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FOREWORD

I am a Canadian and British writer and director of film and television drama. I started work on a film version of this story back in 2003 and so it has been some 17 years now that I have been drawn to this fascinating story. This is a novel, not a work of history. Whenever the demands of the two have clashed, I have chosen to go with the former. I have nevertheless tried to make the fiction accord with the facts about the extraordinary events of the summer of 1832 when the cholera epidemic hit Western Ontario.


PROLOGUE

“...From the south to the north hath the Cholera come,

He came like a despot king;

He hath swept the earth with a conqueror's step,

And the air with a spirit's wing.

We shut him out with a girdle of ships,

And a guarded quarantine;

What ho! Now which of your watchers slept?

The Cholera's past your line!

There's a curse on the blessed sun and air,

What will ye do for breath?

For breath, which was once, but a word for life,

Is now but a word for death.

Wo for affection! when love must look

On each face, it loves with dread—

Kindred and friends—when a few brief hours

And the dearest may be the dead!

The months pass on, and the circle spreads

And the time is drawing nigh

When each street may have a darkened house

Or a coffin passing by...”

“Christmas” by Letitia Elizabeth Landon,

Literary Gazette, January 27, 1832

Cholera was an ancient disease that had spread from the Indian subcontinent to Europe. ‘Cholera morbus’ was first described during an outbreak among British soldiers and their camp followers in Jessore, India, in 1817. It appeared suddenly and spread rapidly. It had many nicknames: ‘King Cholera’ and the ‘Blue Death’ due to the bluish pallor of its victims. The disease swept through the cities of Europe, claiming the lives of some 6,500 people in London and 20,000 in Paris during the summer of 1832. People were deathly afraid of cholera and fear spread faster than the disease itself.

The German poet Heinrich Heine described the arrival of cholera in Paris: “On March 29th, the night of mi-careme, a masked ball was in progress. Suddenly, the merriest of the harlequins felt a chill in his legs, took off his mask, and to the amazement of all, revealed a violet-blue face. Laughter died out, dancing ceased, and in a short while several carriage loads of people were driven directly from the ball to the Hotel-Dieu, the main hospital, where they arrived in their fancy dress and promptly died. To prevent a panic among the patients, they were thrust into rude graves in their gaudy costumes... Soon the public halls were filled with dead bodies, sewed in sacks for want of coffins. Long lines of hearses stood in a queue outside Pere Lachaise. Everybody wore flannel bandages. The rich gathered up their belongings and fled the town.”
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The word cholera came from the Latin word ‘choler’ meaning diarrhea and from Greek word ‘kholera’ meaning ‘bile’. The bacterium Vibrio comma is a comma-shaped, one-celled organism that is found in drinking water contaminated by the feces of an infected person or from contaminated fish and shellfish. It produces a toxin in the small intestine, which renders the wall of the stomach porous to water. Vomiting and massive purging of liquids result in de-hydration. Cholera can drain up to a litre of fluid from its victims every hour, mostly in the form of diarrhea. The victim suffers severe spasms and cramps, great thirst, and eventually kidney failure. A person in good health at daybreak can suddenly become violently ill, have their skin turn a ghastly bluish tint, become severely dehydrated and die within hours.

The movement of the disease across continents and countries was a mystery. It would not be until the late 19th century that scientists knew that cholera was caused by a bacillus carried in water and that proper sanitation could prevent the spread of the deadly disease. People were terrified by the horrific symptoms, which seemed to afflict victims instantly. There was no known cure, and the sense of panic among the population was palpable. A description in the London Gazette described the symptoms: “Sufferers appeared sharp and contracted, the eye sinks, the look is expressive of terror and wildness. The skin is deadly cold and often damp, the tongue always moist, often white and loaded, but flabby and chilled like a piece of dead flesh.”
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During those dark days, stories spread about reopening coffins in which the dead had apparently come back to life only to die from suffocation. No one wanted to bury a loved one who might still be alive. Corpses were often placed in public viewing mortuaries to avoid premature burial and to provide morbid entertainment for onlookers. The fear of being buried alive was so great in the 19th century that families would install ‘burial reeds’ in coffins with long tubes to the surface, allowing the dead to call for help. Safety coffins were invented with bells installed at the surface so that the dead person could pull on a string to ring the bell to call for help. Cemeteries hired remembrance men to watch over graves to reassure families that their loved ones had stayed peacefully dead and to rescue them if they ever came back to life.
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One

August 1832

I’m coming, I’m coming the scourge of mankind,

I float on the waters, I ride on the wind,

Great hunger and squalor prepare my dread way,

In the homes of the wretched my sceptre I sway,

In filthy, damp alleys and courts I reign,

O’er the dark stagnant pool and putrid drain.

