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			PROLOGUE

			Whitechapel. The summer of 1888. Not as sweltering as the heatwave of 1887, which had left the beleaguered inhabitants of London and its districts longing for a reprieve. The sultry weather only accentuated the squalor of this East End slum, adding to the oppressive atmosphere of poverty. Dilapidated buildings sprawled onto dusty streets, their sordidness highlighted by the brittle sun. A thick coat of grime lent an almost palpable presence of shadow. Although the heat pounded the city less cruelly than the preceding summer, the constant odor of decay was as overpowering. 

			The rats that crawled the alleyways were just as ravenous. Watching from underneath abandoned carts of refuse, their beady eyes glared at the street urchins who played in their midst. Whiskers twitched in response to the tantalizing smell of tender flesh so near at hand. Hunger drove them to be bolder and dangerous. Indeed, the number of children attacked by vermin had doubled this summer. Several fatalities occurred amongst younger children and infants who succumbed to the razor-sharp claws and teeth of their attackers. 

			Even among slum areas, Whitechapel was notorious for its inhospitable environment. Crouched in London’s East End, it was commonly referred to as “the world’s end.” Superstition whispered that its confines exerted a strange and unsettling influence upon those who lived there, leaving a dark stain upon their souls. Thus it came as no surprise that a celebrated author would, in the not too distant future, christen it “the abyss.” 

			A stranger entering Whitechapel from another part of London might well find the stench of refuse, sewage, and unwashed flesh overwhelming. The claustrophobic dwellings and narrow sinister streets were sufficient to evoke dismay, even trepidation, as were the tortuous alleys which often led abruptly to dead ends. An apt metaphor this proved to be for the unfortunates who called Whitechapel home. Many had reached their own dead end along the road of life, spirits broken by poverty’s relentless assault. Despair hung in the city air and clung to every man, woman, and child. It seeped in through their pores, taking up parasitic residence in their souls, where it fed off the remains of dead hopes and dreams. 

			No one remained immune to Whitechapel’s perils. Streets hostile enough by day were stalked by danger when darkness fell. Many a nefarious deed was obscured by the fog which nightly shrouded the gas-lit streets. Robberies, assaults, rapes, and murders all threatened solitary travelers who braved the forbidden alleyways. Fog and darkness, allies of old, combined to confuse unwary individuals who wandered the labyrinths and paths. Distorting the yellow illumination of the lamps, the fog created bizarre and menacing shadows, transforming the night street into surreal landscapes. If not a thief or murderer lurking in the shadows to strike one down, then it was poverty and disease which claimed their victim. 

			Half the children born in the Whitechapel and neighboring Spitalfields districts died before the age of five. Those who survived wore the scars of childhood for a lifetime, often having witnessed the ravages of death upon siblings and parents alike. Orphans, often unclaimed by relatives, were placed in government-run institutions, where conditions were harsh and deprivation rampant. Children old enough to enter into employment were dispatched to poorhouses where, along with indigent adults, they earned their keep with whatever jobs were available. 

			Life was arduous and brutally exhausting. Overcrowding was common, accompanied by appalling sanitary conditions and squalor. Frequently, outbreaks of serious, sometimes lethal infections, such as cholera and typhoid fever, would first erupt in these poorhouses before spreading to the population at large. If truth be told, childhood was a myth in Whitechapel. No child retained its innocence for long, quickly learning that innocence was the price one paid for survival. For many, this price was too dear, and they perished on the unforgiving streets or in the cesspit conditions of brothels specializing in child prostitution. 

			Sadly for humans, there are places upon this earth which create and perpetuate misery in all its forms, such as poverty, disease, corruption of hope, manifesting their crippling impact not only in a physical decline but in an erosion of spirit as well. Whitechapel was such a breeding ground. Its denizens were hollow souls, haunted by dreams unfulfilled and desires unrealized. A toxic miasma of spiritual malaise seeped from the area’s very foundations. 

			Thus it came to pass that by the late summer of 1888, Whitechapel flourished as a spawning pool for evil. Within its boundaries could be accessed any vice known to man or any perversion or act of depravity which man, in his darkest imagination, could conjure. Little wonder then that this slum served as a magnet to draw other forces of darkness. A perfect blend of the most wicked ingredients, it was a smorgasbord of vileness and a tempting repast to those creatures who derived sustenance from spiritual decay, the carrion feeders of the soul. 

			Evil waited in the shadowed alleys and backstreets of Whitechapel. But it was not content to linger in the shadows for too long. The servants of wickedness, instruments of chaos and destruction, bided their time, awaiting the summons from human hearts and souls. 

			Whitechapel now issued its invitation. Soon enough, it would be answered by one who would descend upon the hapless inhabitants with a malevolent and insatiable appetite for suffering. This evil was destined to strike terror in the hearts of those who wandered through the twilight existence of Whitechapel. 

			An existence soon to be ripped apart.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			“Ow, cor, that hurts like bloody hell!” the man yelled, flinching from the bandage that Emma Hollander was trying to wrap around his injured hand. 

			“Of course it hurts,” Emma replied matter of factly. “You failed to seek attention at once, and now the wound is infected. Fortunately, it is only a minor infection; otherwise, you might have lost a finger or two. Now stay still and let me wrap it for you.” She reached for the hand, green eyes smiling despite her admonishment. “I shall never understand why people don’t attend to their medical problems more expediently.” She raised an eyebrow. “Especially men.”

			The man shrugged and attempted a charming smile, an impossible task due to a mouthful of rotten teeth. “Ah now, miss. I would have come sooner, honest I would, but me wife wouldn’t let me on account of you, you see.”

			“Me. What’s it to do with me?” 

			“Well now, she is jealous, isn’t she? ‘Oh, you just want to see that young nurse at the infirmary,’ she says. ‘The one I hear is so pretty.’ ‘Ah, you mean Miss Emma,’ I says. ‘Is that her name?’ she says. ‘Well, is she pretty?’ ‘Pretty,’ I says, all innocently. ‘Not so I noticed.’’’ He chuckled slyly. “So you see, it is really me wife’s fault I got infected.”

			“Oh, I suppose it is your wife’s fault too that you injured your hand in the first place?”

			He grinned sheepishly. “No, miss. I wish I could blame it on her, but it was me own carelessness.” He leaned closer to Emma and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Of course, I was fibbin’ when I told her.” 

			“When you told her what?” Emma tried not to flinch from the fetid odor of his breath. She finished bandaging his hand.

			“You know when I said I hadn’t noticed about you being pretty.”

			Emma rolled her eyes and waved dismissively. “You’re all done, for now, Tom, but please come back tomorrow so we can change the bandages and apply more salve to the wound. It is very important.”

			Tom stood up and flipped his cap. “You bet, miss. I’ll be here tomorrow, only don’t tell me wife.” He winked and turned as if to leave, then grinned back at her. “The truth is, I think you are the prettiest woman in Whitechapel.”

