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  26 May 1856


  Peace in the Crimea threw the whole of Portsea Island into a ferment of excitement. On the common near Southsea beach, scarlet-coated soldiers, blushing maidens and their
  vigilant mamas rejoiced. At one moment the sun was glinting on the bandsmens bugles, and the next, lightning rent the sky. Thunder cracked overhead and the rains came, turning the ground
  into a morass and creating a stampede for carriages.


  To the south-west in the churning waters off Point Beach a man in an open boat struggled to bring his craft ashore. The sail had been swept away. Shivering with fever he locked one arm round the
  tiller while the other clasped a ragged bundle tucked inside his jacket. A wall of green water swamped the boat and drove it against the base of the Round Tower. The force of the impact of timber
  against shingle holed the vessel and the sea began swilling through the hole in the planking. He had reached the shore. What happened next was out of his hands.


  



  Chapter One
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  Dr Obadiah Pragnell walked through the Sally Port and on to the beach. After several glasses of victory champagne at the George in the High Street his head was buzzing. He
  breathed in the salty air and began to feel more alert. The rain-washed stones glistened like molten toffee and the sea lapped at his boots. This little stretch of shingle in the lee of the town
  walls had been his haunt since boyhood. Often he had stood here, hand in hand with his father, watching the ships of the line pass in full sail out into the Solent. The violent storm had abated and
  the beach was deserted, even the soldiers at Point Battery were only watching with half an eye.


  Obadiah sauntered to the waters edge and tossed a stone into the sea. Turning to his right he noticed a boat aground at the foot of the Round Tower. He called to the figure sitting in the
  stern of the craft. There was no response, so he hurried towards him across the shingle. The man was dead, his face raw from exposure and hands badly blistered. Sea water swilled through a hole in
  the planking steadily covering his legs. One arm was locked round the tiller and the other clasped a bundle poking out of his tarpaulin jacket. Obadiah leant over the side and took charge of the
  mysterious bundle.


  God Almighty!


  It was a baby and barely alive at that. His headache forgotten, Dr Pragnell pressed his ear to the infants chest. He could hear nothing. Rarely had he saved a baby in such a grey, flat
  condition. One-handed he tore at the buttons on his shirt and with the other held the infant. After much cursing he managed to slide it beneath his shirt and next to his skin. He rushed back
  through the Sally Port into the arms of Constable Norris.


  Whats amiss, Doctor? asked the policeman.


  Pointing to the beach, Obadiah gasped, Theres a dead body on that boat by the tower. I have a babe here near death.


  My wife, shell help you. Over there! Seven White Hart Row! Ill fetch a handcart, get the man away decently. Details can be got later.


  Obadiah took to his heels, crossed Broad Street and ran around the curve of the Row until he reached number seven. He thanked the fates that it had been the clear-sighted Norris on duty rather
  than his young officious colleague. Hammering on the door, he swept aside the young girl who opened it and gasped, I am a doctor with a babe, here, near death.


  The smell of baking and hot jam assailed him as he burst into the kitchen.


  You and I must save her, he cried to the ample rear of the woman bending at the door of a black-leaded range.


  Ma, Doctors got a dead baby, shouted the young girl, tugging at her mothers apron.


  Mrs Norris was no more than a blonde blur to Obadiah as he pulled the bundle from his coat. By the time he had laid the baby down, limp and stone coloured, on the floury table, she had set her
  baking aside.


  Merciful heavens! exclaimed the woman, clutching her plump hands together as if in prayer.


  Obadiah hoped fervently that she was not going to give way to hysteria. Her co-operation was vital.


  Instantly she began undressing the infant, stripping off the ragged blanket. May! Quick! Fetch that towel off the chair and bring it here, she commanded her daughter. Swiftly she
  undid the tiny button at the neck of the infants gown then peeled off the vest and napkin. Put them in cold water in the bucket out in the yard.


  The stench of ammonia was overpowering.