“Cholera” by James Withers, 1853

A two-wheel buggy rolled across the long grassy prairie near a large manor house in St. Francis in Western Ontario. A man in a buckskin coat and cap approached the estate, driving along the rutted track that joined the hedgerow perimeter. The manor sat at the centre of a vast estate belonging to the Grenville family. Loyalists after the American War of Independence, the family had acquired the manor and land some fifty years earlier and it had been passed down from father to son. The rich loamy soil was perfect for farming and, with a creek running through it, the Grenville estate had flourished ever since.

The man spied a young woman in a bonnet and a dirty white apron picking beans in the vegetable garden on the other side of the hedgerow. He stopped the buggy and stepped down, carefully picking up a baby boy wrapped in a blue blanket. He slipped through the hedgerow with the child under his arm and laid him down gently in a row of cabbages. He kissed the child's forehead and wiped away his tears before returning to the buggy.

With her back to the road, Gerty never noticed the man and the buggy disappearing in the distance. As she collected her basket of green beans for the return to the manor house, she spotted the child in the row of cabbages. She approached warily, looking around for a parent, but seeing no one. She peered down at the boy with his pale bluish complexion, and his eyes lit up at the sight of her.

“What are you doing here, little man?”

Gerty was an eighteen-year-old scullery maid and servant in the Grenville kitchen. She smiled at the baby, who looked dehydrated and feverish. She leaned down and picked him up in his blanket.

“You poor thing. Where’s your mama, child?”

She looked at the empty track beyond the hedgerow before turning around and heading back to the main house.

 

In the summer kitchen, the sight of the sick child created alarm among the cooking staff. Gerty had laid the baby on a bench near the entrance and was surrounded by several servant girls eager to get a look at the child. She touched the lips of the boy with the ladle from the water bucket just as the cook arrived, holding a kitchen knife. The cook shrieked at the sight of the baby.

“That child’s sick. Get him out of here,” she yelled. “He’s carrying something.”

“But matron, I couldn’t leave him in the field,” Gerty replied. “We must look after him.”

“No, you don’t. If Missus Grenville gets wind of this, we’ll all be sent home.”

“We can hide ‘im in the barn. No one will be the wiser. Please, matron.”

“Get him outta here, Gerty, ‘fore Baxter or the girls come waltzing into my kitchen.”

Gerty wrapped the child in the blue blanket and ran out the back door. The cook collected the ladle and dumped it in the pail of fresh water before returning to the stove.


Two

The following morning, Gerty collected the pail of slops and carried it out to the pigs. She looked sad and exhausted after a long night. She returned to the kitchen, where the butler and the lady’s maid were waiting for her. The kitchen staff looked sheepish as they assembled in front of Baxter and Miss Millie.

“Gerty, what were you thinking?” asked Miss Millie.

“I’m sorry, miss,” Gerty said as she tried to fight back tears and failed. “What else could I do?”

“You should have warned us, my dear, and not taken it upon yourself to bring the blue death into this house.”

The little boy had died during the night. Gerty and the other scullery maids had worked feverishly to save the child, but the truth of it was they’d had no idea how to save him.

“The child is dead, so we must bury it as soon as possible,” said Baxter. “I don’t want Madam Lucille and the girls to know about this, so please keep your mouths shut.”

“How could they leave a child like that in the field, sir?” asked Gerty. “He was just a baby. I don’t understand.”

“Fear, Gerty. People are fleeing the cholera. They are abandoning the sick everywhere,” said Baxter.

“Where’s the cook?” asked Miss Millie. “We need to get on with the breakfast serving.”

“I haven’t seen her, miss,” Gerty replied.

Miss Millie turned to the other maids, but they were already shaking their heads. Miss Millie fixed one of them with an imperious stare.

“Go down and knock on her door,” she ordered.

The girl ran off, clattering down the stairs.

“Gerty, go fetch the child and bring it to the back pasture,” said Baxter. “I’ll have Smiley join you there and dig the grave.”

“Will we have a ceremony, sir?” Gerty asked.

“No, we must keep this quiet. We must forget this ever happened.”

“But sir, every child deserves a Christian burial,” said Miss Millie, who was a very religious woman.

Baxter shot her a sidelong glance but said nothing. They all waited in an uncomfortable silence until the maid returned and breathlessly announced that the cook was not feeling well.

“She was fine yesterday, sir,” said Miss Millie. “Maybe she’s just starting a cold.”

“How is she?” Baxter asked the maid.

“She’s vomiting, sir. She looks very pale.”