			Emma watched his retreating form exit the infirmary. 

			At twenty-two years of age, she was indeed a striking young woman. Curly chestnut hair with a hint of red fell to her shoulders, but it was always bound up tightly when she was at the infirmary. Still, despite her studious attention, the occasional tendril or two would escape from the massive curls underneath her nurse’s bonnet. 

			Her eyes, wide apart and green as the sea under the noonday sun were lively and did not flinch from the sights before them. They seem imbued with a life of their own, drinking in every experience afforded them. And Whitechapel life provided ample opportunity to experience a multitude of sights, sounds, and smells. 

			As Emma waited for the next patient to present at the casualty ward, she reflected upon the women of Whitechapel, the haggard, diseased prostitutes who wore the ravages of poverty and hardship like an accessory to their threadbare clothes. And the exhausted wives and mothers who struggled to care for the families as they battled the twin ills of poverty and despair. 

			Emma felt the familiar sensation of guilt descend upon her like a cloak of thorns pricking her conscience. Why was her life so much better than theirs? 

			She pondered the capricious nature of fate, which had allowed her to be born to middle-class parents who nurtured and cherished her. They had taught her that life was essentially just, and if one was a good Christian, one should expect a decent life in return. The ultimate reward, of course, was attaining everlasting life with God in Heaven. 

			However, two years in Whitechapel working amongst the desperately poor and sick had shattered that illusion. Emma now realized that life was neither that simple nor predictable, and that try as one might to control one’s destiny, there were always obstacles to thwart one’s goals. 

			The people who came to the infirmary seeking attention were, for the most part, good, law-abiding citizens who struggled, despite the continuous daily battle for survival, to retain some meaning and purpose in their lives. Yet, they were afforded no respite. Opportunities for good fortune did not present themselves. Indeed, they counted themselves fortunate if they could support themselves and live independently, thus avoiding being sent to the poorhouses, the last vestiges of the desperately impoverished. 

			Emma wrestled with these matters, finding no satisfactory answers. During working hours, she was able to suppress her frustration, but no such defense was available to her at night. In her dreams, she wandered aimlessly through the fog-filled streets of Whitechapel, confused and lost. A profound uneasiness gnawed at her. She would never find her way through this maze, and so was condemned to walk the streets until she dropped from fatigue and despair. Invariably, she woke from these dreams with a sense of depression and a heaviness in her heart. 

			Sighing audibly, Emma switched her focus to the bandages and basin, the medical instruments on the tray before her—solid reminders of the job she was there to perform. She loathed feeling helpless, an emotion with which she had become uncomfortably familiar since working at the Whitechapel Infirmary.

			As a nurse, she was only too aware of the shortcomings in medicine, but when one was forced to contend with poverty and chronic ill health, not to mention rampant alcoholism, the battle seemed grim indeed. For that was how she viewed medicine and nursing. She and her colleagues were engaged in a relentless fight against the effects of disease and mishap. Their goal was to provide the best care possible, even if they failed to find a cure or remedy. Ultimately, death was the victor in this ongoing battle. The challenge was to evade the final outcomes as long as one could and to avoid asking oneself the question: Why did people have to suffer so? 

			***

			Emma’s mood was subdued. She had no inkling that she would soon be faced with a far greater challenge. Life in Whitechapel, precarious at best, was to become decidedly more perilous; and getting lost in the foggy streets would only be a prelude to the horror that was to menace the East End in the weeks to come. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			The young woman glanced around the shabby room, her gaze absorbing the worn brown carpet that was threadbare in places. The muslin curtains, once a rich caramel color, had now faded to a dusty beige. The solitary window, grime encrusted, reflected minimal sunlight. None of this seemed daunting to the young woman. She nodded with a satisfied air, ignoring an obvious rent in the brown and gold fabric of the roomy, lopsided armchair. Part of the stuffing, like a portion of exposed bone, was visible from a distance. 

			“Yes, this is adequate. Thank you,” she said to the landlady. 

			Mrs. Grouse regarded with some suspicion the young woman’s attire, which rivaled the room in terms of shabbiness. 

			“Well, I hope you can afford it,” she said bluntly. “I know ‘tis more dear than some, but our location is excellent, bein’ so close to the city center and all. The rent is cheaper in Whitechapel and Spitalfields, you know—”

			The young woman interrupted her with a haughty glare. “I have already told you,” she said, her husky tone authoritative. “I will pay you weekly as we agreed. Here’s the first rent money now.” She dropped some coins into the landlady’s palm. 

			“Right then,” Mrs. Grouse grudgingly responded. “The room is ready when you are Miss…uh….”

			“Boyd,” the woman said. “Bessie Boyd.”

			A thinly veiled look of contempt was directed at the landlady as the young woman brushed past her and descended the stairs.

			Well, la-dee-da, thought Mrs. Grouse as she watched the figure flounce ahead of her. We’re certainly puttin’ on airs, aren’t we? Miss Bessie Boyd thinks she’s foolin’ me; she’s only foolin’ ‘erself. That story about takin’ a room until her brother’s house is ready to move into is just a bleedin’ lie. She ain’t no lady, not with those clothes. Does she think I don’t know a whore when I see one? She shrugged her shoulders as she followed the woman down the stairs. Well, ‘tis nothing to me so long as the rent is paid proper and she don’t bother the other lodgers. I will have to watch that she don’t bring her men here, though. I run a respectable rooming house. 

			As the woman who called herself Bessie Boyd reached the main floor landing, she turned and faced the older woman. A rather nasty smile was on her lips. 

			“Don’t worry,” she said in a frosty tone. “There won’t be no sneakin’ any men here, except for your gentleman caller who sneaks in through the scullery door at night.” So saying, she turned and exited the building.

			Mrs. Grouse stood in the doorway, watching until the woman disappeared from sight. She was dumbfounded, her mind reeling in shocked disbelief. 

			How could that hussy know about Mr. Hendricks, the kindly widower next door who visits several times a week? she wondered. It was all very secretive. She was certain that none of the other lodgers entertained any suspicion. The scullery entrance had proven perfect to maintain the utmost discretion. 

			She looked at the money in her hand, a profound uneasiness taking root inside her. She should be happy she’d rented the room. It was always a challenge to let due to the dearth of sunlight and the dampness that crept in through the cracks and windowpane. However, she felt anything but satisfied. The money in her palm somehow made her feel dirty like she was the whore instead of Bessie Boyd. 

			She suddenly wished with all her heart that she could cancel the arrangement—wait until the Boyd woman arrived tomorrow with her belongings and coolly inform her that there had been a change in plan and the room was no longer available. But she knew with a sinking feeling that she would not do that, for the uncomfortable truth was that she was more than just a little frightened of Bessie Boyd. A menacing air, though subtle, emanated from the woman, as if she could easily be malevolent if challenged. 