  By the smell of its water its many hours since this babe was fed, Obadiah observed.


  May pulled a face.


  Again Pragnell held his hand over the chest. Was it wishful thinking or was there a faint heartbeat beneath his fingers? He judged the baby to be about ten pounds or so in weight and in the
  first few months of its life. Taking one of its tiny blue hands and curling the fingers round his thumb, he tested the babys grip. The hand fell back immediately and the limbs were flaccid
  and without response to his pinching.


  Dear little maid! Look at that mop of black hair and those eyelashes! A little beauty, if we can just get her warmed into life. All your testing can come later, said Mrs Norris,
  wrapping the child in the towel and sitting by the range with her. She lay the baby across her lap and began rubbing its back. May! Dont stand there looking mazed. Upstairs,
  chop-chop, fetch those baby things from the box under my bed, she snapped to her daughter. Tendrils of blonde hair escaped from the pins beneath her lace cap. Impatiently, she brushed them
  aside. Doctor, kneel down beside me and chafe some warmth into these little feet, she commanded, her face flushed and purposeful.


  Another medical man would have protested at being ordered about by a constables wife but Obadiah was grateful for her quick appreciation of what was needed. I dont know how
  we will get liquid into her. Shes too weak to suck, he said as he settled himself on the rag rug as instructed.


  Dont you fret about that, said Mrs Norris. The little nestling can lick, most likely, once her lips are wetted and she gets the smell of milk in her
  nostrils.


  It will be a long, slow business.


  Well not let her slip away, she said. I wonder where the little maid is from and who are her kin? Her mother must be frantic with worry.


  I found her in a wrecked boat at the Round Tower. She was nestled in the jacket of a young seaman. Im afraid he is dead, poor fellow. His face was raw from the sun while his hands
  were dreadfully blistered. As to her mother, she may have been swept away. He kept the babe alive and for that we must be thankful.


  It must have been the storm. Terrible it was. Lucky you chanced on her. Sweet Jesus! a little foundling. Well, shell have every ounce of my strength behind her, said Mrs
  Norris, fiercely.


  May thumped down the stairs with a heap of tiny garments.


  Theres a good girl, said her mother, approvingly. Now, you pick out a little gown, a vest and a square of muslin and set them down by the fender to warm.


  Little May did as she was bid then knelt beside Obadiah and looked fondly at the baby. Can we keep her, Ma? Please, oh please say yes.


  No, child. Someone will come forward to claim her most likely.


  Oh, Ma! protested the girl, glowering into the fire and chewing the end of one of her pigtails.


  Dont be pettish, May! snapped her mother. Youre ten years now, too old for sulks! Fetch a cloth and get the tarts out or theyll not be worth eating.
  Doctor, step aside, if you will.


  Obadiahs mouth began to water as the fragrance of the warm pastry filled the kitchen.


  All the while she had been talking, Mrs Norriss hands had been constantly rubbing and turning the infant on her lap.


  Her feet seem a better colour, observed Obadiah, resuming his place on the rug, but once a baby has become as chilled as this one I dont hold out much
  hope.


  They both stared down at the child as the clock on the mantelpiece chimed the hour.


  By Jove! Its after six. Augusta will be vexed, gasped Obadiah. My wife is at home nursing my boys with measles. She will berate me soundly.


  Dont go yet, Doctor, Mrs Norris coaxed. You could send a note with May. Lets just try a little milk. Half an hour will not change things with your wife but a
  note may soften her temper.


  You may be right, he said doubtfully, remembering the promise to hurry home given earlier to his harassed wife.


  Theres pen and paper on the dresser shelf. Never did get book learning myself, but folk set great store in letters.


  Quite, quite, said Obadiah distractedly. Your skills have saved the day, he said, taking up the pen and dipping it into the ink.


  Mrs Norris turned to her daughter who was absorbed in curling the babys fingers around her own. May! Fetch a knife, she said, and ease those tarts out onto a
  plate.