There was a collective gasp in the room. The kitchen staff were fearful of any symptoms that might lead to a cholera death. It was happening all around the country, and word travelled fast. A seemingly healthy person could suddenly fall ill and die from the blue death within hours.

Baxter noticed the furtive glances around the room and knew that the young and impressionable maids, flighty at best, were already gauging the others for signs of illness. Baxter tried to quell the fear with a few words of comfort.

“Look,” he said, trying to convey an assurance he did not feel, “it may be nothing at all. Let’s get on with the breakfast schedule. We’ll talk later.”

Lucille Grenville, the matriarch of the family, had to be told immediately. There was no way to hide a sick cook from her eagle eye. A flustered servant girl was about to enter the dining room with Lucille’s hard-boiled egg and toast when Baxter stopped her in the hall with a stern look and took the breakfast tray from her.

Lucille was seated alone in the room at the head of a long table. She was a small, thin woman with grey hair who had lost her husband to the typhus epidemic four years earlier. She had run the farm and estate alone since her husband’s death. She was an energetic forty-year-old with an imposing presence, who would not tolerate disrespect, real or imagined.

“Well?” she asked, raising an eyebrow when she saw Baxter enter with the tray. He went to the head of the table and whispered in her deaf ear.

“We have a problem, ma’am.”

“Please repeat that, Baxter,” said Lucille, as she picked up a spoon to crack the egg. “I didn’t catch it.”

“The cook, ma’am. She’s sick.”

“What do you mean, sick?”

“She’s vomiting, ma’am.”

Lucille jerked upright in her chair, dropping the spoon and the sudden motion caused the egg to roll off the table and hit the floor.

“You don’t mean?”

“We don’t know for sure, ma’am,” Baxter said hastily as he leaned down to pick up the egg. “She was fine yesterday.”

“We can’t have this, Baxter,” said Lucille with a trace of fear crossing her face. “We need to get her out of the house immediately and send her home.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Put her in a wagon and get someone to drive her back to the town.”

Baxter bowed silently, wiped the egg clean and deposited it in the silver cup in front of Lucille.

“Thank you,” said Lucille as Baxter hurried out of the room.

“Why so glum, mother?”

Lucille started at the sound of her daughter’s voice. She hadn’t heard Emily come into the room. Her daughter was a lively blonde with blue eyes and a ready smile, who had just turned twenty.

“The cook is sick. She’s vomiting,” Lucille told her.

The seriousness suddenly dawned on the young woman who looked stricken with fear, whether it was for her own family or the cook, or both, it was hard to tell. Emily took after her mother. She was a bright girl, a quick study, whose only fault, in her mother’s view, was to wear her heart on her sleeve.

“Are you sure, mother?” Emily could hardly bring herself to ask. “Are you sure it’s cholera?”

“It doesn’t matter. We can’t take the chance.”

“But mother, if she’s sick, we can’t send her home.”

“We can and we will,” said Lucille, her voice brooking no argument. She saw the look in her daughter’s eyes and gently patted her hand. “Emily, her family can look after her. We cannot have the sickness in this house. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, mother.”

In the oppressive silence that followed, the servant girl brought in a breakfast tray for Emily with a bowl of porridge, toast and juice. She put it down in front of Emily and started to fill the water glasses on the table.


Three

The rolling prairies extended as far as the eye could see. On a hill to the east, a man on a white horse appeared in the midday sun. He was followed by two men in a wagon that rattled over the rough track, rolling down the hill towards a sharecropper’s sod house near a creek hidden in a copse of pine trees. The house appeared to be folded into the prairie grassland, its back wall dug into the ground and its roof covered with grass.

A woman appeared in the doorway holding an old flintlock musket. Her short hair was uncombed and dirty, as was her ill-fitting brown shirt and skirt. She crossed her arms as she watched the men make their approach.

Constable John Riley led the way. He sat his horse well, with the assurance of a man who had spent a lifetime in the saddle. He looked like a wizened old cowboy in a John Bull hat and brown waistcoat with a collarless shirt. Young Paolo Morelli, in a brown tweed cap, drove the wagon sitting next to his uncle Vito in shirtsleeves, smoking a clay pipe.

A naked five-year-old boy with a runny nose grabbed his distraught mother’s hand as they watched the men approach. The woman ignored the boy’s hand and raised the musket to her shoulder. She would need both hands to shoot. She cocked the hammer and looked down the sights. She held her breath and carefully pulled the trigger. The boom and crack of the ball as it whizzed over the heads of the men in the wagon caused instant panic. The constable struggled to calm his mount, and Paolo had to lean back hard to stop the team of horses from bolting. The men were taken by surprise and had not expected to be shot at. The constable ordered the men in the wagon to stay put.

