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PROLOGUE

Katherine Murray woke up screaming. Her mother was dead in her bed; her father as well, bent forward over the mattress, the sheets stained with his bile and vomit. Stephen and Barnabas were dead, too, at just ten years old. They were huddled together in the corner, twins to the end, stiffening in a pool of their drying diarrhea as flies buzzed loudly and settled on their sagging, yellowed faces.

But these weren’t the reasons Katherine was screaming, or why tears streamed down her cheeks. Yes, she’d watched her mother die; she’d watched her father vomit out his last drops of the water of life. She’d watched as her brothers, Stephen and Barnabas, clung to one another and wept, speaking in their secret shared language, promising to see one another in the afterlife.

And Katherine knew their suffering was at an end, and that the aching shells of their bodies were no longer a burden to them, that they were reunited in the loving arms of God. They were a good Irish Catholic family. Her father, Patrick, was a church organist at one point in his life. So Katherine knew Jesus had received them, that He would testify to them before the Father, and that paradise was theirs, at long last.

Those weren’t the reasons Katherine was crying; not the death, not the flies or the stink or the prospect of death.

Katherine was crying because she was still alive. She was alive and alone in Five Points, New York. She thought she’d be leaving it behind, to join her family. She’d cheerfully fought against the cholera, trying to keep her family’s spirits high, as her mother had always done. But once she had died, there was no saving Papa, and then the boys. That’s when Katherine began praying for her own death so that she might join her family in heaven.

And the disease had struck her, like the others. She’d felt her insides become like water, and her body was wracked with chills and nausea. She’d gone to sleep that night knowing that she’d never awaken, that the entire Murray clan would be reunited in a better place, and that her time of suffering upon the Earth had come to a merciful end.

Her mother, Janis Murray, had always been a cheerful person, deliberately cheerful; all along the ship’s journey from the old country, and continuing in the face of the terrible poverty that they’d found in the States. The rats were as big as dogs and the filthy water, the rancid meat and maggot-ridden flour were their only sustenance. Laundry was hung from sheets strung from one ramshackle building to another. Behind every corner was another cutthroat, another thief, and even the rare constables were greedy rapists and thugs above every law—especially their own. But Janis Murray had been strong—an unbreakable Irish lass—and nothing could discourage her from fighting horror with humor, evil with integrity, and barbarism with bravery.

And she’d always taught Katherine just that: no matter what the challenges were, they should be faced with a smile. And she’d done a good job of it; looking after the troublesome twins, doing laundry for neighbors, cooking and cleaning, and doing whatever she had to do to help the family survive in this new and frightening place.  

And she’d done it all with a smile. She didn’t have much of her Irish accent like her parents had, and her brothers had almost none of it. But there was still that old world wisdom, hard-won in the melancholy memory of every Irish man or woman. It had gotten her people through the potato famine, through hundreds of years of domination and discrimination, even in their homeland...and much worse in the States.

But it couldn’t get Katherine through this, her smile was not strong enough to endure the agony of being surrounded by the fresh corpses of her family and to be left behind by them; alone in the world, refused by God, unwanted in heaven. Katherine had prayed for death and been denied, condemned to walk the streets of that hell on Earth, New York City, to be devoured by its denizens and shadowy terrors.

Katherine looked at the ruins of her world, and the destruction of everything she’d ever known. And what she was facing was everything she didn’t know...which was pretty much everything there was. 

CHAPTER ONE

Katherine she knew that—tainted as the apartment she’d shared with her family was—it was probably the safest place for her. The pestilence cart had been by, and as much as Katherine couldn’t stand to see her family off in such a fashion, she had no friends and no money and no means for a funeral. And the bodies had to be burned, with their clothes, for the public good. The soot in the air and a vaguely fatty scent reminded Katherine that her family hadn’t been the first to die, or to be burned. But she knew that in a matter of a few hours, it would be their bodies she would smell, inhale.

Katherine was dizzy and still weak from the lingering effects of the disease. She used the only possessions the family had—a metal scrub brush and bucket—and once she scrubbed down the apartment, she looked around to estimate her future there. All the sheets, pillows and mattresses were thrown out and burned, so too were their last scraps of food. The place was empty, barren, just the way Katherine felt on the inside. It was as if she were standing in the perfect embodiment of her own life.

She had nothing.

No, Katherine told herself, no, that’s not the way Mum would have thought or been, and not the way she raised me either! I’m alive, and that’s because God wants me to be alive! I mustn’t grieve for me own death! And as for my life, it may be empty of everything I’ve lost, but also of everything I do not yet have. And that means I may yet have all that I need...even all that I want.  