  Unthinkingly, after he had blotted the note and sealed it into an envelope, Obadiah reached forward and took one, biting eagerly into the rich sweet centre. The boiling jam scalded his lips and
  brought tears to his eyes.


  Mrs Norris was all concern. May! Fetch a cup of water this instant! Thats it, Doctor, drink deep. Ive some hazeline cream, it will soothe your mouth. May! Fetch it from my
  medicine box in the dresser.


  With his lips still smarting, Obadiah exchanged the note with May for a small brown pot of ointment. Take it to number two, St Georges Square, over in Portsea, he
  instructed.


  May turned round as she reached the door, Can she sleep in my dollys crib? she asked.


  You run like the wind, child, there and back, and then well see.


  The front door slammed shut behind her. Dr Pragnell and Mrs Norris once more studied the baby in their care. They stripped off the towel and examined her carefully. A pink tinge was creeping
  into the infants flesh. Obadiah would have been grateful for a whimper or the twitching of an eyelid; any faint sign that recovery was in sight. While he continued his observations, Mrs
  Norris busied herself heating a mixture of milk, water and sugar in a saucepan then rinsing out a little blue jug and silver teaspoon.


  How fortunate he had been to bump into Constable Norris and thereby find this capable woman! Into how many houses could one trespass, he wondered, with such favourable results? With the infant
  gaining strength, Obadiah allowed himself a glimpse of his surroundings. The kitchen was a model of cleanliness and a testament to Mrs Norriss homemaking. On the clothes-horse were two
  freshly starched shirts and over the mantelpiece an embroidered picture of a galleon in full sail. Above the door into the scullery was the cross-stitched text Jesus saves which he
  took as an admonition against medical complacency.


  As Mrs Norris poured the milk into the jug, he said, I think she is still too weak.


  Oh do let me try, Doctor, she begged.


  He looked up into the rosy face of the plump young matron and considered Constable Norris a fortunate man indeed! Smiling at her, he nodded his permission.


  She swaddled the baby firmly in the towel, dipped her finger into the small jug and then stroked it across its lips. The milk dribbled down the tiny chin and was instantly wiped away with a
  snowy handkerchief. Again she tried, to no avail. Youre going to take your vittles if I have to stand here all night, said Mrs Norris firmly.


  Her colour is better, certainly, said Obadiah looking at the babys face, which had turned from a grey-white shade to a healthy pink. He felt the tiny chest once more.
  Yes! he said smiling. A definite beat. It was not as fast as Obadiah would have liked but it was there throbbing beneath his fingers.


  Try her grip again, said Mrs Norris.


  He curled the tiny fingers around his thumb and tugged gently against them. Was it his imagination or did they keep hold of him for just a fraction of a minute?


  Skilfully Mrs Norris repositioned the baby and the spout of the little blue jug. The tiniest drop of milk touched the childs lips again. They waited almost breathless for some response.
  The lips parted and the pink tongue licked experimentally.


  Oh, glory be! exclaimed Mrs Norris. I dont know when Ive been so excited. She tilted the jug carefully and then righted it. She repeated the action
  several times. She and the child began the delicate process of feeding. Laughing delightedly she said, Look at her! Shes lapping it up like a kitten.


  They were both so intent on the child that they didnt hear Constable Norris come into the kitchen.


  How is the little mite? he asked.


  Oh, Thomas. Mrs Norris turned to her husband, her eyes shining. Shes roused herself, the little treasure. I think she may be saved.


  Good, good, said the constable, smiling down at the child. Now, Doctor, he said as he began to unbutton his uniform jacket. Did you form any impression of the
  fellow in the boat?


  I only looked at him briefly once I realised that he was dead. A man of about thirty years, I would have said. From his weathered face and tarpaulin coat, I thought him to be a seaman.
  Naturally, once I had discovered the babe in such a perilous condition, I dismissed the mariner from my mind completely.


