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To Larry;
and to the memory of Ida Ruperti Marshall,
a.k.a. “SuperGran”, 1900–2001
The first Sunday of 1907 was so bitterly cold that icicles were hanging from the watering trough spouts in front of Mr. Fuller’s house, and the sanitation men had resorted to chipping, rather than scooping, the manure from the street. I barely felt the chill, however, as I walked east across town, warmed by long-simmering anticipation. The months of preparation were finally over. Today, my experiment would begin.
I crossed Park Avenue and started down the hill toward the river, rehearsing my opening remarks. The thing was to appear confident but not aloof. My age and sex would be obstacles enough; I didn’t want my subjects to think me unsympathetic. I realized that my shoulders had crept up under my ears, and pulled them back down. My research was sound, my subjects exactly as I had specified. The project would be a success.
I was rephrasing my introduction for what seemed the hundredth time, and had quite lost track of my surroundings, when the screech of a train announced I had crossed into the tenement district. I glanced up to see the Elevated tracks looming ahead of me over Third Avenue, and behind them the clock tower of the Hell Gate Brewery—looking just like an old Bavarian church steeple, except for the two intersecting beer barrels at its apex. As if on cue a wagon piled high with empty saloon kegs crashed down the hill behind me and sped past into the intersection, its uppermost barrels missing the Elevated girders by inches.
I followed it across and turned south on the opposite corner, inhaling the pungent aroma of malt and hops. As a child I’d overheard Nanny tell my brother’s nursemaid that you could get drunk just by sniffing the air, when they were kegging the beer at the Yorkville breweries. I’d been quite struck by the notion—and although my earnest attempts to prove it never bore fruit, had been sure that with the right technique it could be accomplished; for I’d always believed that in the strange, polyglot neighborhoods that thrived just blocks from my home, all manner of magic was possible. And now, I thought with a hitch in my pulse, if everything went as I hoped, I just might work some magic here myself.
I was halfway down the block when I noticed the gang of street urchins huddled in front of Griesel’s Market. My pace slowed as I found myself searching for the little blonde boy I’d seen before Christmas, when the local Tammany men had been handing out free turkeys and socks and tobacco on the corner. The shop door opened to spit out a customer, and the boys stepped into the warm draft. I saw him then, standing near the wall in a sleeveless coat and knickers a size too small. I felt the same catch in my breath, the same tug in my gut as before. With the uncanny perception of his kind he sensed me watching, and looked up. His expression shifted from alarmed, to wary, to calculating.
He trotted toward me and stretched out his cap. “Spare a penny, Miss?” he asked, limpid brown eyes gazing up at me under a fringe of dirty, oat-colored hair.
Brown eyes, not blue. Chin a little too pointed; mouth a shade too full. I fumbled in my purse for some change and dropped it in.
“Bless you, Miss.” Scooping up the coins with red-tipped fingers, he bobbed his head and ran back to join the others.
I continued to the end of the block and across the street, stepping cautiously through the rutted ice in the intersection. On the other side I turned to look back. But the gang had already drifted up the street, and I could no longer see the little boy in their midst.
Forcing his gaunt face from my mind, I turned and continued east along 88th Street, passing row after row of drab brick tenements until at last the Holy Trinity church and mission bloomed into view on my right. I stopped and gazed up at the soaring, golden-hued bell tower. The complex was Serena Rhinelander’s latest gift to the city’s exploding ranks of immigrants, built on what had once been her grandfather’s summer estate. Designed in the belief that beautiful architecture could raise both the spirits and the morals of its beholders, it was a startling oasis amid the desert of brick tenements, with its elegant facades, arched cloisters and park-like grounds set luxuriously back from the street. As I started down the path to the parish house I heard organ music wafting through the open outer doors of the church, where the second morning service was underway. I glanced up again at the bell tower, seeing in its exuberant design a symbol of hope and strength. Armed with the first, and praying for the second, I continued up the steps, under the arches and through the doors of St. Christopher House.
SPREADING MY NOTES on the pockmarked desk that Reverend Palmers had filched for me from an upstairs Sunday-school room, I cleared my throat and addressed the five women seated before me. “Good morning. I’m Dr. Genevieve Summerford.” I smiled at the grim-faced woman directly opposite, but received only a ferocious blink in response. “I’m sure you’re all curious to know why the Reverend sent you here,” I went on, “so let me put your minds to rest. You’re here because he believes I can help you.”
Still no softening in the wary faces. I glanced around the room, wishing I could have offered them more inviting surroundings. The spot in the parish hall basement had sounded perfect when the Reverend described it; but it was in fact far too large for our little group, a cold and shadowy cavern rather than the intimate space I’d always imagined. The flimsy wood partition that separated us from the adjacent kitchen did little to mute the sound of settlement volunteers preparing lunch, and even less to staunch the scent of warming rolls and beef stew that had been slowly infiltrating the room. I knew the women were only here because they’d been told they had to come, if they wanted their free tonics and powders to continue. The mouthwatering smells from next door seemed just a taunting reminder of this price of admission, so grudgingly paid.
The next line of my notes read, ‘things in common—terrible loss’. Terrible loss. The words suddenly seemed so inadequate. They suggested something measurable, something outside of oneself; when the losses these women had suffered seemed to have penetrated their very cells, keeping their pasts alive and contentment forever out of reach. Suddenly, an unbidden image broke into my own mind: a small boy lying nestled in white satin, holding a lily to his chest with a waxen hand. As if it were yesterday I saw the unnatural pink of his cheeks, and smelled the flower’s reek, and felt again the desperate conviction that if I could just take that lily from his lifeless fingers and hold it in my own, I could make things right again. I could make Conrad whole.
I straightened my note pages, blinking the words back into focus. Looking up, I continued in what I believed was a reasonably steady voice, “You have been chosen for this program because you have two very important things in common. First, you have all suffered a terrible loss. Second, you are all experiencing physical symptoms that have no identifiable cause. I believe the two are related. I also believe that with the proper treatment, you can make your symptoms go away.”
One of the women had raised her hand.
“Mrs. Miner?”
“There must be some mistake,” she said. “I already have a doctor. I can’t think why the Reverend asked me to come.”
Four years ago Elizabeth Miner’s infant son had suffocated in his crib sheets, while she was taking a bath. Her husband, a longshoreman, had deserted her soon after. Since the child’s death Elizabeth had been attending church three or four times a week. According to the Reverend, she’d also become prey to headaches and stomach pains having no apparent cause. Customers at the family butcher shop where she worked reported that her moods had become increasingly unpredictable as well, veering between melancholia and an apparent oblivion to her son’s death.
“I’m not an ordinary sort of doctor,” I told her. “I don’t bring down fevers or set broken bones. I treat a different kind of injury.” I glanced across the row of taut faces. “Injuries to the mind.”
The tension in the room was suddenly so thick I could have walked to the door without touching the floor. I might as well have said I was going to commit them all to Bellevue. I leaned toward them, determined to make them understand, eager to share the secrets that modern science had revealed. “You see, recently we’ve discovered that brain cell activity can be altered by painful life events. When a person has suffered a shocking loss, as each of you has, alterations in the brain can produce physical symptoms—things like dyspepsia or headache or rash. Just the sorts of things,” I added pointedly, “that have been plaguing each of you.”
Mrs. Miner’s hands were twisting in her lap, while Florence Bruckner, who’d been having bouts of gastralgia ever since her husband swallowed a fatal dose of carbolic acid, had picked up her handbag and was glancing toward the door. “I’m not suggesting that your pains are imaginary,” I hastened to add. “The fact that a stomach pain or a headache originates in the mind doesn’t make it less real. But it does make it more difficult to treat. We can’t do it with pills or surgery. The only way to cure it is through the power of the rational mind. It takes a combination of knowledge, and will.”
Willpower from the patient—‘persuasion’ from the doctor. That was where I came in. I had only to convince them through the power of my doctoral authority that they could be healed, and those symptoms would disappear. As Dr. Cassell had put it, “Firm authority coupled with appeal to reason will effect the cure.” I’d seen it work where baths and massage and electric shock had failed. And I hoped—no, I knew that I could make it work here. I leaned toward them over the desktop. “I know you believe your suffering must set you apart forever, but you’re wrong. You can stop the pain, if you let me show you the way.”
I thought I saw longing to believe blooming in their faces. Elizabeth Miner’s hands had grown quiet in her lap. Florence was glancing cautiously, curiously at her neighbor. Only Anna Kruger remained as before, glaring at me under her low-slung eyelids. I turned my attention to her. Anna, the daughter of a wealthy industrialist, had snuck out of her house one night ten years before to elope with a penniless suitor. As she was leaving her civil ceremony she challenged her husband to a race across the street, then watched as he was struck and dragged to death by a streetcar. In the years that followed, according to the Reverend’s report, she’d become an habitué of Chinatown’s opium dens, fond of wearing Chinamen’s silks and a long, flowered braid. She was arrested once during a Pell Street raid, and again for dancing naked in the East River Park, after which her parents washed their hands of her. Now, on her better days, when she wasn’t confined to bed by a mysteriously recurring rash, she typed and filed at the church office in return for a room over the parish hall.
“The program is simple but effective,” I said, speaking directly to her. “Each week I’ll present a lecture explaining in greater detail how your thoughts and feelings are making you ill. After the lectures you’ll learn exercises to help you suppress your self-defeating thinking and develop a more hopeful outlook.”
Her black eyebrows rose in inverted Vs against her mottled skin. “Are you suggesting we can just will ourselves to feel better?”
“Well yes, that’s the gist of it. I’m not saying it will be easy, but if you try there’s every chance you’ll succeed.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“I’ve seen the program work for others,” I told her. “I know what it can do.”
She waved an impatient hand through the air. “But how do you know it will work for us?”
“I’ve read your clinic reports. What I’ve seen suggests that you’re all suitable candidates.”
“You’ve read our reports?” She snorted. “Do you really think you can know a person from some report?”
“Of course, it’s only a start. But I believe I know enough, yes.”
She leaned toward me, her dark eyes flashing. “Then I suppose you know I’d rather have my nails torn out one by one, than be told how to live by people like you.”
I silently released my breath. Anna had been locked up twice in City Hospital on Blackwell’s Island; knowing the facilities there, I doubted her treatment had been an enlightened one. I could understand why she would view all doctors as enemies. “I don’t blame you for being skeptical,” I said evenly. “But I would ask that you keep an open mind.”
“Skeptical?” She barked out a laugh. “Is that what you call it? I thought the word was suicidal.”
I sat back, noting the brilliance of her eyes and the upward thrust of her chin. She seemed determined to bring things to a head. “Would you call yourself suicidal?” I asked.
“You mean do I think about dying? A dozen times a day.”
I acknowledged this with a nod. “It doesn’t surprise me that you’d want to stop the pain.”
“Doesn’t it, really?” Her eyebrows snapped together. “Maybe you’d like to watch me do it, then.” She reached into her skirt pocket and pulled out a thin, silver instrument. Her thumb pressed against the side and a narrow, two-edged blade sprang out of the tip. The women on either side of her gasped and pulled back, scraping their chair legs over the floorboards.
Anna turned her free arm over and raised it toward me. “I could do it right now,” she taunted, holding the blade over the exposed wrist. “That would be a certain cure, wouldn’t you say, Doctor?”
A brittle silence had fallen over the room, so complete I could hear the stew pots simmering next door. I held her gaze, searching for her real intent. I didn’t see surrender in her eyes. I saw a woman who, if she was going down, would go fighting all the way; a proud woman in terrible pain, who didn’t know how to ask for help. “If you’ll give me a chance,” I said slowly, “I can show you a better way.”
“What could you possibly have to say that would be of any use to me?” she asked, with an angry toss of her head. “You don’t know what it’s like.” She pounded a fist against her breastbone, eyes glittering now with tears. “You don’t know how it feels. You don’t know anything.”
Murmurs of agreement fluttered through the room. Glancing at the others, I saw that if at first they had been frightened by Anna’s behavior, now they appeared to be coalescing around her words. I could see doubt hardening their faces, their willingness to believe withering under Anna’s scorn. My chance of helping them, of accomplishing what I’d worked so hard for, was vanishing before my eyes.
I gripped my stack of notes. I couldn’t lose them now. I had to do something—anything—to gain their trust. I felt my mouth open, and heard myself say, “You’re wrong. I do know what you’re going through, because I’ve gone through it myself.”
My words dangled in the air between us, causing me a prickle of anxiety. A psychotherapist wasn’t supposed to reveal the details of his personal life; he was supposed to lead by word, not example. But it was too late now to take it back. “I’ve lost someone, too,” I repeated. “Someone very dear to me. I know what it’s like.”
Anna studied me for a long, silent moment. At last her chin lifted in the barest of nods. With a little sniff, she snapped the blade shut and dropped back against her seat.
Their eyes all now turned to me. I shuffled my notes, spilling some pages over the side of the desk in my agitation. Margaret bent to pick them up and handed them to me with a shy smile. I laid them on top of the pile, feeling off-balance, aware of a shift in the room but unsure if it was for better or worse. “Well then, if there are no further questions, why don’t I begin today’s lecture . . .”
Before anyone could raise a hand I plunged into my prepared material, eager to be back on familiar ground. I’d worked long and hard on my first lecture, and it comforted me now like an old friend. My little slip couldn’t be fatal, I decided as I made my way through the outline, explaining how Mr. Darwin’s theory of species evolution applied to levels of complexity within the brain. The material spoke for itself. The women couldn’t help but be impressed and encouraged by what they’d heard.
And yet, when the lunch bell rang and I finally laid down my notes, I could detect no visible signs of excitement among them; nor did a single hand go up when I opened the floor to questions. “No questions at all?” I asked, scanning their faces in concern. Where was the interest I’d seen earlier? I had barely brought the class to a close before they were rising from their chairs and heading for the open end of the partition.
I stood and trotted alongside them. “Thank you for coming,” I called to their backs as they filed past. “I’ll see you again next Sunday!” As they disappeared into the lunch crowd that was gathering in the adjoining room, however, I couldn’t help wondering if I’d ever see any of them again.
I turned slowly back into the room, trying to fathom what had gone wrong. Was it my disclosure that I had suffered, too? By making myself one of them, had I compromised my position of authority? The possibility so consumed me that it was a moment before I realized I wasn’t alone.
I pulled up short as I saw that Elizabeth Miner was still in her chair. Her head was bowed and her hands were pressed to her eyes. “Mrs. Miner?” I walked over and sat beside her. “Mrs. Miner, are you all right?”
She looked up with a sigh, wiping away a tear. “Please, call me Eliza.”
“Of course, Eliza; but won’t you tell me why you’re crying?”
“It’s just that I miss her so much.”
“Miss who?”
“My daughter.”
I glanced toward the patient folders on my desk; I could have sworn it was a son who’d suffocated in the crib sheets. “You had a daughter?”
“A beautiful baby girl,” she said, with a quick sunburst of a smile. “I named her Joy.”
I was certain the Reverend hadn’t mentioned a daughter. I supposed the child must have died before he’d arrived in the neighborhood. Which meant that this poor woman had lost not one child, but two.
“I think about her all the time,” she was saying. “Even though I know I shouldn't.”
“I’m so sorry.”
Her eyes welled with more tears. “They wouldn’t even let me hold her,” she said. “They just wrapped her in a blanket and took her away.”
I shook my head in silent sympathy.
“They said it was for the best,” she went on, “that she’d have a much better home than I could provide.”
I stopped shaking my head, and stared at her. “You mean she didn’t . . . she wasn’t . . .”
She waited, eyebrows knit, for me to finish.
“Who said she’d have a better home?” I asked finally.
“Why, the doctor. And the nurse, who took her away.”
“I see,” I said slowly. “How old were you when this happened?”
She looked down at her lap. “Fifteen.”
Fifteen, and they had taken the baby away. I thought the pieces were beginning to fall into place. “I gather you weren’t married at the time.”
She shook her head, staring at her knees, and mumbled something.
“Excuse me?” I said, leaning closer.
“The doctor said I was wicked to have had her,” she said, forcing out the words, “and that she needed to be raised in a decent home.”
“A woman isn’t necessarily wicked because she becomes pregnant out of wedlock,” I said, a bit more sharply than I’d intended. “It could just mean that she’s young and naïve and trusting.”
She said nothing, her face red with shame.
I thought of all the hours she’d been spending in church, hours the Reverend and I had assumed were spent repenting the death of her son. Perhaps it was actually this first guilt she’d been punishing herself for—or perhaps the two were, in her mind, inextricably linked, the sinful conception of the first child having somehow brought about the loss of the second. It was the same old story, I thought irritably: a woman taking the blame for a man’s reckless satisfaction of his needs.
Professor Bogard’s words echoed in my mind: It is important for the therapist to be aware of his own attitudes and prejudices, to prevent them from intruding in his work with the patient. Oh I was aware all right, I thought, reining my anger in. “Did you ever see your daughter again?” I asked.
“No.” She looked up. “But I keep hoping that she’ll come and find me.”
“What would you say to her, if she did?”
Her tear-stained face took on a soft glow. “I’d tell her that I never wanted to let her go, that I wanted to be her mother more than anything in the world. I’d tell her that from the minute I felt her moving inside me, I knew she was a gift from God.”
It seemed to me I could still see traces of that innocent fifteen-year-old in her shining face. From the Reverend’s report I knew that she’d been an only child, whose father had died at a relatively young age and whose mother had been preoccupied with keeping the family store afloat. No wonder she had yearned for something of her own to love. I tried to imagine what it would be like to have a baby wrenched from you at birth—to be so filled with life one minute, and so empty the next. I knew how strong the craving could be for just one more look, one more touch of a person who was lost to you forever. And they hadn’t even given Eliza a chance to say goodbye.
“I told Dr. Hauptfuhrer that God wanted me to have her,” she went on, “but he said it was blasphemy to say so.”
“Dr. Hauptfuhrer?” I repeated in surprise. He was a well-known physician in our part of town, attendant to some of the Upper East Side’s most prosperous families. “He delivered your baby?”
She nodded.
“And he arranged to give it away?”
“Yes.”
This struck me as very odd. Hauptfuhrer was a blood specialist of some renown. As far as I knew, he had no particular interest or training in obstetrics. “How did he come to be your physician?”
“Mother met him at the German Hospital, when she had her tonsils out.”
I supposed he must have had staff privileges at the hospital, and met her while performing his obligatory ward rounds. “Did he give you any papers to sign when he took the baby?” I asked.
“I don’t think so; I don’t remember any.”
“Well did he at least tell you where she was going? To one of the city foundling asylums, perhaps?”
“He said he couldn’t tell me. He said everything about the baby had to be a secret.”
“Perhaps he told your mother. Did you ever ask her?”
“I couldn’t. She was very angry with me. She said I must never mention Joy again, to her or to anyone else.”
So not only had Mrs. Miner suffered a devastating loss, I thought, but she had been forced to suffer it in silence, without comfort from family or friends.
“Do you think . . .” she began, but stopped.
“What?” I prompted.
“Do you think I should ask him?”
“I’m sorry; do I think you should ask who, what?”
“Should I ask Dr. Hauptfuhrer where Joy is, the next time I see him?”
I stared at her. “You don’t mean to say you still use him?”
“Why yes, I have to, for my headaches; he gives me the prescription. Of course we never talk about what happened. But maybe this time . . . oh, Doctor, do you think I should ask?”
I knew what I ought to say. I ought to advise her to forget about the past. It was my job to help her suppress the guilty, unhappy thoughts that resided there and to imagine a brighter future. But I couldn’t force the words to my lips. Because deep down I didn’t believe that she should have to accept her loss. Surely no one had a right to take a mother’s child against her will—even if that mother was young, even if she had behaved foolishly. Eliza had a chance, a small chance but a chance nonetheless, of righting that injustice. Her son was gone, forever. But her daughter was still alive, and conceivably living in the city. It might be possible for the two to establish relations.