			As long as she keeps to herself, the landlady thought in an effort to raise her sagging spirits. The less I see or know of that woman, the better. She shuffled back to her kitchen, her expression preoccupied as she tried in vain to banish her trepidation. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Nightfall in Whitechapel. The bustling din of the working day was ending. As street vendors packed up their wares, the poorhouse and factory whistles blew to signal the completion of another day’s labor. Soon the men who had been cooped up all day would head to the numerous public houses in the district, there to relax into the evening’s leisure hours.

			At the Princess Alice Public House at Wentworth and Commercial Streets, a young woman stood at the glass-fronted doors looking out at the deepening twilight sky. It was her habit to stand here nightly, time permitting, waiting for the first stars of the evening to appear. She was a lovely girl of seventeen, with cornflower blue eyes and golden hair that fell in curls to her shoulders. Her creamy skin was smooth and fresh, and her face held a sweet softness in marked contrast to the sharpened features and care-worn faces of many Whitechapel women, even those no more than girls themselves. 

			She sighed, cherishing these brief moments of quiet, the calmness before the storm. Soon the pub would be teeming with customers—men sore and tired from the day’s work would file into the pub and greet one another with hearty hails and congratulations for having survived yet another day of drudgery. Thus would begin the nightly quest to forget for a few hours the burdens of life and to search for solace in the company of others just as miserable and downtrodden. 

			Men, however, were not the only ones to frequent the pubs of Whitechapel. For now, their work time, the whores of the East End prepared to begin their nightly trade. Only two types of whores worked the streets by day; the very young ones blessed with the freshness and stamina to sell themselves both day and night, and the desperate ones. These were the women who had too many mouths to feed and left the children at home to fend for themselves while they worked the streets. At night they would sit at home nursing their babies while their husbands drank themselves into a stupor at the local pub. 

			And then there were the truly pathetic whores, too dissipated and disease-ridden to face the night time competition or to tolerate the rough trade which operated under the cloak of darkness amidst the back alleys. These bottom-of-the-barrel whores frequented the docks and wharves where the unskilled laborers were not, as a rule, fastidious about their women. The whores were an easy commodity, their homeliness and physical debilitation rendering them cheaper by far than their night-time colleagues. 

			Prostitution was grueling work any time of day, but it became fraught with new dangers once night descended. Life, cheap in Whitechapel to begin with, was that much cheaper for whores who frequently became scapegoats for much of the anger and misogynist attitudes of their customers. But it was not solely the local men who targeted these women. 

			The darkness, filled with menace and forbidden allure, enticed the fine looking gentlemen from the rest of London, whose proper manners and suave smiles often concealed a taste for the most unsavory perversions. Many a whore suffered serious injury or maiming; some were even accidentally murdered during an amorous encounter, which got a little out of hand, according to the gentleman involved. The bodies were often unceremoniously dumped into the Thames or left in back alleys beside refuse bins. 

			But the young woman standing in the doorway of the pub had no knowledge of such things. Though born and bred in Whitechapel, she was carefully shielded from this menacing reality by her father, the proprietor of the pub. She was forbidden from venturing into the streets after dark, her father preferring her to work in the pub where he could keep a vigilant eye on her. 

			“Sarah-Jane, where have you got to, girl?” A man’s voice shattered the peace of her reverie.

			“Out front, Da,” she called in response.

			“Well, come on then, no lollygagging. We’ve work to do.”

			A middle aged man, lean of build with graying hair at the temples and sparse on top, emerged from behind the bar wiping his hands on his smock. 

			“For the life of me, I can’t understand what you are staring at every night.” His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You’d not be waiting for a beau now, would ‘ya?”

			Sarah-Jane blushed. “Of course not, you know I don’t have no beau.”

			“Hmm. Well, a girl like you can’t be too careful. I know what men are like,” he nodded emphatically. “I’ve seen the way them blokes in here look at you. ‘Tis a good thing you’ve got your father to watch out for you. Nobody dare lay a hand on my girl.”

			Sarah-Jane frowned, pretending annoyance. “Most of them barely talk to me once they find out I’m your daughter.”

			“And that’s how it should be,” her father replied. “No daughter of Joe Mullen is going to end up with a babe in arms and no husband, or worse, be out in them streets like a common whore.”

			“Oh, Da!” Sarah-Jane exclaimed, rolling her eyes in exasperation. “You do worry unnecessarily.” 

			“And if your poor mother, God bless her soul, were still alive, she would be proper proud of what I do for you.” He shook his head in sadness. “She was so concerned about you—made me promise to look after you proper. ‘Swear on your soul, Joe, and may you be damned to hell,’ she said, ‘if you don’t do right by our daughter.’ So you see, child, I will burn in eternal damnation if some man does you harm.”

			“Well, at least you’ll have lots of company down there,” Sarah-Jane laughed as she skipped by her father, deftly avoiding the hand reaching out to slap her. She ran to the bar, her laughter echoing through the house. Joe Mullen shook his head, an indulgent smile on his lips. The girl was the apple of his eye, his heart’s delight, but he would die a hundred deaths before admitting that truth to anyone. 

			***

			In the weeks to come, he was to spend many a fretful, sleepless night worrying about his daughter, trying his best to ignore the urgent voices whispering from the shadows in the dead of night, telling him all the unspeakable things that they would do to his lovely daughter. They were to taunt him relentlessly as other inhabitants would be similarly plagued, and some driven to the brink of madness by the abomination that was to visit Whitechapel. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Twilight deepened into night as Emma returned to the Whitechapel Infirmary. It had been a long exhausting day. Her head and feet ached, and she longed for her cozy bed-sitting room. She wished she was at this moment curled up in her favorite chair, awaiting Andrew’s knock on the door. Emma smiled as she thought of her fiancé, soon to arrive back in London after a business trip to India. She eagerly counted the days until he was once again in her arms. How she missed him. 

			Emma hurried up the steps and into the infirmary, anxious to file her report and be done for the day. Fortunately, only a few patients were waiting for assessment. However, that number would increase as the night progressed, accompanied by the usual drunken brawls, domestic mishaps, accidents, and assaults. 

			The night nurse, Mary Simonds, smiled when she saw Emma. “You’ve had a long day, haven’t you, love?” 

			Emma sighed as she sank wearily into a chair beside the small alcove which served as an office. “My feet feel like they are on fire,” she said, rubbing her left boot as though that would soothe the aching foot inside. “Is Dr. Mackenzie still here?” 

			Mary nodded. “He is still here. Can’t very well leave until that new surgeon, what’s-his-name, arrives, and he’s late again.” 

			“Pelham,” Emma murmured, now rubbing her temples, eyes closed.

			“What?”

			“His name is Pelham.” Emma opened her eyes and shook her head to clear it. “I wish Dr. Mackenzie to check on Margaret Bowens over on Gouldstone Street. I’m worried about her. She is feverish and probably getting septic.” 