  Thomas Norris removed his top hat and carried it out into the passage before responding to Obadiahs words. His clothes were sodden and the papers in his pocket fell to pieces in my
  hand. There were a few coins: French centimes, I think they were. Of course, if thered been a proper guard kept at the tower, likely one of the soldiers would have seen the boat earlier and
  a rescue might have been possible. What with all the parading on the common, there was only a handful of men at Point Battery and not one of them looking out to sea. Ive sent for their
  doctor to make a more thorough examination for the coroner. The cause of death doesnt look to be foul play.


  The moustache, now I recollect, said Obadiah. Rather points to his being a Frenchman  only a young fellow  pity!


  Her little gown is finest lawn, said Mrs Norris, and the embroidery is beautifully worked. I noticed there was the letter B in satin stitch. Could the
  babes name begin with a b or is it just for baby, do you suppose?


  The boat is done for. A tender to a larger craft, I think. The name of Beatrice is written on her stern. Ive contacted the coroners clerk and
  therell be an inquest tomorrow. Ill send a note round to your house as soon as the time and place are confirmed. Will that be convenient, Doctor? As first on the scene, your testimony
  will be invaluable. Lucky you were down this way; dont often see you in Old Portsmouth.


  Yes, Portsea keeps me well occupied, said Obadiah, looking wistfully at the tarts but not wanting to risk another scalding. Of course, I shall attend the inquest.


  Seeing as you found the babe, said the constable also looking at the pastry, tis fitting you should name her.


  Well, said Obadiah, I think your wife has been equal partner in her revival. She should name her.


  Beatrice, said Mrs Norris flushing with pride, after the boat that bore her to safety.


  How about Weymouth, teased her husband, after the little jug whats bringing her nourishment?


  Mrs Norris chuckled and her fresh, plump beauty again struck Obadiah.


  Anne, said her husband, reaching forward and taking two tarts, that Mrs Salter who lost her babe last week. Couldnt she be persuaded to nurse this little mite for a
  day or so while proper arrangements are made?


  My stars! Thomas, youre speaking out of turn, snapped his wife. It would be wanton cruelty to expect her to take on this child with her own barely cold in the
  ground.


  Her husband chewed thoughtfully before answering. Once shed put the infant to the breast shed soon grow to love it. Could be the answer.


  Youve vexed me now, good and proper. Fancy talking of her as if she were naught but a pair of udders. And what happens if she takes to the child and some of her kin are found to
  claim her?


  Obadiah was struck by the frankness of their speech. He couldnt imagine the word udders passing his own wifes lips.


  Mrs Norriss eyes filled with tears. Do you think I could have nursed another baby after our Matthew was taken?


  Her husband studied his stout black boots.


  Dr Pragnell was in a dilemma. He could see the sound sense in the constables words. A mothers milk was vital to an infants survival, and yet he felt disloyal to the good
  woman in siding with her husband.


  Could I take the child while you make me a cup of tea, Mrs Norris? he asked. I feel quite parched. He smiled at her and said, You have truly brought her back
  from the dead.


  It has been a joy to me, she said, simply, before settling the infant in his arms. Turning to the dresser she took a black lacquered caddie from the shelf and after warming the pot
  she shook in three heaped spoonfuls of tea. Can I see little Beattie safely through the night, then see how she is in the morning? Must be more certain before we take her
  anywhere.


  A thin cry came from the baby in his arms and its eyes opened. They were slate blue! It was a rare, rewarding moment. Infants so often failed to take a hold on life  born to malnourished
  parents in damp, insanitary homes without a hope of survival. He watched the baby turning its head and looking curiously around the room. Perhaps the child was older than he had supposed.


  Here, Doctor, a cup of tea, said the constable, spooning sugar liberally into a cup of mahogany liquid and setting it before him on the table. Give the young maid to
  me.


