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This book is dedicated to my family and friends.

Thank you for all the support and encouragement you have given me with all my endeavours.
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The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved; no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted by any means, electronic, photocopying or otherwise, without prior permission of the author.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. Where real locations have been used, their settings and characters are entirely fictional.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The candles were extinguished, and night dropped like a guillotine. Mary heard the key turn in the lock as she shivered beneath the thin blanket and lay her head on the straw flock mattress. As she listened to the rain falling onto the workhouse roof, a memory flashed into her mind of large drops plopping into the marshes. She imagined rushing through the sharp blades of grass, dashing into the old barn for shelter, and breathing in the smell of hay and horses. I’ve always done things my way, she thought, remembering the joy of freedom. I suppose that’s why I get into so much trouble. 

Embraced and lightened by the soft warmth of her dozing, Mary rose and floated above the bed. She climbed high, hovered beneath the rafters and gazed down to where her body lay on the two-foot-wide coffin-like structure. Far below, she appeared luminous and doll-like with her crown of cropped black hair and her bony, stone-cold face. 

She drifted over the other inmates, looking down at their glowing white masks hiding the fragmented nature of their lives. The idiots grinned even in sleep, and if their lids lifted, she would see the terror in their eyes. This was Hackney’s shame where the destitute were hidden out of sight of the merchants and bankers who inhabited the middle-class suburb. Some of the occupants were once wealthy but had lost their reason after the death of a relative, children or some other dramatic event. What remained were grey-haired wizen men and women undernourished and overworked until their crippled bodies were hardly able to stand. Those who spoke out were made madder by harsh and cruel judgements and pushed down from any attempt to climb back up. They were used up and discarded. Suffering eventually made them all silent, their minds on mute, but not Mary. She was used to mockery and hate.  I won’t be like them. I will escape and beg for a job at Lea Bridge Silk Mills; Mary shouted internally for reassurance while knowing only skilled craftsmen were currently required.

Why or how she’d developed the ability to wing her way above the world was unknown, but she thought it was due to the struggles of her childhood trying to survive in the very same environment where she was currently imprisoned? Over time she had learnt her strange ways scared others and decided it was best to keep her gift a secret. 

Concerned for the fate of her children, she floated her ethereal body through any barriers and into their room, where two rows of beds lined the walls. Below, she saw her babies. Six-year-old William lay with his arm wrapped around his brother Johnny, only three years old. Bed-sharing was popular amongst the children but forbidden for adults. Mary drew near, listening for their breathing, and was happy that it was low and not laboured from sickness. They were sleeping soundly and appeared free of any diseases which killed many residents of the poorhouse. “Sleep well, my little ones,” she whispered. “Mummy loves you and will never leave you.” Mary was relieved at finding them well. In the next minute, she was pulled by some invisible force away from their bedside and down the narrow room towards the exit.

Mary found herself hovering in front of the backdoor of a building facing the high street, which she knew was the residence of the Master and Mistress of the workhouse. In a panic, she glanced over at the wall which ran down the middle of the courtyard built to separate men from women. Perhaps the forces could take me there instead, she thought, dreading being spotted by anyone who might think of her as a ghost. Her attention was drawn back when she caught the sound of laughter coming from the ‘Adam and Eve’ pub which was across the road from the forbidding building. I wished I had control over this thing, she mused. I must try and will myself back to my room.  If I’m discovered, I could be expelled by the churchwardens. They already consider my conduct unchristian. I hate this place, but at least it’s familiar.
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AT TWELVE, SHE WAS released from her childhood prison and placed into service. Three years later, her trouble started when Henry strolled into the kitchen after a shoot, looking for a bite to eat. Cook was in the pantry, and she was left watching over the stew bubbling on the stove. She scolded her hand on the pot and cried out. Henry rushed to her aid, and with one arm wrapped around her waist and warm fingers curled around her wrist, he guided her towards the sink, where he held her injury under the tap. Gently, he attended to the wound, patting it dry with a cloth and kissing her palm. Mary flushed and giggled with embarrassment. She was unsure how to respond but she liked having the attention. 

Later, she found herself swaddled within an eiderdown and her head lying on a starched puffed pillow. Languishing in the large bed, she listened to the dawn chorus floating through the window and the growing hum of summer life. Turning she saw in the distance a waving cornfield, where glorious flowers raised their heads triumphant and defiant. Relaxing beside her was her young man, and she was aware of his comforting warmth, spreading towards her through the sheets. It was then while staring at the ceiling, he whispered his farewell, ‘I’m sorry, but we must part for a while as I must go to sea.’ Mary had only been fifteen and had no defence against a broken heart and hadn’t seen disaster coming. When the maid knocked on the door, she forgot his words, giggled and hid under the sheets.