“Ma’am, don’t shoot. We’ve come for the body,” yelled Riley, advancing on his horse.

The boy whimpered in fear, but his mother ignored him. She busied herself reloading the musket, opening the flash pan and reaching into her shirt pocket for another paper cartridge containing powder and ball.

“You ain’t comin’ in ‘ere,” she yelled at the constable. “He ain’t dead yet.”

“Not what we’ve been hearing, ma’am.”

“You comin’ any closer. I’m gonna shoot you.”

“Please, ma’am. Put down that gun right this minute or I’ll have to take it away from you.”

The little boy in the doorway started to cry as the constable negotiated with the woman.

“Go back inside, child.”

The boy continued to whimper as the woman finished loading the musket and raised it to her shoulder.

“You go on outta ‘ere. You ain’t got no bizness ‘round ‘ere.”

“We’ve come for the body, ma’am.”

“You go on home now or I be shootin’.”

“Your man is dead, ma’am. Nothing’s gonna change that. Are you going to let us see him?”

The woman fired a second round above the head of the constable, who had lost all patience and charged forward on his horse, pushing the woman to the ground and causing the little boy to run into the hut, wailing. He quickly dismounted and grabbed the musket away from the woman.

All the fight had gone out of her. She was waif-thin with dark hair and fine features. She wrapped her arms around herself and glared at the constable. There was something dignified and refined in the woman’s defiance, in spite of her dire circumstances.

The Morellis entered the hut, pulling bandanas over their noses. They found the dead husband lying on a bedsheet in a dark corner of the one-room hut as the boy continued to sob nearby.

“Your sister Rebecca came by, ma’am. She’s worried about you.”

“My sister, she don’t know nothin’.”

“You’re putting your child at risk, ma’am, keeping a blue death in here.”

The constable entered the hut and picked up the little boy, trying to distract him as the men collected his father’s body. The smell of putrefaction was overpowering as Vito and Paolo quickly hauled the man in the sheet out the door while the distraught woman looked on. They carried the body over to the wagon and dumped it unceremoniously in the back.

In the doorway, the child grasped the constable’s moustache and pulled on it, eliciting a smile from the lawman.

“You have a wonderful boy here, ma’am. Why don’t you collect your things and come with us? Your sister is asking for you.”

“I ain’t goin’ nowhere,” said the woman, glaring at the constable. “This is my land. Now get the hell off my property.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way, ma’am.”

Constable Riley put down the child and realized that he had just removed any hope of survival on the prairie for this woman. Without her man, there was no way she could farm this land alone. She was just too stubborn to listen to reason, thought the constable. He would certainly have a talk later with the sister about bringing them both to town.

“My condolences, ma’am. He’ll be buried in the cemetery in St. Francis. Good day.”

He donned his hat to the woman and climbed on his horse. The woman and boy watched in silence as the men departed.


Four

In the pasture, the black houseman took off his frock coat and rolled up his sleeves. Smiley Webb was going grey around the temples and looked tired. With the lack of farm workers on the estate because of the epidemic, Smiley had been recruited for all kinds of physically demanding jobs around the manor. He didn’t mind the hard work and was happy to help, but he didn’t like his present task.

He picked up a spade and began to dig a shallow grave near an oak tree for the body of the child. Gerty sat nearby, looking on disconsolately as Smiley worked the spade in the hole.

“He was such a nice boy. I found him in the vegetable garden only yesterday and now he’s dead,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes.

“It’s a shame, Miss Gerty. A real shame, a child so young.”

“We tried to save him, but it happened so fast.”

“A few years back, I had a child die on me from typhus. His mother couldn’t face the death of her son, so I was sent in to hold his hand in the last moments. It seemed the Christian thing to do. The little boy looked me in the eye and asked me how his Soul was ever gonna get to Heaven,...”

Smiley thrust the spade deeper into the hole as Gerty hung on his words.

“... ’cause his legs would no longer carry ‘im, seeing as they’d be full of worms.”

Smiley grunted as he flung the dirt aside.

“How does a grown man comfort a dying child?”

“I wouldn’t know, Mr Webb.”

“Well, I’d never done this before, so I took his hand in mine and told him something like what the pastor of my church might have said.”

“What did you say?”

“I tole ‘im not to worry that God would send his angels down to earth and they’d carry his Soul to Heaven. He looked happy to hear it, ‘cause it had been bothering him for a long time. Then moments later, he died.”

“Mr Webb, you know you are a good man,” said Gerty tearfully.

“I was sitting there on the child’s bed and, as I looked up, I saw this rustling in the drapes and his Soul gone out through that there window. I ain’t never seen nothin’ like that before.”