			“How’s the babe?” 

			“He’s fine so far, sleeping and suckling well, but if Margaret should become too ill to nurse him….” Emma’s voice hardened. “I am sick to death of seeing this complication of childbirth. The confinement is difficult enough without this extra suffering.” 

			Mary patted her hand, a sympathetic expression on her round, plain face. “I know, love. You’ve worked long and hard with Margaret Bowens and her brood. It’s difficult to think of losing her, and possibly the babe as well.”

			Just then, the door opened, and Dr. Mackenzie’s tall figure strode into the office. He was a big man, in girth as well as height, in his early forties, with unruly ginger hair and a bristling mustache. His bushy, auburn eyebrows lent him a forbidding look, and he was gruff and stern with patients when necessary. However, he was also a kind man who, no matter how busy or fatigued himself, never refused a patient in need. 

			“Any sign of Pelham?” he demanded, looking flushed and harried. 

			Mary Simonds shook her head. “Not yet, Doctor.”

			“Where the devil is he?” Mackenzie scowled, then noticed Emma. “Why are you still here?” he brusquely inquired. 

			“It was a long day,” sighed Emma. “Doctor, I am very concerned about Margaret Bowens. I think she may have contracted the birthing sepsis.”

			“Hm. When did she give birth?” Mackenzie asked, heavy brows knitted together. 

			“Yesterday afternoon. Today she is feverish and starting a delirium.” 

			“I shall go and attend her,” he frowned in irritation, “just as soon as Pelham gets his—as soon as he arrives,” he finished haltingly. He turned and exited the room, but not before the two women noted the furious flush to his face and neck. 

			Emma and Mary looked at one another, then laughed, albeit quietly so as not to be overheard. 

			“He is such a dear,” Mary whispered. “Gentleman he is, always mindful of his language.”

			“As well he should be,” Emma replied in a mock, haughty tone. She tilted her chin up, nose wrinkled distastefully in a parody of London’s pretentious upper class. “After all, we are ladies of society, are we not?”

			Mary giggled. “Too right you are, love. You know, I think I half fancy him.” 

			Emma rolled her eyes. “You half fancy any man with a fine mustache. Besides, the good doctor is happily married.” 

			Mary raised her eyebrows skeptically. “Who told you that?”

			“He did and does so every chance he gets,” Emma laughed. “He is forever talking about his wife. Edith this and Edith that. I think he’s afraid I fancy him or some equally silly notion.’’ 

			“Ha, not with the delectable Andrew Hewitt-Brown to occupy you.” Mary winked and licked her lips lasciviously. 

			Emma dismissed her with a laugh and a wave of her hand. “Enough frivolity. I must finish this report lest I be here all night.”

			Smiling, Mary headed towards the door just as a wailing and keening issued from the adjacent casualty room. “Duty calls,” she said and exited to attend to the commotion.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			Nine o’clock at night. Fog enveloped the streets like a small moving tide, distorting and obscuring familiar landmarks. So began the nightly metamorphosis of Whitechapel into an alien landscape. The fog tampered with sound as well as sight. The hollow echo of footsteps on cobblestones might sound much closer than it was. A shout, seemingly from a distance, might, in fact, emanate from just around the corner. A perfect environment for those who wished to remain unseen and vanish without a trace, blending in with the fog-enshrouded shadows. 

			As with other Whitechapel public houses, business flourished at the Princess Alice this evening. Raucous laughter permeated the sweaty, smoke-filled main room. Drunken laborers and tradesmen comprised the majority of patrons. They were rough-spoken men in simple work clothes, dirty and grime-coated as those garments might be. 

			A case in point was Fred, the Duke Street butcher, who, though he had removed his bloodstained apron, reeked with the stench of fresh gore, which clung to him like a second skin. Sarah-Jane Mullen approached the butcher’s table, drinks tray in hand, her small pert nose wrinkling in distaste at the rancid odor, although the other men at the table appeared untroubled by it. She set the tray on the table and waited for the men to help themselves. The conversation slowed a little, the men eyeing her appreciatively while they reached for their glasses of ale. 

			Fred the butcher, a stout middle-aged man, winked at the others and said, “Sarah-Jane, my dear, why don’t you come and sit on old Fred’s lap for a while? Rest those pretty feet of yours.” The others laughed, slapping one another on the back and shoulders. “Come on then, just for a minute.” 

			Sarah-Jane tossed her curls dismissively. “With the smell coming from you, I doubt you could convince a pig to sit in your lap.” She sniffed loftily, turned heel smartly, and glided away. Uproarious laughter followed her receding figure, the men at the table, including Fred, doubling over in mirth. 

			“The girl has a sharp tongue to her,” William the fishmonger said. “Wouldn’t I like to get me hands on such a spirited young thing.”

			“Ha!” Jimmy exclaimed. He was a youth who had recently taken his first paying job at the railway yard. “She is too fair for the likes of you. She needs a proper gentleman, that’s what.”

			“Oh ho, a gentleman such as yourself, I suppose,” chortled Fred, foam from the ale coating his bristly mustache. 

			Jimmy blushed. “True, I’m no gentleman, but one day I will have me own business in London itself.” The other men laughed again. 

			“Poor Jimmy, you would be the biggest dreamer around these parts,” remarked Albert, who had worked as a gravedigger for over twenty years. “Just how do you fancy you’d manage that?”

			Jimmy’s blush deepened, a frown creasing his brow. “I’ll work real hard, saving me money, not waste it on drink and such, and then I’ll move to London proper and get a better paying job. I hear the wages are higher in the city.” He surveyed the men at the table, seeing the skeptical yet indulgent expressions on their faces like they were listening to a child’s flight of fancy. “What?” he challenged. “You think I can’t do it? Is that it?” 

			“Now Jimmy, tis nothin’ against yourself, boy,” Albert soothed. A look of regret fleetingly crossed his face. His voice softened as he gazed with an expression akin to pity at the young man. “Don’t you know, nothin’ ever comes of these dreams? Look at us. You don’t think we had dreams, too, when we was your age? Everyone wants to leave Whitechapel for a better life. The trouble is, nobody ever gets out of Whitechapel. You’re born ‘ere, and ‘ere is where you’ll die.”

			Across from the butcher’s table sat a group of tawdry women, greedily consuming cheap gin, the cheapest the house provided. They were, without exception, women of limited skills, accepting the odd job here and there, none of the work permanent or sufficient to keep them out of the poorhouses. Barely able to provide for themselves, they often ended up living with men who were only marginally better off, in the poorest and seediest rooming houses, and that was if they were fortunate. 

			The majority of these women were obliged to turn to prostitution in order to obtain a roof over their heads and food in their stomachs. Still, that did not deter most of them from drinking their earnings away. And snared in the downward spiral of alcoholism and destitution, they were forced to return to the streets over and over. 