They’d exposed their hearts to each other, he’d declared his love and promised to return quickly from his travels. She remembered him always in a hurry checking a beautiful pocket watch he’d said was a gift from his mother’s father. One day this will be my sons, he’d said. Then came the long wait where day after day she prayed for him to walk back through the door. 

Soon, she sickened, and her belly began to swell. There was constant chit-chat between the housekeeper and butler as the rumours spread. The cook fired harsh words at her and berated her at every opportunity. ‘Do you really think he would be interested in a scullery maid? You are nothing to him, of no significance, and if you don’t get rid of that thing growing inside, you will be thrown out! Don’t expect them to have any sympathy for your ungodly act.”

The next day the mistress of the house cast her out with spitting venomous words. ‘You’re a whore, a corrupter of good Christian people. We took you in out of the kindness of our hearts, and this is how you repay us. Don’t ever come back, and if you mention my son's name, nobody will believe you. You’re lucky I don’t have you locked in the asylum for your loose morals.’
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THERE WAS NO ESCAPING the force which yanked Mary into the master’s house and towards the smoking room, where the door was left ajar. She peered through the crack beneath the frame and saw within a cloud of smoke a sliver of the tops of men’s heads.

“Mr Hare, you and your wife are good charitable people,” Mr Butler, one of the churchwardens and trustees, said. “Mr Jones and the other trustees are becoming concerned. Originally, there was room for forty-eight flock beds, and now, with the influx from London, the numbers have almost doubled.” There was a pause while the man puffed his cigar. “We have few men and women of a good disposition and too many of the vagrant types and the sick. Also, there are many more orphans and children of both sexes who aren’t fit for work. How do the figures in your accounts add up, Mr Smythe?”

Mary knew the clerk to be a weasel-like man with a permanently bent back, and she imagined him squinting through his wire glasses and running his fingers down his ledger. “It’s not good. The people of the parish are generous, but they won’t tolerate an increase in the Poor Rate. The Manufacture is full, but production is slow.”

“I suggest emigration to the colonies,” Mr Jones interjected. “Cape Town or Australia they’re good healthy places. The air is clean and the climate pleasing,” he said in a hesitant voice. “I think that would be the Christian thing to do.”

“There’s the army too,” added Mr Hare.

“That’s decided then,” Mr Butler boomed. “Orphans, bastards and illegitimate children will be put up for emigration or the army. Those not suitable for travel will be sent to households requiring cheap servants. That will leave space for children of a good disposition to attend our school room and be provided with Christian education and at ten become apprentices.” At least those who go to the colonies might get proper food other than gruel, broth and the occasional piece of bread, cheese and a tiny portion of mutton, Mary thought.

“I see the bastard witch is back,” Butler said, interrupting Mary’s musings. “She was an orphan here herself, and now she’s returned with two bastard children in tow. A non-productive individual and incapable of sustaining herself.”

“Yes, she is quite a deviant and scares the other inmates with her ungodly behaviours,” Mr Hare added. “A witch indeed. I remember her mother begging me to give her child her Star of David before she died on our doorstep.”

“I think it’s time she found somewhere else to go,” Mr Butler continued.

“There’s the workhouse at Walthamstow,” Mr Smythe said. “Perhaps they would take her in.”

“No, I’ve already tried that. They don’t want her either; besides, they are full,” Mr Butler said. “On her own, she could easily work, but I’m afraid the girl is idle.”

“That’s settled. She can leave first thing tomorrow, and her oldest son William would be well-suited for emigration, and perhaps the youngest could be placed with a family.”

They knew my mother, and she had a gift for me. She must have loved me, but nobody would speak of her or answer my questions. Tears welled in Mary’s eyes. I wish I could call on kindly Samuel. My beloved builder who took me and William in and was our buffer against the cruel world. A memory surfaced of the day he fell beneath a horse, and she had recovered his ‘Trade Card’ from his coat. It was all she had left of the man who she was to marry. She took it out from the pocket sewn into the inside of her underclothes. It was a pretty thing, and she made out the words, ‘Builder and Carpenter’. Mary prided herself in her skills at reading. She was self-taught, having roamed into the schoolroom and later her master’s library during the long nights of her out-of-body experiences. 