With wide eyes, Gerty watched Smiley finish digging the hole in the ground.

 

After supper, a wagon was prepared and Baxter called to Miss Millie and the kitchen staff to help prepare the cook for her trip to town. The scullery maids had visited the poor woman several times during the day, but she was no better. She was dehydrated, and her skin had turned a bluish tint. There seemed to be little doubt that cholera had found its first victim among the staff.

Baxter planned to send Gerty along with the cook to give her water and make her as comfortable as possible. He sent two men downstairs to collect the woman and bring her out to the wagon for the trip. When they finally came out, they were carrying the cook on a makeshift litter, one at her head and the other at her feet. A bedsheet covered her face.

“How is she?” asked Gerty.

“She’s dead,” said a man.

“She ain’t breathin’,” said the other.

The men didn’t slacken their pace as they carried the body out to the wagon. It took a moment for Gerty and the others to take it in. She had been as strong as an ox and, in less than twenty-four hours, she had been struck down by the blue death. It seemed like the act of the devil. She had been such a good-natured, happy person and was loved by everyone in the kitchen. Their shock gave way to tears as they realized she was gone for good.

“I’m sorry, Gerty,” said Baxter, looking shaken. “She’s dead, so you won’t be making the journey.”

Miss Millie was crying when she came upstairs with the cook’s battered suitcase, everything the woman had once owned inside it. She wordlessly handed it to Baxter, who went outside to see the driver. He gave the suitcase to the man, who placed it carefully in the bed of the wagon. Baxter said a final word to the driver, who nodded and then climbed on the wagon and took the reins. Gerty and the kitchen staff watched as the wagon moved off in the failing light.


Five

It was hard work, digging graves in the heat of the summer. Vito was down in a hole some four feet deep, digging a new grave. Wearing suspenders and a dirty white shirt with sweat rings, his head bobbed up and down, wet with perspiration. Nearby Paolo and partner Joey, naked to the waist, were busy digging similar graves with shovels and picks. Paolo stopped to wipe his brow as he watched a horse-drawn wagon arrive at the far side of the cemetery. Two cholera men with bandanas covering their faces jumped down from the wagon and started to unload. They grabbed the nearest body and threw it into the cholera pit. The pit was about twenty feet long and six feet wide, located as far away as possible from the richer plots belonging to the wealthier citizens of St. Francis. Anonymous bodies in rags and bedsheets were laid out in rows, one on top of another, with a coating of lime between them. Cholera men were paid a pittance by the town council to remove unclaimed bodies on the public roads around the town.

The good citizens of St. Francis were quick to abandon their friends and loved ones as soon as they fell ill. Sisters and brothers, fathers and mothers were shunned and isolated as quickly as possible. The townspeople felt that they had to maintain a minimum appearance of normality and couldn’t afford the stigmatization of being labelled a ‘cholera town’.

Paolo stepped out of the grave and collected a water bottle from his kit. He drank greedily as he watched a fancy wagon enter the cemetery carrying a simple pine coffin. Paolo watched as it drove over to the grave where his Uncle Vito was working. A man wearing a straggly Van Dyke beard and dressed in a black frock coat and top hat stepped down from the wagon. Paolo recognized him as Maloney, the funeral director.

The director was proud of his gold medal of Our Lady of Grace fixed to his buttonhole, which gave him a certain prestige among both Catholic and Protestant churchgoers in St. Francis. The engraving showed Mary with her open arms, standing on a globe crushing a serpent beneath her feet. The Miraculous Medal was highly coveted and inspired by the vision of Saint Catherine Labouré in 1830 in the Chapelle des Soeurs de la Charité in Paris. Maloney had gone to enormous trouble to procure the medal from a rich merchant in Hamilton. From experience, he had discovered that it paid for a funeral director to flaunt his religious convictions and show piety and respect on all occasions.

Vito mopped his face and climbed out of the grave, cap in hand, to greet Maloney as the driver and another man went to the back of the wagon and hauled the coffin out of the back. They laid it on the grass a short distance away, near some large headstones. Maloney stepped away from Vito, holding a handkerchief over his nose.

“Keep your distance, Morelli,” said Maloney. “This one goes in the Elliott plot.”

He slipped some coins into Vito’s hand and withdrew quickly.

“It’s ready, sir,” Vito said.

“Good. The blue death will get us all.”

“Yes, sir.”

“My instructions are to watch this one real close,” said Maloney, as he looked over at young Paolo digging a grave nearby. “Who is the young man?”

“My nephew, sir. He arrived from Detroit a week ago.”

“And is he pulling his weight?”

