moustache. Rawlinson ignored him. Instead he sat back in his chair, his fingers steepled together, and studied May gravely. The papers on his desk informed him that the soldier had been decorated for valour at Inkerman. The Times correspondent had called Inkerman the bloodiest struggle ever witnessed since war cursed the earth. Rawlinson had read the report over breakfast in Portland-square; he remembered the words precisely.

'No,' he agreed, his intelligent grey eyes not leaving the man's face. 'Not quite well. I can see that.' He paused thoughtfully. 'But you are well enough to work? I urgently require a surveyor. You would begin tomorrow.'

May's breathing quickened and his fingers tugged more frenziedly at the button on his coat. He passed the tip of his tongue over his parched lips.

'I would be of no use to you, sir,' he stuttered. 'I — I — there will be someone else. Someone better suited. Better. Sir.'

Under the pressure of his wrenching fingers the final rotten thread attaching the button to his coat gave way. May stared at the loose button in his fingers, his face twisted with distress. For a moment Rawlinson hesitated and then he leaned forward, his elbows propped on the mahogany desk.

'Do you mean to die?' he asked May very softly.

The captain's eyeballs swelled as he drew himself up almost to the tips of his toes, and his nostrils flared white. May blinked at Rawlinson. Surprise brought a faint gleam of amber into the flat wood of his eyes. 

'Most men wish to live, I think,' Rawlinson continued in the same soft voice. 'It seems probable to me that, during the dark nights of the arduous voyage here from the front, sick and wounded men like you are sustained by the belief that, once safely delivered into the care of our hospitals, they will be made well. They will be safe. And yet, in the past months, tens of hundreds of men have died in Scutari. The hospitals that sought to save them have not done so, indeed not. They have killed them, more quickly and more assuredly than the enemy could ever hope to with all the power of their cannons and their rifles.'

In the early twilight the knuckles of the captain's clenched fists shone like peppermints. It seemed that further outrages to his military propriety might lift him clear of the floor altogether. Had he managed such a feat it was unlikely either of the other men would have noticed. May stood quite still, faint smudges of colour dusting his white cheeks. Like the flame of a candle the pale light in his eyes flickered and steadied. They were extraordinary eyes, Rawlinson thought, the irises almost gold and encircled by a greenish rim that looked like it had been finished in ink.

'There is nothing glorious, no honour for Queen or country, in dying from dysentery or from the cholera,' Rawlinson continued. He spoke so quietly that the captain could barely hear him above the seashell roar of indignation that filled his ears. 'I cannot undo the damage that has already been done here. But I can and I will do everything in my power to ensure that it no longer continues. From this point forward I am responsible. If men die needlessly in Scutari, I am to blame. I do not intend to have men's deaths upon my conscience, Private.'

Rawlinson paused. May stood very still, the forgotten button cupped in his hand.


'The work has already begun. But with every additional assistance it will progress more quickly. You are not quite well, I see that. But you are well enough, I think. Every day the work that we do will save lives. Perhaps it will save yours. Will you help us?' 

There was a long pause. May continued to gaze at Rawlinson. He swallowed once, and then again, and his teeth chewed at his ragged mouth. And then abruptly he closed his eyes. Through his loosened fingers the button from his coat dropped silently to the floor and rolled away. The captain gained a measure of relief from crushing it beneath his boot.

'Yes,' May said at last, without opening his eyes. The words were almost lost in the effort of making them. 'Yes, sir. I will help.'

The next day May was transferred from the convalescent ship to quarters within a converted barracks half a mile from the harbour. Meath took his hand and, shaking his head and smiling, called him a secretive bugger; it had never occurred to the gentle Irishman that May could read or write. Later that day Rawlinson brought him to the General Hospital where, on cracking the pipes that provided drinking water to the hospital, the men had uncovered the decomposing remains of a horse. It explained why, in the glass, the water had always looked like barley water and tasted like mud. May was to provide sectional drawings of the current sewerage system to a depth of ten feet so that a new one could be devised as a matter of urgency. The Purveyor's Office showed none of its customary reluctance in furnishing him with the tools he required. Alone, the paper set upon his drawing board, May stared at the shiny spirit level in his hand. It felt both startlingly familiar and quite strange, and for a moment he was certain that he would never know how to use it. This made him so uneasy he hurriedly dropped the level on to the table and pushed it out of sight. Had his memory not failed him he would have remembered feeling exactly the same way a few months before, the first time that he held a rifle. 