Of course doing so would have repercussions; the sensibilities of the daughter and her adoptive family, if there was one, would have to be taken into account. But the idea of getting back someone you’d loved and lost—someone you blamed yourself for losing—held a powerful attraction for me. Part of me, the impulsive part, wanted to say, “Yes, Eliza, I think you should go to him straight away and demand that he tell you what’s become of her. I believe you have every right to know.”
But of course I didn’t. Because I had learned not to listen to that part. It had taken me years, fighting against the grain, but I had at last reached the point where my rational intentions, and not my reckless impulses, were in charge. I asked instead, “Is that what you want to do?”
“I’m not sure.” She frowned. “I do want to find her, more than anything, but . . .”
“But?”
“But what if I do and it turns out she hates me?” she blurted out. “I don’t think I could bear it.”
“Why would she hate you?”
Her eyes swam with fresh tears. “She might think I gave her away because I didn’t want her.”
“But that’s not what happened, is it?”
“No, I did want her! I had it all planned; I was working nights at the bakery next door, earning extra money so I’d be able to have a girl come in and sit with the baby during the day while I helped Mother in the shop.”
“You mean, you didn’t know they weren't going to let you keep her?”
“Not until they took her away. I begged my mother to make them give her back, but she said we were lucky that Dr. Hauptfuhrer was willing to help, and must do exactly as he said.”
“Was Dr. Hauptfuhrer aware of how you felt?”
“Yes! I told him I could be a good mother, but he wouldn’t listen! He said he knew what was best.”
In my mind’s eye I imagined her, womb aching and half in shock, pleading to keep what every instinct told her was hers—and being roundly ignored. “And looking back on it now, do you agree?” I asked. “That he knew what was best?”
Her huge eyes fixed on mine. “No,” she said slowly, with a trace of defiance in her voice. “I loved her. I would have taken good care of her, no matter how hard it was.”
I said nothing, letting her savor this new perspective. “Perhaps he was the one who acted badly, then,” I suggested after a moment.
I could see her turning this idea over in her mind. I didn’t expect a reply; I had only wanted to plant the possibility. I glanced around the room, the same room that had seemed so barren just moments before, and felt the seeping warmth of accomplishment. Perhaps the morning hadn’t been a complete disaster after all.
She continued gazing into the middle distance, apparently lost in thought.
I touched her arm. “Eliza?”
She swiveled toward me. “I’m going to do it. Tomorrow.”
“Do what?”
“Ask Dr. Hauptfuhrer.” She stood. “It’s her birthday in two days, on January 8th. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if this time I knew where she was?”
I rose beside her. “You realize he may not have kept track of her. And even if he has, he probably won’t tell you.”
“He might,” she said, smoothing her hands over her skirt front. “If I insist.”
The notion of this unassuming woman insisting on anything was so incongruous that I couldn’t help smiling. “Eliza . . .”
“I have to try,” she said, her cheeks flushing. “I owe her that.”
I hesitated, wondering whether I should attempt to dissuade her. But before I could say anything more, she had picked up her coat and started for the door.
At the partition’s splintering edge she stopped. “I’m going to telephone him as soon as I get home, to tell him that I’m coming. That way I won’t lose my nerve.” She smiled hesitantly. “Will you wish me luck?”
Again I was struck by how innocent—and how very vulnerable—she appeared. “Good luck, Eliza.”
Her smile brightened, and then she turned and vanished around the corner.
She wasn’t gone two seconds before the professor’s words started circling in my head: The therapist’s extraordinary power within the therapeutic relationship must be carefully exercised; the impact of his words and behavior on the patient cannot be overestimated . . . .
I was of course aware that Eliza’s story had affected me on a personal level, in more ways than one. But I didn’t believe I had allowed this to influence my conduct. It was she, after all, not I who had suggested questioning the doctor. And looking at it objectively, I couldn’t say that this was an inappropriate course of action. She’d been so riddled with guilt all these years that she’d never been able to speak up for herself, or even acknowledge her tremendous loss. Asserting herself with Dr. Hauptfuhrer had to be a move in the right direction. She needed to regain faith in herself, to learn to respect her own rights and to recognize the injury that had been done to her, before she could move on with her life.
I returned to my desk to gather my things. In all likelihood the doctor would be either unwilling or unable to disclose her daughter’s current whereabouts, so there was little chance of complications on that score, whatever my feelings on the subject might be. Eliza would be disappointed, of course—but in the process of asking, she’d be taking her first step toward recovery. And that, I told myself as I pulled on my coat, was all her psychotherapist could ask for.
I emerged from the parish house to find that the sky had clouded over and a few light snowflakes were falling. Pulling up my collar, I retraced my steps north through the bustle of Yorkville and west across 92nd Street, toward home. By the time I reached my block the snow was coming down steadily, stirred by gusts off Central Park into little funnels that sifted up under my skirt and into my shoes. Already it had blanketed the tan and cream townhouses that lined my street, transforming them into a story-book gingerbread village. I spotted the glowing bay windows of Number 7 beckoning up ahead, and hurried toward them. Propelled by a final, bone-rattling shiver, I dashed up the steps and burst inside.
I stashed my hat and coat on the hallway rack and followed the sound of gasping bellows to the sitting room, where Mary, our parlor maid, was stoking the fire. I stood beside her on the hearth, holding my palms to the flames. “Are they back yet?”
She turned her flushed face up to me, her white cap askew. “Not yet, Miss. Katie says we probably shouldn’t expect them until dinner.”
I could feel the tension seep from my shoulders. Father had left early that morning to bring my mother back from a flower show in Philadelphia, and with road conditions so unpredictable I hadn’t known when he might be back. It was a relief to think I might have a few more hours of peace before his return.
Grabbing an apple from the pantry I marched myself upstairs, determined to finish the journals Professor Bogard had lent me so I could return them at our meeting the following morning. I shut my bedroom door and sank into the armchair by the window with the first of the three journals opened on my lap. But while normally I might have found “The Appreciation of Time in Somnambules” a riveting bit of analysis, now I couldn’t keep myself from glancing out the window at the street below, or listening for the sound of the front door. I adored my father but he was a stubborn man, unaccustomed to my disagreeing with him. We’d had quite a row over breakfast and I didn’t expect our next encounter to be any less contentious.
When the dinner bell rang I was less than halfway through the second volume, and remembered very little of what I’d read. Laying the journals down in defeat, I descended the stairs to the dining room and took my usual place at the side of the table. Katie was standing by the sideboard, whacking Brussels sprouts around a chafing dish with the back of a spoon, looking more than usually severe in her black evening uniform and stiff white apron and cap. I took in the absence of other place settings with a mix of concern and relief. “I guess they’re not going to make it,” I concluded, as she carried a platter of roast chicken to my side.
She forked a chicken breast onto my plate. “No, Miss,” she said, her Irish brogue thick with indignation, “I expect they’re in a ditch somewhere, praying a farmer will come along to pull them out.” She pushed some stray gray hairs back from her steam-dampened cheeks with her wrist. “A good dinner ruined, and for what?” she grumbled, returning to the sideboard. “I don’t see why they couldn’t have taken the train.”
I took no offense; Katie had been with my parents since they were married, and her devotion was rather fierce. “Why don’t you just leave it all on the warmer,” I suggested as she returned with the sprouts, “and they can help themselves when they get back?”
“If they get back,” she muttered, dumping a spoonful of limp sprouts beside my chicken. But she hoisted the chafing dishes from the sideboard and carried them into the pantry, where I heard them land with a resounding clang on the warmer.
I ate quickly, realizing that if I retired early I might be able to avoid another scene with my father until at least the following day. As soon as I finished I went upstairs to wash up, then climbed into bed with the journals. An article on the use of persuasion tactics to cure chronic melancholia caught my interest, as it appeared to support the program I’d designed for my class. By the time I’d finished reading it a second time, I was so reassured that I felt myself truly relaxing for the first time that day. Perhaps I would show the article to Father in the morning, I thought as I dropped the journals onto the floor. It might help him understand what I was trying to accomplish. Comforted by the thought, I settled lower on my pillow and gave in to the pull of gravity on my eyelids.
SOME TIME LATER I awoke to the sound of footsteps on the stairs. Though it was still dark outside, the furnace had burned low enough to let frost form inside the windowpanes, leading me to guess it was an hour or two before dawn. I pushed off my bedcovers and tread quietly to the door, pulling it open just in time to see my parents round the second floor landing and start up the next flight to their bedrooms. My father was behind Mamma, with one hand under her elbow and the other against the small of her back. In the dim light he appeared to be almost levitating her up the stairwell. I started to call out, but stopped, feeling like an intruder. I waited until they had disappeared around the newel post and then softly closed the door.
When next I awoke it was to the sound of the bread truck door slamming beneath my window. I quickly washed and brushed my teeth and ran shivering back to my room, where I hopped from foot to foot in front of the wardrobe as I decided what to wear for my meeting with Professor Bogard. I finally selected a warm green plaid suit with a fitted jacket and heavy flared skirt, and laid it on the bed. Stripping off my nightgown, I pulled on my corset, hose, drawers, corset cover and shirtwaist, shivering a little less with each layer. I stepped into the skirt, buttoned on my jacket and laced up my boots, then grabbed some pins from the dresser tray and piled my hair into a knot.
Turning to check the total effect in the standing mirror, I saw a large-eyed young woman who hardly looked old enough to be out of secondary school, let alone have a degree in medicine, gazing back at me. The long, straight nose that had been described as “patrician” on my mother, on me had grown only long enough to be called “pert”, while the wide set of my mouth suggested more childish stubbornness, than the droll sophistication I would have preferred. If only I could grow out my unfashionable bangs I might look more my age, I thought for the umpteenth time, pushing the dark fringe aside. But then, of course, the scar would show. I turned away from my reflection and went to find Mamma.
She was sitting at the dressing table in her boudoir with her back turned partially toward me, sifting through her mail. I paused in the doorway, struck by the angle of her face, remembering how I used to watch her in just such a pose as she prepared to go out for the evening, years ago when she cared about such things. I would sit on the little tufted stool behind her, giddy with the smells of potpourri and cologne, watching her reflection in the amber mirror like a youthful apprentice witnessing the secrets of some ancient trade. As if it were a scene from one of the flickering moving pictures I’d watched on Broadway, I recalled the quick movement of her head as she slipped on a dangling earring, and the illicit dabs of rouge on her cheeks and the hollows of her shoulders—“just a dot,” she’d whisper conspiratorially, her eyes shining at me in the mirror—and the sprinkling of white powder over her skin, as fine as fairy dust.
Inevitably, just after she’d applied the last spritz of gardenia-scented cologne behind her ears, we’d hear the knock. As Mamma swiveled on her chair the hallway door would open, and into this bastion of femininity would step the tall, dark, cherry tobacco-redolent figure of my father, his mustache freshly clipped and his high, starched collar pressing against the bath-pinkened skin of his throat. At this moment I always felt as if two worlds were colliding, sparking a strange, mysterious charge that made me long to dot rouge on my cheeks, and feel the swirl of satin around my legs. Father would pause for a moment on the threshold, his eyes glittering in the lamplight; then he’d cross the room to stand behind Mamma, laying his hands on her shoulders and saying, “You’ll be the belle of the ball.”
At this point, unable to contain myself, I would invariably prompt, “Do you hope she’ll save a dance for you, Papa?” And he would wink at me, and meet her eyes in the mirror, and say he most certainly did. It all seemed a terribly long time ago, I thought now, stepping into the boudoir.
My mother turned and smiled. Although she was still a beautiful woman, life had left its marks on her, like fingers on ripe fruit. Her once proud, high cheeks had softened and her temples thinned beneath the twin gray streaks that now ran through her sable hair. “I was just thinking of you,” she said, resting a vellum card against her chest. “We need to arrange a time for Monsieur Henri to come fit your dress for the Fiskes’ ball. He said he has a spot available tomorrow morning, if that will do.”
“Next week would be better.” I was planning to visit Reverend Palmers the following morning, to learn more about Eliza Miner’s history.
“Oh, Genevieve,” she said, her tone gently reproving, “the ball is this Saturday!” She handed me the card.
“Is it really?” I glanced at the invitation. “I’d lost track.” Though the season was only a few weeks underway, I was already growing weary of dinner dances and cotillions and musicales. “I suppose I ought to go.”
“Of course you’ll go,” she said mildly, turning back to the mail tray. “We’ve already ordered your dress. Besides, Bartie Mattheson will be expecting you.”
Was I imagining it, I wondered, or had she been showing more interest in my social life lately? She must have noticed that I was getting awfully long in the tooth, and still showed no signs of landing a husband on my own. Poor Mamma; I think she’d half expected me to bring one home from medical school. My failure to do so must have stirred some latent sense of maternal duty.
I didn’t put up a fuss, in any event, because this was one affair I was rather curious to attend. The courtship between nineteen-year-old Olivia Fiske and the forty-five-year-old Lord Branard was the talk of the town, and I was interested in observing how the two got on. I looked back down at the card. “I wouldn’t mind getting a look at this Andrew Clearings Bernard Terrence Williams Hastings, 8th Earl of Branard,” I mused, tapping my thumb over the guest of honor’s name. “I wonder if he’s as stuffy as people say he is.”
“I’m sure Grant and Lucille wouldn’t have encouraged the courtship if he was,” my mother murmured, shuffling through her mail.
I frowned at the back of her head. Anyone who read the newspapers knew that the Fiskes had been in hot pursuit of the Earl for nearly two years, employing the services of multiple vendeuses to introduce themselves to titled society abroad, entertaining the Earl in Paris, London and Marianbad, and even building their own yacht to compete against the Earl’s at Cowes. He was quite a catch—higher in rank than either Emily Donnelly’s Baron or Clara Potter’s Baronet. Not as impressive as May Goelet’s Duke, it was true, but then impoverished Dukes were becoming scarcer than hens’ teeth. I couldn’t help wondering if, with such a prize at stake, a little thing like conjugal suitability would figure very largely in the elder Fiskes’ minds.
But I wasn’t about to vex Mamma by arguing. “What time did you get back?” I asked instead, dropping onto the tufted stool, which was now quite faded and frayed around the edges.
“It was nearly sunrise. We ran out of patching rubber, and poor Maurice had to walk miles to find some. I’m afraid Katie waited up for us; she was in a swivet. You’d think your father punctured his tires on purpose, just to upset her.”
“Yes, I know. I thought she was going to set out after you on foot, if only to give Father a piece of her mind.”
She smiled faintly and shook her head, dropping an advertisement into the waste basket. “How were things while I was gone?” she inquired, lifting another envelope. “Did you have a pleasant weekend?”
“I spent most of it preparing for my class.”
She looked up. “Oh yes; your class! How did it go? Did the Reverend help you get settled?”
“He had a space set aside for us, just as he’d promised.”
She slid the letter opener through the envelope. “Things got off to a good start, then,” she murmured, scanning the envelope’s contents.
“As good as could be expected, I’d say, considering the problems these women are dealing with.” I had an impulse to tell her about Eliza Miner, but it quickly passed. “How was the ‘Colors of Winter’ show?” I asked instead. “Did you win a prize?”
She admitted to taking a first with her Miss Eloise hybrid, and then, elaborating typically little on her own success, launched into an account of the many other fascinating specimens she had seen at the show. Flowers were Mother’s passion; the hours other women of her station spent shopping and visiting, she spent in her conservatory pinching, pruning, fertilizing and whatever else one did to cultivate new plants. I didn’t resent this overriding interest—nor, I believe, did my father. Mostly, I would say we were relieved.
I smiled and nodded as she leafed through the show catalogue, stopping to enthuse at length over a rose called Bridget Amalie. I knew that she could go on for some time without any prompting from me. I had little affinity for things horticultural; but then, I didn’t have to. My mother’s passion was a private, complicated thing. It didn’t require, or even enthusiastically admit, participation by others.
After a while my gaze wandered up from the catalogue, past her shoulder to the dressing table, settling on a silver-framed photograph that was nestled among the spray bottles and lacquered boxes beneath the lamp shade. The photograph was of a young boy, dressed in a square-collared sailor suit and stiff leather boots. He was looking directly at the camera, and frowning.
I remembered exactly when it was taken, because I’d been standing in the wings at the time in my red velvet firefly costume, waiting for my turn in front of the picture box. I had warned Conrad, just a moment earlier, not to blink when the photographer lit the flash. I always wondered if that was why he was frowning—because he was trying so hard not to blink, and ruin the picture.
The breakfast bell sounded downstairs.
“Better not keep Katie waiting,” Mother said, laying the catalogue on the dressing table.
“Aren’t you coming?” I asked, when she made no move to get up.
“Soon. I want to get through the rest of the mail first.”
I rose reluctantly. “Is Father up and about?”
“I expect so,” she replied, already back to her sorting. “You know your father.”
I stifled a sigh. Running a hand over my hair, I returned a loose strand to its pin and went downstairs alone to face him.
He was seated at the head of the table, reading the morning paper.
“Good morning, Father,” I said lightly, taking my usual seat on his left.
He glanced at me over the paper. “Genevieve,” he responded with a nod.
I would never have guessed he’d been up most of the night; he looked fresh as the morning dew. But then, he always looked primed for action, as if underneath his ruddy skin he was all springs and rubber, rather than flesh and blood like ordinary mortals. “Mother tells me you had car trouble,” I said, as Katie poured my tea.
“Mmph,” he replied into his newspaper.
Katie muttered something behind him, which neither of us asked her to repeat. I stirred a spoonful of sugar into my tea. “Perhaps you should have taken Cleo and Anabel,” I teased, referring to our carriage horses. “They’ve never been known, as far as I know, to break down in the middle of the road.”
He lowered the newspaper as Katie landed a dollop of porridge into his bowl with a splat. “It wasn’t the engine’s fault,” he retorted, eying her with misgiving. “It started right away, every time. It’s the damned tires; they keep getting pinched between the cover and the wheel rim.” He gazed out over the bowl of narcissus on the center of the table, his eyes growing pensive under his straight black brows. “There must be some way to protect them . . .”
I sipped my tea, wondering if this was going to become another of his projects. Father was, first and foremost, an improver: once a thing bothered him sufficiently, he set out to fix it. Thanks to an ample inheritance he had the time and money to do so, usually by finding and funding enterprising young minds. Tires, though, were outside his usual sphere of interest. Since my brother’s death he had focused almost exclusively on medical implements: first an injectable heart stimulant, and more recently, an artificial breathing machine.
“I gather you had plenty of time to think about it last night,” I said as Katie served me my porridge, hoping that if I kept up a light banter we might get through breakfast without a scene.
But it was not to be. As soon as Katie had cleared the porridge, served us our eggs and toast and bustled back to the pantry, he put down his paper and turned to me. “So, how was your ‘therapy class?’” he asked, mouthing the last two words as if they’d been soaked in quinine.
I returned my cup to its saucer. “No one walked out,” I answered with a smile.
He raised an eyebrow. “Is that cause for congratulations?”
“You have to understand that the concept of mental therapy is foreign to these women.”
He snorted. “Now that, at least, I do understand.”
“I believe I caught their interest, though,” I continued, determined not to be provoked. “One patient was particularly responsive. I think I may be able to help her.”
He stabbed a piece of butter with his knife tip. “Help her, in what way?” he asked with exaggerated politeness, lashing the butter against his toast.
“Why, to feel better, of course. As I believe I’ve explained to you before, these women are all suffering disorders that are linked to emotional shocks in their past. My goal is to return them to more normal functioning.”
He mashed a bite of toast between his jaws. “Did it ever occur to you,” he asked when he had swallowed, “that unhappiness may be a normal part of life? That it is, in fact, the natural state of man?”
Here we go again, I thought in dismay, lowering my fork to my plate. “There’s a difference between unhappiness and a functional disorder, Father.”
