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But when a man’s fancy gets astride on his reason, when imagination is at cuffs with the senses, and common understanding as well as common sense, is kicked out of doors; the first proselyte he makes is himself, and when that is once compassed the difficulty is not so great in bringing over others, a strong delusion always operating from without as vigorously as from within.


—Jonathan Swift, A Tale of a Tub




PART ONE.




| CHAPTER I.


THE EXHIBITION OF MEDICAL CURIOSITIES.


The convoy of nine decrepit coaches and wagons that constituted Nicholas Fox’s Exhibition of Medical Curiosities rolled into the village of Godalming on a Friday in early September 1726, soon after sunrise. Its herald, careening headlong before the horses that pulled the lead coach, was a young blond girl whose face was half covered by a port-wine stain, one of her sky-blue eyes peering out of an inky blotch of burgundy. “Tomorrow, witness a series of physiological wonders of which I am the very least,” she proclaimed to passersby, the men and women trudging out of town to begin the day’s harvest of the hop fields. “For the meager price of sixpence, gaze upon the horrific consequences that occur when the Lord God stretches out his mighty finger and lays a curse on Man. Educational for the mind; edifying for the soul.” The windows of the coaches had their thick black curtains pulled, proof against stray glimpses of their passengers. Education and edification would not come for free.


Zachary Walsh, at age fourteen the proud apprentice of Mr. John Howard, Godalming’s finest (and only) surgeon, stood before the window of his loft in the Howards’ home and watched the procession roll by on the street beneath him, imagining what grotesque secrets and horrors might stuff the carriages. Was it not his duty as an initiate into the surgeon’s craft to be medically curious? It was. Granted, even after four months of learning the trade, the sight of blood still turned his stomach. (Just last week he’d tasted bile at the back of his throat while watching Howard patiently stitch shut a gash in a farmer’s calf, laid open by the blade of a wayward scythe. Howard had punched the needle back and forth through the man’s torn flesh as easily as if it were burlap, seeing the blood and not seeming to care. “You’ll be as hardened to this as I am, soon enough,” he’d said, his voice infused with an unexpected melancholy that Zachary couldn’t understand.)


But Zachary’s squeamishness did not preclude a love of mystery, and the drawn curtains of the coaches promised more profound alterations of the human shape than mere swollen stomachs or broken bones. Knowledge of strange, unknown anatomies, yes; sights to steel the spirit against sin as well. But also: nightmares. The most delicious nightmares, the kind that one has only after the wall between the mundane and the magical is breached directly before one’s eyes; nightmares that make you smile as you shiver in your sleep.


As if sensing the turn of Zachary’s thoughts from a distance, the girl with the birthmark spattered across her face left her place at the head of the parade of vehicles and ran back along the train, coming to a stop beneath Zachary’s window. Standing in the street, the last dust clouds that trailed behind the convoy swirling about the hem of her pale yellow skirts, she impishly cast her gaze around her; then she looked up at Zachary, screwed her face into a grimace, and hissed at him as if he were a disobedient cat. “Sssst! Sssst!” Zachary involuntarily stepped backward, briefly fearing some kind of malediction, then feeling foolish because his fear had shown on his face, and she had seen it.


Then, giggling, the girl scampered away, to announce the exhibition’s coming.


*


Zachary had first met his master John Howard last fall, when his mother had brought him to the surgeon as a patient: the boy had been suffering a constellation of troubles that included a throbbing headache, a throat so sore that each spoonful of porridge he tried to swallow pricked at it with a hundred tiny needles, a voice that had gone half an octave deeper even as he’d become unable to pronounce most words with any clarity, and breath that smelled like the interior of a newly disinterred coffin. Howard listened to Zachary’s mother, Clara, describe the symptoms, then unceremoniously clamped his hand on Zachary’s jaw, commanded him to open his mouth as wide as possible, and peered down the dark tunnel of his throat, involuntarily wrinkling his nose at the dank odor rising from it. “Quinsy,” Howard said to Clara. “There: an abscess beside the tonsil. I don’t think I’ve come across a case like this in two years or more. It calls for scarification, immediately: it won’t disappear on its own. I hope your son is not given to nervousness.” Zachary had a strange pride in contracting a disease that was at least on speaking terms with mortal peril, with a name that had such peculiar music. “Kinthy,” Zachary said, and his mother wiped a glistening strand of drool from his lip with a handkerchief secreted in her sleeve.


Howard dosed young Zachary with a small glass of gin from a clear, unlabeled bottle, instructing him to drink it quickly and pouring him a second as soon as he had forced down the first. It was Zachary’s first experience with strong liquor, and though he suspected that it would have stung his throat only slightly less were he not ill, the mellow fire in his stomach, and the cheerful light-headedness that ensued soon after, began to endear him greatly to John, and quinsy, and the medical profession.


Fifteen minutes later, the boy found himself stretched out on the long, wooden table in the room in Howard’s offices where the surgeon stored his implements and practiced his art. Late-afternoon sunlight shone down on his face through a nearby window. “This will only take a few moments,” Howard said, bending over him, “but you must be still. Open your mouth as wide as possible, once more.” With his left hand, Howard inserted a thin piece of wood into Zachary’s mouth, pinning down his tongue; then, as the boy’s tongue involuntarily squirmed against its restraint, the scalpel in Howard’s right hand slipped past Zachary’s teeth and back farther still, deep into his throat, farther than it should have gone. Zachary felt himself trying to gag, wanting to struggle; he tried not to imagine the only tongue he’d ever had lopped out of his mouth by a clumsy slip of the blade, flopping mindlessly around on the floor like a fish just pulled out of the sea.