Katherine gazed out the broken, yellowed glass at Five Points and, beyond it, the rest of New York. The world was spinning fast and growing even faster. Smoke poured up from the chimneys of buildings—kitchens and other of the many businesses. Everything is so different here, Katherine thought, not like the old country: The rolling green pastures, the imposing cliffs of Moher, the quaint cottages.

But those memories were fading fast. Katherine had been in New York since she was nine. The twins were the first Murrays born in the United States. And in those ten years, the clamor of New York had all but wiped out the images of the old. Katherine could almost remember a time when that pure Brogue was all she heard. But for years it had been replaced by the distorted accents of Five Points, and beyond that limited confines, the languages of so many other cultures: Italian, Hebrew, Russian, and German. It was a dizzying array of sounds that remained foreign to Katherine’s ears, almost as foreign as her own native tongue.

The past was gone, and the future was coming. Meanwhile, the present reigned supreme.

***

Katherine knew that if she was going to stay in New York, she’d need a job. She’d helped the family get by, but those neighbors she’d done laundry for had long-since cut their ties with her. And now that she’d survived the cholera, others were afraid she was a carrier, or else they’d died themselves in the interim.

Her friends had deserted her too; Margaret and Colleen and even Ian, who had been interested in marrying her, were all gone.

But there was a huge city—even parts of Five Points—where she wasn’t well known or even known at all, where nobody would have any reason to associate her with the plague she’d survived. There was a fresh start out there somewhere, and Katherine was determined to find it. Her life depended on it.  

She walked for hours down the crowded streets of Five Points; horses were pulling carriages down the filthy streets and the smell of human filth filled the air. Fishmongers and cobblers and others all vended their wares, but none needed assistance or an apprentice. Feral cats scurried down along the gutters, chasing down the greasy rats that scuttled from store to store. 

Katherine’s legs were aching after hours of walking, her feet pulsing with a dull throb. But then a sharp pain struck her shin from out of nowhere, shaking Katherine out of her stupor. She turned to see a little boy in a fine velvet blazer and white knickers running away from her, giggling.

“Why you little scamp!” Katherine charged after the boy, who didn’t seem to be much older than ten, and Katherine knew well how to deal with boys of such an age. But he was quick for a rich boy, dodging through the carriages and carts, with heads of lettuce and cabbage piled up on one side, rotting carrots and potatoes on the other. Katherine’s feet slipped in the muddy road, still wet and icy with the waning winter. But she stayed on her feet and stayed on the boy’s tail, finally close enough to reach out and grab him by the lapel.

“Hold up, me fine laddie buck!” she said, the two of them slipping and sliding in the mucky street and finally coming to a chaotic halt with the boy trying to pull his arm free.  “You’ll not squirm out from under me!”

“Lemme go!” the boy whined.

But Katherine didn’t have time to answer before the elevated, nasal voice of another person, a woman, said, “What on Earth is going on here?”

Katherine looked up, the boy’s arm still in her grip, to see a very luxurious carriage with ebony panels, mother of pearl inlay, and a fine white stallion at the bit. And in the carriage was a pretty woman in her mid-thirties, Katherine guessed, maybe a bit older.  

“This woman started chasing me, Mamma!” the boy said, finally pulling his arm from Katherine’s grip and running up into the carriage.

“That’s a lie,” Katherine said to the boy’s mother. “This little devil kicked me in the leg and turned tail and ran, laughing all the while! But he didn’t think I’d catch him, the little rascal!”

“That’s my son you're talking about,” the woman said. “And you don’t seem to have any idea who we are!”

Katherine looked the carriage over. She didn’t know the names of these fine people, and her mind reeled that anybody would just expect that their names and faces would be known by others, by all others. Katherine could only shake her head, beguiled by both the question and the answer.

“I know your boy is a little brat,” Katherine said, “and that you don’t seem to care one way or the next! And that’s about all I need to know!”

“For your information, I am Margaret Manchester, of the Lionel Manchesters.” After a silent moment of unimpressed confusion from Katherine, Mrs. Manchester added, “From South Hampton?”

But this was another unfamiliar entity to Katherine, and so was also unimpressive.

“And I suppose you could raise the child better?” Mrs. Manchester said.

“Indeed I could,” Katherine said. “I know enough of children not to let them run wild. Perhaps a little more care and a bit less money might do the trick.”