“He will, sir. He just started.”

“Well, good day to you.”

Vito gave a slight bow, but Maloney had already turned away. He and his underlings hurried back to their wagon and beat a hasty retreat, whipping the horse as they trotted off towards the entrance.

 

Late that afternoon, Vito, Paolo, and Joey used straps to lower the coffin of the Elliott family member into the ground. Vito jumped down into the grave with a hand drill and quickly bored a hole into the pine box. He carefully hammered a burial reed into the box using a brass sleeve. He crossed himself and climbed out as Paolo and Joey threw dirt down on the coffin.

A wagon approached slowly from the south, driven by a short, wiry forty-year-old woman in a wide-brimmed straw hat. The men watched Nelly, Vito’s wife, as she wound her way through the woods towards them. Paolo and Joey gathered up their things as Nelly arrived in the wagon.

“Did you have a nice day?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Paolo, putting his things in the back of the wagon as Vito removed his lunch basket.

“Maloney came by,” said Vito.

“So you got a new one to watch,” said Nelly. “There’s a puddin’ in that basket for your sweet tooth, honey.”

“Grazie, tesoro. I love you.”

Paolo and Joey climbed on board for the return trip to the cabin and waved to Vito on their way out of the cemetery. While Joey joked with Nelly upfront, Paolo fell asleep in the back of the wagon.

 

I’m so tired after a long day’s work, I often fall asleep in the wagon on our way home. Poor Uncle Vito will be up most of the night watching over the graves. He’s a ‘remembrance man’ hired by the families of the deceased to watch over their graves. If someone calls for help, he’s supposed to dig out the graves and save them. I asked him how this can work. Dead people don’t resurrect from the grave. They are dead and can’t come back to life. Uncle Vito says that no one has been lucky enough to do this yet under his watch.

I was delivering groceries in Detroit when cholera struck the town. People disappeared from our street every day. One day they were smiling at you, and the next day they were gone. My mamma and papa locked up the shop and stayed home. They sent me to join Uncle Vito because business was bad in the city and I could earn more here working in the cemetery. They say that the air is better for one’s health out in the country. I don’t know about that. The air may be good, but you could always die from exhaustion digging graves.


Six

Constable Riley crossed the street from the jail and entered the hotel bar. The bartender had his whisky ready by the time he sat down.

“Long day, Constable.”

“Yeah,” sighed Riley. “You ain’t seen Rebecca around, have you, Eddy?”

“Nope, she took off with that whisky trader a few days ago.”

“Damn.”

He’d hoped to take Rebecca out to see her sister, get her to talk some sense into the woman. I should have done that in the first place, thought Riley. He drained the whisky in one go and waited for Eddy to pour him a refill.

“She sent me out to her sister’s place when she heard that Ross had died.”

“I hadn’t heard.”

“Dead and buried now,” Riley told him. “She wouldn't come back with me."

“What are you gonna do?” asked Eddy. “You can’t leave no woman and child alone out on the prairie. There are wolves and Indians out there.”

“I know, Eddy,” Riley said drily, remembering the musket and the woman’s angry defiance. “She can defend herself all right. She fired her musket at me.”

“She did?” asked Eddy. “Well, well. That's Eleanor Ross. She’s got quite a reputation, just like her sister.”

 

It was after midnight when Baxter knocked on Emily’s door in the silent house.

“Miss Emily, please get up. Your mother is not feeling well. She’s asking for you.”

“I’m coming,” called Emily from her bed, still drowsy from sleep. She put on a shawl over her nightdress and hurried to the door. Baxter held up an oil lamp and led the way. Lucille Grenville slept in the master bedroom on the floor below Emily. They hurried down the stairs and joined a housemaid with a bucket of water and a washcloth. As soon as Emily appeared in the doorway, her mother called to her.

“Emily, come here, my dear.”

Lucille was lying in bed. She looked haggard, with a pale bluish tint to her translucent skin. She had started vomiting after the family had gone to bed and had called Baxter.

“Mother, are you all right?”

“No, dear, I’m not all right. I believe I’ve caught the blue death just like the cook. Come closer, dear. I want to talk to you about your future.”

“But mother, we can save you. We must save you.”

“Don’t talk nonsense, my dear. I may not last the night. I don’t have much time. Please sit down and listen to me.”

Emily sat on the edge of the bed after pushing the bedpan away. She reached out a hand and touched her mother’s forehead. Her skin was cold and clammy.

“Mother, you cannot die. I need you. You have to get better.”

“Tomorrow, I want you to send a letter to your cousin Lionel and have him come out here. He’ll handle everything. My will is in the desk drawer. Lionel will take it to the court.”