“Be still,” Howard commanded in a low voice, and in the few seconds that Zachary was able to relax himself, Howard made three short, sure strokes with the knife. Zachary’s mouth flooded with the sour taste of pus. “Don’t swallow,” Howard said, withdrawing the blade and the stick and offering Zachary a small wooden bowl. “Spit.” Into the bowl went a thick, yellowish-white fluid, shot through with threads of crimson.


“The worst is past, I think,” Howard said to Zachary’s mother, “but the disease may return, in which case the tonsil will have to be removed and the child will have to be bled. Now, Zachary, hold this in your mouth: don’t swallow, as much as you might wish to.” He handed him a third glass of gin. “Spit it out when you return home. Then, twice a day for the next two days, do the same with white wine. One shilling, please.”


*


Early one morning two weeks later, Howard heard a knock on his front door, faint and timid. He opened it to see Zachary standing there before him, alone.


“I’m well,” Zachary said. “I did what you said, with the gin and the wine. My throat and my head don’t hurt.” His voice had returned to normal, with only an occasional warble that signaled an impending transition to adulthood.


“Then the rarest of specimens darkens my door,” Howard said. “Neither ill nor in the company of the ill. Were it not for those two types of people, I and all my kind would be invisible.” He beckoned Zachary inside.


Howard had found himself unoccupied so far that morning—though a calamity was surely due by soon enough—so he had been keeping himself occupied by struggling with a particularly thorny chapter of John Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Like many men in England who fancied themselves of a certain class and intellectual capacity, he owned a copy; like most of those copies, the majority of the signatures in his had never been split by a blade. Sitting on his shelves, the volume had come to seem to him over the years like a fraudulent prop. It squatted there in accusation; it called him a pretender.


And so as of late he’d taken up the habit of working his way through a paragraph or two each morning, before his first patient arrived. For all Locke’s stated love of clarity, Howard found his prose to be a challenge, with his winding sentences and invented definitions—his “simple modes” did not seem simple at all. But Howard felt as if he was at last getting somewhere with it: his own mind, at least, occasionally seemed as if it were making more sense to itself, which justified the labor and the boredom.


Nonetheless, Zachary’s arrival was a welcome distraction, though Howard had no idea what to say to him, or what Zachary might want. Howard’s conversations in his role as a surgeon usually followed a predictable pattern—the description of the symptoms; the identification of the illness; the sure performance (one hoped) of a quick and effective remedy—and so this situation left him at a loss. There was a small room just off the main hallway of the house where Howard offered consultations, with a few comfortable chairs and shelves that held a few dozen volumes necessary to the practice of the surgeon’s craft; he ushered Zachary inside. Zachary sat in a chair placed against a wall; as Howard sat in the larger chair behind his desk, he could see Zachary leaning over slightly, to peek through the doorway at the operating room directly across the hall.


“Well,” said Howard, leaning forward with his hands clasped together on the desk in front of him, “state your business. I hope you’re not nosing around here for another cheering dram of Madam Geneva—that’s only for my special guests.”


Zachary hesitated, and Howard feared that his attempt at levity had come off more stiffly than he’d intended. Then Zachary said, quietly, “The quinsy.”


“Yes?”


“The thing in my throat. What was it like?”


Of course: no child visits a surgeon expecting to have a knife slipped down his gullet. He was still disturbed by the experience; he needed reassurance. “It wasn’t a bad thing at all,” Howard said. “Perhaps two hundred years ago the consequences might have been more dire, but medicine has much advanced since then. If you are feeling well by now, you almost certainly have nothing further to worry about.”


Howard was puzzled by Zachary’s reaction—he and his wife had not been blessed with children of their own, and so to him the behavior of the young was often a cipher. But he suspected that Zachary felt he was not getting what he had come here for, whatever that was. At the news of the positive prognosis the boy had slumped in his chair slightly, and was now staring at the floor as his cheeks bloomed red.


“It might have been worse,” Howard said tentatively, making a first careful guess.


Zachary looked up again, a light dawning in his eyes, and Howard considered the matter.


“If you had not come to me when you did,” Howard continued, more sure of his direction now, “and if you had let the abscess be, it might have turned gangrenous.”


The corners of Zachary’s mouth twitched, as if he was attempting to restrain a smile.


“Then,” said Howard, “the incisions I made would have wounded you further, instead of providing relief. For your mouth would have begun to rot from the inside. Your tongue would have turned black and threatened to choke you; you would have suffered unbearable pain, followed by a numbness even worse than pain. And death often comes on gangrene’s heels. I have seen such cases.” Though only in books, Howard added to himself.


“That would have been awful!” Zachary said gleefully. “You must have seen all manner of completely awful things!”


This may be good fortune, Howard thought.


Leaning back in his chair, he steepled his fingers. “Just this past week, a drunkard was carried in here by two of his colleagues, his arms slung across their shoulders. The toes on his right foot had swollen to the size of sausages; they’d turned lovely shades of green and violet. The foot—”


“Yes?” Zachary was close to jumping out of his chair.


“It had to be amputated.”


Zachary breathed in sharply.


“I can amputate a foot in three minutes,” Howard said. “Faster, if I have an assistant.”


*


Howard sent Zachary home with what would become the first of several loans from his library: a heavy, well-thumbed copy of A General System of Surgery in Three Parts, luxuriously appointed with plates that depicted wide-eyed boys with harelips, and tools whose ends had blades and knobs and bulbs, and corpses of women whose skin was flayed from throat to navel, peeled back to reveal the organs packed neatly beneath. The biblical mysteries with which Zachary’s cleric father Crispin attempted to entrance his son were feeble competition; for Zachary, the medical texts were just as enchanting as tales of donkeys speaking or flesh transforming to salt, and the lists of body parts in Heister’s Compendium of Anatomy had all the beauty of a psalm. Crispin was soon forced to put an end to his dreams of the Gospel becoming a family business.