“Yes. The difference is that some of us get up and get on with our lives, while others wallow in self-pity.”
“These women aren’t weak; they’re in terrible pain. It takes strength for them just to stay alive, day after day.”
This only seemed to irritate him further. He bit off another chunk of toast, glaring at me while he chewed. “This is what they taught you in medical school?” he asked finally.
“Oh Father, don’t you see? Accusing them of malingering is no better than blaming mental illness on evil spirits! This is the modern age; we know better! The key to curing mental disturbance lies in the principles of physics and chemistry, not in identifying moral defects. All we have to do is determine the underlying causes of psychic pain and we can master it.”
“You don’t think that’s presumptuous? Believing we can master pain?”
“Presumptuous? Why? Look at all the advances we’ve made against physical disease—antiseptics, antitoxins, X-ray machines! Why shouldn’t we do the same for emotional pain? Professor Bogard says it’s the new frontier. He says that as we bring modern, scientific methods to bear on problems in abnormal psychology, we’re bound to see extraordinary results.”
“I suppose this professor of yours agrees that you can help these women?” Father asked, pushing a forkful of scrambled egg around his plate.
I hesitated, choosing my words with care. “He believes it’s an exciting possibility . . .”
“A possibility!” he barked.
“. . . that deserves to be explored.”
He said nothing more, but his jaws were clamped as tightly as a clothes-wringer beneath his neat mustache.
“Look, Father, I know this isn’t what you wanted me to do,” I entreated, “but I really believe I could be good at it. Just think of all the people I could help! People who are truly suffering—”
His fist thudded on the table. “Why can’t somebody else help them!” he thundered. “Why does it have to be you?”
Before I could answer, the fork dropped from his hand and he rose abruptly to his feet. I turned to see that my mother had entered the room.
“Good morning, Evelyn,” said Father.
“Good morning, dear.” She floated into her seat at the opposite end of the table and poured herself a cup of tea from the pot Katie had set out for her. “Were you able to get any sleep?”
“About an hour’s worth, before Biggs arrived,” he said, sitting down again. Mr. Biggs, our neighborhood barber, was more regular than Grandpapa’s hall clock, arriving each morning at precisely 7:35 and departing exactly fifteen minutes later to reach Mr. Burden’s house by 7:55. “What about you?”
“Too keyed up, I’m afraid. I’ll just wait for my afternoon nap.” She sipped her tea, her eyes moving from Father to me. “I didn't interrupt anything, I hope?”
Father began stabbing at his eggs again, while I stared down at my plate.
“She was just explaining to me how she’s going to rid the world of unhappiness,” Father muttered.
I lifted my chin. “What I said is that I’m hoping to lead my patients back to some semblance of normal functioning.”
“And how long will that take?” Father asked, addressing me directly. “A month? A year?”
“What difference does it make!" I exclaimed, gesturing in frustration. "Why can’t you be a little patient?”
“Genevieve,” murmured my mother, nodding at my elbow.
Following her gaze, I saw that I had dragged my sleeve across my buttered toast. “Oh, damn,” I said, swatting at it with my napkin.
“Genna!” gasped Mamma.
“Sorry,” I mumbled. I had taken up swearing in medical school, and was finding it a difficult habit to break.
“It’s not a matter of my patience,” Father continued. “We have to think about the board of Mount Pleasant Hospital. They may not be as willing as I to wait.”
“Listen to you—you’re already assuming that I’ll fail,” I fumed, giving up on the sleeve, “and that I’ll have to accept their offer, in the end.”
“What other outcome can I possibly expect? You’ve given me no rational basis for believing that this project of yours will succeed.”
I tried to swallow the lump that was growing in my throat. I had truly believed, when I conceived of my class therapy project, that it would make my father proud. “I don’t understand why you’re being so pessimistic. You, of all people! You’ve always been such an innovator; I should think you’d be all for it!”
He leaned toward me across the table. “What do you want me to say? That I think it’s wonderful you’re passing up the chance to do real healing so that you can waste your time on some untested nervous cure? That I think this is the best possible way for you to use your talents?”
Yes, I thought; it was exactly what I wanted him to say. “Persuasion therapy is not untested,” I retorted. “Neither is the class treatment approach. You might at least keep an open mind. Better yet, you could just trust my judgment, and wish me luck.”
“Well I’m sorry,” he snapped, “but your judgment hasn’t always been the best, now has it?”
My breath left me as completely and painfully as if I’d been kicked by a horse.
“Hugh,” my mother murmured.
I struggled for air as the two Great Sins of my life loomed up before me: my brother’s death, massive and overshadowing . . . and six years down the road its smaller, fainter shadow: the Incident with Simon Shaw.
My cheeks were stinging with hot blood. It wasn’t fair; couldn’t my father see that I had changed, that I was no longer that impulsive, self-centered girl? I thought of all the times in medical school when through sheer force of will I had controlled my natural inclinations, remaining silent when I felt like screaming, or smiling when I wanted to cry. Had I complained when my “gentlemen” classmates put cow eyes in my lunch pudding? No! I’d just spooned them out and polished it off. And when my professor asked me to describe the male ejaculatory function in front of the entire class, I hadn’t run from the room—although the thought had certainly crossed my mind. I’d stayed and answered without protest or hesitation, even drawing an anatomically correct diagram on the board for good measure. I’d become so adept at disregarding my natural feelings and reactions and doing what was required that I’d graduated third in my class—and yet here he was, still treating me like an irresponsible child.
Father sat back with a sigh. “All I’m asking is that you reconsider. We fought for your medical degree together, you and I. You’ve achieved what few women dream of. It’s no small honor for a female physician to be offered a position on a hospital in-patient ward. But if you don’t take their offer now, there’s no guarantee it will come again. You’ve seen what’s happening; there’s a backlash out there, and it’s getting worse. You and I may know it’s because the men don’t like the competition, but that’s not what the critics are saying.”
I knew very well what they were saying: it was the same old nonsense, all over again. That the intimate workings of the human body were too graphic for the sensibilities of decent young women; that females were too intellectually limited, or too prone to hysteria, or just too plain sentimental to become competent physicians. One prominent author was even seriously contending that higher education enlarged the brains and stunted the bodies of female students.
I supposed we should have suspected that the prejudice against us had never really died. The only reason Johns Hopkins agreed to admit women in the first place was because a group of female donors promised to give it $500,000 toward the new medical school if it would do so. Once this prestigious institution opened its doors to women, other medical schools had felt forced to follow suit. And women had responded, filling a third or more of the available seats and garnering a lion’s share of the honors. For a few years things had looked very rosy—so rosy that the handful of all-female medical colleges had all closed down, believing they were no longer needed in the new, co-educational age.
But since my matriculation in 1900, the supply of doctors had begun to exceed demand—and true to form, women were being blamed. Instead of handling the glut by letting the most talented physicians climb to the top, the predominantly male profession was closing ranks, kicking women off the bottom rungs. Female enrollments at Johns Hopkins and elsewhere had already been cut to less than five percent, while postgraduate training for women was becoming nearly impossible to find. I knew what Father was saying was true. But I wasn’t interested in crusading for a cause; I had never wanted to fight, only to learn. “There’s nothing I can do about what those idiots are saying.”
“Of course there is,” he retorted. “You can prove them wrong! You can take the job at Mount Pleasant and show them what a woman can do. Make a real contribution!”
No, I couldn’t, I thought, staring at my plate. Not even for Father, not this time. And not just because I knew how unwelcome I’d be in a position I’d only been offered because of his influence. The truth was that I had no interest in general medicine, something I hadn’t faced squarely until my last year of school. Conrad was the one who was supposed to be the doctor. I may have taken his place in the plan, but my heart had never been in it.
Traditional psychiatry had intrigued me at first, but I’d soon grown frustrated with its limited reach. I didn’t want to spend my life as a custodian for the irreversibly insane, or testifying as to the mental capacity of criminal defendants. I wanted to improve people’s lives. It was only during my practicum with Dr. Cassell that I’d discovered the fascinating new field of scientific psychotherapy. Dr. Cassell had observed that a number of his consumptive patients suffered from depression, which he believed hindered their ability to get well. He treated this depression not with shock treatment or medication, but by confronting his patients’ mental attitude, urging them in weekly group meetings to develop a more positive outlook. And the patients got better. I’d seen it with my own two eyes.
Here, I was thrilled to discover, was something that looked beyond brain injuries and lesions and toxic reactions for explanations of mental illness, something that took life events and emotions into account. The idea that thoughts and feelings could influence body functions had been taken up by a handful of other psychiatrists and neurologists, I soon learned, who’d begun using the persuasion approach to treat a variety of physiological disturbances. By the time my practicum came to an end, I had decided that this was where my future lay. Using the tools of psychotherapy, I would identify what was broken, and fix it. I almost smiled now at the thought; perhaps Father and I weren’t so very different, after all. “If I can show that psychotherapy works for symptoms caused by unresolved grief,” I said evenly, “I’ll be making an important contribution to an emerging field. Isn’t that just as important as what you’re proposing?”
He didn’t answer immediately. His gaze roamed over my face, searching for something, I didn’t know what. “Is it, Genna? Is it just as important?”
“I think so,” I said, uncertain what to make of his change in tone.
His thumb slid absently over his fork stem. “You’re sure about this, then.”
I nodded.
He put the fork down. “Very well; we’ll give it three months. I believe I can hold the hospital position open until then.”
“Three months? For what?”
“To see if this project of yours is a viable one.”
Three months—that was no time at all! It had taken Cassell that long just to wean his patients from their medications. “That’s . . .” I stopped. He was trying so hard to be reasonable; I ought to at least meet him halfway. “. . . fine. Three months. Thank you, Father.”
He grunted, and swigged the last of his coffee. “I’d better be off,” he said a moment later, pushing himself up from the table. “Andre is meeting me at the lab; he’s got a new valve he wants to show me, for the artificial lung.” He strode to the other end of the table and pecked my mother on the cheek before starting for the door.
I swiveled in my seat to call after him. “Father?”
He turned.
“You won’t be sorry. I promise.”
Giving me the merest flicker of a smile, he tipped his head and continued out the door.
A FEW MINUTES later I was skimming over the icy Madison Avenue sidewalk, buffeted by yet another bitter wind that snaked under my muffler and pushed against the wide brim of my hat. Holding the hat down with one hand and clutching my book bag with the other, I tripped along through the maze of work-bound men with walking sticks that clogged the sidewalk at this hour, buoyed by my father’s concession. I may not have entirely convinced him, but at least I’d opened his mind a crack to the validity of what I was attempting, which was more than I’d dared hope for.
I was halfway to Professor Bogard’s house when the clang of an ambulance broke into my thoughts, growing louder as the vehicle raced up behind me and sped past. I watched the white-coated surgeon sway on the rear platform as the ambulance careened through the traffic and turned left at the end of the block, leaving a tangle of shying horses and honking motorcars in its wake. When I drew up to the intersection I saw that it had pulled over to the curb some twenty feet up the block, in front of a brick townhouse. I hesitated, wondering if my services might be required. A momentary lull in traffic decided me and I ran across the avenue.
Picking my way through the bystanders already congregating on the sidewalk, I followed the ambulance surgeon and his two stretcher-bearing attendants toward the townhouse entrance. A police officer stood watch at the door. As the ambulance crew hurried toward him, he spat out a stream of tobacco juice and advised, “Take your time, fellas. This one ain’t goin’ anywhere.”
I stopped. Apparently, whatever had happened here was over. If I wasn’t needed I really ought to be going, or I would be late for the professor. I turned, and had just begun to retrace my steps through the growing crowd, when an explosive backfire brought me around again. A dusty police car had pulled up to the curb behind the ambulance and sputtered to a stop. I watched as the door opened and a man in an ill-fitting sack coat stepped out. He had wispy red hair under a crumpled brown derby, and a long bony face that put me in mind of an underfed mule. He paused by the car for a moment, taking in the scene on the street, before starting toward the entrance. He came to a stop in front of the policeman. “Officer Mundy,” he greeted him flatly, scanning the ground at his feet.
“Detective,” the officer replied, inclining his head a fraction of an inch.
The detective gestured toward the ground. “What’d I tell you about spitting at a crime scene?”
I must say, I was surprised to hear him say it. The men of New York generally chewed, and spat, wherever they liked: in the streetcars, in the theaters, and in the finest restaurants. I knew there was some sort of law against it, but I would have expected a detective to have more important things on his mind.
“Jeez, I don’t know,” the officer replied with a surly smile. “What did you tell me?”
The detective’s expression didn’t change. “You’re supposed to be protecting the crime scene, not contaminating it.”
The officer shrugged. “None of the other detectives care if I chew.”
The detective shook his head as if dealing with a dim-witted child. “What if the perpetrator liked to chew? Did you ever think of that? What if he was standing out here, thinking about whether to do the crime, and left a plug behind? We see that, we’ve learned something about our man. Maybe we even get lucky and find out what brand he uses. But what do we know now, eh Mundy? All we know is that you’re a sloppy cop with a bad habit.”
The officer’s smile vanished. “Say, you’re a regular Sherlock Holmes, ain’t you.”
“Yeah, that’s me,” the detective said sourly. “Sherlock Holmes.” His hand shot out and grabbed the officer’s wrist, twisting it palm up. “Now spit it out.”
The cop’s cheeks flamed red. His head swung toward the spectators, and back to the detective. For a moment I thought he was going to punch the detective with his free hand. But at last his gaze fell away, and he spat the tobacco noisily into his palm.
“Put it in your pocket,” the detective commanded.
The officer shot him a look of pure malice, but closed his fist over the wet clump and thrust it into his pocket.
The detective nodded brusquely. “Now get these people to stand back. I want this area cleared—just in case there’s anything left to find.” Brushing past the officer, he pulled open the entrance door and disappeared inside.
“Yes, sir,” muttered the officer, throwing a mock salute after him. He turned and raised his club in the air. “All right, everyone,” he shouted, “stand back. Give us some room here.”
Reluctantly the bystanders parted, creating a path between the door and a black patrol wagon that had joined the other vehicles at the curb. As the driver of the wagon strode up the path I was jostled further and further back on the sidewalk, until all I could see was a row of hats in front of me. When nothing happened for several more minutes, I turned again to leave.
This time it was a murmur from the crowd that brought me back around. As the line shifted in front of me, I saw that two more policemen were emerging from the building, escorting a bareheaded woman whose face was turned toward the ground. The woman’s coat was slung unevenly over her shoulders, and there were dark blotches on her pale green skirt. As the trio continued down the path toward the van, the woman lifted a bewildered gaze toward the staring bystanders.
My feet took root in the sidewalk. I recognized thosed slumped shoulders, and that thin, ashen face. Forcing my legs to move, I pushed to the front of the crowd. “Eliza!” I called. “Eliza, over here!”
She turned, and recognition swept across her face. “Dr. Summerford!” She lurched toward me, reaching out with both hands.
I made it only a step closer before one of the policemen blocked my path. “Stand back, there,” he warned, nodding toward the other officer as he muscled Eliza back on course. He led her to the back of the wagon and lifted her in.
“Do you know the suspect?” asked a voice at my ear.
I turned to find the second policeman, a square-faced man with a crooked nose, standing beside me. “What?”
He pulled his domed hat lower as a gust of wind blew past us, slapping grit up against the wagon. “Do you know the suspect?” he repeated.
“You mean Mrs. Miner? Yes; can you tell me what’s happened? Why are you taking her? She isn’t hurt, is she?”
“What’s your name?” he asked, opening the little black book in his hand.
“Genevieve Summerford.”
He licked the tip of his pencil and entered this laboriously into the book. “Are you related to the suspect?”
“No.”
“How do you know her?”
“She’s a patient of mine.”
He slowly wrote this down as well, as the electric wagon pulled away soundlessly from the curb.
“Officer,” I begged, “could you please tell me what’s happening?”
He closed his book and looked up. “You need to come with me,” he said, taking hold of my elbow. “Detective Maloney’s going to want to talk to you.”
He led me past the gawking bystanders to the building entrance. A brass wall plaque beside the door read, “Herman Hauptfuhrer, M.D. Hours 9-12”. Hauptfuhrer: the doctor who’d delivered Eliza’s baby. The one she'd told me she was going to visit this morning, to try to determine her daughter’s whereabouts . . . .
The officer opened the door and gestured me through.
I took a hesitant step over the threshold, afraid of what I might find on the other side. But I saw nothing out of the ordinary in the entry vestibule. An empty hallway ran beyond it, down the length of the house, with a staircase along its right side. Two doors opened off the left side of the hallway. The officer led me through the first of these, into a small waiting room containing a row of black leather chairs. Embroidered pillows on the chairs proclaimed, “Health is the First Wealth”, and “Patience is the Best Medicine”, while a grandfather clock ticked placidly in one corner. A wall separated the waiting room from the back of the house. Two doors were set into it, both partially open. Through the one on the left I could make out the end of a metal examining table and a large standing scale; through the one on the right, a patch of golden Persian rug.
It looked like any other doctor’s office, I thought, waiting for the daily parade of patients to begin. A moment later this illusion was shattered by a flash of light that spilled out of the room with the rug, followed by a sharp burning smell. A photographer’s flash, I realized, as a ribbon of magnesium smoke curled out the door.
“This way,” said the officer, leading me toward it. On the threshold he paused. Peering over his shoulder, I glimpsed what appeared to be the doctor’s consultation room, with a heavy oak desk along the back wall, a bank of oak filing cabinets on the left and a fireplace on the right. The detective and the photographer were standing in front of the desk. A few feet away, a uniformed man was brushing powder on the knob of a side door that led out to the hall.
The detective was looking down at something on the floor I couldn’t see. “I want pictures from all four sides,” he told the photographer.
“But I’ve only got one more box of plates,” the photographer protested. “There won’t be enough for the finger impressions.”
“Then get more,” the detective shot back, in the same disdainful tone he’d used with the officer on the street.
My police escort told me to wait and started toward them. As he moved away, the lower half of the room came into view. I shrank back against the door frame, repelled by the sudden onslaught of color. The vivid red of fresh blood was everywhere—staining the gold fibers of the rug, pooled on the parquet floor, splattered against an open filing drawer. It came from a man lying face down on the floor, and was most concentrated near his head, soaking his shirt and collar and matting his thin gray hair.
“Hold it, McKee,” the detective barked at the approaching policeman.
The officer froze in his tracks.
"Who said you could come in here?”
"I found someone who knows the suspect,” the officer explained, jerking his thumb over his shoulder.
The detective’s pale eyes turned to me. He only held my gaze for a few moments; but in that time I had the sickening sensation that he was looking right through me, and could see every little guilty thing I’d ever done or thought of doing.
“Put her in the waiting room, and stay with her. Nobody comes in here unless I say so.”
The officer led me back into the waiting room, muttering to himself as he deposited me in one of the chairs and took up position by the hallway door
I slumped back in the chair. The man in there was dead, and much as my mind tried to refuse the implication, it appeared that Eliza was being charged with his murder. There had to be some mistake. She couldn’t have killed someone . . . could she?
I felt a sudden constriction in my chest as I recalled our conversation at the clinic, seeing my words to her in a whole new light. With growing dread I remembered how I’d encouraged her to confront the doctor; how I’d as good as said that he was the guilty one, not she. My God, I thought, my stomach dropping like a stone; I might as well have put a weapon in her hand!
Here I’d thought that all she’d needed was a little shoring up, when all the time she’d been a powder keg waiting to explode. A wave of shame swept over me. I’d been so sure I understood her, so sure that I’d established a promising rapport. How could I have been so blind? I’d completely missed the signs: the deranged thinking, the destructive impulse that must have been there all along . . . .
I felt a powerful urge to get up and run, and might well have done so if another policeman hadn’t come in from the hallway just then with a dazed-looking woman in tow. The woman had disheveled brown hair and eyes that were swollen from crying. The officer guided her into a chair at the other end of the row before continuing to the door of the inner office to announce, “I’ve got Miss Hauptfuhrer.”