“But mother, you cannot die on us. What are we to do?”

“Child, you are the strong one. All your life, you have been preparing to take on the task of running the estate. You can do it with Lionel’s help. And don’t forget Smiley. That man is an angel and devoted to our family.”

Emily wiped her tears away.

“Now listen, it was your father’s wish that Daphne be locked up. I was against it in the beginning, but now that I’m dying, I want you to respect his decision. Daphne’s condition has not improved.”

“Mother, you can’t leave us.”

“Now go wake Jimmy and Tommy. I want to say goodbye to my boys.”

Emily stood up with tears in her eyes and stumbled out of the room. Lucille watched her go and then summoned Baxter from his post just outside the door. There was a brief pause before he came and stood by the bed with his eyes lowered.

“I want you to keep an eye on Emily and the boys. They will need help in their new life.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Look at me, Baxter.”

He reluctantly raised his head. She thought she could see a tear in the corner of his eye, but dismissed it as a trick of her failing sight.

“Will you do it?” she asked.

“I will, ma’am.”


Seven

Emily had managed only a few hours of fitful sleep, curled up in an armchair beside Lucille’s bed. The chirping of the birds woke her an hour before dawn. She looked at her mother, who was lying very still in the bed. Finally, she noticed the slight rise and fall of her chest. Emily went to the door. A maid had been on watch all night.

“Some water, please. She’s parched.”

The maid stood up and poured water into a glass from the pitcher on the sideboard. She gave it to Emily, who returned to the bedroom. Baxter arrived as Emily dripped water from the glass into her mother’s mouth.

“Would you like a cup of tea, Miss Emily?” Baxter asked.

“Yes, please.”

Baxter went downstairs to get the tea. In the kitchen, Gerty and Miss Millie were wide awake, waiting for news.

“How is she, sir?” asked Gerty, putting the water on the boil.

“Not good, I think,” said Baxter, shaking his head. “Let’s see whether she’ll drink some tea.”

Baxter looked out the window as the light came up. Two scullery maids had been sent home the previous week, and both had died. He had never seen anything like it. He feared for his job and the future of the Grenville estate.

Light was coming through the bedroom window when Baxter returned with the tea tray. He stopped for a moment in the doorway. Emily was slumped over Lucille. He put the tray down on the bedside table and gently touched Emily’s shoulder.

“She’s gone, Baxter,” she sobbed. “She’s gone.”

 

At first, he thought it was a large dog lying on the grassy roof. He couldn’t remember a dog from the day before. As he rode closer amid the profusion of wildflowers, the animal raised itself and took one look in his direction before loping off toward the creek. It wasn’t a dog.

It was a big grey wolf. At that moment, he knew he had done the right thing. At the risk of making a fool of himself, he had returned to the sod house on his white gelding, leading a second mount for Eleanor Ross and her child in the hope that he could persuade them to leave. The sod house looked deserted, and between that and the sight of the wolf, Riley felt a growing sense of alarm. He dismounted near the front door.

“Ma’am, it’s Constable Riley. Are you in there?”

He pushed the door open and stepped inside. In the dark interior, it looked like Eleanor Ross had left in a hurry. The cooking pots and clothes were gone, but the bedsheets and the stink of cholera remained.

Riley thought she must have had the help of a friend or a neighbour to get to town. He stepped out of the house and walked around the perimeter. One wall was folded into the prairie grassland, so he stood on the roof and looked down on the creek behind the trees. The wolf was still there, lurking near the water’s edge. Maybe the Ross family had succeeded in domesticating the animal. Now, the wolf would have to return to nature and hunt for its own food. There weren’t any other families living in the vicinity to throw it scraps from the dinner table.

Riley looked at the promising corn crop with no one to care for or harvest it. This was the end of a dream for the Ross family. All their efforts over the years had come to nought.


Eight

With the cholera epidemic raging, families preferred to avoid public gatherings, especially funeral masses where they might be exposed to the disease. They favoured prayer services or vigils at home with family and friends, followed by the rite of committal at the interment.

At the wake for Lucille Grenville, her body was laid out on a table in the parlour, facing a row of hard-backed chairs. She was dressed in a white nightgown and a handkerchief was tied under her chin to keep her mouth closed. Rosary beads were wrapped around her hands. Emily sat with her brothers, five-year-old Tommy and eight-year-old Jimmy, who fidgeted constantly near several housemaids who were busy catching up on their knitting. Emily looked up at the clock on the wall, which was stopped at the hour of her mother’s death. The windows were kept open to allow the spirit of the departed to leave the house, but also to air out the room, what with the smell coming off the dead woman’s body.

