THE PLAGUE BOY, DISCOVERED 

In the spring of 1915, near the corner of Haymarket and Panton Streets, just off Piccadilly Circus, London, a boy was sighted by Doctor Reginald Carlyle, a good man of thirty-three years called to assist a young female patient.  As the doctor wound the corkscrew staircase up to the girl’s flat, he noticed that he was being watched. 

Stone-faced against a street lamp stood a boy, white and ghostly.  The doctor’s medical instincts were triggered.  However, before he could get much more of an appraisal, the boy ran off down the street.  Dismissing the lad, the doctor knocked on the door to the apartment. 

She’s very sick.  She can’t leave the bed. Can you visit?

…said the note written by Emily Jackson’s flatmate.


Carlyle’s first diagnosis was pneumonia, and it would be the one that would make the newsagents.  In truth, the doctor began to suspect very early in his examination a much rarer malady.  The girl remained pretty, even in her state, having wavy red hair and pouty lips.  Shoes and a box of dance cards sat in the corner of her bedroom.  The flatmate confirmed that Miss Jackson was a dancer at a local hall.  “She must have caught something from the men,” said the flatmate with a wink, supposing the affliction to be venereal in nature.  A test for syphilis did not produce any findings.  Emily Jackson coughed and vomited, yet somehow was able to remain afloat, being in such good health prior.  Carlyle decided against hospitalization because he feared moving her — dangerous, it was, because the disease might spread to other patients, and impractical due to a shortage of beds.  He posted a male clerk from his office at the girl’s door to keep away the nosy.


Knowing that time was critical, the doctor, along with two colleagues, visited the place of Emily Jackson’s employment, Max’s Dance Revue.  The small and stuffy dance hall was brimming with sailors on leave from the fighting in France.  They danced awkwardly with young girls in frilly dresses who kissed them for tip money.  During the excursion, the owners treated Carlyle suspiciously.  He tried to ask basic questions about symptoms, recollections of any unusual dance partners — men emitting signs of strangeness — or men speaking of travels to India and the Far East.  After all, this white-hot fever and coughing were indicative of several known afflictions of the Turkish conflicts.  A soldier could have brought the worst home to London.  Mention of Max’s being the start point of such a fire made the owners bristle, and they almost refused – even after the threat of a police enquiry – to give the doctor any leads at all.  

As the three physicians were leaving, irritated and consulting over which authorities to alert, the ball-fisted doorman made an off-handed admission: “Emily, she danced with a boy t’uther night, and if ye ask me opinion, ‘e didn’t look right at’all.”  


Carlyle bent his ear away from the voices and music of the hall so he could better hear.  “What’s that?  A boy, you say?”


“‘e slipped past me while I throwin’ out a scrapper, one too drunk fer ‘is own good.”


“What age would you guess?” asked the second doctor.


“Ten?” said the doorman, in estimation.  This got a rise from the three doctors.  The doorman continued to think.  “White as white in de face.”  (He swept his hand over his own nose.)  “’e jist crossed the floor and went into Em’s arms.  Couldn’t dance a peck.  We had a laugh o’er ‘im, being short and a babe, and then he slipped out.  Musta been an orphan.”


The three doctors thanked the rough and continued onto the street.  Carlyle told the others of seeing just such a boy outside Emily Jackson’s flat.  The physicians agreed to notify the attending clerk, as well as any neighbors, to be on the lookout for this child.  The boy should try to be detained, if found.  At the very least, he might provide a clue to the origins of the disease, or, at best, a possible cure. 


Early the following morning, it was discovered that Miss Jackson had died.  The undertakers wanted a cause to type on the certificate, and there was heated discussion among the three doctors over a quarantine.  Arguments from both sides were heard, but ultimately it was decided to give the incorrect cause as “death by pneumonia” to appease the mortician and avoid a panic.  Their decision was based on the fact that Miss Jackson’s flatmate did not appear to have any symptoms, nor did anyone else who came into contact with the boy that night at Max’s.  This proved to be the right course, as there were no more immediate cases reported.