A minute later the detective appeared in the doorway. He crossed the waiting room and sat beside the young woman, opening his memorandum book on his lap. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he muttered. Though he kept his voice low, his coarse Bowery accent ricocheted audibly off the paneled walls. “I know you already talked to the responding officer, but I’ve got a few more questions I need to ask.”
She nodded, barely looking at him, clearly in a state of shock. I stared at her in morbid fascination. She was dressed in a tasteful wool suit, and her bearing, even under the weight of her grief, suggested the refinement that comes with travel and education. I noticed that, although she was a few years older than I, she wore no wedding band.
“Can you tell me what time your father came downstairs this morning?” the detective asked her.
“It was about half past eight,” she told him in a trembling voice. “Right after breakfast. He always comes . . . came down early, to get his paperwork out of the way.”
“Did he see patients here every day?”
She pressed a sodden handkerchief to her eyes. “He had hours every morning except Sunday. In the afternoons he made house calls, except on Tuesdays, when he volunteered at the German Hospital.”
“Did he usually unlock the front door when he came downstairs?”
“Yes, he always opened it first thing, in case there were early arrivals.”
“What about the service entrance?” the detective asked, scribbling in the book. “Did he unlock that too?”
She shook her head. “The maid opens the basement door when she goes down to the kitchen, around 6:30, so the furnace man can get in to tend to the fire.”
“And at night?”
“She locks it up again at 11:00, after the fire’s been banked for the evening.”
“Where are the servants now?”
She drew a steadying breath. “Alice is our only boarder; she’s a maid of all work. I take care of the upstairs rooms and the cooking, and a laundress comes in on Mondays to help with the wash.”
“Did the laundress come this morning?”
“She hasn’t come in yet; she isn’t due until eleven.”
“So Alice was the only servant on the premises at the time of the incident, is that right?”
“Yes.”
“Did she see or hear anything?”
“Well I don’t know; I haven’t had a chance to speak with her. But she would have been in the basement, cleaning the breakfast dishes. I doubt she could have heard anything from there.”
The detective nodded to the nearest officer. “Go find the maid and tell her to stay put.” He turned back to Miss Hauptfuhrer. “What about the side door in your father’s office, that leads out to the hall? Did he keep that locked, as a rule?”
“Oh, no, there was no need. His patients always came in through the waiting room or the examining room. The hall door was just for Father’s use.”
I glanced toward the inner office. Which room had Eliza come in from, I wondered, and how had she managed to overcome a man nearly twice her size? Had she snuck up on him, or hurled herself at him in a blind rage? I tried to picture both scenarios—but found I couldn’t. I remembered too clearly her soft voice and gentle sorrow, and the glow on her face when she’d talked about Joy. All she’d wanted was to find out where her daughter was, and only Dr. Hauptfuhrer could tell her. What, then, could have prompted her to kill him?
Maybe she’d asked him where Joy was, and he had refused to tell her. In a person harboring sufficient rage, that might trigger a violent assault. But looking back over our conversation, I could find no evidence of such deep-seated anger in Eliza. She had no history of assault, nor had anything she’d said or done in our meeting suggested the presence of homicidal urges. As far as I could remember, I was the only one who’d been angry, when she’d told me her sad tale.
Perhaps that was it, I thought, my stomach lurching again toward the floor. Perhaps my own reaction had stirred up long-buried emotions within her. But if that’s what had happened, I’d certainly had no inkling of it at the time. Indeed, if anyone had asked me how she’d appeared when she left my office, I would have said she was the picture of optimism. Which only went to show how wrong I could be.
“You told the arresting officer that you recognized the suspect,” the detective was saying.
“Yes,” Miss Hauptfuhrer said, “she’s been a patient of my father for many years.”
“Do you have any idea why she’d want to kill him?”
“I keep asking myself that,” she said, her voice breaking, “but I can’t come up with any answer.”
“Maybe she had a beef about a medical treatment.”
“No! My father was a wonderful doctor; he never received any complaints. Besides, I don’t think her problems were very serious.”
“What were they?”
“Well I couldn’t tell you exactly; I’d have to go back through the records. But I’m familiar with my father’s complicated cases, and I know that she wasn’t one of them.”
“Where would those records be?” the detective asked, jotting in his notebook. “We located her file in the office cabinet, but it doesn’t go back very far.”
“The rest are in the attic. We move the old ones up there, every few years.”
“I’d like to see them, if I could.”
“I doubt you could make much sense of them. Father used a personal shorthand to record patient visits—just a few words describing the complaint, and the treatment if there was any.”
“Could you make sense of them?”
“Oh, yes; I had to learn to, early on, so I could help him with the billing.”
“Do you think you could you go through Mrs. Miner’s old records and let me know what you find?” the detective asked. “When you’re feeling better, that is,” he added reluctantly.
“If you think it could help,” she answered, wiping her eyes.
The detective flipped to another page in his book. “You told the officer that your father had just been attacked when you came downstairs and found him. Did he say anything to you at that time?”
She shook her head. “No. He was already . . . he was already . . .” Whatever had been holding her together now apparently ran out, and she dissolved into helpless tears.
The detective grimaced. “All right, that’s enough for now. Why don’t you go back upstairs and we’ll call you when the coroner gets here.” He signaled to the crooked-nosed policeman to go with her.
Miss Hauptfuhrer rose unsteadily from her chair. As she did so her head turned, and our eyes met. Her brow furrowed, as if she was trying to place me. I could only hold her gaze for a moment before looking away.
The detective started toward me as she was led out of the room. “Miss . . . Summerford?” he said, glancing down at his book.
I sat up straighter. “Yes.”
He tapped an index finger against his hat brim. “I’m Detective Sergeant Maloney.”
“How do you do,” I said hoarsely, wondering what, if anything, Eliza had told him about my provocative advice.
“I understand you know the suspect,” he said, gazing down at me. His pale eyes were set deep in their sockets, underscored by purplish shadows.
“Yes, she’s a patient.”
“A patient? You mean you worked for Dr. Hauptfuhrer?”
He didn’t know then, I thought with a surge of relief. Not yet, anyway. “No, I’ve never met the doctor. She’s my patient. I’m a doctor, too.”
He scratched the bony skull under his hat brim. “You’re a doctor?”
“That’s right.”
“What, you deliver babies, that kind of thing?”
“I’m a psychotherapist.”
He began jotting this in his book. “And that is what, exactly?”
“I treat mental and nervous disorders.”
His hand paused over the book. “You were treating the suspect for a mental disorder?”
I shifted in my chair. Miss Hauptfuhrer apparently didn’t know about her father’s role in delivering Eliza’s illegitimate child, or she would have told the detective. I was loath to be the one to reveal it. “Mrs. Miner lost a child a few years ago,” I answered vaguely. “She’s had some difficulty recovering.”
“Was Dr. Hauptfuhrer aware that you were treating her?”
“I wouldn’t know. I told you, I never met him.”
“So you didn’t tell him she had mental problems.”
I frowned at him. Despite appearances, I didn’t really know what had happened here. For Eliza’s sake, I didn’t want to jump to damning conclusions. The best I could do, I decided, was to tell him the truth about her mental state as I had believed it, until this morning. “I’m not sure what you mean by mental problems, Detective,” I replied. “Mrs. Miner suffers from an emotional disorder, which in her case takes the form of a relatively mild, recurring despondency.”
He pursed his lips, not bothering to write this in his book. “Did you and she ever talk about the doctor?”
Whatever part I may or may not have played in the doctor’s death, I wasn’t going to improve things for myself by concealing information from the authorities. If I meant to align myself with the forces of law and order, now was the time to do it. And yet I hesitated. “Well, of course, I only met with her one time,” I hedged.
“And she didn’t mention him?”
I swallowed. My throat suddenly felt as parched as salt cod. “No,” I said, “she never mentioned him.” My God, I’d done it; I’d actually lied to him. Did that make me an accomplice to the crime?
He cocked his head, studying me with those unnerving eyes. “So tell me, Doctor, why do you think she did it?”
“I don’t even know exactly what she’s accused of, Detective. Perhaps you could tell me what happened here.”
“Sure,” he said with a shrug, “I could do that. What happened is that the woman you’ve identified as Elizabeth Miner entered the doctor’s private office sometime between 8:30 and 9:00 a.m., approached the doctor from behind, and struck him fatally on the neck with a sword.”
“A sword?” I repeated in astonishment.
He flipped back a few pages in his book. “A scimitar," he elaborated, exaggerating the pronunciation. “Like the Arabs use. In the desert.”
“I know what it is; I just can’t quite picture Eliza walking into the doctor’s office carrying a sword.”
“The weapon belonged to the doctor. According to his daughter, it was a present from Czar Nicholas, a leftover from—” he glanced back at the page “—the Caucasus War. It seems Hauptfuhrer and some other big-wigs were invited to Russia over the summer, to see if they could help the Czar’s son. You know, the bleeder. The sword was kind of a ‘thank you’. The doc must have been pretty proud of it, because he kept it on a stand on his desk. Which is where Mrs. Miner must have found it when she came in.”
I was still digesting this information when I heard the street door open and shut, followed by the stamp of heavy feet.
“Damn!” exclaimed a burly, bearded man, as he came through the door into the waiting room; “it’s colder than a witch’s tit out there.” He caught sight of me, and his chapped red cheeks turned even redder. “Beg pardon, Miss; I didn’t realize there was a lady present.”
“He’s in there,” the detective said, tilting his head toward the inner office.
“You finished with him?”
“He’s all yours.”
“Have you got an I.D.?” the bearded man asked.
“His daughter’s upstairs.” The detective instructed the crooked-nosed officer, who had returned to his post at the door, to go back up and fetch her.
The bearded man, who I deduced must be the coroner, lumbered past us into the inner office, pulling a draft of cool air behind him.
“Detective,” I began tentatively when he was gone, “may I ask if anyone questioned Eliza about what happened, before they took her away?”
“The arresting officer talked to her.”
“Could you tell me what she said?”
He looked me up and down, the pale eyes calculating. “Sure, why not?” he said finally, with a baring of teeth I supposed was meant as a smile. “We’re both on the same side, right?”
I tried, not very successfully, to smile back.
“According to the suspect, she came to the doctor’s office to ask for a prescription,” he began in a sing-song voice, clearly intended to suggest incredulity. “The doctor answered the front door, told her to wait in the examining room and said he’d be right with her. He went into the adjoining office and closed the door. She doesn’t know how long she waited but it seemed like a long time. After a while she knocked on the connecting door and called out his name, but he didn’t answer. She opened the door and saw the doctor lying in a pool of blood. She went over to see if she could help and realized he was dead.” He shrugged. “End of story.”
I sat up, feeling a flutter of hope. I didn’t know if the prescription part was true, but the rest seemed perfectly plausible. “Isn’t it possible, then, that someone else came into the office while Mrs. Miner was waiting in the examining room? A common thief, perhaps? He could have—”
I stopped; Miss Hauptfuhrer had returned, accompanied by Officer McKee. I waited until she had crossed into her father’s office, then lowered my voice and continued, “He could have come right in through the unlocked front door, and killed the doctor for his valuables.”
But the detective was shaking his head. “Miss Hauptfuhrer found the suspect standing over the victim’s body, with the sword at her feet and blood all over her skirt. Besides, the doctor was wearing a fancy fob watch and a very nice gold ring, neither of which were taken.”
I sank back in my chair.
“There’s no question she did it,” he said flatly. “The only thing left to fill in is why.” He waited, watching me expectantly.
A muffled cry reached us from the inner office. The next minute Miss Hauptfuhrer flew out with her hands over her face and ran sobbing into the hallway. She was followed more slowly by the ambulance crew, now bearing a loaded stretcher.
Maloney got up and approached the coroner, who was bringing up the rear. “So, is he dead?” he drawled.
“He’s dead.” The coroner handed Maloney the certificate over the draped body. “I understand you’ve got a suspect in custody?”
“One of his patients,” Maloney confirmed. “It looks like an open and shut case.”
The coroner nodded. “I don’t think there’s much doubt about the cause of death, but I should have the autopsy results by tomorrow afternoon.”
“I’ll keep the area sealed until then.”
The coroner signaled to the ambulance crew to move out.
“Wait—” I pushed myself to my feet. “Could I see the wound?”
The coroner frowned. “It’s not a pretty sight, Miss,” he warned.
“It’s all right,” I told him, “I’m a doctor.”
He glanced toward Maloney.
The detective eyed me with pursed lips, his gaze inscrutable. “She can’t disturb anything, can she?”
“Not so long as she just looks,” the coroner said with a shrug.
“Go on, then,” the detective said to me. “Look away.”
Crossing to the stretcher, I folded back the sheet and gazed down at the face of Dr. Herman Hauptfuhrer. It was a handsome face despite its bluish cast, past middle age but not yet jowly, with long, dark eyelashes and a silver-dusted mustache. It was his eyes, though, that seized my attention. Unlike the cloudy eyes of the nameless cadavers I was accustomed to, these stared up at me clearly—and, it seemed, accusingly—in their unblinking directness.
Drawing a deep breath, I pulled the cloth lower to reveal the wound. It was on the right side of his neck, as wide as my index finger and angled slightly downward. Once again I tried to reconcile my impressions of Eliza with this proof of vicious assault—and once again, I failed. I positioned my hands over the corpse’s temples, glancing at the coroner. “May I?”
He bowed. “By all means,” he replied, with an exaggerated sweep of his arm.
I grasped the head and started to tilt it for a better look—but let go reflexively as my fingertips registered the still-warm skin. I stared down at the white marks my fingers had left on the temples, where the lividity wasn’t yet fixed, struck afresh by the enormity of what had occurred. Just an hour ago, this man had been eating breakfast; now, perhaps because of my careless words to Eliza, he would eat and breathe no more.
Struggling to regain a semblance of detachment, I took hold of the head once more and tipped it to the right to open the gash. Rigor mortis had not yet set in and it turned easily on its stem, revealing the full extent of the damage. The main blood vessels and trachea, I saw, had been completely severed, while the esophagus was sliced halfway through. It was a cruel wound, inflicted with clear and deadly intent. I released the head, and stepped back.
“Seems it only took one stroke,” the detective mused, coming to stand beside me. “One clean stroke, coming down from above, while the doctor was squatting in front of the filing cabinets.”
“How do you know he was squatting?” I asked dully.
“From the position of the body, and the fact that one of the bottom file drawers was open. We’re guessing he was putting away the papers he’d come down to work on, when the suspect struck him from behind.”
Yes, I could see it more clearly now. Eliza demanding to know where her daughter was. The doctor turning her down, refusing to discuss the matter any further as he went back to filing his papers. And then Eliza, aflame with the injustice I’d convinced her had been perpetrated against her, grabbing the sword from the desk and inflicting the fatal blow. I shook my head, trying to dislodge the disturbing images from my mind. It occurred to me that this must be why the detective had let me look: to shock me into accepting Eliza’s guilt and ensure my full cooperation.
“Are we done here?” the coroner asked.
The detective nodded. “We’re done.”
The coroner pulled the sheet back up over the corpse and signaled to the stretcher bearers to move out.
Turning back to me, the detective asked briskly, “So what have we got?” Counting on his fingers, he summarized, “We’ve got the suspect standing over the victim’s body, covered with the victim’s blood; we’ve got the murder weapon on the floor two feet from where she’s standing; and we’ve got some very nice finger impressions on the sword handle that I’m confident will match her prints.” He spread his hands in the air. “In other words, it’s a clear cut case, and that’s what I intend to tell the boys from Headquarters when they arrive. I’m thinking this might even be the first New York case to win a homicide conviction based on fingerprint evidence.” He peered at me. “So, Dr. Summerford, the only way you can help your patient now, the only way, is by telling me why she did it. Maybe she had a good reason. If there are any mitigatin’ circumstances that could make things easier on her, you oughta let me know.”
Maybe he was right, I thought frantically; maybe if her reasons were known the charges against her would be reduced, or a jury might at least be more sympathetic. But if I told him about our conversation, I’d not only be handing the prosecution a motive, I’d be revealing my own role in the murder, as well. So instead, I stalled for time. “You must understand, Detective Maloney, that anything my patient tells me, whether or not it has a bearing on this case, is strictly confidential. I would have to ask her permission before I could repeat it to anyone else.”
His pale eyes narrowed, but he replied pleasantly enough, “Sure, you go ahead and get permission. Then we’ll talk.” He jotted something on a page of his book and ripped it out. “Give this to Officer Callahan, the arresting officer. He’ll make sure you get a chance to see her.”
I stared down at the paper. “But—where will I find her?”
“Harlem Police Court.” He took the paper back and wrote down the address. “Callahan will take her there for her arraignment as soon as he’s finished booking her. They ought to be there for a couple of hours.”
I slid the paper numbly into my pocket and followed him out of the room. As we passed through the hallway I glanced up the staircase toward Miss Hauptfuhrer’s living quarters, feeling a disturbing kinship. The doctor’s daughter wasn’t so very different from me, after all: an older unmarried woman, living a quietly productive life in the lee of her father’s protection. Things like this weren’t supposed to happen to people like her. To people like us. I couldn’t help thinking how dreadfully quiet the house would seem to her in the days to come, with nothing to keep her company but the tick of the clock, and the endlessly repeating memory of discovering her father’s brutalized body . . . .
“Detective,” I mused aloud as we approached the front door, “you said that Miss Hauptfuhrer found Mrs. Miner standing over her father’s body. Did she tell you why she happened to come down to his office when she did?”
I thought he hesitated slightly, before answering, “She heard screaming through the heating vent.”
“You mean she actually heard her father being attacked?” I asked in horror.
“Nah, someone screaming for help.”
I pulled up short. “Screaming for help? Who was it?”
“She says it was Mrs. Miner.”
“Mrs. Miner was screaming for help?”
“So she says.”
“But why would she scream for help if she’d just—”
“I’ve seen it before,” he said with a shrug. “Something sets ’em off, they pull the trigger, then they get hysterical when they realize what they’ve done. It’s as if for just that split second when they commit the crime, the devil is talking in their ear.” He pulled the door open.
Yes, I supposed it could have happened like that, I thought as I stumbled on past him out to the street. A moment of unpremeditated violence, triggered by thoughts of blame and revenge; only in this case, the voice in the killer’s ear may very well have been my own.
“Goodbye for now, Dr. Summerford,” he called after me. “I’ll be talking to you again, real soon.”
I broke through the handful of lingering gawkers and lurched blindly down the sidewalk, having no idea where I was going but desperate to get away. Images of the slain doctor seemed to be burned into the backs of my eyelids, while bits of my conversation with the detective kept repeating over and over in my mind, like an endless organ grinder’s tune. Worse than the gore, though, worse than the memory of Eliza’s dazed face or the detective’s stony conviction, was the secret fear that I, once again, was at least partly responsible.
I didn’t know what I was going to say to Eliza when I saw her at the police court. If only there was someone I could confide in beforehand, someone who could assure me that things weren’t as bad as they seemed and tell me what I ought to do now. But who? Not my mother, of course, And certainly not Papa.
At the end of the street I turned left to avoid a baby carriage and, lacking any clear destination, continued walking south. A persistent wind lashed at my eyes, blurring the sidewalk under my feet as one block ran into another. It wasn’t fair, I thought angrily, wiping the tears away. I wasn’t the one who’d killed the doctor. I may have failed to recognize Eliza’s state of mind—may even have provoked her, unintentionally—but I wasn’t the one who’d raised the sword and struck a man dead. Why should my career, my professional reputation—and perhaps worst of all, my father’s opinion of me—be wrecked because of someone I barely knew? Perhaps I ought to tell the detective about Eliza’s lost baby, after all, without mentioning my advice to her, and let Eliza deal with the consequences of her actions. I could go back there right now, and be done with it.