  Obadiah drank thirstily. It was hours since hed sat in the George quaffing champagne. He watched the broad-shouldered man speaking tenderly to the baby in his arms and felt his spirits
  lift. As he drained his cup there was the sound of running feet in the passage and May burst into the room, her face red from running.


  I bin to your house, she said to him. Cook says to come quick. Your missis bin took badly.


  Obadiahs spirits plummeted. All the euphoria at the babys recovery was quenched. He began to put on his coat. You know whats needful, Mrs Norris. Its between
  God and your good care. I will call tomorrow.


  May! You set the table and fetch the pie from the larder, said her mother. Thomas! See the doctor out. Give me the child. Ill finish its feeding, then May and I can
  dress and settle the little maid. Now, Doctor, you should find a hansom in Broad Street itll get you home in no time!


  Obadiah was plunged into anxiety as he hailed the waiting cab. Please God, let Augusta be safe! She was everything to him. As he bowled along towards St Georges Square, all thoughts of
  little Beatrice vanished from his mind.


  



  Chapter Two
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  Pain skewered through Augustas temples and her body was slippery with sweat. Was this the beginning of measles? When it started with the boys they had certainly been
  fretful and feverish. Little Alberts eyes had rolled back in his head showing only the whites and his skin had burned beneath her touch. But surely she had had measles as a child? Augusta
  bit her lip and her eyes filled with tears. There was no one to ask. Mama was in India and Nanny Groves had died when she was twelve. She yearned to be back in her childhood home in Nursling with
  the picture of the angel over her bed, sitting on Nannys lap, being cuddled into her pillowy bosom and rocked to the rhythm of her songs. Tears leaked under her lashes. Her mouth was too dry
  and foul-tasting to sing, so she hummed the tune in her head. Toora loora loora. The words comforted; they were words for rocking, words from childhood. She tried to rouse her spirits
  by moving her head in time to the lullaby, but each turn of her neck set up painful vibrations.


  Someone leaned over her and draped a wet cloth over her forehead. It smelled of eau de cologne. Oh, she was dry, so dry she could drink an ocean. Augusta forced her lips apart.
  Water, she managed to whisper.


  Mildred, her maid, leaned towards her helping her into a sitting position against the pillows. She held a glass to her lips and Augusta saw the anxiety in the young womans face. Was she
  really so ill? As she looked up at her, Mildreds face was ringed with a painful dazzle of light. Having emptied the glass, she nodded towards the jug. The sound of the water being poured was
  magnified in her head. As she raised her arm, the smell of stale perspiration wafted towards her from the maids dress making her want to vomit. She steeled herself to gain control. Her
  throat ached and, if she were sick, it would be even more painful.


  Ill get the master, gasped Mildred, rushing from the room.


  The sound of the door slamming reverberated in Augustas head. She pressed her hand to the cloth on her head, then held her fingers to her nose, taking in the sharp stinging scent of
  cologne. How had she sickened so quickly? Was it only this afternoon that she had been singing to Sammy and Albert, rejoicing at their recovery and looking forward to Obadiahs return? It
  seemed a lifetime ago. Dear, dear Obi, where was he? She so wanted to see him. He set everything right. He laughed at her foolishness and drew out the best in her. Obi, Obi, she
  shouted in her head, but no sound came.


  Augusta began to shiver. Draped over a chair near the window was her Paisley shawl. With her head pounding and legs trembling, she made her way across the room. The little gilded French chair
  had been a present from Papa. Now the golden legs seemed to glitter in sharp stabbing points. Augusta leaned forward and pulled the shawl towards her. It left the chair in a slithering sinuous
  movement that frightened her. The red and green spoon-shaped swirls of pattern turned into hissing snakes. Terrified, Augusta dropped the shawl. Backing away from it, she tripped against the table
  holding a vase of daffodils and irises. It rocked and fell, the vase shattering into jagged slivers. A stale green stench of flower water made her retch. She slithered over the flower stems and
  glass fragments. Beads of scarlet crisscrossed her feet. Obi, Obi, she cried out, as the room spun and she dropped into a dark void.