By the following spring, just past the boy’s fourteenth birthday, John Howard and Zachary’s parents had come to an arrangement, and a contract was signed to bind Zachary over to the Howards as an apprentice for a period of seven years. The agreement was amenable to all, though Crispin still harbored regrets—Zachary suspected that there were times in the past when he and John Howard had been at odds, but their professions required them to maintain a certain cordiality, since there were regular occasions, invariably unfortunate, when a Godalming citizen might need both their services at once. The cleric’s reservations aside, Crispin and Clara had managed to secure a rare opportunity for the child that lodged him in one of the more prosperous homes in Godalming, guaranteed his livelihood, and promised him prestige; the Howards received a fifty-pound premium that would cover the expenses of Zachary’s room and board; and Zachary would be able to indulge a fascination that would, John hoped, be the genesis of a genuine love of the profession. (Though John had a few unvoiced doubts about the boy, and his eagerness for tales of injury and sights of ruptured bodies—he found himself wondering if Zachary wanted to become a surgeon not merely because he wanted to do good, but because he wanted to witness the evil done to human bodies by disease, chance, or the willful malice of others. But the Lord uses all people for his instruments, and John often felt the need for an extra pair of hands. Best not to question; best not to judge.)


Soon thereafter, Zachary moved into the loft in the Howards’ home, a dim but capacious room that only rarely caught a sliver of sunlight from its lone window. Amid the single-story structures on the street, the towering house seemed extravagant and labyrinthine; its spaces suggested a future that its owners had once imagined as newlyweds, but had mostly failed to come to pass. Zachary’s loft sat above the rooms that constituted the surgeon’s offices on the floor below, which had a separate entrance from that of the domicile proper; it was the only room on the second floor that was occupied, and in the mornings he could hear John’s wife, Alice, locking and unlocking the doors to empty chambers, for no reason he could fathom. When he ate his midday dinner with the couple who had effectively become a second set of parents, John sat before his plate of broiled pilchard or chicken roasted with cucumbers in a high-backed chair at the head of the long dining table, while Alice and Zachary perched on the ends of benches at his left and right hands, leaving room for five more at the least; settings at the opposite end of the table lay coated in a thin layer of dust. At night the house’s darkened corners ate the candlelight; sounds hit the walls and fell dead.


By entering the Howards’ lives, Zachary felt as if he’d walked in on a tale halfway through its telling; after John and Alice’s years together, they shared a language that he did not speak and that they could not teach him, what with it being built upon their store of shared memories. When Alice looked at John with a particular narrowing of the eyes, it somehow did the work of a paragraph; John could make Alice laugh with a barely noticeable tilt of the head. Even at fourteen Zachary could tell that the secret language of the Howards was born out of a love that was merry, weathered, and earthy. They touched, in a way that his parents never did—Alice sometimes quietly reaching out to graze the tips of her fingers across the back of her husband’s hand—and they conversed in a manner that suggested that they saw each other as equals (while Crispin Walsh, who felt his rumbling baritone was backed by the authority of God, was given to making pronouncements to which his wife and son were expected to assent in silence).


Zachary also sensed that his new caretakers would be permissive in a way that his parents were not. With little prior experience with children, they could not be expected to know what sort of trouble youths were apt to get into; they also seemed to be unworried about the ideas that Zachary might encounter, whereas his own father thought that some concepts ought to be self-evidently shunned, as they would turn good people from a good path. Crispin Walsh was deeply suspicious of Locke and his like, though he too possessed a copy of the Essay that had barely been read past its introduction; he thought all that professed love of man’s unique ability to reason was an excuse to smuggle atheism into the public discourse, despite Locke’s pro forma protestations to the contrary. (“Beware the sentiment that a man’s thoughts alone are enough to let him understand the world,” he’d said once to Zachary at dinner between mouthfuls of mutton, gesturing at his son with quick stabs of his fork. “It is a fraudulent idea, the product of the devil himself, who wishes us to cover our own eyes rather than behold the wondrous sight of the Lord.”) John Howard, on the other hand, though not inclined toward atheism, seemed at least willing to accept the argument that the exercise of man’s reason could only redound to the glory of God, and so one’s curiosity ought to be indulged whenever possible.


And so Zachary felt less trepidation than he would have otherwise when broaching the possibility of attending the Exhibition of Medical Curiosities. He mentioned it over supper, a dish that Alice had prepared of peas and lettuce, heavily seasoned with salt and pepper, stewed and thickened with egg yolk. “Have you heard of the Exhibition of—”


“Monstrous Calamities,” Alice finished.


“Medical Curiosities,” Zachary corrected, as Alice raised a questioning eyebrow.


“I’ve heard it mentioned,” said John. “Mrs. Glasse has colic and paid an early-morning visit—while you were still abed, Zachary,” he finished pointedly. “She talked of it no end; her excitement could not be contained. She said that the passengers in the caravan that arrived this morning have taken up every room in the Silver Hart, across the street from her home; that some of them must be sleeping three to a bed. That when they alighted from their carriages and entered the inn, all but the proprietor of the exhibition and his young herald had black velvet cloths draped over their heads, so that their faces could not be seen. Zachary, what do you think I prescribed for Mrs. Glasse this morning?” A chance to atone for his indolence; a test, on which permission hinged.


Zachary thought for a moment. “The Rheum Quinquinatum,” he said, stumbling only slightly over the tongue-twisting Latin. “To purge the stomach.”


John offered Zachary the smallest nod of approval. “Mrs. Glasse said that one of the travelers was terrifying to lay eyes on, even with her head concealed by the velvet cloth,” he continued. “From the neck down she appeared to have the shape of a young woman, but the way the cloth hung on her head indicated such a grotesque form beneath that Mrs. Glasse wondered if she were not looking on some kind of chimera. Without the covering, she must be quite a sight to behold. Zachary, what are the ingredients of the Rheum Quinquinatum?”