			Driven by desperation to sell their bodies, they risked disease or abuse at the hands of a stranger. If they had looks, to begin with, it wasn’t long before alcohol and ill health took their devastating toll, leaving them mere shadows of their former selves. Hair and nails dry and brittle, teeth rotten, skin sallow and sore-infested, they fought a losing battle against malnutrition and vitamin deficiency. 

			And for most women, the greatest danger of all, an unwanted pregnancy, was a fear they lived with daily. Such an occurrence would necessitate a clandestine visit to an abortionist, most of whom had inadequate training. Physicians and midwives who had failed proper licensing were prohibited from practicing at any reputable infirmary. They worked in appallingly filthy conditions with the most rudimentary medical instruments. The more fortunate whores were attended by qualified midwives who risked the loss of their professional status, usually out of sympathy and pity for the prostitutes. Their skills were often superior to the back alley abortionists. The women they tended usually fared better, as the midwives continued to monitor them postpartum for signs of infection. Still, many a whore died of sepsis after an abortion, lying alone and terrified in her own blood and infectious waste. 

			Mary Ann Nichols, known as “Polly” on the streets, raised a glass of gin to her lips. Her hand shook badly. She was hardly ever sober anymore, and just yesterday had been evicted from yet another boarding house, unable to furnish this week’s rent. She was a small woman, just over five feet in height, with brown hair and mild grey eyes. She looked younger than her forty-three years, the alcohol not yet having destroyed her appearance. 

			Unlike many Whitechapel prostitutes, Polly Nichols had once known a better life. She had been married and raised a family, but her marriage had fallen apart eight years previously. Her husband had decided to run off with a midwife who attended Polly’s fourth confinement. After that loss, Polly began drinking, and over time drifted away from the remainder of her family. 

			Feeling herself a profound failure as a wife and mother, she tried to obliterate that period of her life, but the painful memories surfaced often. She stumbled into a series of menial jobs, the last one as a domestic to a family in London. Here was a chance for a better life, but Polly was not able to stay away from drink and was finally dismissed from the position. After nicking a few household items, she left the place in London and headed to Whitechapel. She ended up at various lodgings, the most recent being a boarding house on Thrawl Street and a room shared with three other women. 

			One of her roommates and friend, Ellen Holland, sat with Polly and the other women. Ellen rubbed her foot, a pained expression on her face. “Ooh, this blister is causing me grief,” she complained. 

			“I told you them shoes were too small for you,” Polly said with a smirk. 

			“Ha, it’s not like I can afford new ones,” Ellen snapped back. 

			Polly drained her glass in one thirsty swallow. She gestured toward the front door of the pub. “Well, maybe if you spent more time out there and less in here, you could afford ‘em.”

			Ellen glared at her. “You’re a fine one to talk, Polly Nichols. Look at ya. The night not yet old, and you’re pissin’ drunk. Not enough money for a roof over your head.”

			Polly thumped her glass on the table and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “That’s about to change right now. Before the night is over, I’ll have money for a room and enough left over to buy meself a new bonnet. You wait and see.” 

			She stood unsteadily, hands gripping the table edge for support. Her grey eyes were already glazed over. She carefully arranged the ragged shawl around her shoulders and walked with slow, deliberate steps toward the door. 

			Ellen sighed and nudged the woman next to her. “I just don’t know what’s going to become of her. She was a good respectable woman once upon a time. But then, I guess we all were.” She stared at her drink and was quiet for a long time. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			The woman belched drunkenly, weaving slightly in the shadow of the infirmary doorway. She cursed herself, as usual, for drinking too much gin. She didn’t even like the stuff. It left a foul aftertaste, rending her belches sour and stale. “Well, Martha, me girl, you never learn, do you?” 

			She grinned crookedly and put a hand out to steady herself against the infirmary wall. Her luck was quickly running out. The Whitechapel Infirmary was her last chance. If they didn’t let her stay, she would be forced to spend yet another night sleeping outside. Not so bad at this time of year, but Martha shuddered as she thought ahead to the long autumn and winter nights. 

			“You’re getting too old, me lass, to be sleeping outdoors. I don’t think these old bones will stand another cold season.” She shook her head, a baleful look in her eyes. 

			She sifted through the pockets of her ragged and dirty petticoat. Like many of Whitechapel’s poor, she was often forced to wear all her clothes at one time, not having a place in which to safely keep these items. The extra insulation of multiple layers helped enormously to keep one warm in the cold weather, but in the summer heat, one could suffer quite miserably. Martha huffed with exertion as she finally located the object of her search.

			“Aha!” she cackled, peering at the coin in her hand. Not enough for even the cheapest room to let, but enough to buy another drink of the abominable swill that passed as gin in the public houses of Whitechapel. She secured the coin in a little pouch she concealed under her petticoat and around her waist, guarding the single coin as if it were a valuable treasure. 

			Sobering her expression as much as she was able, Martha turned to the infirmary door and pulled on the large brass knocker three times. The door was opened a few moments later by Mary Simonds, the night nurse, lantern in hand.

			“Please, nurse,” Martha said in a plaintive voice. “Me stomach is hurtin’ somethin’ awful.” She gripped her abdomen, bending almost in two. 

			Mary Simonds sighed and peered more closely at the grubby woman. She was clearly a transient and almost certainly a whore. She stood about five foot three inches and had brown eyes and hair. Her face was round and attractive in a bland way. She looked to be about forty years old. 

			Suddenly, the nurse frowned and drew back. “Is that you, Martha Tabram?” she asked suspiciously. “Weren’t you here about a month ago with a similar complaint?”

			Martha silently cursed herself for a fool. She had obviously not kept good track of the various infirmaries to which she had sought admission. She’d forgotten that she had been to the Whitechapel Infirmary as recently as last month. 

			“Ah, no, nurse. It ‘twasn’t me. Me name’s Edith, Edith Turner, that is. I don’t know no Martha what’s ‘er name. Please, I need to see the doctor. Oh, the cramps, the cramps.”

			Mary’s frown deepened, but she opened the door wide, allowing the woman to enter. She tsked as she detected the strong odor of alcohol. “You’ve been drinking,” she said disapprovingly. 

			Martha looked up at her, eyes glistening with tears as she shuffled into the entranceway. “Only so’s to dull the pain,” she said earnestly. “‘Tis the only thing that ‘as ‘elped at all; strictly for medicinal purposes.”

			Mary Simonds glared at her sternly. “You had better not be malingering. We shan’t stand for that, old girl.” She sighed again, this time in consternation. “Come with me then to the casualty room.” She turned on her heel, not looking to see if the woman followed. 

			Still clutching her stomach, Martha allowed herself a sly smile. So far, so good. 

			She was led to a small, dingy room and instructed to wait for the doctor. In a few moments, the door opened, and a youngish man with a bristling black mustache entered. He looked at the woman skeptically and then said, “I am Dr. Pelham. What seems to be the matter?” 