In the next moment, Mary found herself drifting over the graveyard. She searched for a name, and then she remembered she had never had a family identity. There must be some evidence locked in my brain, the vague traces of a childhood recollection, she considered as she scoured her eyes across the surfaces of carved stone for something she may recognise. My father must lay here, one of the smiling faces which stare up at me through the ground, or perhaps he is still alive. The night is too long and torturous. I must return to my bed and my body and think of a way to save my children.

Fanny’s Wedding
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CHAPTER TWO
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The wedding party shouted Mazal Tov and a wild commotion shook the room. Shortly after, James was seated at the wedding table for the feast. Beside him sat his beautiful wife, Fanny, a generous listener of a calm disposition. She was not a person hiding in the cracks of the community but was the bold eldest child welcomed for her kind soul, which extended into everyone's hearts. When she walked into a room and smiled, part of her spirit would be left behind on exiting. Fanny was the type of beauty not easily forgotten.

The knot in James’s stomach continued to twist, and a tingling surge shot through his body whenever Fanny glanced his way. For the sake of digestion, he chose to eat in silence, to delight in his new joy and relish every drop of happiness which their union brought into their lives. With little appetite, he watched the tide of friends and family, all in their best clothes, enter the hall. Joy leaked into the room with each entrance; contentment and merriment reigned. Old men rested their hands and chins on walking sticks and gossiped. Children ran around or were scolded by an adult and sat sulkily, fidgeting, waiting to be released to continue their play. The lofty newly wealthy dropped their arrogant attitude, the persona they carried for the rest of society, to converse with their old friends who’d trod the same long, arduous path to good fortune. Loud voices ebbed and flowed. He listened to fragments of conversations as relations dragged out familiar tales of his and Fanny’s childhoods. It seemed nobody disapproved of the coming together of the watchmaker and the jeweller's daughter.

****
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JAMES’S MIND DRIFTED back to their first meeting. His father had instructed him to go to the shop on 5 Median Road to report on the progress of Alexander’s wife Ann’s watch which was to be a birthday present. Fanny was working calmly behind the counter at the front of the shop. One glance at the dark eyes and the symmetrical dimples in her cheeks and the breath was sucked from James’s lungs. He gabbled a feeble greeting. She had been forgiving and waited for him to gain his composure. ‘It will be ready in time,’ he’d said. ‘I mean the watch – your mother’s present.’ On every occasion, after that, he’d entered the shop with downcast eyes, contenting himself with the joyous sound of her speaking his name in her rounded, soft voice.

Then came the enchanting moment on a beautiful, bright, and surprisingly warm September day. The watch was finished, and he’d been instructed to see if it would fit without revealing the surprise to Ann. Fanny came out from behind the counter. ‘Try it around my wrist,’ she’d said, holding out her slender arm. When the strap was secured, he’d quickly grabbed her hand and, holding it gently in his for the first time, gazed into her large hazel eyes, which revealed every inflexion of her thoughts and emotions. 

‘It looks perfect,’ he’d uttered. ‘Would you consider accompanying me on a walk? The weather is lovely at the moment,’ the words stumbled from his mouth surprising them both. 

‘Yes, I would like that,’ she’d replied meekly. ‘I will speak to my mother.’ That had been the start of many chaperoned walks, meetings of the two families and a long agonising engagement.

****
[image: ]


AFTER THE FEAST, JAMES had been called over to sit with his father James senior and his father-in-law Alexander HaCohen a wealthy jeweller with several shops. 

“Please don’t take offence; I’ve been meaning to ask you something, James,” Alexander said hesitantly, addressing his father and stroking his long beard in thought. “Webb, it’s an unusual name and not very Jewish. It’s good to be part of the establishment, but we wouldn’t want to give up our Jewish identity completely. The Anglo Jewry all agree it’s a good thing to take on the cultural norms, to assimilate but not total absorption. We can do both and remain distinctive. What do you think, young James? I hope you’re not a Jewish self-hater like many are today. We’re not rootless anymore, and we need you, young ones, to scatter many seeds over this new soil.”

James was startled out of his daydreaming. He was remembering the light under Chuppah catching his brides dress with a golden lustre as she walked around him three times. A speck of gold in a desert of crushed rock. 