Zachary paused again, longer. “Canella bark, ground into powder. Bitters; aromatics. Roasted oranges infused in wine.” He looked up at John, who only stared back placidly, saying nothing. Then: “Rhubarb!” Zachary blurted.


“I might have eighteen pence to offer this Nicholas Fox, so that we might view the exhibition that he’s been so kind to bring to us from London,” said John. “In the interest of your education.”


“You’ll only need twelve,” said Alice. “I want no part of it.”


*


Nicholas Fox’s traveling caravan had employed an advance scout to secure locations for his exhibition as it migrated from town to town along the River Wey; in Godalming, the display would take place late Sunday afternoon in an enormous barn on the north edge of town, with large doors on either end that let in the sunlight. It had once been used to store wool—even after two years of sitting empty, the musty odor of sheep still imbued its wooden panels. But the industry that had kept the town alive for centuries had been decimated at last by competition from the Continent: the sturdy Hampshire kersey cloths that were once the pride of the village were no longer wanted by the French, and evidence of Godalming’s once lucrative clothing trade had nearly vanished. In the midst of prosperity, driven by the formidable economic engine that was London, England still nonetheless possessed a few scattered patches of blight. It was a testament to the exhibition’s enchanting nature that so many were willing to spare sixpence—more than it would cost the largest of men to get dead drunk on gin—to see what wonders Fox had to offer.


John paid his and Zachary’s fees to the man waiting at the barn’s front door, and the two of them entered. Zachary was surprised to see his own father, Crispin Walsh, in the crowd just ahead of him, out of place in his cassock and peruke tied back with a black silk ribbon, half a head taller than all those around him. John gently touched Crispin’s shoulder to get his attention, and when he turned to look down at Zachary he offered one of his rare sallies at humor. “I’ve caught you here, as I might have expected,” he said. “But it seems you’ve caught me here as well.”


“My master suggested we attend in order to further my education,” Zachary replied, in a performance of doe-eyed innocence all the more brazen for its transparency.


“Would that my church had been as full this morning as this barn is this afternoon,” said Crispin. “I feel compelled to inform myself of the true nature of my competitor.”


A platform of wooden planks had been erected on the opposite end of the barn, on which a pair of musicians stood in front of a gauzy scrim that hung from a frame that was slightly askew. The musicians were dressed in matching suits that had once been white but that time and repeated wear had tinted a dingy pale yellow. They were seeming brothers, both with thick heads of curly black hair, both sporting unruly beetle brows above dark eyes; as they improvised intricate melodies on a recorder and violin, swaying their portly bodies in tandem, blurred shadows moved behind the scrim, which was lit from behind by the afternoon sun.


“Alice is well?” said Crispin, as he and John and Zachary wedged themselves forward through the press of spectators, jockeying for a good view of the stage. The flat delivery of the question suggested that if John and Alice had been in church this morning, he would not have had to ask it.


“She is,” John answered. “She felt that attending an event such as this would ... not be to her taste.”


“This is as it should be,” said Crispin. “I would not have allowed Clara to attend, had she requested. Such sights are not for women’s eyes.” He proclaimed this with certainty, despite the fact that no one had much of an idea of what the gathered audience was about to witness; indeed, almost all of the people in the barn were men, and the air was filled with the low susurration of their collective chatter and grumble. The few women who had entered in the company of their husbands looked around themselves with evident discomfort, occasionally catching each other’s eyes across the barn with worried glances.


Soon, the front doors of the barn were closed, dimming the space as the only illumination came from the other set of open doors behind the platform. The musicians ceased their improvisations, bowed to the audience, and stepped to either side of the scrim as it parted. As the crowd quieted to a murmur, Nicholas Fox stepped onto the stage.


Zachary found Fox comical at first. He was a tiny man, and his clothing made him seem even smaller; his red, cherubic face was swallowed up by the ivory locks of the wig that tumbled down the sides of his head and the voluminous frills of the jabot fastened beneath his chin, which seemed to somehow produce still more frills as Zachary watched. He wore a suit of ditto, his waistcoat, coat, and breeches all of the same emerald green. But his ridiculous figure was counterbalanced by his unexpectedly deep and resonant voice, which brought on a stunned silence from the audience as soon as he spoke.


“Welcome, friends,” said Fox, “to my Exhibition of Medical Curiosities! What a glorious chance is yours, for you are about to witness the most wondrous, terrifying alterations of the human form, brought to you from all the corners of the British Isles! When I look out at you, I cannot help but envy your innocence. For those of us who are no longer young, who’ve become jaded by the sight of ten thousand sunsets, is it not the rarest of pleasures to find oneself once again on the edge of the unknown? To truly encounter the new? Do I not tease you mercilessly with my curtain and my preamble; do you not smack your lips at your own delicious impatience? You do! A-ha: I see your smiles!” Nicholas Fox grinned with a delight that was genuine, and infectious.


But then his countenance darkened. “But is it not true that not all is worth knowing? Are there not many mysteries best left as such? Are there not certain truths that live in the black spaces of your mind that you would claw out of your own head if you could? I cannot speak with surety on whether what you will witness in just a few moments will bless or curse you, but know, as you stand here, that you take a risk, and that risk is one that some would be wise to avoid. Some forms of ignorance are gifts. In fact, before we begin,” Fox continued, “I must ask: are there any women in the audience who are with child? If so I must, with regret, request—no, insist—that you leave. My assistant stands at the exit to refund your entrance fee, with all good will.”