There had been dawns in the hills above Balaclava when William, relieved at last from night-long trench duty, had returned to camp so thoroughly frozen that he dare not remove his boots in case he should take his toes with them. His icy fingers would anyway have proved unequal to the knotted laces. Instead he huddled in front of whatever meagre fire the company had managed while his feet and his hands and his ears throbbed and screamed back into life. The shifts were twelve hours long; before the first hour was complete, the warm, alive parts of William's body had retreated to a place deep within him where they huddled for the remainder of the night, like children hiding out in an abandoned building. When finally they were found they were quite savage. His hands and feet swelled until the stretched, shiny skin split like overripe fruit. His fingers and toes became stiff and useless with pain, the inflammation inside his joints forcing them into white and purple bulges the size of chestnuts that maddened him with their constant burning and itching. The pencil skidded between his fingers as he completed the watch log, the marks on the page so faint and clumsy they were barely legible. His ears bled. There were times when the pain of becoming warm was so unbearable that William wished he could sleep in the snow, so that later that day he might return to his icy post without enduring the agony of thawing out.

In the days after his meeting with Rawlinson, William again knew the anguish of those mornings but not in his hands or his feet. Since his arrival in the Crimea the only certain way to be safe had been to feel nothing, to care about nothing. It had been easy. The war had frozen him. He had only to hold on to that chill, to maintain in his chest a permanent deep winter. Until the Commission came he had found it easy.


Rawlinson was not a warm man. While he was much preoccupied with the humanitarian significance of his work his interest in people was theoretical rather than particular. He treated all the men with whom he worked with the same grave and considered distance. But the work, the work was different. When he worked he shone with the pure and unconstrained passion he felt for his subject. His enthusiasm carried the men with him, presenting them daily with sensations that had become as unfamiliar to the soldiers as fresh meat: curiosity, inventiveness, conviction, optimism, purpose. William watched Rawlinson as he went about his work, memorizing the absorbed expression in the engineer's thoughtful eyes, the triumphant flare of recognition at a solution to a tricky problem. At night he practised them but, although his own face could twist and lift just so, nothing connected those facial expressions to a point within him that made sense of them. Even when he drew his treasured botany journals from the pocket of his greatcoat and gazed on their worn pages for the first time in months he felt nothing. Nothing at all. 

But despite this Rawlinson's enthusiasm worked like a warm breath on him, clearing tiny air holes in his carefully preserved ice. The holes appalled him. The searing pain of them was not the worst of it. More terrifying to William by far, they showed how much more pain would have to be endured, now that winter had set so bitterly within him. Rawlinson's arrival had changed everything. Before he came, William had been quite sure he cared little whether he lived or died. Part of him had wondered if he was dead already. Now he knew he had been wrong. He was not just alive. He wanted to live.





The cutting began almost by accident. As one of Rawlinson's working party, William was given weekly access to hot water. One morning one of the junior sanitary inspectors offered him the use of his razor. Carefully, William stropped it across its length of leather before holding the blade up to the light. Something was welling up inside him, clenching at his heart like a fist. Biting his lip he placed the razor shakily on the washstand and reached for the soap, fixing his eyes on the rising foam as the brush swirled round and round inside the cup. But the pressure inside him didn't stop. It swelled between each of the knobs of his spine, pressing out between his ribs. It felt as though he might explode at any moment. His hands jerked and his eyes burned, his eyelids scouring them as though they were lined with sand. Frightened, he gripped the edges of the porcelain basin of water, trying to force the feelings back, but on and on they came, stronger and stronger. He could not calm down. The pressure swelled in his head, forcing itself against the fragile cap of his skull. It roared in his ears, filling his throat and nostrils till he could barely breathe. William dug his fingernails hard into his wrist, leaving white half-moons in the flesh, but he felt nothing, nothing but the blackness that he could not hold back. Desperately he hurled the soap-cup across the room. He saw it smash against the wall but he heard nothing. And then distantly, as though he were suspended above his own body, he watched his hand reach out for the razor. The pressure inside him was different already, its clotted darkness streaked with a growing sense of purpose. Very slowly, his hand not quite steady, he drew the blade down his unsoaped cheek, pressing it quite deliberately into the flesh until it sliced into the skin. 

The cut was shallow but it worked with the perfect predictability of a valve on a steam engine. The release was exquisite. As the blood flowed out so too did the terrible blackness. The rush of the blood soothed him, purged him. And it showed him that he was alive. He felt elated but at the same time quite calm. Tenderly, he pressed a clean rag against the wound. When he returned the razor to the inspector he was able to joke quite casually about his lack of practice, the clumsiness of his fingers. He obtained iodine and carefully cleaned the cut. For the first time in months he felt conscious and in control. He smiled. Smiling made the cut sting, which made him smile again. And when in time the numbness returned there was a new calm quality to it. It felt simple. Rawlinson commended him for the quickness and the accuracy of his work. William was a fast learner and he found himself increasingly involved in the engineering details of diameter, gradient and angle that grew, vital and solid, from the paper of his plans. One afternoon William even proffered his own tentative solution to a problem with the flushing apparatus on the west side of the Barrack Hospital, a solution that was agreed upon and duly implemented. For two long weeks William was absorbed in his work. Slowly, very slowly, he began to imagine himself once more, not as Private May, casualty of the Russian War, but as William Henry May, map-maker and surveyor. The future did not stretch far ahead of him, perhaps only as far as the concerns of the following day, but it was a future. There had not been one of those for many months. 