			“Oh Doctor, ‘tis me stomach. It’s painin’ me somethin’ terrible,” Martha complained in her most pathetic tone. 

			“Mmmm. Too much drink, I should say,” the doctor responded. 

			“Ah, no. I only took the drink, a small amount mind, to ease the pain.”

			“Really?” Dr. Pelham inquired in a sarcastic tone. “Well then, let’s check that bothersome stomach. Just lift up your skirts, please.” He approached her gingerly, aware of the possibility of lice and other vermin which habitually infested the unhygienic masses of Whitechapel. He pressed his hands against the warm, sweaty skin of the woman’s abdomen. “Does that hurt?” he asked. 

			“Ow, ow, oh yes, it hurts a lot!” Martha wailed as convincingly as possible. 

			Dr. Pelham continued to palpate and probe her abdomen. Martha reacted with suitable howls of discomfort.

			“Ah ha, just as I thought,” the doctor concluded, his examination completed. Martha’s cries were cut short as she waited with hopeful anticipation for the physician’s next words. “A simple case of constipation,” declared Pelham.

			Martha’s jaw fell open. “What?” she cried indignantly.

			Pelham shook his head. “Nothing to worry about, old girl,” he reassured her. “I could give you a tonic to help nature along.”

			Martha looked at him in annoyance and disgust. “What if you’re wrong?” she demanded. “What if tis somethin’ serious? I think I should stay overnight just in case.”

			Dr. Pelham pretended to consider this proposal. “Well, on one condition only. I shall prescribe large quantities of laxative during the night. The nurses shall supervise the procedure. If that is not effective, we may have to implement some more drastic measures to alleviate the problem—”

			“All right, all right,” Martha grumbled, interrupting the physician. She smoothed her crumpled skirts and patted her lank, greasy hair, carelessly gathered in a knot to keep it away from her face. “Tis a fine state of affairs when a person can’t get the proper ‘elp what’s needed,” she said haughtily as she brushed past Pelham on her way out the door. 

			Mary Simonds was waiting outside in the corridor to escort her. “Come on, love, this way.” She ushered Martha towards the front door. Martha turned and looked at the nurse, noting the woman’s kind expression. “Well,” she said as she stepped outside, “at least ‘tis not rainin’, not even a lot of fog tonight.”

			Martha reached the Princess Alice just as the last patrons stumbled or were pushed out. She cursed aloud. Bad luck plagued her tonight. First, her customers had been few and far between. In fact, she’d had no blokes since she and Pearly Paul, another prostitute, had picked up those two soldiers just before midnight. Secondly, being turned away from a decent and free bed and missing her last opportunity for a drink before the pubs shut down. 

			She fairly ran towards the doors of the pub, hoping to persuade the landlord to sell her a drink, only one drink and she would be on her way. Her route was blocked by a comely girl, whom she recognized as the proprietor’s daughter. 

			“Closin time,” Sarah-Jane announced as the bedraggled woman approached. 

			“Oh, come on, ducks, just give us a little nip of gin,” Martha pleaded in a wheedling tone. “I got money, see.” She fumbled through the voluminous folds of her clothing to reach the pouch at her waist. She brought up a coin and waved it triumphantly before the girl’s face. 

			Sarah-Jane was unimpressed. “Sorry, missus. Rules is rules. We’re closed.” Without another word, she shut the door. The sound of the bolt being drawn seemed to emphasize Martha’s ill fortune. 

			She turned away from the Princess Alice and began to trudge eastward along Wentworth Street. Time to look for a place to sleep, she thought resignedly.

			A rustling sound followed by a short cough issued from ahead and slightly to her right. The gas lamps were sparse along this section of the road as compared to the busier Commercial Street. Martha could see very little in the yellowish gloom ahead. 

			“Who’s there?” she demanded, wishing to avoid any trouble. 

			A woman lurched drunkenly from a doorway, almost tripping over her feet before steadying herself with a hand against the wall of the building. 

			“‘Ello dearie,” the woman greeted her in a throaty, slightly husky drawl. 

			She was dressed similarly to Martha, although the latter noted with some resentment that the woman’s burgundy colored bonnet was newer than her own. From what Martha could see in the shifting shadows, the woman was a good deal younger than herself, probably no more than twenty-five or six compared to Martha’s forty years. Like most whores, she was heavily painted, although not garish like some. Her features were even, and in this light, her skin seemed good. All in all, an attractive woman, Martha thought begrudgingly. She sighed to herself. Competition was not what she needed right now. 

			“Got a place to sleep?” the young woman inquired in a friendly manner. Martha shrugged. “Me neither,” the young woman said and laughed aloud. “But I do have a treat.” She reached into the grimy and tattered bag she carried and pulled out a bottle. “Got enough for a couple more drinks. Fancy a nip yourself?” She waved the bottle enticingly at Martha.

			Martha ran her tongue over dry lips. “Well, I am a bit thirsty. Maybe just a little.” She reached for the liquor, but the woman quickly stuck the bottle back into her bag. 

			“Not ‘ere. Never know who might come along.” She winked conspiratorially. “This way,” she pointed. “Over there is a building. The back door is usually unlocked. We can ‘ave our drink and then go and sleep inside. No one will bother us.” She linked her arm through Martha’s, and the two of them moved their way slowly down the deserted road. 

			Martha smiled to herself. Maybe her luck was about to change after all. She would at least have another drink before sleep claimed her. She was familiar with the rundown dwelling that was her destination. She occasionally used it as a private place to conduct her business instead of the alleyways. She glanced at the woman beside her.

			“Me name is Martha. What’s yours?” 

			“You can call me Bessie,” the woman replied. She smiled back at Martha as she pushed open the iron gate leading to the George Yard building. “After you, my dear.”

			***

			Mary Simonds trudged home in the early morning hours of August 7. The night shift at the infirmary had just ended, and Mary was thankful for the cool breeze blowing in from the river. She hoped to catch a few hours of sleep before the sweltering heat of midday drove her from the refuge of her dreams. She passed a news vendor on the street. Quite a crowd had already gathered to hear the latest stories. The vendor waved a copy of The Star, a popular London daily. 

			“Read it right here,” he proclaimed. “Right here, ladies and gents. ‘Orrible murder in Whitechapel! Woman stabbed thirty-nine times!” 

			A collective gasp came from the crowd. Mary shuddered as she drew nearer. Murder in Whitechapel was a common enough occurrence, yet this sounded particularly terrible. 

			Most murders in the East End were as a result of robbery, drunken brawls, and occasional domestic troubles. Not that murder was pleasant under any circumstances. But as a rule, the killings were not especially vicious, compromising a single knife wound or blows to the head. She could not help wondering who would wish to stab someone thirty-nine times. The insane anger and hatred involved was enough to make her stomach queasy. Try as she might, she could not picture in her mind what such a monster would look like. Surely he must be more beast than man. 