But I knew that I wouldn’t. I couldn’t just abandon her. Because if I did, and she was sentenced to life in prison or worse, a piece of me would have to go with her.
I’d come to the end of another block. Looking up at the street sign, I discovered that I’d reached the intersection of Madison and 73rd Street. I squeezed my book bag against my chest in a spasm of relief; suddenly, I knew just where to go. I turned left and ran down the sidewalk, on legs still wobbly from shock. I was over an hour late, but with any luck he’d still be at home. The railed stoop of his brownstone reached out in welcome up ahead. Bounding toward it, I hopped up the steps and rapped sharply on the door.
The maid who answered my knock assured me that Professor Bogard was still in. I waited in the parlor while she went to inform him of my arrival, warming my hands in front of the fire, feeling a little steadier with each passing minute. If anyone could give me a fair assessment of my handling of Eliza, it was the professor. I glanced at the mementoes of his illustrious career, which covered the parlor walls: posters from his well-attended lectures; tinted daguerreotypes of distinguished colleagues; smaller tintypes featuring the professor in exotic locales. I spotted a recent photograph in the circular, box camera format, and drew closer. It was of my graduating class, taken the spring before the professor left Johns Hopkins to devote himself to lecturing full-time. The professor was standing at the end of the front row, smiling confidently at the camera, while I held pride of place on his right, with my blurry face turned in his direction.
I felt a small thrill, even now. I’d scarcely believed it when he’d asked me to continue as his research assistant after graduation. I’d known he’d been pleased with my prior work—the paper we co-wrote on Myer’s theory of extra-marginal consciousness had been particularly well received—but I was sure there were many people more qualified than I who would have jumped at the opportunity to assist him. Now I thanked my lucky stars that we had remained in close contact, so that I could call on him for help.
The maid returned and led me down the hall to the professor’s study, rapping twice on the door before she pushed it open.
“Genevieve!” cried the professor, rising behind his desk on sight of me. “I wondered what had become of you.”
His plump torso was clothed in a canary-yellow waistcoat so bright it made his white beard glow. Despite the brilliance of his attire, however, my eyes were drawn immediately to the drab little man sitting across from him. “I . . . I’m sorry I’m late,” I stammered, struggling to hide my dismay as the seated man rose more slowly to his feet.
“Never mind, there’s still a little time,” the professor assured me. “Dr. Mayhew and I have a luncheon appointment at Sherry’s but we don’t have to leave for another quarter of an hour.” He gestured toward the other man. “You know Dr. Mayhew, I believe?”
I nodded. I knew him, all right; he was the professor who’d given me the drawing assignment on penile mechanics. “Professor.”
“Dr. Summerford,” he said, tipping his head.
“Mayhew’s just arrived from Baltimore,” Professor Bogard explained as we all sat down. “He’s going to be teaching at the College of Physicians and Surgeons for the remainder of the year. Perhaps it’s fortunate that you were delayed; now you can have the benefit of two minds, as it were.”
I smiled with an effort. In contrast to Professor Bogard, Mayhew was a study in muted gray—gray suit, gray thinning hair, over-waxed gray mustache. His only compelling features were his bright little eyes, which were watching me now as a snake might watch a tethered mouse. “Perhaps I should come back later,” I suggested, “when you have more time.”
“No time like the present,” the professor said breezily. “Besides, I’m leaving town tomorrow on a lecture tour, so I’ll be spending the afternoon packing.” To Mayhew he explained, “I’ve agreed to supervise Genevieve’s clinical work here in the city, in return for her help with my research. She’s developing a new therapy technique based on work she did with Herbert Cassell, applying the rational psychotherapy approach within a class format.”
“Is that right?” Mayhew said, cocking an eyebrow.
“Yes, I’m employing Cassell’s reeducation techniques to relieve my patient’s physical symptoms,” I explained, “by correcting the faulty thoughts and emotions that underlie them.”
His other eyebrow rose to join the first. “How very . . . novel.”
“It’s fairly well established that emotional trauma can affect the nervous system on a physiological level,” I countered. “In the same way that unhappy thoughts can decrease gastric secretions, leading to digestive disease, unhappy emotions elicited by trauma can negatively affect the nervous system, leading to physical symptoms. It follows that if you change the emotions that are linked to the trauma, you should be able to make those symptoms go away.” I realized that, as so often happened in his presence, I was talking too fast and too much in an attempt to forestall his ridicule.
“And you expect to accomplish all that with several patients at once?” he drawled.
“It’s been done before, in other contexts. With depressive consumptives, for instance. Cassell’s class model is tailor-made for people who’ve shared similar traumas.”
“Oh, I’m sure your precedents are sound. May I congratulate you, then, on a successful venture so far?”
I blinked at him, knowing he couldn’t possibly have found out about Eliza, but feeling somehow exposed nonetheless. “Well it . . . it’s really too early to say,” I finally answered. “Yesterday was my first class.”
“Yes, yes; your first class!” exclaimed Professor Bogard, glancing at the clock. “Tell us, Genevieve, how did it go?”
The ticking of the clock filled the silence as they waited for my response. I couldn’t possibly tell the professor about Eliza’s arrest in front of Mayhew. But I needed his advice, and I didn’t know when I’d have another opportunity to get it. I decided I would have to try to present the core problem, without giving too much away.
I began with a brief description of the class members and their symptoms, before casually mentioning that one patient in particular had caught my interest. Trying my best to ignore Mayhew, who was now sprawling sideways in his chair with his chin propped skeptically on his palm, I sketched Eliza’s history and her private revelations to me after class. I didn’t mention the doctor’s name, or that I had encouraged Eliza to confront him—or that he had been murdered just a few hours before.
“What did you make of her statements about the baby girl?” Professor Bogard asked when I was done.
“I suppose what concerned me most was her overwhelming guilt. I felt it was important to suggest that she wasn’t the only one responsible for what happened.”
“For what she says happened, you mean,” Mayhew interjected. “You didn’t accept it at face value, I hope.”
So he was no longer content to belittle just me, I thought; now he sought to discredit my patients, as well. “Are you suggesting that there is no daughter?” I asked him. “That she’s making it all up?”
“I’m suggesting that it may be a product of her unconscious, Dr. Summerford,” he corrected. “You do remember the unconscious?”
I stared at him in surprise. When the unconscious motive theories had started trickling in from abroad during my first years at medical school, Mayhew had been their loudest detractor, pronouncing them “factually unsupported” and “prone to luridly sexual interpretation”. Now that the great Stanley Hall had taken up the cause, however, calling for a grand symposium to formally introduce the theories to America, he seemed to have changed his tune. I turned to Professor Bogard, waiting for him to pooh-pooh Mayhew’s farfetched assertion. But to my surprise, he was nodding in agreement.
“We’d certainly have to question the truth of her story,” the professor said. “You say the Reverend never mentioned a daughter?”
“Well, no,” I said, scrambling to follow this line of thinking, “but he only came to the parish a few years ago. I assume he arrived after the daughter was born.”
“Or the whole birth story is an hysterical fantasy,” Mayhew persisted. “You did consider the possibility?”
I felt a flush creeping up my temples. “I saw nothing in her file or in her interactions with me to suggest such a thing.”
“That might indicate more a failure of observation, than a refutation of the fact, might it not?” he asked with a shrug.
“You say her son suffocated while she was taking a bath,” Professor Bogard broke in, seemingly oblivious to Mayhew’s needling.
“Yes,” I told him, “that’s in Reverend Palmer’s records.”
He drummed his fingers over his waistcoat. “From what the Reverend told you about the hours she spends in church, I think we can safely say she holds herself responsible for the death.”
“I expect that’s true,” I agreed.
“One can only imagine the pain such a belief would cause,” he went on. “It could, quite literally, become unbearable. In such a case, the fantasy of another, living child might provide some relief.”
I sat slowly back in my seat.
“The doctor’s involvement is a nice touch,” Mayhew said. “She doesn’t just give the baby up; it’s taken from her forcibly, leaving her helpless and therefore, in this scenario, blameless.”
I didn’t know whether to be intrigued or horrified by their suggestion. If there really was no baby girl, then there was no reason for Eliza to have killed the doctor. At least, no rational reason. But then again, if she believed there was a baby, I supposed the result might have been the same. It would all depend on the power and persistence of the fantasy. “Surely, Professor, it would be difficult for her to maintain such a fantasy, if all those around her knew it to be untrue,” I ventured. “She’d have to doubt its reality on some level, wouldn’t she?”
“To the contrary,” Mayhew answered, stroking his waxy mustache, “to her it would be very real indeed. The greater her guilt, the more energy she would have to invest in the defense against it. The mind, Dr. Summerford, is more complex than you give it credit for.”
Still addressing Professor Bogard, I persisted, “But what if a key player in the fantasy were to repudiate it? What if she confronted the doctor, for example, and he insisted that none of it had ever happened? Might that be sufficient to pierce the hysterical belief?”
“Not necessarily,” Bogard replied. “The fantasy would be protecting her from powerful feelings of guilt and incompetence—providing a relief valve, as it were. It wouldn’t be easy to dispel. If one were to try, without defusing those emotions first . . .” he shook his head.
“What? What would happen then?”
He shrugged. “Who knows? Let’s just say it would be best not to find out.”
He must have sensed my distress, for he added in a not unkindly tone, “You must be patient, my dear. I know the desire to see immediate results when you’re just starting out can be very strong, but overnight cures are rare in our line of work. You have to uncover the underlying complex before the symptoms will disappear. Take your time, and get to know the patient in your weekly sessions. That’s where the cure will take place.”
I don’t think he could have made me feel worse if he had tried. It had never occurred to me that Eliza’s story might all be an hysterical fantasy. If they were right, then Dr. Hauptfuhrer was completely blameless—and my own failure all the more glaring. “But what if she really did have another child?” I pleaded.
“Let’s examine that possibility, shall we?” Bogard said brightly, as though we were in class, and this was all just some academic exercise. “We have before us an unmarried girl, carrying a bastard in her womb. On the one hand, she is deeply ashamed of her illicit sexual activity and the pregnancy it has initiated. On the other, she can’t help but feel some natural affection for the infant growing within her.”
“Producing,” Mayhew chimed in, “an irreconcilable conflict: one part of her wants to love and protect the child, while another wants to destroy the symbol of her shame.”
“And so,” Bogard continued, slapping his palm against his blotter, “she projects her destructive urges onto the doctor who delivers it, bringing us right back where we were before: with this fantasy wherein the doctor forces her to give the child up against her wishes, allowing her to deny her own hatred for the baby at the same time she rids herself of it!” They beamed at each other over the desktop.
“But isn’t it possible that her story is true?” I interjected. “After all, men do take sexual advantage of women every day. It seems quite plausible to me that she had this baby and wanted to keep it, but was forced to give it up.”
“Of course it’s possible, my dear,” Professor Bogard said, “but in the absence of any corroborating evidence, it mustn’t be assumed.” Peering at me over his spectacles, he added, “Remember, it isn’t only the patient’s story that must be questioned. The psychotherapist must constantly examine his own objectivity, as well. It isn’t unusual for a patient’s experience to trigger memories and emotions in the therapist that could distort his understanding of the issues.”
I shrank in my chair as the meaning of his words sank in. “I’m aware of that possibility,” I said stiffly, hoping Mayhew didn’t detect my discomfort.
“Being aware, and seeing it in ourselves, are often two different things,” the professor said mildly, inspecting a fingernail.
My ears were so hot I thought they must be glowing like horseshoes on a forge. I hadn’t suffered the same misfortune as Eliza, but as the professor knew, I had come close—so close that just thinking about it still made me blush to the roots of my hair. I’d told Professor Bogard about it one evening at school, while we were reviewing an article on control of the sexual impulse in male juveniles. I’d attempted a joke—a caustic allusion to the randy young seducer in Donne’s “The Flea”—which the professor, typically, had refused to take at face value. After much teasing I’d finally confessed the whole story, striving for a tone of sophisticated nonchalance that was very different from what I’d felt.
I had told him about Simon Shaw. Just thinking the name, even now, was like stirring a bucket of muddy water. The first image to rise up was of the lock of dark hair that used to fall over one eye when he tilted his head, as he tended to do on sight of me. Next came his coat: a man-sized garment of shearling-lined suede, baggy on his young frame and stained around the cuffs from hard use. It had smelled of sweet leather and sweat and something bitter, like acorns; and when he wrapped it around me the night I snuck down to the stable, it was as cozy as a lap rug on a midwinter sleigh ride.
The mantel clock chimed the hour. “I’m afraid we’re out of time,” the professor said. “Much as I love Louis, I don’t trust him to hold our table for very long. Is there anything else we need to discuss, my dear?”
I edged forward on my seat. He couldn’t go yet; he hadn’t told me what to do. “I’m still not sure how to proceed with my patient. I wouldn’t want my inexperience to hamper her treatment.”
“Don’t worry, you know much more than you think you do,” he cheerfully assured me, collecting his pipe and tobacco. “Besides, the best way to overcome a lack of experience is to simply throw yourself into the trenches. You never know what you’re capable of, until you’re pushed to it.”
“But—couldn’t we meet one more time before you go? So that I could fill you in on the details . . .”
He frowned down at his engagement book, shaking his head. “I’m afraid I’m going to be awfully busy, preparing for the trip.” He looked up, his face brightening. “Just trust your instincts, my dear. Psychotherapy isn’t as easy as knowing where to place the stitches or how to tie the knots. Sometimes you just have to feel your way.”
I sat back in defeat, feeling as though the last lifeboat was floating away without me.
“With all due respect,” Mayhew said to the professor, “if she wants to eliminate the fabrication, she could try removing the patient’s uterus.”
I barely suppressed a groan. The idea that hysterical fantasies could be triggered by nervous reflexes originating in the uterus had been almost universally discredited, the removal of the uterus having proved no more helpful than cauterization of the cervix, enlargement of the anus, or any of the other techniques that had been tried to stem the pathological flow of reflex from organs to the mind. Only a misogynist like Mayhew would cling to such an ineffectual solution. “I thought you believed the delusion grew out of her unconscious,” I said.
He shrugged. “I do. But it’s telling, is it not, that hysterical fantasies are seen almost exclusively in females? I don’t believe we can rule out a physiological predisposition in the weaker sex.”
Again I looked to Professor Bogard, waiting for him to refute this drivel; but he was busy rifling through some papers on his desk. I turned back to Mayhew. “A hysterectomy strikes me as extreme, especially when we haven’t even established that we’re dealing with a fantasy.”
“Haven’t we?” he said, his eyes widening in surprise. “Why, I didn’t think any doubt remained.”
I could feel myself succumbing to that state of mute humiliation I’d experienced so often in class, when he’d caught me with one of his barbs. But we weren’t in the classroom now, and there was too much at stake to let him bully me. “I still have doubts,” I said.
“Do you really?” He folded his hands delicately in his lap. “Then I’m afraid we must conclude that your tender feminine heart has caused you to mistake an hysterical woman’s wishes for the truth.”
The ratty tails of his mustache twitched with satisfaction, as I’d seen them twitch so many times before. This time, however, I couldn’t hold back the anger the sight provoked. “Or we could conclude that she’s telling the truth,” I blurted out, “and that you, having so little regard for either women or the truth, are unable to recognize it.”
For one exultant moment I reveled in the flush that mottled his face—before the realization of what I’d done came bearing down on me. The last thing I needed now was the enmity of my professional peers. We stared at each other, he in outrage, I in an agony of regret.
The professor unknowingly broke the silence. “Here it is!” he exclaimed, pulling a sheaf of papers from under his pipe rack and holding it out to me over the desk. “This is for you. It’s my response to Pierre Janet’s Harvard lectures on the major states of hystericals.”
Another research assignment. I reached for it with a leaden arm.
“It’s a bit rough, I know, but I was short on time. Most of the lecture material is reprinted in these.” He passed me a heavy stack of Journal de Psychologie back issues. “I’ve jotted down the basic points, but you should of course feel free to add your own ideas.”
I balanced the journals on my lap and flipped through his notes. A few handwritten lines were scrawled across each page, heavily punctuated with question marks and ellipses.
“Well, what do you say?” he asked jovially, as though offering me an irresistible treat. “Are you game?”
“Of course,” I said mechanically, removing the journals I’d brought with me from my bag and replacing them with the new ones. “When do you need it?”
“Would the end of next week be too soon?”
“Next week!”
“I know, I know; but there’s a publication deadline to meet.”
“Well then,” I sighed, “I suppose I can manage it.”
“Marvelous!” He got to his feet. “I knew I could count on you.” He stepped jauntily around his desk toward the door, the picture of confidence, a man clearly in charge of his affairs. My heart ached at the sight. It was all I could do not to grab hold of his sleeve and beg for his help.
“We’ll see you out,” he said, reaching for the doorknob.
I walked beside him down the hallway, as Mayhew trailed behind. I imagined I could feel Mayhew’s eyes on my back, full of contempt for a woman who’d had the nerve to step outside the bounds of nature to assume a man’s job. He had once said, in an anatomy lecture in which I was the only woman present, that the female brain was “rather too small for great intellect, but just large enough for conceit.” As I stepped out the front door into a world newly fraught with uncertainty, I wondered for the first time if he might be right.
I rode the Third Avenue El up to 116th Street and walked the last five blocks to the Harlem Police Court. This was a fortress-like structure with a grim corner tower and thick bars over the windows of the attached jail. I followed two men carrying document cases past the jail’s vehicular entrance and through a side door into the courthouse. An iron staircase spiraled upward from the entry hall. Following the signs, I climbed the polished terrazzo steps to the magistrate’s courtroom.
Pushing through the heavy doors, I found myself inside a spacious room with a vaulted, coffered ceiling and carved wainscoting on the walls. A dozen wide benches in the back half of the room were filled end-to-end with all manner of humanity, from women holding squalling infants to elderly gentlemen in fastidious business attire. The magistrate sat across from them with his back to a two-story window. Between the benches and the magistrate’s platform sat the lawyers and court personnel, boxed off by wooden railings.
I edged through the odiferous crowd at the door, craning my neck for a glimpse of Eliza. A long line of prisoners and their arresting officers stretched to the clerk’s desk from a door at the side of the room, but I didn’t see her among them. The steam pipes were going full tilt, spewing unchecked heat into the crammed courtroom. As more people pushed in behind me, I moved to a spot further up along the wall, fanning myself with a section of the professor’s notes as I waited for her to arrive.
I still wasn’t sure how I would feel or what I was going to say when I finally spoke with her—or for that matter, what she might be feeling or might say to me. For all I knew, she might be blaming me for whatever had transpired. I listened with half an ear as the parade of defendants took their turns before the magistrate: a grocer accused of selling skimmed milk; a shabbily dressed young woman charged with prostitution; a rotund man accused of stealing three pairs of trousers, by concealing them under his waistband. By the time the magistrate had appointed four reporters from the front row an “investigative committee” and charged them with determining whether the latter’s waistband was capable of such a feat, sweat was trickling steadily down my ribs, and I was feeling faint from the heat. When the reporters rose to follow the man into the magistrate’s private chamber, I scurried over to claim a spot on the vacated bench.
I had just sat down when the side door opened and Eliza stepped into the room, accompanied by the officer who’d driven her away in the van. She looked terrible—her face deathly pale, her hair falling from its pins, her skirt stiff with dried blood. She cowered behind the officer as they joined the line and shuffled toward the clerk’s desk. I tried to observe her with a detached eye, searching for the unhinged woman I had failed to detect before. But no matter how hard I stared, I saw only a more frightened, confused version of the docile young woman I remembered.
As they approached the clerk’s desk she glanced out toward the gallery, and drew up short. At first I thought she was looking at me—but then realized it was at something behind me. I turned to see a stoop-shouldered woman in a threadbare coat laboring up the center aisle, leaning heavily on a bamboo walking stick. She had thinning gray hair pulled back under a shapeless felt hat, and pale blue eyes that were trained on Eliza. She reached the gate and stopped, her shoulders drooping.