Leaning forward with his hands on his hips, he surveyed the crowd as it turned restless, and Zachary realized that this was part of Fox’s performance, to yank the audience from one emotion to another without notice, leaving them disoriented. “No women who are soon to become mothers? You must be certain. Such sights as will soon be revealed to you may have an especially adverse impact on those with delicate conditions. I swear to you that this is not a boast, that this is not theater. I give you this final chance: leave, and you may save your future son or daughter from a life of misery; remain, and the blame for any harm that comes to the child will fall on your head.”


Near Zachary, a woman turned with an audible sigh, face turned crimson, and began to work her way back through the audience, toward the thin crack of light now spilling from the opening front doors of the barn. Her husband followed behind her, hand placed on the small of her back, gently urging her forward, scowling at the gawkers surrounding him. (“Well, there’s some news,” Zachary overheard a man next to him say.)


Fox waited until the barn doors had shut once more and the audience’s tittering had died down, then continued. “Did such a precaution seem excessive to you? I assure you that it was not—by this exhibition’s end I guarantee that you will find yourselves thoroughly convinced! Some of you have already seen the first piece of evidence in the face of the young woman who announced our arrival yesterday, whose poor angelic face was blighted by a birthmark: no one who truly understands the intricacies of human anatomy would be surprised to learn that her mother had an unusual love of wine, and of strawberries.”


“I seem not to understand human anatomy,” John mumbled, as other people in the audience nodded their heads after a moment of confusion.


“But the phenomenon I will describe can lead to yet more tragic deformations,” said Fox. “Consider our first subject, the son of a woman who, when with child, had an insatiable love of the practice of bear-baiting. Several times a week she would pay a visit to a London bear garden, to watch packs of slavering bulldogs tear at the flesh of a chained ursine prisoner, to see the maddened creatures knocked back with a single swipe of the giant beast’s paw, their bellies ripped clean open, the pink strands of their guts spilling forth! Oh, I assure you, she found the carnage quite a delight! She would greet each death of a dog with merry applause; her cheeks would turn just as red as if she’d spied a swain across the street! And when the bear was at last felled, robbed of its life by a thousand bites, she would chew her own lip hard enough to taste her blood. But witness the sad result. Caleb?” he called offstage. “You may come forward.”


The man who stepped through the parted curtains was shirtless, wearing nothing but a threadbare pair of breeches; his head hung forward, so that his damp, stringy brown hair obscured his face. He seemed to be in decent health, though perhaps a little thin and wiry to Zachary’s eye: despite what could not have been the best of living conditions for him, he was tall, and ropy muscles rippled beneath his skin. He shifted his weight from one bare foot to another in nervousness, clenching and opening his fists.


“Turn, Caleb,” Fox said gently.


He stood still, shaking his head no, and Zachary realized that Caleb was quietly weeping.


“Turn, Caleb,” Fox said again, quietly but insistently. “You know that you must.”


After a last moment of hesitation, Caleb did as Fox requested, whimpering as he shuffled around to present his back, and the audience gasped as one. For a large ovoid patch of Caleb’s back, from one shoulder blade to the other, from the nape of his neck to the base of his spine, was covered in a tangled mat of thick, dark, dirty fur. Lodged within the fur were strange anatomical anomalies: a single staring eye, the color of a currant; a pointed, protruding tuft of hair in the shape of an animal’s ear; and, with its teeth bared, a bear’s snout, the tip of its black nose wet and glistening.


Zachary squinted at the man before him as his jaw dropped open. Did that lone black eye in the middle of the poor man’s back—did it move? Did it blink?


“No!” Crispin Walsh cried as the bear’s mouth embedded in the middle of Caleb’s back pried itself open ever so slightly and emitted an anguished, wordless whine, in a voice that seemed weirdly, troublingly human. (Did Zachary actually hear that, a sound like a naked child’s wail in the wilderness, so soft and distant that he might have confused it with a memory?)


*


As the exhibition continued, Nicholas Fox explained the medical theory that accounted for the parade of monstrosities that marched before his audience, one that seemed to Zachary to have the ring of truth to it. According to Fox, a principal influence on the shape of a newborn child was the state of mind of its mother during the months of her pregnancy: just as the daughter of a woman with a strong taste for wine might have a face with a birthmark like a glass of Burgundy spilled across a tablecloth, a woman who had expressed a fascination with bear-baiting might give birth to a son whose back advertised her depraved love of the cruel sport. Fox accompanied the reveal of each of his subjects with a tale of a mother’s obsession, sin, or failure: the woman who never missed a chance to join the cheering crowds on Tyburn’s hanging days as the necks of thieves and murderers were stretched at the gallows, whose son had half of his brainpan sheared off as neatly as if it had been done with a surgeon’s saw; a woman who had an insuperable aversion to the taste of meat no matter the care taken in its preparation, whose daughter was born without a single bone in her body (Fox brought this unfortunate young lady out on a giant silver serving platter, a quivering, gelatinous mass of pink flesh topped with curly blond tresses). A shirtless man who propelled himself forward on crutches, the bones of his vertebrae visible through his brittle, mottled skin, his legs withered and bent backward like a dog’s, was the supposed son of a woman who, said Fox with a leer, had an “unnatural affection” for a spaniel; a bearded giantess who towered over Fox, broad-shouldered and flat-bosomed in her frilly dress, hunched and growling with a simmering anger, was the product of a mother who “spent an undue time in the sole company of men, carousing in pubs as if she were one of them, heedlessly accepting their embraces once made sufficiently dizzy by the demon drink.”


With each example, Crispin Walsh nodded with quiet grunts of understanding, while the divot between John Howard’s eyebrows carved itself in deeper. Zachary himself felt torn between father and master, and was not sure what to think—though he’d been initially convinced of what he saw, and the logic behind it, he felt that there was something missing from the presentation. All of it was, for lack of a better word, grotesque.