Two weeks. And then once more the pressure began to rise. This time William cut his thigh with a meat knife. The wound was much deeper and afterwards William was unable to recollect even the faintest detail of the cutting. The lapse of memory troubled him but not nearly so much as the prospect of not cutting. The next time it was his other thigh, and then his arms. Each time there were blackouts. He learned not to fear them but to rejoice instead in that moment of perfect ecstasy when he came back to himself in a glorious scarlet scream of blood. After that it was always his arms. He was glad of that. The arms were easier to bind and they were quicker. He could cut by simply rolling up his sleeve. When he rolled it down again only he knew the precise shape of the pattern upon the underside of his arm, the thin pink ridges of scars laddering the crusted scabs and the split lips of the freshest cuts. It spread across his skin like a fishing-net, holding him in. He kept a knife in his pocket. Sometimes, when the pressure began to rise but before it became unbearable, he would stroke the pattern softly with the blunt side of the blade. 

The weather grew warmer and then oppressively hot. The mud melted and then baked into high ruts. In July, Rawlinson gathered together his team. Their work, he informed them with quiet pride, was almost complete. Thanks almost entirely to the improvements in hygiene and sanitation made possible by their work, losses amongst patients had been reduced from one in two to no more than two in every one hundred. There was no longer any need for Rawlinson to remain in Turkey. He would be returning to England in due course but, before he did so, it was his intention to make a trip to the front line to see for himself the conflict that had brought so many men to Scutari's hospitals. He was due to sail for Balaclava within the week. Perhaps, he said, nodding gravely at the men, some of them would be cleared fit for a return to active service while he was still at the front. He hoped that, should duty and circumstances permit, they would do him the honour of paying him a call.

William cut more frequently after Rawlinson's departure and his sleep was more disturbed. His nightmares took on a particularly vivid quality. He dreamed he was in the basement room beneath the General Hospital where a colony of soldiers' wives had, until recently, lived on the beaten mud floor, their beds and bodies no more than heaps of filthy rags. One by one, by a rasping voice he recognized as his own, the women were ordered to line up against the wall. In the basement it was snowing. A man in the grey coat of a Russian soldier, his face obscured by a scrawl of beard, turned and, bowing slightly, asked in the unmistakably crisp accent of an English gentleman, 'Now?'


'Now!' the hidden voice barked. The Russian attached his bayonet and lifted it towards the first woman. The blade caught the light. The woman covered her face and shrank against the wall. Immediately her body shrivelled, her corpse as black as a sweep. The Russian turned towards the voice and smiled. The smile shifted his beard, curving it into a shallow spade striped with grey. His grave eyes twinkled. 

The Russian was Rawlinson.

'You killed me,' he observed conversationally, his hand upon his breast. Blood ran in thick red ribbons between his fingers.

And then again, 'You killed me!' The second time the words were thick with fury and disgust.

William woke as Rawlinson fell. His shirt was soaked with sweat. For the rest of the night he sat bolt upright, his arms clutched around his knees. A few days later word was sent from the front. Rawlinson would not be returning to Scutari. He had been wounded by stray round shot in the trenches below Sebastopol. His injuries were significant but not severe; the doctor at the field hospital had recommended he be taken directly to England and for his personal belongings at the hospital to be sent on to an address in London. That night, William cut so deeply he severed a tendon. He was forced to seek assistance from a nurse who frowned and bit her lip as he explained how his razor had accidentally slipped in his hand. At the beginning of August William was given news of his own travel arrangements. He was deemed unfit for a return to active duty He was to be invalided out of the army with a small pension and sent home.

The ship that would take him home docked in Scutari on a sunny morning in September. It had brought out to Turkey a new draft of soldiers who would undertake maintenance work in the Scutari base before being moved up to the front line. Despite their long voyage they looked neat and bright and extraordinarily young as they disembarked and moved in smart columns up the hill towards the base. William avoided them, but on his last afternoon he found himself walking behind two of them as they made their way up the dusty track to the mess. As they walked they sang together, their arms swinging back and forth to mark the metre of the verse. 


Cheer Boys Cheer

No more of idle sorrow

Courage, true hearts, shall bear us on our way

Hope points before and shows the bright tomorrow

Let us forget the darkness of today.






End of sample
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