“Is that so?” Margaret Manchester pulled her head back from the carriage window and stepped out to meet Katherine face-to-face. She was quite lovely, it struck Katherine, in so many ways unlike herself: Katherine’s long red hair was a bit tangled, nothing like Mrs. Manchester’s well-tailored mahogany coif, which surely took hours with brushes and curlers, only to be crowned with a pearl-blue pillbox hat with a white veil to match her tailor-made blue dress and hoop skirt. She couldn’t have been a starker contrast to Katherine in her raggedy dress, the cotton barely clinging to her slender frame, and her gray sweater only a pale echo of its former self.

But Katherine had pride, and she stood toe-to-toe with this wealthy woman, who had a decade of experience and a fortune in gold and finery to her advantage. Katherine stood there as Mrs. Manchester looked her over. “You have promise,” Mrs. Manchester said. “I’ll say that.” Katherine could offer no response, so Mrs. Manchester went on, “I suppose you’d like a position with me, looking after little Bartlet here. That would give you salary enough to buy some decent clothes, perhaps feed yourself enough to put some meat on those bones.”

Katherine stood there, saying nothing for fear of cursing her sudden good turn of fortune. What luck, she thought to herself, a fine job with such a woman will open up so many doors. Think of the adventures I’ll have, the men I’ll meet, and the places I’ll go. I always knew my life would be a thrilling and glorious thing, and now it’s happening, right before my eyes, here and at this very moment! I knew my pluck and drive would somehow serve me well. Mum was right, it’s always better to face a situation head-on, and do it with a smile; who can stand against that?

Then Mrs. Manchester said, “Or do you really think I go about inviting every guttersnipe I come across into my house?” Not waiting for Katherine’s shock to grow into anger, Mrs. Manchester went on, “You assaulted my child! I should have you arrested! And you know what the police do to pretty little nothings like you, don’t you?”

Katherine stood there, the cool menace in Mrs. Manchester’s voice sent a chill down her spine and goosebumps rinsing on the back of her neck. While her dreams of a romantic future crumbled before her very eyes, they were replaced with horrors that were beyond endurance if not beyond imagining.

“Constable!” Mrs. Manchester called out, “constable, I need police here at once! I have a kidnapper here! Kidnapper, help!” Without waiting to reason it out—or even entertaining the thought that she would be treated fairly by the authorities, or might even be able to talk them into allowing her to disappear and never be officially arrested at all—Katherine ran, the echoing voice of that shrill Mrs. Manchester hounding her retreat. “Help, help!”

Katherine’s heart was pounding in her chest; her brain was scrambled and scrambling. The streets blurred into one another as she ran, flashes of inconsiderable horrors blinding her imagination and making negotiating the crowds even more difficult.

Gotta get away, Katherine thought, turn here, down this alley, get lost in the crowd...

Katherine nearly bumped into a paint leading a fruit cart, the horse whinnying and shaking its head, brown mane flapping as Katherine ducked out of the way and kept running. “Be careful,” somebody called out behind her, “you dimwitted little trollop!”

She kept running, the angry and impatient faces around her only rarities, most people were completely disinterested in her distress. There was a blur of apothecaries, liveries, barbers, cafes, saloons, hardware stores and dry goods stores bouncing around on all sides as she ran further from a fate she couldn’t bear to face.

But her race finally came to an end as she bumped into something big, heavy, and unyielding.

She stopped and looked up to see an angry expression suddenly soften as angry brows turned upward with the corners of his bearded frown joining it. “Well, well, what ‘ave we got ‘ere?”

His cockney accent told Katherine that she’d stumbled out of the Irish Five Points area.

“Excuse me,” Katherine said. “I was just running, and—”

“Well ‘at’s plain enough, in'it?” He said. “But either you was running to somethin’, or away from somethin’ else, eh?”

Not wanting to explain, lest she put herself in even greater danger, Katherine said, “I...a man, he meant to hurt me—”

“S’at so?” he said, pulling a big knife out of his belt. “Right, let ‘im come, n’en ol’ Jackie Bones’ll have at ‘im, good ’n proper, I will!”

Katherine looked up at her massive savior; he seemed to be over six feet tall, beefy, stout, a big chunk of man.

“I...I thank you for your valiance,” Katherine said, “but I think he’s gone...and I can get home safely.”

Katherine tried to step away, but big Jackie Bones’ hand slipped around her upper arm, holding her in place. “Ey ‘ey, ain’t no reason to be runnin’ off, eh? Jackie Bones jus’ did you a favor, didn’ he?”

“Yes, sir, you were very helpful,” Katherine said, “and I appreciate it.”

Jackie Bones looked Katherine over. He wore a dusty vest and slacks, a stained shirt and had a stinking cigar soaking in his glistening lips and tan hair receding on his balding scalp. Jackie Bones said, “You lookin’ for work of some sort are ya, luv?”