As the sun descended in the late-afternoon sky, dimming the barn further still and lighting the scrim on the stage in shades of gold and red, Fox took the stage alone to introduce his final exhibit. “This last example is one with which I must take care,” he said. “Both for her sake and for yours, I cannot bring her in front of the curtain to be seen with the naked eye: she must remain behind it, so that you may only view her silhouette. She takes no pleasure in the gazes of strangers, which may either make her weep violently or send her flying into a rage; as for you, were you to see her face-to-face, you might vomit, or go temporarily mad. Even the most adventurous, curious mind has its limits on what it can bear to know before it breaks.”


Behind the scrim, Zachary saw a shadow, oddly shaped but suggestive of a human form, taking on definition as it approached. As his mouth went dry, he recalled John’s words from the day before: Mrs. Glasse wondered if she were not looking on some kind of chimera.


“Consider,” Fox said, “the woman with child who reads. Who seeks to occupy her mind with matters of art and science at a time when she is intended to embrace the role assigned to her by God, that of a wife, and of a mother. Who spends her days in the company of imaginary folk such as Moll Flanders and Roxana the Fortunate Mistress, while her belly swells and her needle goes neglected. Who fails to meditate on her responsibility to the new life that grows inside her. Such a woman’s thought is torn in two directions—is it no surprise that if she were to give birth to a child in such an afflicted state of mind, that it would assume the most hideous of manifestations?


“Behold,” Fox said, “the woman with two heads.”


As the audience collectively drew in a breath, the translucent scrim billowed forward slightly as the woman behind it pressed her face—no, no, her faces—against it. She seemed to be roughly five feet tall, and her proportions beneath the waist, as indicated by her silhouette, appeared to Zachary to be close to normal, but her shoulders were disturbingly broad, and the two heads atop them were wedged tightly against each other. The leftward head was perfectly vertical, while the one on the right canted away from it, as if it were forever attempting to escape. Zachary tried to imagine what that must be like for her (for them? He didn’t understand, and couldn’t decide): another ear constantly brushing against your own ear; another mind in another brain, eternally so close to yours, always forcing its own troubled thoughts upon you; the pace of your own heart speeding because of another person’s panic. Or perhaps there was only one mind shared between them; perhaps one of the woman’s skulls held only dreams, or fog, or nothing at all.


Silence fell in the barn as the woman stood behind the rippling scrim, its hem lifted tall enough to display her feet, clad in a pair of pointed green silk brocade shoes, fastened with red ribbons. Fox’s gaze swept back and forth across the audience, his shoulders squared, his jaw set in pugnacious challenge, daring someone to speak. Crispin Walsh closed his eyes and covered his face with a trembling hand; John Howard looked at the woman behind the curtain, and at Fox, and at the reactions of the audience members, and back to the woman again, as if he were contemplating a particularly difficult conundrum.


“Every woman is a wonder,” Fox said, “and every woman carries within her the capacity to be the conduit for one of God’s miracles. For what else is the birth of a human being but the sure confirmation of God’s grace and power? But a woman who does not take care of her own mind during the time of her pregnancy, who does not fully accept the role with which God has chosen to favor her, presents”—and here his voice rose—“a danger: not merely to herself, or to her offspring, but to the public. For such poor creatures as you have seen before you today become the public’s burden, even as they are outcast from society; they are forbidden to darken the doors of those of us who are not malformed, and yet they have no homes of their own.”


Fox looked down at his feet as if in prayer; when he lifted his head again, his eyes glistened. “The exhibition that you see before you today is, I believe, my calling, and my moral duty,” he said. “The few pennies that I collect from you allow me to give these people a domicile and occupation for some months out of the year, where they might not have had one otherwise and been reduced to charity. If you can find it in your heart to favor us with an additional donation, my assistant will receive your gift at the exit; even the smallest of coins will help.


“And with that, my exhibition ends. Good day to you all.”


Behind the curtain, the woman dipped in a brief curtsy and retreated, her silhouette dissolving into a blur with each slow step backward.


*


“I am glad I attended that event,” Crispin Walsh said, once he had left the barn with Zachary and John. (He had given an extra penny to the girl with the birthmark who stood at the door, collecting coins in an upturned three-cornered hat; John, on the other hand, had distractedly walked past the girl as if she hadn’t even been there. As Zachary had passed, the two of them had briefly locked eyes, and the girl had grimaced and wrinkled her nose at him in a manner that inexplicably made him wish for her to do it again.)


“That was ... surprisingly salutary,” Crispin continued. “A reminder that not all of God’s messages are to be found beneath the roofs of chapels, or between the covers of sacred texts.” Zachary somehow had the feeling that he was intended to take this as a concession in an argument that he and his father had once had, long ago.


Crispin favored John with the briefest of bows, as if men of God could only be expected to bend so much. “Good day to you both,” he said, turning to take his own path home. Zachary felt a brief tugging at his heart as his father walked away, but after a single misplaced footstep, he righted himself and fell in line with his master.


John was quiet, striding along with his hands clasped behind his back, and Zachary thought it best to leave him to his contemplation. Then, finally, he spoke. “Zachary.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Did you believe all that you saw today?”


Even as he recalled the bear’s monstrous eye buried in the man’s back, fixing him beneath its stare, Zachary hesitated: the fact that the question was even asked suggested that there was at least one wrong answer. “I don’t know,” he said, after a pause that, in his own ears, went on too long. “I know that I saw things, but ... it is hard to truly say what they were.”


“I don’t know, either,” said John. “I do know that we were ... restricted, from fully observing, through means that were perhaps circumstantial, perhaps sly. This raises suspicions.”


“What do you mean?”