The Roundsman started toward her from the other side of the rail. Before he had taken two steps she crumpled forward, whacking the gate with her stick as she grabbed for it with both hands. I jumped up to catch her from behind at the same instant the Roundsman lunged for her over the rail.
“Whoa there, easy does it,” he said, securing her in a beefy grip.
I wrapped my arm around the woman’s shoulders to steady her while he came around through the gate, and together we lowered her onto the front bench.
“What are they going to do to her?” she whimpered, clutching her stick in both hands.
“To who?” the Roundsman asked.
She looked past him, toward Eliza. “My daughter.”
My arm dropped reflexively from her shoulders. “You’re Eliza’s mother?”
She turned to me in a daze. “A man called me from the police station; he said I should get her a lawyer. But I don’t have any money for a lawyer . . .”
“Are you going to be all right, ma’am?” asked the Roundsman, peering into her face.
“She’s in shock,” I told him. “I think she’ll be all right if she just rests for a minute. You can leave her with me; I’ll keep an eye on her.”
Looking relieved, he returned to his post on the other side of the rail.
I eased the woman’s coat off her shoulders and fanned her with the professor’s notes. At close range I realized she wasn’t as old as I’d first supposed—not much older than my own mother, most likely. It was the heaviness of her movements, her air of long-suffering resignation, that had misled me. I could see now a clear resemblance to her daughter, in the long, oval shape of her face, and the pale blue of her eyes.
I looked back toward Eliza, who had reached the clerk’s desk and was listening meekly as the arresting officer gave his statement. She turned her head at the same moment, and our eyes met. I felt a brief flash of anger toward her for putting us in this position, mixed with guilt over my own incompetence. Her own, soft eyes held no accusation, however. Again, I discerned only helpless fear and confusion. Sympathy rose up in me, uninvited. Of its own accord, my hand lifted in a small wave of encouragement.
Her mother turned and blinked at me, as if really seeing me for the first time. “You know my daughter?”
“Yes, I met her just yesterday, at the church.” I held out my hand. “I’m Genevieve Summerford.”
She frowned at me for a moment, as though trying to place my name. Suddenly her eyes widened, and her mouth fell open in recognition. “You!” she gasped, drawing back from me. “You’re the one!”
I lowered my hand. “I beg your pardon?”
Her gnarled finger pointed at me from the top of her walking stick. “You’re the woman doctor she told me about, who put all those crazy ideas in her head!”
I licked my suddenly dry lips. “Mrs. Braun, I’m not sure what Eliza told you, but all I did was—”
“I know exactly what you did!” she interrupted. “You got her all excited and talking foolishness! You should have known better; you’re a doctor! Couldn’t you see she isn’t right in the head?”
The courtroom seemed to have suddenly tilted and slid off center. “What do you mean, she isn’t right in the head?” I asked faintly.
She pushed herself to her feet. “It’s all your fault,” she fumed, leaning over me with her eyes ablaze. “Everything that’s happened; it’s all your fault!” She backed into the aisle, her cane bumping against the bench legs as she dragged it after her. I turned and watched her stagger to an empty spot three rows back and sit down, her concave chest heaving and her face livid with indignation.
I swiveled back toward the front of the room. My heart was racing and my eyes refused to focus. Eliza, the clerk, and the magistrate all merged into a blur, until I could see nothing but accusing eyes glaring down at me. Not Mrs. Braun’s eyes—Papa’s eyes, cold and empty as the darkest reaches of space. I gripped the edge of the bench, helpless to resist, as I was swept back to that day long ago . . . .
I LAY ON my stomach on the cool parquet floor, at eye level with the huge blue porcelain urns that had been magically transported from the distant Orient to house the giant palms in each corner of our drawing room. The fronds of one of these palms curved luxuriously over my head, creating a perfect hideaway. In the summer, when the rug was rolled up and the blinds were half-drawn to keep out the heat, this was my favorite place to draw.
My brother Conrad lay propped on his elbows beside me, watching the horse on my drawing tablet come slowly to life. His own drawing lay beside him—large messy strokes of blue broken by stepped, horizontal lines that I knew from experience were rooftops.
“Can I help?” he asked me.
“No. It’s a present, for Mamma. It has to be just from me.”
Feet scurried around our heads as the maids rushed about setting tall vases and crystal decanters and shining brass spittoons in place. From time to time I glanced up at the commotion through the fingers of the palm frond. I’d never seen the chandelier glow so brightly, or the piano reflect it with such a perfect shine. The entire household had been put to work preparing for Mamma’s 35th birthday party. Even Eleanor, our new governess, had been pressed into service repairing a tear in one of the pillow covers. I could see her sitting in the tete-a-tete across the room, her small brown head bent over the velvet cover as her inexperienced fingers fumbled with the needle.
In the hallway I heard Mamma ask for the hundredth time, “Have the flowers arrived?” For weeks we’d been hearing about the special flowers that she’d ordered for the event, the mere mention of which brought a sparkle to her eye. They were coming all the way from France, or Italy, or some other such inconceivable place, raced over land and water to arrive fresh and dewy at our door on this, her special day. Except that the deliverymen seemed to be cutting it awfully close, and as the time before the main event was growing shorter, so was Mamma’s temper.
Conrad leaned over to watch me draw the horse’s rear leg. “Yikes,” he exclaimed, yikes being his word of the week, “that’s a good horse.”
I bumped over so he could see the whole thing. “This is the hardest part,” I explained. He watched in respectful silence as I drew the knee, hock and splaying hoof, so close to me I could smell the Pears’ soap that Eleanor used to wash his hair. I paused to examine the hoof and, deciding it was too small, drew a second line wider than the first. I pushed myself up on my hands to judge the result, and heard Conrad’s soft grunt of approval.
“All right,” I relented, “you can fill in some of the sky. But only this part, right here.”
He scuttled on elbows and knees to the box of wax coloring sticks Mamma had brought back from France, and returned with a blunted blue. We set to work, and were just applying the finishing touches when a flurry of gasps and cries from the hallway informed us that the flowers had finally arrived. A moment later Mamma burst into the drawing room, trailed by Katie and two of the maids, each carrying an enormous arrangement. I pulled my drawing from beneath Conrad’s hand and flipped it over as she bustled past, her hair flying in untidy wisps around her shirtwaist collar.
She turned and scanned the room like a general surveying his battlefield. “Let’s see . . . that one right there, I think,” she directed the parlor maid, pointing to the round table; “and that one on the piano. No, wait: that one should go in front of the window. This one,” she said to Katie, who was straining under the weight of an enormous jardinière, “should go on the piano.” She watched, fists on hips, as Katie slid the urn-shaped vase on top of the case. “Yes; perfect!”
I eyed this last arrangement with interest. It was nearly as tall as my brother, an elaborate construction of twining greens and extraordinarily long-stemmed roses that curved languidly over the edge of the vase. So these were the flowers that had put my mother in such a dither of anticipation. My blood quickened, as an idea began to take shape in my mind.
“Where do you want these little ones, ma’am?” asked the chambermaid from the doorway, holding three vases in her arms.
Mamma strode over to relieve her of one of the vases. “One on the hall console, I think, and two on the dining room sideboard. Here, I’ll show you. Eleanor, could you give us a hand?”
Eleanor put down her needle with relief and followed them out.
Conrad and I were alone in the drawing room. I got up and walked over to the piano for a closer inspection of the roses. They were as soft as velvet and perfectly shaped, as evenly formed as the special rosette trim in Mrs. Cunningham’s hat shop. I lifted one of the plump heads to my nose and breathed its intoxicating perfume, as my idea burst into full form.
I released the rose and dashed out the door. Returning a few moments later with a pair of scissors, I approached the piano and examined the roses with a critical, artist’s eye. The differences were slight but some of the blossoms seemed a bit fatter to me, and slightly more symmetrical. I snipped one of these off with several inches of stem and set it aside. Working slowly to avoid the thorns, I continued to cut one after another of the best heads, until there was a good-sized pile on the piano top. I carried these back to my drawing place and set to work.
I was lost in the requirements of color and proportion when, some time later, my concentration was broken by my mother’s startled cry. “Genna! What have you done?”
I looked up to see her standing beside the piano, staring at a trail of petals that led from the bench to my little hideaway. I was vexed that I’d been found out before my masterwork was complete; but disappointment quickly gave way to delicious anticipation. I jumped to my feet, holding up my drawing with both hands. I had punched the rose stems through the heavy paper and twisted them together underneath, so that the precious flowers now formed a nearly full wreath around the horse’s neck. “Happy Birthday, Mamma!”
“Oh, Genna.” Her eyes were dark with disappointment.
I lowered the drawing uncertainly to my side. “It’s not finished yet. It will look better when it’s done . . .”
“What is it?” Father stood in the doorway, having chosen this moment to look in on the preparations. “What’s happened?” he asked, striding to my mother’s side.
“It’s all right,” my mother said quickly; “she was just trying to make me a present.”
Father’s gaze moved from Mother’s face, to the rose garland. “No, it is not all right,” he fumed. “Not all right at all! Genevieve, how many times have we told you that you must think before you act?”
I stared down at my shoes.
“What on earth possessed you? You know how much your mother has been looking forward to receiving those roses! Why would you want to destroy them?”
I looked up in surprise. “I didn’t destroy them! They’re right here, see? On the horse’s neck.”
His cheeks bulged the way they had when Mrs. Wall asked me how I liked her fruit cake and I said it tasted moldy. “That was a thoughtless and foolhardy thing to do.”
I didn’t yet have a full grasp of the fatal flaw which would soon so radically change my life. But I was already well acquainted with words like “rash” and “thoughtless” and “foolhardy”—and most familiar of all, “selfish”. I truly didn’t mean to be selfish. For some reason I couldn’t explain I just didn’t stop to think, when I tried to tunnel through the lawn to China, that I would need a new dress to replace my hopelessly soiled one; or to consider, when I stopped to spin tops in the vacant corner lot after school, the distress my absence would cause my governess. Each time I promised myself to do better—but no matter how often I promised, I always seemed to end up here, staring at my shoes.
Mother laid her hand on Father’s arm. “Genna,” she said, “why don’t you take Conrad out into the yard. I’ll have Eleanor call you when it’s time for your supper.”
“Yes, Mamma.”
“And please see that he doesn’t get dirty. Eleanor has enough to do without giving him another bath.”
“All right, Mamma.”
She stooped in front of me, taking hold of the picture. “Why don’t I put this somewhere safe for now? Then later we can dry the flowers and put them in our keepsake box.”
I handed it over without a word. I didn’t want to remember it now; it looked clumsy and stupid in her hands.
I took Conrad by the wrist and dragged him out into the hall, through the pantry to the little stone terrace behind our house. He immediately ran off across the patch of lawn beyond it, toward the trickling fountain in the back wall that separated our property from Aunt Margaret’s. Yesterday the lawn had been bustling with men raking up chestnut burs and cutting the grass, but today all was quiet save for the splash and gurgle of the fountain.
At least I didn’t have to worry about Conrad disturbing father’s project, I thought, starting after him. Two weeks before, Father had decided to make a string of electric lights to decorate the chestnut tree for the party. Since electric service hadn’t yet reached our neighborhood, and we didn’t have enough space in the cellar for a private dynamo, he’d set to work building an “earth battery” which, he’d explained, would draw electricity right from the earth, costing nothing but the price of a few metal plates and magnets and the wire to connect them. Unfortunately, as he was constantly adjusting the depth and alignment of the plates in an effort to improve results, we children could never be quite sure where danger lay, and had been scolded more than once for tripping over the wires. When by the week of the party he’d only captured enough current to light two small bulbs, he finally gave in and bought an Edison battery for the job, to our private but great relief.
Now the plates were gone, the holes were filled in, and the lawn was level again. I cut across the smooth grass toward the back wall, resisting the urge to take off my shoes so as not to soil my stockings. Instead of continuing toward the fountain, however, Conrad suddenly veered to the right, making a beeline toward a wheelbarrow that was standing under the chestnut tree. “Conrad, wait!” I cried after him, mindful of my mother’s instruction to keep him clean. “Let’s see if there are any more raspberries in the hedge!”
He paused in mid-stride, glancing at me over his shoulder, then changed his course toward the patch of raspberry canes that arced over the far side of the lawn. Belatedly it occurred to me that raspberries posed even more of a threat to his shirtfront than did the dirty wheelbarrow. I hurried after him as resentful thoughts rustled through my head. Why did I always have to look after Conrad? Why should I get in trouble just because he did something wrong? I caught up to him just as he was reaching for a shriveled berry on one of the lower canes. “I’ll get it,” I said, pushing his hand away.
I plucked off the few remaining fruits that hadn’t gone all pruney or been pecked hollow by the birds, and we sat on the grass to divvy them up. I had just popped the last, seedy berry into his mouth when a shrill chirp erupted from the grass at our feet, making both of us jump.
“It’s a cricket!” Conrad said, dropping onto his hands and knees to grab at the leaping black blur. He came up empty, and grabbed again. “Got him!”
“Careful you don’t squish it,” I said, crouching beside him.
He made a peephole in his fist and squinted through it.
A shiny black antenna poked out of the hole. “Let me see,” I ordered, leaning closer.
He cracked open his fingers to give me a better view. Unfortunately he miscalculated, and the cricket jumped out to safety. The creature’s leap, however, was now lopsided, his arc of flight too low to clear the grass.
“He’s hurt,” I said, crawling after it as it lurched unevenly through the dense blades.
The cricket paused a moment beneath a half-shorn dandelion head, and we bent for a closer look. One of its rear legs was indeed sticking out from the top joint in a most unnatural way.
“Leg’s broke,” Conrad announced matter-of-factly.
“Maybe it’s just bent a little,” I said, feeling a spasm of remorse.
He pursed his lips, studying the leg. “It’s aw’ right. I can fix it.”
Even at this young age, Conrad was always trying to fix things. He took after Father that way. I, on the other hand, was consumed by unanswerable questions: what was the cricket feeling? Was it aware that its life had just taken a terrible turn for the worse, or oblivious to its plight?
I grabbed Conrad’s arm as he reached for it. “Don’t. You’ll only make it worse.”
He blinked at me. “No I won’t. I’m going to put a stick on it, like when Uncle Travy broke his leg.”
“A splint, you mean.” I peered at the whisker-thin leg. “I suppose a matchstick might do it. Or a sliver of popsicle stick.”
“I’ll go ask Katie,” he said, getting to his feet.
“No,” I said, pushing him back down. “I’ll go.” If we were going to nurse the cricket back to health, we’d need something to keep it in, and I had just the thing in mind: an orchid box that had arrived that very morning, with tiny air holes already cut through. I could make a lovely little house out of it, with a bed of shredded cotton and an empty balm tin for water. “I’ll be right back,” I said, jumping to my feet. “Keep your eye on him, but don’t pick him up.”
At the door I glanced back, remembering that I was never supposed to leave Conrad outdoors by himself. He was sitting with his chin propped on one knee, watching the cricket as his fingers absently flicked a blade of grass. In my mind, there were two kinds of rules: Big Rules, like never telling a lie or taking candy from the jar without paying; and numerous, peskier Little Rules which could, when circumstances required, be safely ignored. Not leaving Conrad alone in the rear yard felt like a Little Rule to me. Besides, I would only be gone for a minute.
I dashed through the empty pantry, down the hall and up the two flights of stairs to Mamma’s boudoir. The orchid box was still on the dressing table where I’d last seen it. A balm tin took a little longer, but I finally found a half-empty one in the back of the medicine closet. I wiped it clean and dropped it into the orchid box, tossing in a toothpick, some silk floss, and a tube of liniment for good measure.
Altogether I couldn’t have been gone more than six or seven minutes. When I ran back outside, however, Conrad was no longer sitting in the grass, or anywhere in sight. He must be hiding in the wheelbarrow, I thought in exasperation, stalking toward the tree. Within a few strides, however, I could see that the wheelbarrow was empty. I was wondering whether he might have climbed the turnstile into Aunt Margaret’s yard, when a movement in the chestnut tree’s branches caught my attention.
I looked up, shading my eyes. He couldn’t have climbed up there, I reasoned; he was too small to reach the bottom branch. But then my gaze dropped down the gnarled trunk, and despite the sun on my face, I felt a sudden chill.
A weathered wooden ladder was propped against the side of the tree, barely visible against the trunk’s mottled bark. Moving closer I saw the coil of electric lights that hung from a nail near its top rung. The workmen must have been planning to use the ladder when they returned, to string the lights on the tree.
Covering the remaining distance at a trot, I grabbed the sides of the ladder and peered up into the leafy canopy. “Conrad?”
Leaves rustled high above me, and a small voice answered, “I’m up here.”
Directly above my head, so high that it made me dizzy to look, I made out the bottom of a boot, and a pale leg encircled by dark short pants. Tilting my head farther back and to the side, I made out the rest of my brother’s diminutive form. He was standing on a branch some two feet out from the trunk, holding the limb above him with both hands.
“Genna?” he said in the same small voice, bending forward to search for me through the leaves.
The branch swayed with his movement. I tried to shout a warning, but it wouldn’t come out. “Don’t move!” I finally managed to croak. “Conrad, stay right where you are!”
“I want to get down,” he said, in the whiny voice that always came before tears.
“No! Just stay there, and I’ll come get you.” I pulled myself up the ladder, kicking my skirt out of the way. Things always looked higher from the ground, I reassured myself, trying not to feel afraid. I’d just shimmy up there and guide him down, and no one would ever be the wiser.
But when I leaned back to check on him from the top of the ladder, I discovered that one of his feet was now dangling in open air. I held my breath as he stretched it slowly, tentatively toward a lower branch that was at a slight angle to the one he was standing on. I wanted to shout to him to stop, but he’d already let go with one hand to lower himself onto the limb. My breath dragged like taffy through my lungs as his foot moved closer, closer . . . and landed safely on the lower branch.
I was so thankful he hadn’t slipped that I didn’t even yell at him for disobeying. No sooner had the flood of relief washed through me, however, than it became apparent that his new perch was much flimsier than the one he’d been standing on. When he shifted his weight it gave too easily beneath him, jiggling him up and down and nearly costing him his footing.
He froze, spread-eagled between two branches, one hand clinging to the limb above him and the other reaching for a nonexistent support. I was suddenly reminded of Aunt Margaret’s cat, the time she got stuck in the chestnut tree—so completely still you’d have thought she was enjoying the view, if it wasn’t for her pitiful mewing.
I heard a soft, hiccoughing sound, and realized he’d started to cry. “Hold on, Connie,” I implored him. “Just keep holding on!” I stood in an agony of indecision, not sure whether I should try to reach him myself, or run get Papa.
The flimsy branch bobbed again as he scrabbled for a better foothold, making my mind up for me. Grabbing the lowest branch, I planted one foot on the tree trunk and started to hoist myself up. My leather sole slid over the rough bark, dumping me back onto the ladder. I was about to try again when I heard the fresh rustling of leaves overhead, followed by a soft gasp of surprise.
When I looked up I saw Conrad falling freely through the branches, his short-pants billowing around his knees. I heard his arms thwack against leafy twiglets, and then a crack as his head hit a branch square-on. For a moment he seemed to hang in thin air, suspended over the obstructing branch, before he rolled off and plummeted downward once more.
Flinging my arms out in front of me, I half jumped, half fell off the ladder. I felt something sharp dig into my forehead as my foot caught in my skirt, pulling me short of my intended trajectory. I dropped onto the grass on my hands and knees a split second before Conrad landed with a thud a few feet away.
I waited for the crying to start, but he didn’t make a sound. I crawled closer, close enough to touch him, and stopped. He was lying on his stomach with one arm beneath him and his head twisted to one side. A few white dandelion seeds swirled around him, landing on his cheek and parted lips. I reached out and gingerly shook his shoulder. “Connie?”