“No, no, not at all. I just want to get on with everyday life. I’m not one for politics. I’m looking forward to building our business and future investments.” His reply seemed to satisfy Alexander, who continued his conversation with his father, leaving him to his thoughts. He wanted to manoeuvre his way over to his bride, break her away from her mother, wrap his arm around her waist and dance until they were both hot and their cheeks flushed.

Their words rolled around James’s head, and he found himself tuning into his father’s reply as he spoke of their family history for which he knew little. “It has always been the same. We can’t deny the situation is multi-faceted,” James senior replied boldly, being more conscious of his English mannerisms. “We belong and not yet belong. My family has been here since the 1200s, a period which meant name changes were a matter of life and death if we wanted to remain.”

“We have acquired the right to be a part of society without changing our traditions and beliefs,” Alexander added.

“We still don’t have complete political emancipation, and some of our host community still view us as Christ-killers. I was brought up to never relax and assume we were safe. In our daily lives, we dress like the English and take tea in the mornings and afternoons, but as you know, we attend synagogue and follow all religious ceremonies.”

“I know, and I do not doubt your family’s integrity, but this isn’t a time to act in fear. The young ones should be free to express who they are and to be accepted.”

“Have you not noticed the trickle of Greenies lately? Apparently, there is much trouble in Russia and Poland, a growing hatred. The new dispossessed and un-possessing are openly orthodox, and they’re being marginalised. If a tide of them enters the country, they will upset our chances of political status and cause intolerance and a surge in antisemitism,” James Senior continued.

“I see your point,” Alexander said, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Education that’s what is needed. We must make a bigger effort to help the poor and take in the Jewish orphans. When the local gentiles see how our standards of living and behaviour improve the whole community, they’ll become more accepting of any newcomers.”

The Audacity of the Homeless
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CHAPTER THREE

[image: ]


The next morning the master of the house delivered the news from the trustees. They had declared Mary to be unfit, a poor influence on the inmates, a denier of Christ and generally a bad lot. With no possessions other than the clothes she wore, Mary was thrown out of the workhouse and back onto the streets. 

“You are young and should be working,” Mr Hare shouted after her. “Stop being idle and playing ungodly tricks on people.”

“If I’m good and earn enough to support my babies, will you give them back?” Mary said through streamers of tears as she struggled to suppress her anger.

“Get yourself a decent husband, Mary. You’re not fit to be a mother the way things are.”

Hare’s words wore away at her brain and corroded her confidence, leaving her empty. For the next few days, Mary wandered, neglecting her needs as she mourned the loss of her children and her inability to provide them with food and shelter. She listened to the berating of her internal voice until her mind turned to suicide. There was nothing to live for. The shame was too painful – it was over.

Early one morning, she arrived at Richmond Park. A mist danced like fairies over the vast golden sea, cutting the legs off the deer so their bodies appeared to be floating. The sun was breaking through, causing some hard lines to emerge while others fuzzed out and dissolved into a downy white cloud. The forgotten smell of rotting vegetation caught in her nose and the sweet fragrance of autumn hay and leaves reminded her of the few occasions she’d walked by the Lea. She breathed in the fresh and nourishing air and noticed the dew soaking into the hem of her dress was clean and not darkened with smut. I’ve travelled a long way from the pea-super of the city, she pondered as she strolled through the long stems, vaguely searching for an appropriate tree from which to hang. 

Large, shiny conkers littered the ground. She bent and picked up a woody jewel and rolled it around in her hand, enjoying the silky surface. Then her eyes caught sight of the spikey, bright green sweet chestnuts. Pricking her fingers, she hungrily pulled off the outer shell then the inner skin and devoured the flesh. Kicking at the leaves, she kept hunting for the delicious meal. Despite herself, her spirits rose, and she began to wonder if there was any way of entering the luxurious life experienced by the middle classes. The sharped edged divisions between those who eat and those who starve cut deep as, with her head bowed, she kicked the leaves for the tiniest of morsels. There must be a way to bridge the great divide to enter a life of bottomless abundance. I wished I’d been born a man so that at least I could get a higher wage.

A repulsive smell which caused her to wretch stuck in her nose as she approached a large chestnut tree. It reminded her of the workhouse and the odour from the dead before they were taken away to the mortuary room. Something dark, like two broken branches, stuck out from the base of the tree. Turning the corner, she saw a man with his back propped against the trunk and his head flopped uncomfortably to one side. On closer examination, she saw his face and hands were covered in soars, blood and decay.