“Did you notice? The exhibition was arranged so that the afternoon sun would shine into our eyes. And we could not see as well as we might have in broad daylight. What we believed we saw may have been what Nicholas Fox said it was; or it may have been fraud from beginning to end; or a mixture of the two, truth and falsehood blended together. The fellow with the ursine affliction may have had a rug attached to his back with some sort of glue, made for the purpose of deception; there may have been some rudimentary puppetry involved, some throwing of voices. The so-called ‘boneless girl’ may have merely been a pile of poultry with a wig on top. The man whose mother had a supposed love of viewing hangings may have had the shape of his head altered in the past, through some kind of necessary surgery. An illusion of a two-headed woman might be accomplished through any number of means—perhaps a second false head, attached to the pretender’s shoulder, crafted from a substance light enough for her to support it. She may have stood behind the scrim so that we could fill in the silhouette we saw with our own imaginings, taking them as fact.”


Zachary found this train of thought strangely deflating, and his realization of the truth of John’s reasoning was laced with a resentment that he thought it wise to disguise.


“And I am inclined to dispute Mr. Fox’s ... theories of generation,” John continued. “If it were fully true that the bodies of children are shaped by their mothers’ minds, what about the children of mothers who are more innocent than most? Shouldn’t the daughters of sinless women sport angel’s wings, or possess eyes that sparkle in darkness? Did it not seem strange to you that the transformations we witnessed today were always monstrous? That they were always meant to punish?”


Suddenly Zachary wished he’d never seen the exhibit that he’d been so excited to attend. “I suppose, sir,” he said, and heard a sadness in his own voice.


They trudged along together in silence as night began to fall. Then John said, his voice just above a whisper, “I believed it.”


“Sir?”


“The two-headed woman. When I saw her, for the first time, behind the curtain, I believed in the truth of her, and the reason for her existence. I had no doubt. Only when I had left the barn did I start to question, to consider alternatives. It was as if a spell had been lifted once I had come into the open air.”


Zachary nodded.


“Here is another question,” John said. “In the moment when we were in the barn, looking at the woman as she stood behind the curtain. If all of us believed in her, would not her existence be a matter of fact, and not a fraud?”


“I don’t understand.”


John’s pace slowed as he wrestled with the idea. “The truth of the matter. Is it a thing that exists outside of our minds, waiting for us to perceive it and know it as true? Or is truth a thing that collectively resides within the minds of all men, a matter of consensus, subject to debate, subject to alteration? The world outside our minds neither true nor false, but merely there?”


“I—” Zachary shook his head. “I am uncertain, sir.”


“As am I,” said John. “I am led to consider that the latter possibility may be the case; that our world has some secret horror that I cannot fathom if so, controlling the minds of men though it is impossible to perceive with our senses alone.


“But put such thoughts aside: they will keep you awake at a time when you need rest, for tomorrow. We are home.”




| CHAPTER II.


THE ROYAL TOUCH.


A few days later, Mrs. Phoebe Sanders paid a visit to John Howard’s practice, towing along her shy and lanky son Oliver, who had begun to display symptoms of the king’s evil. Phoebe was more or less the parish’s de facto Overseer of the Poor—it was her husband, Archibald, who had been elected under duress to the unpaid position last Easter, but after a month or so, his wife had discovered that the duty of deciding which members of the parish were deserving of poor relief dovetailed nicely with her hard-won and diligently defended status as Godalming’s preeminent gossip. It soon enough became evident to all the town that Archibald was more interested in discovering what mysteries lay at the bottom of a glass of beer than in considering the welfare of the town’s citizens, and would dispense funds to needy families only after a word from Phoebe in his ear. This fact gave her the chance to inquire with shameless relentlessness into the lives of the townsfolk under the guise of a woman whose only aim was the determination of the proper amount of charity, and to carry the news to people like John Howard who might not hear it otherwise, delivered along with stern pronouncements of the moral worth, or lack thereof, of the temporarily indigent.


The scrofulous boy’s tumor lurked behind his right ear. As Howard folded the ear back to examine the lesion, Zachary sensed an uncommon tentativeness in his behavior: he leaned backward slightly and squinted at it, rather than bringing his face close to the affliction as was his usual habit. “Its color is uniform,” he said. “It hasn’t yet ruptured. A single cluster of kernels, and it hasn’t spread.” He looked at Oliver’s mother. “This could be much worse. How is his health otherwise? A lassitude, I’d expect.”


“He sleeps half the day if we let him,” said Phoebe. “And his food goes untouched unless we threaten to punish him. It’s gone on like this for longer than a week—I only noticed the lesion just now.”


“You are nonetheless fortunate, I believe,” John said. “The distemper is still in its early stages. Removal by incision should cure it fairly easily.


“Zachary,” said John as Oliver’s eyes widened in terror and he looked at his mother with a barely audible whimper, “pour a glass of gin for our young guest, and lay out my tools.”


*


In the room across the hall in which John would perform the operation, Phoebe looked at the array of scalpels on their wooden tray, neatly aligned parallel to each other and equidistant, as Zachary had quickly learned that John preferred. “Knives,” she said.


“These are knives, yes,” said John. “And knives bring blood: if you are squeamish, it will be best for all involved if you do not watch.”


Phoebe edged closer to John. “There is ... no other way? An unguent of some sort? Might you mix up some manner of healing balm?”


“The only other way is for the disease to spread: across his neck, onto his face. It will turn an angry purple; it will scar. And members of the sufferer’s family are more likely to contract it, the longer it persists.”


Frowning, she retreated. “Knives seem so ... primitive. I don’t like them; neither does he.”


“To bear illness when we have the wisdom and the method to relieve it is even more primitive, I would hazard. Mrs. Sanders.”


Oliver entered the room with Zachary just behind him; the afflicted boy’s cheeks glowed bright pink, and he seemed not to have a care in the world. John patted the operating table with his hand. “Up here. Lie on your stomach.”