  Oh, praise God youre home, Doctor. We been so worried. Mistress took bad this afternoon. Shes prostrate with fever, likely shes got the measles from the
  boys.


  Thank you, Cook. Ill go straight to her. He thrust his coat and hat at her and took the stairs two at a time.


  Augusta lay in a tangle of shawl and nightgown between an upended table and overturned chair. Gussie, darling, Im here. Your Obis here. Let me get you back to bed. He
  knelt beside her and smoothed her long dark hair away from her face and kissed her. Augustas skin was pale and clammy to his touch and her breath fetid. Her blue eyes looked at him
  unseeingly.


  All his professional detachment deserted him. Sweet Jesus! His Gussie could die if he didnt act swiftly. His heart pounded as he knelt beside her and tried to gather her into his arms.
  Only as he was about to slide her legs under the covers did he see the cuts on her feet. Swiftly, he tugged the bell-pull behind the bed, dipped his handkerchief into the carafe of water on the
  bedside table and began to bathe her feet. Fortunately, they were only surface cuts and after careful inspection he was certain that he had removed all traces of glass.


  Come in, quickly. His voice was sharp with anxiety. Mildred  he turned to the maid, standing anxiously in the doorway  I want hot water, fresh
  linen and towels. The mistress has a fever and I need to give her a sponge bath. All that can wait. He gestured impatiently to the upset furniture. Go! Theres no time to
  lose.


  Obadiah turned back to Augusta. Thank God her skin was a better colour now and her eyes more focused.


  Thirsty, she moaned.


  Of course, my darling. You must drink. Here, let me help you. He poured the water into the glass and held it for her while she drank. Augusta trembled as she gulped, then pushed
  the glass away after only drinking half of it. Obadiah tried to calm his fear. The cook had spoken of measles and it was the most likely cause for the soaring temperature. His mind fastened
  inescapably on the possible complications, rushing ahead to the most serious: inflammation of the lungs!


  You shall be well, Gussie, I promise, he said, with forced conviction. He lay her back against the pillows and held her wrist as he withdrew his pocket watch from his waistcoat.
  Her pulse was rapid. He counted the beats  one hundred and ten! Listen, dearest, we need to make you cool and comfortable. Im going to give you a sponge bath and fetch you some
  medicine from my bag, to take the fever away.


  Augusta stared at him, her eyes full of fear. Obadiah smiled reassuringly  yet he too was frightened. Never, even in childbirth, had he known her to be ill. He had taken her boundless
  energy and enthusiasm so much for granted. She must not be taken from him. Your Obi will make you well again, I promise, he said, taking her hand and kissing it before going to the
  door and opening it to Mildred. Set down the jug and linen. I shall attend my wife. Could you fetch up my bag, please? I left it in the hall.


  He poured the water into the bowl in the wash stand and cooled it with some from the ewer. Taking a sturdy chair from his dressing room, he put it beside the bed and set the bowl on it along
  with the sponge and soap-dish. Mildred tapped on the door again.


  Thank you, he said, taking his bag and making to close the door.


  Doctor, Ive got the brush and dust pan to sweep up the glass.


  Quickly then, he snapped. Dismissing the maid from his mind, Obadiah began to undress his wife. He was sponging her face and neck when he became aware of Mildred standing beside
  him, fidgeting with her apron. He realised that she was discomfited by him assuming the role that was hers. I shall manage on my own. Thank you, Mildred. You can retire for the
  night.


  Yes, sir, she mumbled.


  Keep your mistress in your prayers, he said as he picked up the towel.


  Good night, Sir and Madam, Mildred said backing out of the room.


  Gussie, darling, Im going to bathe you and make you comfortable. Then I shall give you some laudanum to help you sleep.


  Augusta looked at him, her face flushed and eyes fever bright. Head! My head! she moaned.