			She recalled a patient who had been incarcerated in an insane asylum where she had been nursing. This man, who had killed his wife and her sister, had been deemed to suffer from sexual insanity. She clearly remembered the doctors saying that those afflicted with this disorder preferred stabbing or suffocation as their method of murder. This particular patient had used a knife to wreak terrible damage to his victims.

			“Here lad, tell us more,” a man shouted from the crowd, snapping Mary’s attention back to the present. 

			“Aye, who did it? Did the coppers catch the fiend?” Other voices joined in demanding answers. 

			Mary knew that many of the people gathered here were dependent upon whatever tidbit of information the newsvendor disclosed, for illiteracy was common in varying degrees. Therefore, any news that they could glean by word of mouth was invaluable. 

			The newsvendors, of course, took advantage of this fact. Holding court in the middle of a busy intersection, they waited for a suitable crowd to gather and would then proclaim the most sensational stories that caught their fancy; the worse the crime, the better for the news selling business. The crowds clamoring for details were given just enough to tantalize but not satisfy their curiosity until enough people were enticed into buying the newspaper to find out for themselves.

			“Now, ladies and gents,” the vendor cried. “You might want to get the answers to your burning questions by purchasing a newspaper. Get ‘em while you can. Everyone wants to know about the gruesome murder in Whitechapel.”

			Mary pushed through the crowd, jostling for a position close to the newsvendor. Eventually, she obtained her copy and, fighting her way out of the mob, fled to a less congested area where she could read the story with minimal distraction. 

			“Mother of God,” she gasped as she finished reading. “What is the world coming to?” She thought of the many whores who frequented the East End. They came to the infirmary only when they were too ill to walk the streets. Daily she witnessed the ravages wrought upon them. Many were so weak from malnutrition caused by alcohol abuse that they could barely maintain their balance, often collapsing to the floor of the casualty room. 

			She understood why her friend Emma was so angered by the injustices these women suffered, but being older and of a less tolerant disposition, she dealt with her own frustration by rationalizing that the women were themselves responsible for their sorry plights. Granted, life was hard, more so for some than others. Still, respectable employment for women was available. Her own mother had worked as a seamstress for as long as Mary could remember. Except for a very few, Mary believed, women had the choice to avoid the streets. All they had to do was stay away from the alcohol, and they could be spared a similar fate to the unidentified victim of the most brutal assault in Mary’s memory. 

			As she folded the newspaper and continued her walk home, her mood now subdued, she wondered fleetingly whether she might have ever encountered the murdered woman at the infirmary.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			The train rocked gently along the tracks, its rhythmic cadence exerting a soothing effect on the sole and weary occupant of the carriage. The young man closed his eyes, allowing himself a few moments’ respite. The journey abroad had been long. He was glad to be returning to London. He stretched his legs, his six-foot frame settling comfortably in his seat. 

			There was no mistaking the fact that Andrew Hewitt-Brown was a gentleman. His stylish and elegant attire notwithstanding, he exuded a quiet self-confidence and strength of character, which had little to do with his privileged status and much to do with his remarkable self-possession. He was clearly a man comfortable with himself, yet not in the least self-absorbed, unlike so many of his class. On the contrary, he expressed a keen interest in many subjects and enjoyed the company of his contemporaries. A quick smile and keen wit made him an attraction at social events and soirees, as did his good looks. 

			Although recently he’d sported a mustache, he was now clean shaven, and his fair hair was worn rather short. His features were sharp and bold; cleft chin, aquiline nose, and generous mouth. His most striking feature, his eyes, were an unusual slate gray color. His gaze was intense and often penetrating, disconcerting to those who sought to conceal things from him. This quality afforded him much success in business, for others found it difficult indeed to deceive him. 

			His sense of humor was notorious, if not at times irreverent. His charm was an innate part of his character, as was his candor, although this last quality was not always appreciated. But he made no apologies, believing if others asked questions or solicited his opinions, they inevitably wished for the unequivocal truth. Those who were his friends or colleagues held him in high esteem. Many aspired to that friendship, but due to his discerning nature, few were granted that privilege. At ease in business and social circles, Hewitt-Brown was able to discourse knowledgeably on a diversity of issues. 

			He was well educated and well-traveled. Nevertheless, he also cherished his solitude. Craving opportunity for reflection and quiet contemplation, he would frequently withdraw from social functions for days and occasionally weeks at a time. Those who knew him well respected this behavior. They never questioned him, somehow recognizing that there was an aspect of himself which he deliberately withheld from others. 

			Now, still with eyes closed, he smiled, allowing his thoughts to turn, as they often did, to Emma Hollander, the woman he loved dearly and desired to make his wife. He applauded her enthusiasm and passion for life, her dedication to the diseased poor of London’s East End. Her conviction that compassion and care could penetrate even the toughest skin of those impoverished ones was admirable, if somewhat naïve by most standards. 

			However, Andrew knew differently. For people such as Emma, natural healers, this task was possible to achieve. More than that, it was necessary to allow them that opportunity, for if denied, they would remain emotionally and spiritually unfulfilled. He respected that some, her parents, for example, perceived this commitment as evidence of a willful and stubborn disposition. Emma had confided to him that her parents’ lack of understanding of the value of her work in Whitechapel was a source of deep disappointment to her. They viewed her decision to nurse in that district with disapproval, hoping that with maturity, she would come to her senses and engage in a more worthy pursuit. 

			They had no quarrel with her choice of profession—nursing as embodied by Florence Nightingale was a vocation with noble and selfless aspirations. They simply would have preferred that her patients belonged to the upper well to do class of society. It was incomprehensible that their daughter should choose to work in such an unsavory and often dangerous environment. Therefore, Emma maintained somewhat of a distance with her parents, knowing she could rely upon them if necessary, but hoping that in time they came to accept her decision. She found engaging in futile arguments a most disagreeable task. 

			Andrew was aware that nursing was a vocation which had beckoned strongly to Emma since childhood. He supported her passion for her work, recognizing her as one possessed with the qualities to nurture and assist the sick of spirit as well as body. She was able to guide them in the healing process, no matter the ailment, whether the result was a complete cure or the acceptance of their affliction. 

			He had witnessed firsthand Emma’s comfort and quiet strength when she administered to his own mother two years ago. It was a time in Henrietta Hewitt-Brown’s life when both physical and spiritual strength were at their nadir. Plagued by chronic pain and weakness, his mother had despaired of recovering her vitality. Her physicians were puzzled, unable to provide a suitable diagnosis. They eventually concluded that at the age of sixty, she was more than likely a victim of the afflictions of advancing age. They had suggested that she resign herself to being a semi-invalid, engaging in only those activities which did not cause her undue distress. 