“Fifteen years ago,” Phoebe said, “I would have taken him to a minister, instead of you. I would have taken him to this boy’s father.” She motioned toward Zachary, the lackadaisical gesture suggesting that she saw him as a poor stand in for a genuine cleric. “He would have identified the disease just as well as you did—I knew it when I saw it myself; the diagnosis needs no expertise—and then I would have journeyed to London, with a certificate in hand that would have gained me admittance to a healing ceremony performed by Queen Anne herself. Think of it!”


“This will hurt for a few moments,” John said, leaning over Oliver, scalpel poised. “But it will be over soon enough. Breathe slowly; breathe deep. Think of nothing other than your breaths, in and out.”


“The queen would have cured the boy with a touch, for no cost at all, and placed a golden medal around his neck in the bargain. But those days are past. That England is gone.”


“Zachary,” said John, “hold him still. Pin back his ear. And don’t touch the lesion.”


“Now we are ruled by a German,” said Phoebe, drawing out the word in contempt. “Who chooses not to exercise the gift that God has granted to all true kings and queens of England since time immemorial. Have you ever stopped to consider why King George of the House of Hanover would choose to forgo to use the royal touch? Unless—”


With a sigh, John turned away from his patient to face Phoebe. “I offer you two choices, before you warm to your chosen theme,” he said. “Either continue your political carping, in which case I will cease my efforts here and leave you to ship this child off to Rome, where I believe the Pretender still performs the service you describe. Perhaps young Oliver here will come back cured, and a Jacobite.


“Or you may close your mouth, and let me work.”


Phoebe closed her mouth.


*


Once the surgery was complete, and John had cleaned his hands by standing outside and having Zachary douse them with two buckets of well-drawn water, John left Zachary to bandage Oliver, and escorted Phoebe into his sitting room. He felt a twinge of guilt for snapping at Phoebe in the midst of the operation, and though he was the only surgeon available in the parish and could therefore have forced his clientele to put up with any of his changes in mood, he did not want to acquire a reputation as a curmudgeon: soothing small talk was called for, in advance of the presentation of the bill.


Phoebe sat across from John’s desk, fidgeting and angry, but as soon as John asked her if she knew of any interesting events that had occurred in town in recent days, she relaxed and turned voluble, as if she’d at last received the signal for which she’d long been waiting. “Well. I had to give Mrs. Mitton a small bit of money,” she said, the practiced hushed voice and cocked eyebrow presumably signaling a secret relayed in confidence. “When I saw her with such poor posture I knew what had gone wrong, but I thought it polite not to let on that I noticed: it was only a matter of moments before she confessed to me in a whisper that she’d had to pawn her only stays. Why, I believe she’d convinced herself that none of us could tell! But she’s no longer nineteen. Right away I said, ‘Here, have a couple of coins to fetch them out, you don’t look yourself without them. I’ll settle with Archie later.’ The poor woman looked so grateful, I tell you. And I gave two shillings to the Tofts: I don’t think Mary’s seen a single day without melancholy since her miscarriage, and her husband seems to know no cheer either. Joshua must sit idle half the time—Lord knows there’s no money in cloth. Mary’s work in the hop fields might bring in a few pennies a day, but what will they do for the winter? It’s a year of bad fortune for them. I said, ‘I want you to put this toward socks for yourself and your child. I’ll settle with Archie later.’ Come November the poor fund will be stretched thin, but for now we will do what we can—”


Phoebe cut off her monologue at Oliver’s timorous entrance. Zachary had a steadying hand on Oliver’s shoulder, though the patient seemed to be in no danger of falling; Zachary also appeared to have used a bandage for Oliver’s ear that was more appropriate for a compound fracture of the leg, tying it with knots that sailors had yet to discover. Half of young Oliver’s face was eclipsed, and he peered at his mother out of one downcast eye. John sighed. It would do.


“I don’t expect that the scrofula will recur, with the proper treatment,” he said, pushing back his chair and standing. “As I said, we detected the distemper before it could progress. Change the bandage regularly until the wound heals; you need not be as ... thorough as my assistant has been. His diet should promote digestion: mutton; poultry; corn bread. A broth of marjoram and mint, morning and evening. Avoid food that causes winds and vapors: onions, leeks, beans—”


“No more farting,” Oliver said sorrowfully.


“It is indeed a tragedy to rob you of what I gather is one of your greatest pleasures,” John replied, “but it must be done for your health; that of your family will, I presume, be a beneficial secondary effect. One shilling, Mrs. Sanders.”


*


Over supper that evening, an asparagus ragout prepared by Alice, Zachary said to John, “I didn’t understand what Mrs. Sanders said today. About the queen curing scrofula with a touch.”


“You were but a babe in those days,” said John, “but it is as she said. The late queen embraced a ritual that had been practiced by England’s rulers for centuries. It is why another name for the disease is the ‘king’s evil’: because it is thought by many that the king has—or had—a special ability to cure it. After the Restoration, Charles II alone touched tens of thousands. He gifted each supplicant with a golden touchpiece inscribed with the figure of an angel, signifying that the glory of the cure was to be credited to God alone, and not to the king. But once King George took the throne after Queen Anne’s death—before your third birthday, Zachary—he abandoned the practice, for reasons known only to himself.”


“That sounds selfish to me,” Zachary said, frowning. “If I could cure the sick just by touching them, I would touch all the people I could.”


“It is a complex issue,” said Alice. “John is perhaps too circumspect to spell this out for you, so the duty falls to me. It may be that King George no longer offers the royal touch not because he chooses not to, but because he secretly fears that he does not have the ability to perform it, and will therefore not risk the attempt. The events that led to George’s ascension would require a lecture, but let it suffice to say that in decades past, the powers that be decided that to have a Catholic seated on our throne would be the worst of all possible fates. So members of Parliament performed a close examination of the royal family tree while standing on their heads with their left eyes shut—”
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