He didn’t respond.
I’d never seen him so utterly still, not even when he was sleeping. I climbed slowly to my feet as my ears filled with a painful thudding. Turning, I raced back to the pantry door and yanked it open. “Conrad fell! Conrad fell out of the tree!” I shouted over and over from the threshold, until my parents appeared, breathless and pale-faced, and followed me outside.
He was lying exactly as I had left him. My father knelt beside him and turned him over, pressing his face between his hands and calling his name, while Mamma hovered behind the two of them, clutching her chest with spastic fingers. I stood a little way off, waiting for my father to fix things, as he always did. But no matter how hard Papa breathed into the small lips, or how many times he stroked the pale round face, my brother wouldn’t stir.
I was feeling a deep ache in my own chest, as if it was I who had fallen from the tree. I wanted to run to my mother and bury myself in her arms—but she had dropped to her knees and was pulling at the grass, making strange, whimpering noises in her throat. I stared at my father’s stricken profile, wishing he would turn to me, wanting him to make my pain go away.
At last, he did turn and look at me. I started toward him. “Papa—” I stopped as he staggered to his feet and lurched toward me, his face contorted almost beyond recognition.
“What was he doing in the tree?” he rasped.
I opened my mouth to respond, but nothing came out.
He lunged forward and grabbed me by the shoulders. “What was he doing in the tree?” he asked again, shaking me, staring at me with wild eyes.
“I . . . I . . .” I pulled back, trying to break free of his grasp.
Suddenly his fingers went slack on my shoulders. His arms dropped to his sides as he turned and walked back to the silent form on the ground.
I couldn’t move for several long moments. Then, as if they had detached themselves from my spinning brain, my feet started forward, one stiffly following the other, slowly gaining speed until I was running full out across the lawn, over the terrace, and into the dim house. I raced down the hall and up the stairs to the second floor landing. There I stopped, unsure where to go. Everything looked different, somehow; the carved bench on the landing, the pattern in the carpet, the paintings along the wall all oddly unfamiliar, as if I’d run into the wrong house by mistake. Filled with a terror unlike anything I’d ever known, I spun around and raced back down the steps, around the newel post and into the coat closet under the staircase. I pulled the door shut and groped forward in the dark, pushing through the hedge of cedar-scented coats, burrowing deeper and deeper until I struck the wall and could go no farther.
My father didn’t come looking for me. Not then, or anytime that night. But the memory of his eyes stayed with me in the darkness. I couldn’t forget—had never forgotten—those eyes. They were the eyes of a stranger, looking at the person who has killed his son.
Guilty.”
I returned to the present with a start, half-expecting to see my father standing before me, pointing an accusing finger. But the declaration had come from a lad some twelve or thirteen years of age who was now standing before the magistrate, flanked by two smaller boys.
“What about you?” the magistrate asked one of the young confederates.
“Guilty, yer honor.”
“Me too,” piped up the third.
The magistrate turned to the first boy. “Tell me, Mr. Smeallie, how many times have you been in here for shooting craps?”
“Once or twice, I guess,” the boy answered, hanging his head and twisting his cap in his hands.
“And how many times have I let you go?”
The boy’s head dropped lower still, until it was nearly level with those of his mates.
The magistrate drummed his fingers on the papers in front of him. He glanced toward a table in the boxed-off area where assorted lawyers and policeman and court officials had been coming and going all morning. “You want ’em?” he asked.
The man he addressed was seated at one end of the table with his chair pushed back and his legs stretched out in front of him. This was not the first time the two had communicated; on several previous occasions I’d noticed the magistrate glance in his direction, and seen the man nod or shake his head in response. Now, for the first time, the seated man spoke. “I hear they’re shorthanded at Fleischmann’s bakery,” he told the magistrate. “I think I can persuade Raoul to take them on.”
The voice had a faintly Irish lilt that sounded familiar. I leaned to the side to get a better look, but the man’s back was almost directly to me. Although his clothes were well-cut, he had the broad shoulders and sturdy neck of a laborer, or perhaps an athlete, with thick dark hair that spilled over the back of his collar.
“That all right with you, Mike?” the magistrate asked the arresting officer.
“Why sure,” the officer said, “if it’s all right with Mr. Shaw.”
My breath stopped in my throat.
“All right, boys,” the magistrate said, “I’m giving you one last chance. Mr. Shaw here is going to take you to the bakery and see that they keep you busy. You’re to do exactly as you’re told and keep your noses clean. Do you understand?
Three heads bobbed in the affirmative.
“They’re all yours,” the magistrate said.
The dark-haired man got to his feet. Walking over to the boys, he turned two of them by their shoulders and sheparded them all toward the gate.
I nearly gasped out loud. It was him—broader now in the shoulders and chest, and with his hair trained back from his face—but unquestionably our old stable hand, Simon Shaw. As he passed through the gate he said something to the Roundsman that prompted a low guffaw, making his own lips twitch in return. I knew I should have felt anger and disgust at the sight of him, or ought at least to have managed a cool indifference; but instead I could only stare and marvel at what he had become. Of course he’d always been good-looking, in a sharp-boned, disheveled sort of way—a city-streets version of the defiant-eyed Lakota warrior, Crazy Horse, I used to imagine in my more besotted moments. But maturity had filled out his face and hardened his body, even as it veiled the intensity of his eyes, creating an impression of strength and self-possession that, for a moment at least, made me forget the malignant core I knew lay inside.
As the foursome came through the gate, he glanced across the front bench. I thought he paused—but with the boys bumping along just ahead of him, it was hard to tell. When he continued down the aisle without a second look I realized I’d been mistaken. He hadn’t recognized me at all. My cheeks burned at the thought.
I had no opportunity to indulge this humiliation, however, because Eliza had just stepped up to the magistrate’s bench. “Is this the defendant Elizabeth Miner?” the magistrate asked, scanning the information sheet.
“It is,” the arresting officer confirmed.
“Officer Callahan, do you swear that the statements contained herein are the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help you God?”
“I do.”
The magistrate eyed Eliza over the sheet of paper. “I see you plead not guilty. Do you wish to have counsel represent you?”
She stared dumbly up at him.
“Do you want a lawyer,” Callahan prompted.
“I . . . I don’t know,” she replied, in hardly more than a whisper.
“You’re charged with a very serious crime,” the magistrate said. “I’d strongly suggest that you obtain the services of counsel before we proceed. I can send an officer to fetch someone, if you’ll give me a name.”
“I don’t know any lawyers.”
One of the moth-eaten attorneys who’d been lounging behind the rail since I arrived sprang to life at these words, approaching Eliza with his card outstretched. He leaned toward her and whispered urgently into her ear. She shook her head once, twice, and then nodded, looking dazed.
The lawyer turned toward the magistrate. “I represent the accused, your honor.”
“So noted,” the magistrate said, as the clerk entered this in the record. “Officer Callahan, will you recount the facts of the case in your own words for the court?”
Callahan proceeded to describe the scene at Dr. Hauptfuhrer’s in a matter-of-fact tone that, to my ears, made it sound even more gruesome than it had been, if that was possible. I saw with dismay that the four reporters at the other end of the bench, who’d appeared to be dozing since their return from the judge’s chamber, were now fully awake and snapping back the pages of their writing tablets in their zeal to record every detail.
“Do you have the murder weapon?” the magistrate asked Callahan.
“Yes, sir.” He opened a bag at his feet and lifted out the doctor’s sword with a flourish, holding it aloft for all to see.
I stared at it in morbid fascination. It was some two feet in length, with an exotic, single-edged blade that curved up and broadened toward the tip. The hilt was actually rather lovely, set with red and yellow stones and wrapped with a golden cord. It was the blade that seized my attention, however, for it was encrusted with dark, dried blood.
There was a collective gasp from the courtroom. As Callahan carried the sword to the magistrate the reporters rose en masse and charged the rail, clamoring for a closer look and pitching questions at Eliza. To my annoyance, Eliza’s new lawyer seemed as mesmerized by the sword as the rest of them, staring at the weapon in frank amazement and doing nothing at all to protect his client from the verbal barrage.
“Order in the court,” the magistrate growled.
When this didn’t produce results, the Roundsman strode to the rail and dragged his club along the top of it, clipping all slow-moving fingers and elbows. The reporters reluctantly backed up and took their seats.
The magistrate turned back to Eliza. “Mrs. Miner, you’ve heard the charges against you. What if anything do you have to say to them?”
“They’re not true,” she said, only slightly louder than before.
“Do you disagree with the facts as they’re set forth in the complaint?”
“Well, no . . . but I didn’t kill him. It wasn’t me who did it.”
He studied her a moment, lips pursed. “What about finger impressions?” he asked Callahan, glancing at the information. “Did you find any on the weapon?”
“We got a couple, but they’re probably not hers. She was wearing gloves when we found her, with blood all over ’em. We figure the prints belong to the doctor or his maid. We ought to know more by tomorrow.”
This was astonishing news. Detective Maloney hadn’t mentioned to me that Eliza was wearing gloves; in fact, he’d made it sound as though her conviction was just a finger-print match away.
“Mrs. Miner,” the magistrate asked, frowning down at her, “can you tell me why there was blood on your gloves?”
“I—I don’t know,” she said.
“Isn’t that the sort of thing a lady would notice? Getting blood on her gloves?”
“It must have happened when I went over to see if I could help . . .” She trailed off, glancing over her shoulder into the gallery as she did so. I supposed she was seeking reassurance from her mother or me, but the gesture had the unfortunate effect of making her look furtive.
One of the reporters shouted from his seat, “What did you have against Dr. Hauptfuhrer?”
“Were you and the doctor lovers?” called out another.
“Did he say anything before he died?” yelled a third.
“All right, boys,” the magistrate growled, “keep it down or I’ll have to throw you out.” He scanned the information again. “What’s this about a ‘mental problem’?” he asked Callahan.
“Detective Maloney called the station house just before we left to say he’d uncovered evidence suggesting the prisoner ain’t right in the head. He told me to add it to the report.”
I sat bolt upright on the bench. The detective must have been referring to his conversation with me. He was taking what I’d told him out of context, calling it evidence and using it to incriminate Eliza!
“What kind of mental problem?” the magistrate asked.
Callahan shrugged. “The kind that would make someone take a swing at someone else with a sword, I guess,” he answered with a smirk.
“Could you be any more specific?”
“That’s all I know. You want me to find out more?”
“No, that won’t be necessary,” the magistrate said, sitting back. “This isn’t a trial; the issue of mental status can wait for later.” He laid down the information sheet. “Based on the evidence presented, I’m holding the prisoner over for examination. Mrs. Miner, because you are charged with a crime punishable by death you will be held without bail until the grand jury hears your case. Your attorney will instruct you on how to proceed.”
“But I didn’t do it!” Eliza gasped, clutching Officer Callahan’s sleeve.
“All we’ve established today is that there are reasonable grounds to believe you committed the crime,” the magistrate explained. “The grand jury will decide whether or not to indict.”
Eliza’s lawyer pulled what appeared to be a contract for services out of his pocket and pressed it into her hand, as the Roundsman took her other arm and half led, half-dragged her toward the door to the jail, followed by Callahan. The reporters pursued them along the opposite side of the rail, pelting Eliza with questions.
I stood and hurried after them, digging Detective Maloney’s note out of my bag. “Officer Callahan,” I shouted, “wait!”
Eliza stopped and turned at the sound of my voice, forcing the Roundsman and Callahan to pause as well.
“I have a message from Detective Maloney,” I said, handing Callahan the note. To the Roundsman I explained, “I’m the prisoner’s physician. Detective Maloney has asked me to speak with her, concerning a confidential matter. He feels it could be important to the case.”
The Roundsman and Callahan looked at each other. Callahan shrugged.
“All right, you can talk to her in the detaining cell,” the Roundsman said, “while she’s waiting for the wagon to the Tombs. Stay here and I’ll arrange it with the matron.”
The three of them continued out the side door. I started back toward the bench to wait but was intercepted by the reporters, who now turned their sights on me. I put up my hands and shook my head, looking desperately for a way through. As I did so I caught sight of Eliza’s mother exiting from the other side of the courtroom. I broke away from the reporters and bolted after her, catching up at the top of the stairs. “Mrs. Braun!”
She turned, and stiffened on sight of me.
“You have to get Eliza a better lawyer,” I said breathlessly. “She’s going to need someone really first rate.”
“How am I supposed to afford someone like that?” she snapped. “We barely have enough to pay our bills as it is.”
“I could help. I have a little money put away.”
She took a halting step toward me. “Can a lawyer turn back the clock?” she asked, leaning on her walking stick with both hands. “Can he put Eliza back safe and sound in the shop with me, instead of alone in that office with the doctor?” She grimaced, shaking her head. “Save your charity, Dr. Summerford. You’ve done enough to ‘help’ already.” She turned and started down the stairs.
I stood rooted in place, hearing her earlier words to me with each strike of her stick on the terrazzo steps: “. . . all your fault . . . everything that happened . . . all your fault . . .” I reached blindly for the wall as a wave of panic washed over me. I couldn’t be responsible, not again. I knew, deep down, it would be the end of me.
I forced myself to take a deep breath. Only Eliza knew the truth. Not Detective Maloney, not Professor Mayhew, not even Mrs. Braun. I lifted my head and wiped my damp palms on my skirt. I had to speak with Eliza before I could draw any reliable conclusions—about her guilt, or my own.
WHEN I RETURNED to the courtroom the Roundsman was back in front of the rail, where another arraignment was in progress. He gestured to me to come through the gate, then led me through a side door into the hallway. “Matron Gilbert will take you down,” he said, pointing to a stout woman by a steel-bar door, halfway down the hall.
I followed the matron out the door, down a staircase, and through another, armored door into the jail. Several twists and turns later we arrived at a chain link gate, where Officer Callahan was having a smoke with the man on guard. After the matron had searched my bag and pockets the guard opened the gate to let us through.
I hesitated, looking at Officer Callahan.
“I’ll be right here if you need me,” he said, with a wave of his cigar.
I followed the matron onto the ground floor of the jail. Five cell doors were recessed into a thick brick wall on my left, facing a narrow courtyard. Looking up, I saw several more tiers of cells cantilevered out above me. Each had a security post in one corner, separated from the cells by chain link fencing.
Jangling her key ring, the matron led me to a cell with the number 2 inscribed in its arched lintel. The brick enclosure was so narrow she had to stand partially sideways as she turned the key in the lock. “You’ve got ten minutes until the wagon gets here,” she advised me, pulling open the door.
I peered past her into a dim cell lit by a single incandescent globe. Two wirestrung bunks were attached to the wall on the left. The top one was folded up flush against the bricks, the bottom one suspended over the concrete floor by chains at its corners. Eliza sat on the edge of the lower bunk, staring up at me. The matron’s hand pressed me forward and the door slammed shut. I heard the key grate in the lock, and then the matron’s footsteps receded down the courtyard.
Eliza rose from the bunk, her eyes huge and her arms clasped around her trembling body. A hundred uneasy questions had been circling in my mind, awaiting her explication; but as she stood there shivering before me, the first thing that rose to my lips was, “Are you cold?”
“Oh, Doctor . . .” she wailed, rushing toward me with outstretched arms.
I held her as she started to cry, deep sobs that welled up one after another, and seemed as though they might go on forever. Finally, she raised her head and wiped her face with her hands. “I was afraid you’d think I’d done it,” she said, between stuttering intakes of breath.
“I didn’t know what to think, Eliza,” I replied, stepping back from her. “I still don’t.”
“I didn’t kill him, I swear! If you’d seen what he looked like . . .” She stopped as a shudder rocked through her. “I could never do that to anyone.”
If this was an act, it was a bravura performance. I scrutinized her face for tell-tale signs of dissembling, but for the life of me couldn’t find any. “Why don’t we sit down, and you can tell me exactly what happened.” I stepped around a puddle that was snaking across the floor from the toilet in the corner, guiding her back to the open bunk. “We don’t have much time,” I said as we sat down, “so you need to tell me as quickly and clearly as you can everything that you remember.”
“All right, I’ll try.” She paused to collect her thoughts, then began, “I got there early, before office hours, so that I could talk to the doctor without being disturbed. He answered the door when I knocked. He said he’d be with me in just a few minutes, and asked me to wait in the examining room. So I waited, and the minute he came in, I asked him.”
“Asked him what?”
“Where Joy was. I wanted to ask him right away so I wouldn’t lose my nerve.”
“You mean you actually talked with him in the examining room?” I asked. “That wasn’t in the detective’s notes.”
She colored slightly. “I didn’t think I should tell the police about Joy. I had promised Dr. Hauptfuhrer never to tell, and there didn’t seem any reason for them to know.”
“So instead,” I said, recalling my conversation with Detective Maloney, “you told them you went to ask the doctor for a prescription.”
“I really did need a new prescription, for my headache powders. I was going to ask him for it when we were done.”
She was clearly eager for me to believe that she was telling the truth. So far, I saw no reason to think that she wasn’t. As Professor Mayhew had pointed out, however, what Eliza considered the truth wasn’t necessarily rooted in reality. “How did the doctor react when you asked him where Joy was? Did he seem . . . surprised?”
“No, not surprised. I had telephoned him the day before to tell him I wanted to talk about her, so he was expecting it. But I can’t say he was very pleased.”
“What did he say, exactly?”
She frowned. “He said it would be best for everyone concerned, especially Joy, if we left what happened in the past.”
That didn’t sound like someone confronting a fantasy, I thought. “And how did you respond?”
“Well, I didn’t want to do anything to hurt Joy. But I couldn’t see any harm in just knowing where she was. So I promised that if he told me where she lived, I wouldn’t try to talk to her—I’d only look at her, without her even knowing. But he said . . .” she hesitated, color rising in her cheeks. “. . . he said he couldn’t be sure I’d keep my word.”
So Joy wasn’t just some hysterical concoction, I concluded. But that meant that Eliza had a real reason for resenting the doctor. Had that resentment kindled a violent assault, when Hauptfuhrer refused her request? “And how did that make you feel?” I asked, watching her closely.
“I felt . . . ashamed, I suppose, the way he said it. Embarrassed for even asking. But then I remembered what you’d said, about how I had a right to know; and that made me feel stronger, somehow. So I looked him right in the eye and told him that she was my daughter and that if he didn’t tell me where she was, and give me some sort of proof that what he told me was true, I’d go to the police and let them know he’d taken her without my say-so.” She smiled crookedly. “I don’t think I would have dared to, really, but I suppose it must have frightened him, because after a minute, he agreed.”
I sat back, making the bunk bed creak. “He agreed?”
She nodded.
I’d considered half a dozen other scenarios, but this one had never occurred to me. I stared at her, wanting it to be true, while she gazed steadily back at me. “And then?”
She shrugged. “And then he went to get me proof.”
“What kind of proof?”
“Well I don’t know, because he never returned.”
“All right, let’s back up a bit,” I said, racing to put these new pieces into place. “Where exactly did he say he was going, to get this proof?”
“He didn’t say. He just told me to wait while he went to get it. Then he went through the connecting door into his office and closed it behind him.”
“You didn’t go after him?”
“No! Although I was so excited I could hardly sit still. I kept thinking how wonderful it was going to be to see Joy again, even if I could only watch her from a distance. But then I heard the doctor shout . . .”
“He shouted? You mean he called something out?”
“It was more of a noise, really, like . . .” She imitated a startled yelp. “And then there were bumping noises, and a minute later a door slammed.”
“Which door?”
“I’m not sure, but I think it must have been the one that led from his office into the hallway. The noise came from that direction.”
For the first time since her arrest, I felt hope stirring inside me. “What did you do then?”
“Well, at first, I was too frightened to move. When it was quiet again, I called out his name, but he didn’t answer. So finally, after another minute or two, I got up and opened the door, and that’s . . .that’s when I saw him.”