Mary held her breath and, with her eyes partly diverted, struggled to remove the outer layer of the man’s clothes. Pushing aside her repulsion, distress and fear, she took off her dress and put on the deceased man’s garments. She stuffed her petticoat into the trousers made of a sturdy fabric, pulled the belt tight, tucked the bottoms into the oversized work boots, slipped on the waistcoat and short overcoat and finally put the cap on her closely cropped hair. 

Mary marched away from the scene and stuffed the remainder of her life in a nearby bush. It was gratifying taking on a male persona and she believed it only required a certain amount of focus to become someone else. She had abilities, gifts of mind and foresight which others didn’t seem to possess. The out-of-body experiences had allowed her to view others from a distance, such as the boy apprentices on the other side of the workhouse wall as they practised carpentry and brickwork, leaving her body to continue with the drudgery of picking oakum. In this way, much had been learnt, skills she could never use as a woman.

Leaving her past smudged out behind her under the thinning veil of mist she crossed Richmond Green and was confronted with a towering wall of villas. Along the wide road, rattling carriages drew up in front of the wealthy houses where elegantly dressed men and women were waiting to be carried away to some exotic event. Mary wandered on gaining little attention from those passing.

On the north side of the green, she came to a large red brick building. The front was open to the street, enabling her to see far into the interior. It looked like an auditorium with balconies on either side and a stage in the middle. A man holding his cap and with his fist jabbed into his hip and running his other hand through thinning hair stood staring at the floor perplexed. Mary’s heart and breathing froze and she stood trembling staring.

The man caught her gaze. “What are you gawping at, boy?” the man shouted over with annoyance. 

“I’m looking for work, Sir,” she said with her head bowed. 

The man grumbled a response and then shouted, “Come over here. Do you know how to cut wood?”

Mary boldly strode forward, believing nobody would think a woman would have the audacity to impersonate a man. “I’m a bricklayer and carpenter by trade,” she said as she approached.

“You look too young,” the man said, peering at her through thick-lensed glasses. “Do you have your own tools?”

“They were sold, Sir, during hard times,” she muttered in a deepened voice as she hunted for the trade card she’d stuffed in her pocket. “Here is my card. I’m a hard and reliable worker.”

“No matter. I have tools,” he said, staring at the holes in the floor. “The other scoundrel left me in the lurch, and the owner, Mr Love, cares about nothing other than his reputation. He expects this floor done in a few days. I don’t know why but something tells me you’re worthy of consideration. If you put in a good day, I might invite you back tomorrow.”

“I’m greatly obliged and won’t let you down,” Mary said, relieved, wondering how she’d managed to persuade him of her worth and how he hadn’t noticed she was a girl.

“I’m Mr Sanderson, the foreman. If any tools go missing, I’ll have you for theft and thrown in jail. The tools are over there.” He pointed to the side of the floor. 

Mr Sanderson hurried off to attend to the bricklayers who were working on an outside wall, and Mary was left alone. Firstly, she was excited, not being able to believe she’d got away with duplicity, and then she set to work methodically and diligently recalling the skills needed for the task. After the first few boards were cut and laid, she increased her speed. When other workmen crossed the space, she remained on her knees with her head bowed.

“You’ll make us look bad not stopping for lunch,” one muttered on passing.

“I’m not up to much today,” she mumbled. “Would rather get on.”

By the afternoon, her body mind and soul were focussed, and she was fully emersed into working as another, a man named Sam and not herself. At the end of the day with her whole-body aching, mouth and eyes full of dust and her ears ringing with the shouts and banging coming from outside she was fully in character. 

To Mary’s great joy, the foreman handed her 6 shillings and 8 pennies. “You’ve worked hard, not like these other layabouts,” he said, nodding to three men hurrying to the nearest public house. “I hope to see you tomorrow.”

“Stupid boy,” someone said as she too left. “Going that fast you’ll have no work left.” Mary couldn’t say she didn’t want to be around too long in case she was caught and failed to respond rushing off into the night.

On the third night, Mary left the playhouse with only one more day's work to go. All the struggle and deceit seem worthwhile, Mary thought as she gazed down at the coins in her hand. On exiting, she saw a tall, finely dressed young man standing on the pavement and staring at the building. She was about to manoeuvre around him when he stepped in her way. “I’ve been watching every time you raise your lovely head. You are strong, but your hands are dainty, and you move too lightly for a man.