Periodically, when he could spare time away from his practice, Doctor Carlyle would search for the boy.  He was hoping to find him against that same post so that he could capture him and get a sample of his blood.  Yet this was not to be as he never saw the boy again.  Being thorough in his profession, Carlyle made mention of the boy to anyone who might listen.  He wanted to saturate the doctors, nurses, and hospitals with the knowledge that a carrier, in the form of a young boy, may exist in London, and that if there was rumor of his potential involvement in any strange death, Carlyle wanted to be notified immediately.  


Between 1914 and 1923, he had six such reports.  Each victim was wholly different – in age, in occupation, in prosperity, in propensity.  The doctor could find no link between the six.  The only commonality was that each death had a corresponding witness to a white-faced boy, someone between the ages of eight and twelve, who appeared between one and two days prior, made contact with the deceased, and then disappeared.  Carlyle conducted rounds at the orphanages and public houses, the immigration offices and the Child Wellness Board.  There was nothing.  They saw a hundred boys a day, now that the Great War had ended — boys who had lost entire families in the shelling on France or Germany.  Carlyle even involved a few personal acquaintances in the constabulary, all to no avail.  The boy was simply a harbinger, a phantom.  If the doctor had not seen the boy for himself on the street outside of Emily Jackson’s, he would think it a fairy tale, conjured from urban squalor.  


In 1931, when all suspicious deaths had subsided and this “Plague Boy,” as he had come to be called, mutated into an unsubstantiated legend among the impoverished, fifty-year-old Reginald Carlyle published an article of his limited findings in the Evening Standard.  Instead of being placed within the medical section of the paper, as was requested, it ran in the gossip pages.  Oh well, thought the doctor, concern over his reputation long abated, at least they printed something…
Two days after publication, he received a letter:


 Doctor Carlyle:


I’ve just finished reading your article, “Is There A Murderer In London?” in this evening’s Standard, and I must applaud your bravado.  To declare that a boy, who appears as Death himself to take his victims, is the cause of a fatal disease, would be very out-of-fashion with these modern times…


(Here, Carlyle almost crumpled the paper and threw it into the grate.  He had had enough of insults.)

So, with this in mind, I must tell you that you are correct about the boy.  There are even cases caused, I believe, by his involvement which you fail to mention in your article.  You may already have these details in your journals but withheld them from publication.  I’ve enclosed nine more obituaries for your review, just in case. They are all the work of the boy.  Please, continue your studies, as you may be one of the few to raise awareness of the Plague Boy, efforts helpful to those who may best benefit.  I, alas, cannot be the one to ring the alarm, as I have a personal involvement in the matter. Rest assured, you are on the right course.  Stay true!


It was signed, Doctor Robby Holliday.

Carlyle kept the letter.  He even reviewed the nine death notices enclosed in the envelope.  In time, he, too, came to the conclusion that they were all the work of the Plague Boy.  Checking the lists of physicians in and about London, Carlyle could find no mention of a Doctor Robby Holliday.  The name was also unfamiliar to his friends in the medical community.  Perhaps he was an army doctor.  Those records would be more difficult to obtain, as he had no connections in the military.  If it weren’t for the information regarding the nine cases, Carlyle would have thought the correspondence a sham.  However, once one comes to believe that there is a boy spreading a strange and highly specific disease, killing only one in every million residents like some on-the-loose strangler, it is easy to believe in a simple letter.


In 1937, Doctor Carlyle was killed in a motorcrash.  He never got a chance to meet the man who sent him the letter.  In fact, the name Robby Holliday would fizzle in the minds of every man Carlyle told it to.  The discoveries of the Plague Boy would be thrown out with the rest of the lonely doctor’s belongings.  Even the two physicians who had been to Max’s Dance Revue would not be interested in the reports.  Both were killed in separate incidents while serving in Spain, and the Congo, respectively.  When Robby Holliday finally became known for his work in germs, his investigations had already taken a different and far more secretive course…    
