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You wait for the water to warm. It is not a long wait, not compared to the length of
this day, this coming night. You watch the small bubbles form on the sides of the iron
cooking pot, and once the steam starts to rise, you remove the pot from the cook fire.

The ladle feels heavy as you dip it into the water. The steam bathes your arm with
heat. The water looks black, lolling inside the iron ladle. You pour it in to the basin to
begin your work. It is customary to use any rag, but you have torn a piece from your best
petticoat, so the cloth will be smooth, not rough. Only softness should touch his skin.

You dip the vestige of the petticoat in the water. It flows over your fingertips, a
soothing comfort. How you loved to bathe Ben, watching the warm water cascade over his
chubby arms and legs. How his curly black hair would soften and wave in the basin as you
washed him. He would laugh and wiggle in the large basin, splashing water all over the
table.

But there is no splashing today. Slowly you wipe his sweet, little body, gently
removing the sharp tang of his sweat, the evidence of his failed struggle.

You hear your father talking in the outer room. Customers, or nosy neighbors? You
pause for a moment, listening.

“Oh, Mr. Russell, such a tragedy. Your daughter is so young, and to lose both her
husband and her baby to the sweating sickness. And on the same day! I'll light a candle
for them both after Mass.” Mrs. Johnson says.

“It’s God’s will,” you hear your father say. “I would be grateful to you for saying a
prayer for them.”

“She does goes to confession regularly, doesn’t she?” Mrs. Rogers asks, her piercing
voice like a dagger in your ears. “Good King Henry was just made ‘Defender of the Faith’
by the Pope, so the sickness should have bypassed England. Perhaps your daughter
should talk to a priest, for the safety of her soul, and for the health of the neighborhood.”

You dig your nails into the palms of your clenched fists while your Father placates
them. Something he is good at. He asks if his last remedy for them worked, asks how their
children are, their husbands. He feeds them some gossip about the cobbler and his wife.
Twenty years as an apothecary in this London neighborhood, and he knows how to talk to
his customers.

The door to the apothecary opens again, and you hear Sally, your dearest friend
come to offer you help and comfort. Father tries to send her away.

“Allow her back, father,” you call out. They are the first words you’ve uttered all
day. They feel strange in your mouth, like trying to speak with a mouth full of stones.

Sally is not yet married, and will not notice that Ben is missing something small,
but important. Thankfully, Daniel is already in his shroud, or he would be recognized as a
Jew, the moment he was seen naked.



Your father sticks his head in the back room, his gaze darting around the room.
You know his fear, the fear something incriminating has been left out in the open. He
looks at you.

“Itis fine,” you say, forcing your tongue to form the words around the stones of
sorrow that now live in your mouth.

Reluctantly, he pulls aside the cloth separating the shop from the back room, and
allows Sally to enter. She ducks under rows of dried herbs, hanging from the ceiling.
Summer is harvest time and the back room is brimming over.

“It smells so good in here,” Sally says.

“Yes,” you say, “the scents are wonderful, and help to mask other odors.” You don’t
say, ‘the odors of dead bodies’, but Sally knows what you mean. You watch as a blush
spreads over her face and neck.

“You have finished readying Daniel.” Sally says, “I should have come sooner, but
father needed help in the shop.”

You smile. It wobbles, but it holds. As the only child of a widower, you understand
her plight. One must fulfill the role of daughter and son; cook, keep house, and help run
the business. You reach out and take Sally’s hand, give it a squeeze.

You have saved a measure of linen to cover your sweet Ben. You pick up the needle
and thread, prick your finger. You watch the blood pool on your finger. You know it
should hurt, a sting, followed by throbbing. But all you feel is warm wetness as the blood
runs down your hand.

Sally takes the needle and thread from you, leads you to a chair. “Sit, I'll prepare
Ben.” Sally’s fingers fly around the edges of his little shroud, her stitches neat and small.
Her father, the tailor, taught her well.

You caress the shroud, a linen cocoon for your baby. “Thank you,” you whisper,
“you do such beautiful work.”

“I can stay until the church’s men come to pick them up,” Sally says.

“It may be a while,” you say. “There are so many dead this summer. They say the
sweating sickness has taken hundreds, this week alone.”

She looks at you, tears in her eyes.

“Go on home, Sally, your father will be needing supper.”
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The shop will close soon, darkness is pushing out the day. You hold Ben close to
your chest, your breasts aching for him to suckle. Milk leaks out, trickling down your



stomach as you cling to him. You gently place him in his cradle and sink to the floor next
to him, rocking him as you sing, “Yit'gadal v'yit'kadash sh'mei raba, Amein. b'al’'ma di v'ra
khir'utei...”

Your father rushes in, “Hush, hush, Madeline, what are you doing? Do you want
someone to hear?” He dashes back to the front of the shop, locks the door. You only
partially listen to him as he continues to prattle on about duty, and responsibility, and
keeping secrets. His words flow over you like a hot breeze.

You think there are things worse than being exiled or killed for being a Jew. Living
with this sorrow is worse. Giving your heart to one who dies is worse. Having your child
taken from you is worse.

You rest your head on the edge of the cradle, the wood smooth and cool on your
cheek. You close your eyes and hum the words of the Kadash. You pray God will be
merciful and take you, too.
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