  Slowly, tenderly he began to wash her. The sight of his wifes naked body was a rare one. In other circumstances, he would have been aroused at the sight of her full breasts and long white
  thighs. Tonight, he was moved to pity. Poor Augusta! So beautiful and so fettered by her mothers narrow views on loving! So at a distance from the pleasure that could be hers! Lovemaking was
  conducted in silence, in the dark and beneath the covers. It was difficult not to feel furtive and ashamed. Fleetingly, he wondered if Anne Norris was as reticent and dutiful. Guiltily, he thrust
  the thought of her plump charms aside, picked up the wet sponge and stroked it down Augustas arms. She was so hot the water seemed to evaporate before he could dry her skin. Obadiah sponged
  her back with long sweeping strokes.


  My head, my head, she moaned again, into the pillow.


  He dipped a handkerchief into the cold water jug and wrung it out, before plastering it cross her forehead. By the time he had completed bathing her, he was exhausted. Gussie was fretful and
  shivering as he wrestled to get her into her nightgown. After administering a few drops of laudanum to his wife, Obadiah refilled her carafe with water and turned down the lamp. He lay down fully
  dressed beside her. Closing his eyes, shutting out the floral swags on the curtains and the pink and white fussiness of the bedroom, he remained wakeful throughout the night.


  At seven oclock he rang for Mildred to clear away the bed linen and to fetch him some shaving water.


  Obi, is that you? cried Augusta.


  Yes, my darling, your Obi is here. He sat on the bed and held her hand in his, turning it round so that he could feel her pulse. His watch was on the table on the other side of the
  bed but, even without being able to count them, the beats seemed rapid. He tried to reassure her with a smile. You have the measles, my love. It will be a while before you are
  well.


  I feel so tired and far away, she said. I dreamed I was a child again in Nursling with Nanny Groves, then I awoke not knowing where I was. Obi, are the boys all right? Have
  they come through the fever? I fancied that I had been playing with them before Nanny took them away for their bath. Then the rest of the day was lost. She turned to him. I called and
  called for you but you could not be found. Augusta began to cry. Where were you? I needed you so desperately. Her eyes were bright with tears and accusation.


  My darling, he said soothingly, as he took her into his arms. Had I known that you needed me, I would have been here posthaste.


  Where were you, Obi?


  I rescued a young baby from drowning. It was all quite desperate for a time but immediately she was better I flew home to you.


  Augusta showed not the slightest interest in his words. Are you sure my boys are better?


  They are quite recovered, my darling.


  I must see them. Have Nanny bring them to me, at once.


  First you must have some tea and perhaps a little porridge.


  Augusta screwed up her face in distaste. Just water, Obi, please. The thought of anything thick and creamy is nauseating. Perhaps later, some beef tea.


  Obadiah touched the bell-pull. Ill get Mildred to bring you some barley water and to wash and tidy you for the day. I shall breakfast and come and see you later, my
  love.


  The boys  can I see them, Obi? Just for a moment or two to quieten my mind.


  Obadiah smiled at her. Ill fetch them to you when Ive had my tea and a glance at the paper. You will be refreshed then and ready for the little imps. He raised his finger in
  warning. Only a few moments, Gussie. Sleep is what you need.


  As he sat in the dining room trying to concentrate on the article in The Times, Mildred came in with a letter. Distractedly, he slit the envelope with his paper-knife.


  
    
      Dear Dr Pragnell,


      The babe has survived and Mrs Norris is taking her to the young woman at 10 Golden Lion Lane. Perhaps you could meet her there at half past one, examine the child and then proceed to The
      Bell for the inquest at two oclock?


      Thank you for your assistance.


      Yours respectfully,


      Constable Norris.

    

  


  Obadiah sighed. How he regretted straying on the beach yesterday and not going straight home to Augusta! He would be glad to be done with young Beatrice. She had taken up too
  much of his time already.
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