From time to time, friends of the family would enter the room to pay their respects to the departed. They would whisper a few words to Emily and silently view the corpse, crossing themselves, before leaving the room. The tradition was that the body should never be left alone without the presence of a family member and, if that were not possible, a woman must at all times be in the room.

The wake went on for two full days and nights. Emily remained there through the nights, except when Miss Millie or Gerty replaced her so she could catch a wink of sleep. The boys quickly lost interest and only joined their sister from time to time to keep her company.

It was during the waning hours of the second night when Emily became aware of another presence in the room. She’d been dozing in a chair when she opened her eyes to see Smiley praying silently over her mother’s body. He was wearing his best clothes, threadbare as they were. There was a solemn dignity about the man that Emily had recognized from an early age.

“Smiley, you came,” said Emily. “I’m sure mother would be happy to see you.”

“Your mother was a wonderful woman, Miss Emily. We will miss her terribly.”

“Come and sit with me,” said Emily. “It’s been a long night.”

“It’s not my place. The wake is for family and friends, but thank you.”

Smiley retreated quietly, going to the door. He turned around to look out the window at the first rays of light coming up in the east. He made the sign of the cross and then looked back at Lucille’s exhausted daughter.

“Her spirit has departed the body, Miss Emily. Lucille is free. Let me get you a cup of tea to welcome in the new day.”

“I would love that, Smiley.”

Maloney’s fancy wagon was loaded with Lucille Grenville’s coffin and draped in black. Two men in top hats and dark cloaks sat up front, waiting for an order to leave the manor for the cemetery. Miss Millie, Gerty and a dozen kitchen and house staff stood in two rows flanking the entrance to the manor house. Smiley sat at the reins of the waiting calash as Baxter opened the door from within the house and stood ramrod straight against it as Emily emerged with the two boys. The distress was visible on their faces, and they seemed unsure as to what was expected of them. Emily was veiled and dressed in black. The boys waited quietly as Baxter walked past them to help Emily into the calash.

The driver of the funeral carriage paused a respectful moment before setting off toward the front gates. Smiley followed with the calash, Baxter and the rest of the staff falling in behind. It was a sad, slow-moving procession as it emerged from the estate. Many more mourners joined the cortege as it wound its way through the countryside. It was a measure of the regard in which they held Lucille Grenville that their fear of the blue death did not stop them.


Nine

Vito and Paolo leaned on their shovels as they watched the funeral wagon wind its way over to the Grenville plot on the far side of the cemetery. A priest was already waiting at the head of the grave, ready to provide the funeral rites.

The funeral procession was a large one, and it took time for the mourners to assemble themselves around the grave. A man detached himself from the group and helped a young woman in a veil step down from the calash. She stood near the calash and waited for two young boys to descend, then shepherded them close to where the priest was standing. Maloney’s men had already removed the coffin from the funeral carriage and were carrying it to the gravesite. They were a long way off, but Paolo could see that the coffin was much more elaborate than the pine boxes and rude coverings he and his uncle dealt with daily.

The ceremony itself was short, lasting only a few minutes. The crowd dwindled rapidly as people turned away to walk home. Various friends of the family came forward to speak to the young woman and wish her well. Finally, they were left alone, except for a handful of servants and the priest.

Paolo and Vito watched as the boys knelt down and then straightened up again. One of them handed something to the woman and then all three gently tossed dirt on the coffin and hurried away.

Paolo felt a nudge at his shoulder and realized he had been daydreaming. The calash bearing the young woman and boys was already on its way out of the cemetery.

“Let’s get back to work,” said Vito.

 

On the road back to the manor house, Smiley nearly ran into a cholera wagon coming his way. The cholera men in their ragged clothes and bandanas were racing along the narrow track and pulled over in the nick of time to let the calash pass. They nodded to Smiley in respect for the deceased as they passed them by. The boys held their noses as they tried to get a glimpse of the bodies in the wagon.

“Are they carrying dead people, Emily?” asked Tommy, the youngest.

“I’m afraid so. They collect the bodies of people who have been abandoned by their families,” said Emily, smiling at the boys and patting Tommy on the knee.

“They stink,” remarked Jimmy with a smirk. He was trying to downplay the seriousness of the day’s events.

“They are the unfortunate victims of the cholera, Jimmy,” Emily replied. “It is not their fault.”

“It’s the smell of death, young man,” said Smiley. “We all smell that way when we’re dead.”

Jimmy looked chastened by Smiley’s words, as did his younger brother.

 

The Provincial Lunatic Asylum in York (present-day Toronto) did not get many visitors at this time of day. The clerk at the front desk put aside his newspaper as a short man in a
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