Mary snapped out of her altered state. Why did he have to appear at that precise moment, she thought as her face creased with anger, and she peered up at him with narrowing eyes. I should have left earlier or waited until he’d gone. Trying to cover her inner turmoil, she muttered, “I don’t know what you mean, Sir.” Her eyes darted away from him, and blinking back sweat and tears, she hurried to cross the street.

“Wait. Don’t rush off,” he shouted. “There is something about you I admire.”

Mary was forced to stop at the curb as a carriage raced by. She turned. “You assume too much, and I don’t want to come before the courts. Please let me go, and I won’t bother you again.”

“I’m Mr Love,” he smiled. “Actor and writer of plays and poems. This is my theatre, and you would make a fine actress.”

Mary blinked her dark, wet lashes and gazed in astonishment. “You mean you don’t want to throw me in jail?”

“No, not one bit of it,” he smiled broadly. “You’ve done a great job on the floor. Mr Sanderson has poor eyesight.” Laughing, he handed her his card. “I’m working at Drury Lane meet me there tomorrow afternoon around four.”

Life and Death
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Fanny was seated on an upright chair by her son's bed, aware of the lingering sour smell of sickness in the air. Moving towards the white light of the lamp placed on his bedside table, she gazed at the small picture in her locket. Smiling back at her was a young couple glowing with happiness from the electrifying excitement of their wedding day. Shortly after the occasion, she’d announced her pregnancy to James. 

From that moment on, every day was a delight. She had enjoyed a secret internal dialogue with her growing baby as it waited to be born. Enwrapped in the exquisite unity, she’d promised him everything and told him all about his extensive family. Her glistening eyes moved to the other heart-shaped frame where a photograph of a chubby-faced John beamed. Briefly, she touched his image, then snapped the locket shut and placed it on the table.

John had only just turned three when the sickness struck. For a few days, he suffered vomiting, diarrhoea and muscle cramps. At first, nobody had been too concerned, and Ruby, the Nanny, had taken good care of him, changing his sheets and frequently washing his withering body. He’d been a robust child and on the third day, the sudden decline had taken them all by surprise. Now, his eyes were sunken like an old man, and his cold skin was bluish-grey against the white pillows. They were battling with the unpredictable and uncontrollable balance between life and death.

Fanny sang John’s favourite nursery songs in a soft and lowered voice, and although his eyes were shut, a half-smile curled the corners of his lips. At the same time, she leaned forward and repeatedly brushed his forehead as though she had magic at the end of her fingertips, which would smooth his suffering away. 

The snake in Fanny’s gut twisted as she listened to John’s weak breathing and then the minuscule sounds of people approaching with caution. She didn’t want to be pulled away from her son, she wanted to be there to witness every last speck of his life. What her husband and Doctor didn’t understand was that John was a part of her body and soul, she just couldn’t live without such joy. Especially as after his troubled birth, she’d been warned against any further pregnancies. 

James was at her side, “Doctor Winter has come to speak with us,” he said tentatively. “After examining John, he’s come to an understanding and a conclusion about the causes of John’s illness.”

Fanny looked up. Sympathy was evident in James’s face causing tears to well in her eyes. He crouched, took her hands and wrapped them in his and gazed at her sadly. His glistening eyes were normally full of wisdom but now they offered no explanations or comfort.

James rose, and Fanny followed suit and turned towards the tall man. She noticed his watery, sad eyes, his bald head glistening in the half-light, and his sideburns stretching almost to his chin. “Thank you for coming, Doctor Winter,” she said, taking small gasps of air. “He must not die, Doctor.”

“We all have a profound affection for young John but I’m afraid I can’t perform miracles,” he said in a Yorkshire accent as he ran his finger under the stiff collar which was digging into his neck. He yanked his waistcoat, cleared his throat and was ready to speak. “I’m afraid he has contracted Cholera.”

“Is that not the dreadful scourge of those involved in shipping or who work and live down by the river?” James said with exasperation. “There has been no sickness this far out.”

“Our air is clean. We keep good ventilation,” Fanny added. “As you can see, our home is not unsanitary.”

“Please don’t blame yourselves. I don’t hold much with the miasma theory. From my practice in Frith Street, I have studied and mapped the pattern of the disease spread. I believe it comes from drinking bad water. Those who died were mostly using the same water pump or even drinking directly from the Thames.”

“I see to it that our water is clean,” Fanny uttered as she swallowed back her tears and tried desperately to follow the trail of information and not become overwhelmed.

“I also suspect it may be spread through food handled by someone infected,” the doctor added. “Children sometimes dig around in dirty places.”

“What can
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