			This was a devastating blow to a woman of Henrietta’s character. Throughout her married life, she played an active role in social crusades and charitable causes, dedicating much of her time and energy to advocating social reforms for women of less fortunate means. Consequently, Henrietta, struggling with the assault on her sense of purpose, withdrew into a self-pitying shell. She became self-absorbed and demanding, begrudging her family’s refusal to accept her capitulation to defeat. Anger was now the feeling which motivated her, and she flew into a rage whenever her husband and children challenged her defeatist behavior. 

			Even Andrew, who among four children was closest to his mother, grew intolerant of her black moods. No amount of humor or cajoling succeeded in alleviating her despair. Soon, the once closely knit family relationship began to unravel. 

			Then, at Andrew’s insistence, Henrietta’s physician had arranged through the London Hospital to engage a private duty nurse. It was the hope of her concerned son that an independent party, someone outside of the family unit, might be beneficial to Henrietta’s recovery. Thus, Emma, fresh out of nurse’s training, was selected. Henrietta got along with her from the beginning, appreciating the young woman’s kind and gracious nature. 

			It wasn’t long before Henrietta asked her nurse to move in with the Hewitt-Browns under the pretense that it would be more convenient for Emma if she didn’t have to travel to and from her parents’ home. Wisely, Emma recognized the threat of her patient becoming dependent upon her and politely declined the offer. She was attentive to Henrietta’s needs, and at the same time, encouraged her to perform as many tasks as she was able for herself. 

			She assisted Henrietta in exercising her aching swollen limbs, helped her to walk along the corridors in the house twice and three times a day, and applied soothing poultices afterwards to relieve the strain of sore muscles. All the while, Emma talked to her patient, offering gentle support and reassurance when Henrietta’s spirits faltered. She suggested that they keep a written record to mark Henrietta’s progress in all activities, concrete evidence to prove that she was indeed getting stronger. With much skepticism, Henrietta agreed, but as the days and weeks passed, she grew more enthusiastic as she accomplished goal after goal. 

			Andrew observed his mother’s transformation with pleasure, noting her steadily increasing physical vigor and emotional vitality, and he recognized Emma’s formidable healing abilities, although she herself was blithely unaware of their existence. They were such an innate part of her that she failed to recognize them as special and unique. Her charm and beauty, her generous and loving nature, captivated him beyond words. The first time he set eyes upon her, he knew she was the woman he desired above all others. 

			After Henrietta’s recovery, when Emma was no longer employed by the Hewitt-Browns, he began a gentle courtship, and to his delight, Emma returned his sentiments. They had been romantically involved ever since and just recently had become engaged to be married. No date had been set for nuptials. 

			Andrew wisely discerned that Emma was still restless, yearning to fulfill a purpose which presented itself as a daunting challenge of caring for the sick and most destitute inhabitants of London. It would be imprudent and ultimately damaging to Emma’s growth was he to distract her from her Whitechapel phase by pressuring her to marry. She was where she was needed, where her destiny had decreed she should be. 

			Thus he bided his time. He was not certain exactly what manner of events would unfold, but he knew Emma was to experience a momentous challenge to her beliefs about herself and her world and that her fortitude would be tested to the utmost degree. He vowed to be there to support and guide her through whatever fate held in store for both of them.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			Rain was falling in the warm London evening as Andrew’s hansom stopped in front of the family home. It had begun to rain just as his train pulled into the station. He descended from the cab and moved up the steps to his front door, and was about to insert his key in the lock when the door was opened by Alice, the housekeeper, who had been with the family since the children were young. 

			“Why, Alice, you must have a sixth sense,” he exclaimed. 

			A smile spread across the older woman’s face. “I only wish, Mr. Hewitt-Brown. Alas, I must confess it was the sound of the horses’ hooves which alerted me.”

			“Your hearing is as acute as ever,” Andrew remarked as he entered the large foyer.

			Welcome light glowed softly from two sconces on opposite walls.

			“I remember as a child, how you always caught me whenever I tried to sneak outside at night, no matter how quiet I thought I was.”

			“Oh yes, and you with the surprised expression on your face pretending you were only getting a drink of water or using the lavatory.” Alice chuckled fondly at the memory. 

			Andrew smiled as well. “But you always knew better, Alice. There was no fooling you. Still, I appreciated the fact that you never told my parents.”

			“Well now, Mr. Hewitt-Brown,” Alice responded in a conspiratorial hush. “What would life be without our little secrets to spice it up?” 

			“Well said, Alice.” 

			Andrew removed his lightweight coat and handed it, along with his hat, to the housekeeper. 

			“I trust things have been quiet here.”

			“Relatively speaking, sir, Mr. Hewitt-Brown is as busy as ever with his political meetings. I heard him saying to Mrs. Hewitt-Brown the other day that things were starting to get worrisome again in the East End. But as far as I can tell, it has never really settled down ever since the riots last year.” 

			“And how is Mother?”

			“Her usual self. Run off her feet, she is.” The housekeeper shook her head. “I don’t mind saying I don’t know how she has time for all those causes, but she seems to thrive on it.” 

			Andrew smiled. “Dear old Mother,” he said fondly. “One can always count on her to be in the thick of the fight.” He yawned and excused himself. “I must be more tired than I thought. How long have I been away?”

			“Nearly eight weeks, sir.”

			“Eight! I have lost complete track of time. And how are my sister and her brood?”

			“Miss Amanda is fine.” Alice’s face lit up. “And the children are such dears. Why just the other day, Master Robin—”

			“Andrew, is that you, darling?” Henrietta Hewitt-Brown’s voice beckoned from the sitting room at the end of the corridor.

			Andrew raised his eyebrows and glanced at the housekeeper. “Excuse me, Alice. I shall hear of Master Robin’s exploits another time.” He proceeded to walk along the corridor. “Yes, Mother, I’m home,” he called.

			Henrietta sat in her favorite seat, a large sprawling armchair of deep burgundy velvet. Although her pose was relaxed, there was a regal air about her. Indeed, Henrietta could trace her lineage back far enough to have discovered an ancestral link to royalty, of which she was quite proud. 

			She stretched out a hand to her son, her fingers long and tapered. “I am so glad you’re home.” She was a handsome woman approaching sixty-three years. Her silver hair retained some golden highlights. In her youth, she had been as blonde as her son. In fact, the resemblance between mother and son was pronounced. He had inherited her fine bone structure and patrician features. As with Andrew, her eyes were most striking—piercing as her son’s, and the same steel gray color. At five-feet-eight inches, she was tall for a woman, her figure lean and angular. 

			Andrew bent to embrace her. “You’re looking well, Mother.” 

			She gazed at him intently. “And you, my son, look tired. I trust your journey was productive.” 

			He shrugged non-committally. “More or less. Is Father still out?” 

			Henrietta glanced at the grandfather’s clock in the corner beside the mantel. “He should be home shortly. He is attending a lot of those council sessions of late.”

			“So Alice mentioned.” 

			“Yes, well, at least it keeps him occupied.” She waved her hand dismissively, much as she might have had they been discussing her husband’s penchant for
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