“Well no, actually, I just got a job as a nanny for a—”

Jackie Bones leaned back and threw out a hearty chuckle. “Me little bird, you ain’t a nanny for nothin’! Now why don’t you jus’ wait; have a chat wif’ ol’ Jackie Bones? We’ll get you straightened out, good an’ proper.” Jackie Bones looked Katherine over again. “You could be Jackie Bones’ fancies’ bird—”

“No thank you, but—”

“No? You bloody slag, you don’t say no to Jackie Bones!”

“No, but I do!” It was another voice, but this one was shrill and female.

She was almost fifty, if not older, wearing layers of aprons, raggedy blouses and old skirts draped over her rotund frame. Her graying hair was frayed under the red scarf wrapped around her head and she held a flintlock rifle in her hands.

Jackie Bones backed off, raising his hands and letting Katherine run away from his grip. “All right now, Mrs. Pritchett, let’s not get in an uproar—” 

“You’ve had your fill of the girls in this town,” Mrs. Pritchett said. “This girl’s already workin’ for me!”

“As you say, Mrs. Pritchett, as you say.” Jackie Bones backed off with flattened palms out to calm her. Katherine scurried over to stand beside—and a bit behind—her stout protector as Jackie Bones gave her a little wink before fading back into the crowded street.  

Katherine said, “Thank you so much! I...I don’t know what I would have done had you not come along. Saints preserve me!”

“Well, I ain’t any saint.” Mrs. Pritchett said, leading Katherine into the small hotel behind them. “Name’s Eleanor Pritchett an’ this is my place, the Royal Arms. I don’t allow any of that outside nonsense comin’ in here!”

“So much the better,” Katherine said.

“Y’are lookin’ for work, I take it?”

Katherine took another glance at her threadbare appearance. “As seems plain,” she said with a lilt of embarrassment in her fading Irish brogue.

“Everyone else is,” Mrs. Pritchett said. “Anyway, I happen to need a maid if yer interested. M’last one ran off.”

Katherine entered and looked around the little hotel: a compact lobby, a small kitchen and service area, and a narrow staircase leading up to five rooms on the second floor. “That sounds wonderful,” Katherine said.

“It won’t be wonderful,” Mrs. Pritchett said, setting the flintlock under the front counter of in lobby. “You’ll be cleaning, scrubbing, rinsing, dusting, serving and whatever else is needed.”

“I don’t mind hard work,” Katherine said. “It’s in me blood. Me mum used to say, ‘We Irish work as hard as we fight.’”

Katherine’s new employer looked her over, shrugging to say, “All right, well, I can’t offer any lodgings, but you can eat what the guests don’t when the plates come back.” Katherine nodded. “Pay’s fair, and you get one Sunday off a month.”

“One Sunday?” Katherine said. “But...that’s the Lord’s Day, the Sabbath. I can’t work on the Sabbath.”

“Settle for half-day to give you time to go to church in the morning?” It was a compromise that stored the bile in Katherine’s throat, but she knew she didn’t have a choice. She nodded, finding the words hard to frame. “What’s yer name, child?”

“Katherine, ma’am, Katherine Murray.”

“All right then, Katherine Murray, welcome to the Royal Arms. Keep away from that Jackie Bones.”

“Most definitely, ma’am.”

“You may call me Mrs. Pritchett.”

“Yes ma’am...Mrs. Pritchett.”

“So, Katherine,” Mrs. Pritchett said, turning and handing Katherine a mop and a bucket, “how soon can ya start?”

***

Katherine went right to work and she worked hard. Her first day included cleaning out the spittoons in the lobby, and that was the most pleasant aspect of her initial duties. She was moved quickly to the kitchen, where she had to clean the greasy floors and walls, hours of bone-aching scrubbing raising tufts of tan suds that had been white only moments before.

But Katherine wasn’t distressed. She was grateful for the rescue from the clutches of Jackie Bones, and glad to have a job at a place that seemed a somewhat wholesome environment; there was no liquor was being served and none of that outside business as Mrs. Pritchett called it. And Katherine didn’t even mind the long hours.  

She was in no hurry to get back to her empty apartment; it was miles away in the dark and filled with the echoing memories of her just-dead family. 

Katherine couldn’t help but think in those long, quiet hours of labor as her fingers craned and her arms ached past the point of pain and into a prolonged sense of numbness. But that was one silver lining to the prospect of long, hard work; it always gave Katherine the chance to think about things: her life, her family
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