“What did you see, Eliza?”
She swallowed. “He was lying on his back on the floor, all covered in blood. There was an awful gurgling noise coming from his throat, and the blood was just . . . spurting up, out of his neck.” Her hand rose unconsciously to her own neck. “I didn’t want to go any closer, but I thought there might be something I could do to help, so I made myself walk over to him. At first I thought he was trying to say something, but when I bent down to listen I realized it was just . . . dying noise, I suppose. Finally it stopped, and he was still.” She drew a breath. “Then his daughter came in—the one who answers the door during office hours. I tried to talk to her, but she just backed up and ran out of the room. I wasn’t sure what to do then, so I waited, thinking she’d return. And then a few minutes later, the patrolman arrived.”
I listened with mounting excitement. If she could be believed, then the facts of the case as presented by Detective Maloney took on a very different light. The open file drawer, for instance; Detective Maloney had assumed the doctor was filing unrelated paperwork when he was attacked, but he might just as well have been retrieving Eliza’s proof from that drawer, while she waited innocently in the adjoining room. And then there was the blood on Eliza’s gloves and skirt. A severed carotid artery could spurt blood a distance of several feet; if the doctor’s artery was still pumping when Eliza stooped beside him, as she had suggested, she most certainly would have been splattered. The fact that she had remained at the crime scene instead of running away, moreover, suggested not culpability, but only a desire to help. “Is it true that you screamed when you saw the doctor?” I asked her. “The detective on the case told me Miss Hauptfuhrer came downstairs because she heard you through the air vents.”
“Why, yes, I suppose I did,” she said, a bit sheepishly. “It was just such a shock, seeing him there on the floor.”
“You needn’t apologize. It was a perfectly natural thing to do.” Surely, I thought, if Detective Maloney heard the full account that Eliza had just given me, he would realize that they’d arrested the wrong person. “You have to tell the police what you heard,” I told her. “Once they know that there was someone else in there with the doctor, they’ll have to let you go and start looking for the real murderer.
“But I already did,” she said in surprise.
“You told them about the shout? And the door slamming?”
“I told the patrolman as soon as he arrived.”
I gritted my teeth. Detective Maloney had not bothered to convey this critical information, to me or to the magistrate. It was beginning to seem as though he’d closed his mind to the possibility of Eliza’s innocence, long before all the evidence was in. What evidence he had considered, he seemed ready to distort in the interest of wrapping up his case. I’d seen what he did with the little I revealed about Eliza’s emotional state. He had also suggested, to me at least, that her fingerprints were on the sword, which was apparently untrue. I remembered too his hesitation, when I asked him what had brought Miss Hauptfuhrer downstairs. He clearly hadn’t wanted to tell me, no doubt because it didn’t mesh with his version of events.
“Do you think I should have told them about Joy, too?” Eliza asked.
It was a good question. If the police knew that Eliza was trying to discover her daughter’s whereabouts, they might conclude she had no reason to harm Hauptfuhrer, who was the only person who could tell her. But they might just as well spin out a sensational scenario featuring Eliza as a vengeful mother righting a long-ago wrong. In light of Maloney’s conduct thus far, I had little reason to expect the former. Nor, in light of his deception, was I inclined to fulfill my promise to obtain Eliza’s permission to tell him all that I knew. “What I think,” I told her, “is that you need a good lawyer. Not that dreadful man who foisted himself on you in the courtroom. I mean a really good attorney, who’s had some experience with . . . cases like this.” There was no reason, I had decided, to let Mrs. Braun keep me from doing what I was sure was in Eliza’s interest, no matter how much she might blame me for what had happened. “I could ask around and get some names, if you like.”
“All right, if you think that’s best.”
I smiled, touched but also daunted by her trust in me.
The matron reappeared at the door, jangling her keys. “The wagon’s here,” she announced.
Eliza shrank back on the bunk as the key grated in the lock.
I took her cold hand in mine. “Try not to be afraid,” I said, giving it a squeeze.
The door swung open and I rose to go. Eliza, however, remained seated, clinging to my hand.
“It’s going to be all right,” I said hoarsely. “We’ll get to the bottom of this, somehow.”
I cringed as the matron shackled her wrists, then followed helplessly as she was handed over to Officer Callahan at the gate and led to the front of the jail, where the wagon that would take her to the city prison was backing through the vehicle entrance. I watched Callahan load her into the wagon with four other women, feeling the weight of her trust on my shoulders. Though I would do everything in my power to help, I feared it wouldn’t be enough. I was out of my element, my medical school honors and advanced training of no use in navigating the city’s criminal justice machinery. Finding her a better lawyer would be a good first step, but I didn’t know how much he’d be able to accomplish, without evidence corroborating Eliza’s story.
What we needed, I thought as the van drove off, was someone with influence. Someone who could use his connections to stall Maloney’s steamroller tactics, and give us time to uncover the truth. Unfortunately, the only person I knew who might fit that description was the last person I’d choose to ask for help. He’d gotten those boys off, however, and the young prostitute. Maybe he could help Eliza too. I was going to have to swallow my pride and ask him, for her sake.
I followed the wagon out to the street, then went back in the side door and up the staircase to the police court. At the first break in the proceedings, I leaned over the rail and hailed the Roundsman. “Can you tell me where I might find Simon Shaw?” I asked him.
“This time of day?” He scratched his head. “I’d say your best bet would be at his saloon, on 84th and Second.”
“He owns a saloon?”
“Well, sure, and more than one,” he said, as if this were common knowledge. “But the Isle of Plenty is where you’re most likely to find him. That’s where he takes care of business.”
I would have liked to ask what kind of business; but before I could do so he had turned away to call the next case. And so I left the police court behind, and set out to discover the answer for myself.
I gazed across the street at the Isle of Plenty’s curtained windows, shifting from foot to foot in the slush. So Simon had become a saloonkeeper. I wouldn’t have expected it of him; but then, I supposed I’d never known the real Simon Shaw. I caught a glimpse of the saloon’s warmly lit interior as the door opened and a customer walked out, followed by strains of piano music. It looked like a decent enough place. Still, although my stockings were soaked through and my feet were numb from the cold, I was hesitant to cross.
I’d been nine years old when Katie brought young Simon back from the boat with his mother, our new parlor maid, and installed them both in the loft over the stable. Of course Conrad and I weren’t allowed to play with the hired help, but I was aware of the boy, as children are, and on the rare occasions when his mother brought him to the house I found him to be an interesting, if reserved, young lad.
It was perhaps inevitable that when adolescence struck, Simon became the target of my youthful longings. My parents hadn’t seemed to notice that I was becoming a woman. They’d provided me with tutors in French and astronomy, with dance lessons at Dodsworth’s and tennis lessons in the park; but they had done nothing at all to prepare me for the internal roilings of new womanhood, waiting for my debut year to launch me into society and its attendant, time-tested mating rituals. And so in the lonely evening hours when father locked himself in his study and mother tended her flowers in the conservatory, I spent far too many hours staring vacantly over my needlepoint while fantasizing about a perfect beau. In time, with this paragon’s hazy image fixed in my mind, I began to search for a flesh and blood counterpart among the boys of my acquaintance. The man of my dreams was made of more substantial stuff than the tongue-tied, sweaty-palmed boys at school or at Dodsworth’s, however. I had almost despaired of finding him when, shortly after my sixteenth birthday, Simon was assigned to escort me on my morning rides, so that the coachman could drive Mamma on her errands.
I had a chance then to study the nearly-grown Simon up close, and what I saw set my heart to pattering. I found that he was courteous, but never self-effacing. He didn’t wear a hat but if he had, I’m sure he would never have doffed it to me. Though he was unfailingly gentle with the horses, the maid told me he had once beaten an older boy to within an inch of his life, for calling his mother a pretty piece of baggage. He had stopped school after the sixth grade to help earn his keep, but I knew he liked to read, and his opinions always seemed well-reasoned. There was some mystery about his father, but I deduced that Mr. Shaw had abandoned the family shortly after Simon’s birth, which perhaps explained his son’s barely veiled—and to my mind, rather thrilling—disdain for authority.
His humble origins didn’t deter me, for I was convinced that he would do great things. Once, after watching him brush Mamma’s mare to a sheen worthy of Madison Square Garden, I’d asked if he didn’t mind taking care of other people’s horses. He’d smiled and said, “I couldn’t be sure they’d be properly cared for if I left it to someone else, now could I?” Thinking this a noble but somewhat backward way of looking at it, I’d asked him bluntly if he wouldn’t rather be doing more important things. “I will, someday,” he’d explained, “But this is practice, see? You’ve got to take things one step at a time.”
I thought I understood him. And as I lay restlessly in my bed at night I dreamed, absurdly, of some vague but contented future together. And I waited: for I didn’t know what. An unidentified something, to resolve the unfamiliar tension building inside of me.
Thus came about the night of my disgrace. I remembered it with the clarity memory was wont to impose on things one would rather forget. I had gone down to the basement kitchen for something to eat before bed; it was Katie’s night off and Margaret, our cross-eyed new kitchen maid, was washing the servants’ dishes. I had just sat down to the remains of a strawberry jam sponge cake when Margaret pulled on her coat and hat, hoisted a bucket of spotty apples from under the table and announced she was taking the apples to the stable on her way home.
Immediately I saw my opportunity. Jumping up from the table, I grabbed Katie’s old coat from its peg and offered to take the apples myself. Of course Margaret had been quite shocked, protesting that it was her job to bring them on Katie’s night off, and that I’d catch my death going out in my thin chemise and robe, and asking what my mother would say; but I was not to be deterred. Stepping into the pair of old work boots that stood by the door, I pulled on the coat, snatched the bucket from Margaret’s reluctant hand and clumped past her into the hall and out the service door.
I could still remember how the nubby boot lining felt against my bare feet as I half-ran, half-shuffled around the corner and up one block to our stable. I shut the door behind me and paused in the lantern light, breathing in the scent of lamp oil and sweet hay. Kellogg neighed in greeting, and I hurried over to shush her with one of the apples. She had just chomped down on it with her big yellow teeth, spraying drops of juice through my open coat onto my chemise, when I heard footsteps on the loft stairs behind me.
Holding my breath, I counted the steady footfalls on the treads: six, seven, eight. The footsteps stopped, and I turned.
He was standing at the bottom of the stairs, cloaked in shadow. “Did they send you for the carriage?” he asked, his eyes gleaming like polished jet in the lamplight.
“No.”
He tilted his head, studying me in that unhurried way of his. “Well, you’re not going for a ride. Not in that.”
“No,” I agreed, dizzy with excitement. “I’m not going for a ride.”
He waited, his dark eyes questioning.
Unable to explain even to myself why I’d come or what I expected, I simply smiled—an open, offering smile that I suppose anyone but a fool would have recognized. And Simon was no fool. He must have known, then, what I was feeling for him. And I, silly creature, seeing him smile in return, had been certain that he felt the same way.
BUT THAT HAD all been a long time ago, I reminded myself, shaking the memory off. I was no longer a dreamy, ignorant little girl. I could handle the likes of Simon Shaw. Pushing off the curb I strode across the street, under the green canopy, and into the Isle of Plenty.
I stood inside the door for a moment as my eyes adjusted to the dim light. Through the warm haze of tobacco smoke I saw with relief that the saloon was indeed of the respectable sort, with rows of glassware stacked neatly on handsome wood shelving, and wall decorations limited to a simple gilt mirror, some boxing magazine covers, and an assortment of news clippings on the rear wall. A piano in the corner tinkled out “The Mansion of Aching Hearts”, just loud enough to be heard over the chatter of patrons two-deep at the bar, while a few families enjoyed an early supper of chowder and biscuits at the tables by the windows.
The bartender glanced up at my entrance with a welcoming smile. I started toward him, edging through two burly men at the counter. “I’m looking for Mr. Simon Shaw,” I said. “I was told I might find him here.”
“He’s in the back,” he said, jerking his thumb toward a door in the wall behind the piano.
I made my way across the room to the door he had indicated. I straightened my coat collar, adjusted my hat, and raised my hand to knock—then paused, as I heard the sound of laughter and male voices on the other side. It would be hard enough talking to Simon alone. I didn’t think I could manage it in front of an audience. I decided to wait for his visitors to leave.
While I waited I scanned the newspaper clippings that covered the rear wall. Simon, I discovered, was in most of them. There was one with a sketch of “Alderman Simon Shaw” receiving a certificate of appreciation from the East Side Ladies’ Guild, for prohibiting horse-cars from a residential side street; and another showing “District Captain Simon Shaw” presenting a check to a newsboy shelter. In the bottom row there was even a piece about “friend of the arts, Simon Shaw” introducing William Butler Yeats at a YMCA poetry reading.
So saloon keeping was just a side business, I concluded. Simon, it seemed, had become a politician. A Tammany district captain, to be precise. That would explain why he’d been in court that morning; as district captain he’d be responsible for keeping potential voters and their families out of jail. Of course Eliza, being a woman, couldn’t vote—but she did live in his district, and was part of a larger immigrant community whose support was vital to Tammany. Simon, as a member of that entrenched political machine, might be able to help her in ways that I couldn’t even imagine.
I jumped upright as the door suddenly flew open. A fresh burst of laughter rolled out on a cloud of smoke, followed by a barrel-chested man with an expensive-looking coat slung over his arm. The man stopped short, looking me up and down. “Well now, if this isn’t the loveliest thing I’ve seen all day,” he exclaimed in a rolling Irish brogue. “Join me for a drink, dear lady, and I promise to take that frown off your pretty face.”
“I’m here to see Mr. Shaw,” I told him, keeping my frown firmly in place.
“I should have known,” he said with a sigh, managing to look both jolly and crestfallen at the same time. “Simon!” he shouted over his shoulder, “what do you mean by keeping this sweet young thing waiting?” He winked at me and stepped aside, gesturing me into the room.
I had little choice but to enter. Gripping the handles of my book bag, I stepped over the threshold into a windowless room that was hardly larger than a coat closet, thick with smoke and illuminated by a single overhead globe. A half-dozen men in shirtsleeves sat at a round table that took up most of the space, nursing mugs of beer and smoldering cigars. Their conversation came to a halt as I walked in. From the way they were all staring, I gathered women didn’t come in here very often.
Simon was at the opposite side of the table, facing me. He was coatless and collarless like the others, and wore his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows. He sat with his chair tipped back and one foot propped up on the table, holding a sweating mug on one thigh.
“Mr. Shaw,” I said, tipping my head.
He nodded back, but made no move to get up.
“I’m sorry to intrude, but I have something rather urgent to discuss with you.”
Still he said nothing, but waited for me to go on.
“Perhaps you don’t remember me,” I said. “I’m Genevieve Summerford. You used to . . .”
“I know who you are.”
The other men stirred, glancing from me to Simon. One of them pushed back his chair and started to his feet.
“It’s all right, Joe, you can stay,” said Simon. “This shouldn’t take long.”
I felt a blush creeping up my cheeks. “I was hoping we might speak in private.”
“Whatever you’ve got to say, you can say in front of my friends here.”
I took a deep breath. “Very well. I’m here on behalf of a woman in your district, who’s been accused of a murder she didn’t commit.”
“The one in court this morning.”
“Why, yes,” I said in surprise. He had left before Eliza’s hearing, and I hadn’t expected him to be aware of her case. “I saw how you helped all those other people. I was hoping you could do something for her.”
His thumb tapped the rim of his beer glass. “They say she killed a doctor.”
“She didn’t do it.”
“They never do, do they?”
I hadn’t expected sarcasm. Whatever his other flaws, Simon had always been quick to defend an underdog. I remembered one time in particular when he’d stuffed a boy down a coal chute for dangling a helpless kitten from a sewer grate. “I have good reason to believe she’s innocent,” I told him. “But the detective in charge—a man named Maloney—won’t even consider other suspects. He’s convinced he already has the case wrapped up.”
“Sounds like Maloney,” snickered one of the men, lifting his mug to his lips. A brass-buttoned blue coat was hanging from the back of his chair. He was a policeman, I realized—and if the shield pinned to his coat was any clue, a policeman of some rank. I glanced around the table at the other men, wondering who they were and why they were drinking beer in Simon’s private parlor.
“Why do you care what happens to her?” Simon asked me. “She’s not fancy enough to be a friend of yours. What’s it to you?”
The scorn in his voice made my cheeks burn even hotter. I told myself to let it pass, to focus on what I’d come for. But the anger and humiliation I’d thought I’d conquered long ago were bubbling up again inside me—and try as I might, I couldn’t stop the memories from bubbling up with them. Suddenly I was sixteen again, cowering in the armchair in my bedroom, listening in stricken silence as my father revealed the bitter truth.
“It’s all through the servants’ quarters!” he had shouted; “he’s boasting that you let him fondle you! Couldn’t you see that he was taking advantage of you?”
I, innocent still, had refused to believe it, insisting that Simon loved me and would never demean me in such a way—to which my father, who had never before spoken a bigoted word in my presence, retorted that the boy was arrogant Irish trash, unfit to utter my name. I’d known he must be convinced of what he was saying to be so upset—but I still couldn’t believe that it was true.
With Simon I had felt . . . lovable. I couldn’t bear to think it had all been a deception. And yet, I had never doubted my father before. He’d told me I must never speak to Simon again and I, frightened and confused, had finally agreed. He’d calmed down then, saying he held himself partly responsible for failing to educate me properly, and saying that that could be fixed—provided I hadn’t “compromised” myself more seriously than he knew. It was a moment before his meaning sank in—but when it did, the shame was excruciating. Although I assured him quite truthfully that I hadn’t, by now the kisses and touches I’d shared with Simon seemed quite wicked enough in themselves. Father let out his breath then, and said that everything would be all right, but of course I knew it wouldn’t be. I had failed him, once again.
What came next was almost worse than my father’s anger. He left the room for a moment and returned with a little green book, handing it to me with instructions to pay particular attention to pages 72 and beyond, before he beat a hasty retreat. Over the next several hours I received my first formal instruction on the subject of the sexual function—or more accurately, of its abuse—from Professor F. C. Fowler, certified doctor of physiognomy and anthropology. I read the book in my armchair with the door closed, growing smaller and smaller by the page, returning repeatedly to the most damning parts in hopes of finding some absolving exception—but there was none.
I could still remember whole passages by heart: “Animal love, as opposed to platonic love, is the kind of love we see in brute beasts, and in man often descends even lower than among the cattle. It is a blind, unreasoning impulse that urges its possessor to its gratification, regardless of the consequences.” When the sexual function was made an instrument of passion and pleasure, the professor warned, “the penalty is sure to follow in all its revolting forms”—including leprosy, weakened bones, depletion of the vital forces, and a marked tendency toward criminal behavior.
While I had been guilty largely of ignorance, the young male mind, it seemed, was riddled with lecherous thoughts and images. Right-minded young men resisted these thoughts, Dr. Fowler explained, by reading about noble folk, or praying, or joining crusades; only the most debased would ever act upon them. “A pure minded man or boy,” he asserted, “would no more defile the woman or girl he loves than he would his mother. As her natural protector he allows himself toward her only the purest, most chivalrous of feelings.”
I recalled then the sharp intake of Simon’s breath when we kissed, and the urgent pressure of his body against mine, and with sickening hindsight I understood: if he had really loved me, he would not have debased me so. And he most certainly wouldn’t have boasted about it to others, in the crudest and most impersonal terms. It was just as my father had said; I was the master’s daughter, the toy on the highest shelf, desirable precisely and only because I was unattainable. And I had let him kiss me, and press against me, and run his fingers over my breasts. It made me want to scrape myself with something sharp and inflexible.
I was sent off to Europe with my Aunt Margaret on a three-month tour. The only way to ease my humiliation, I found, was to banish Simon from my mind and affections, and I did so with surgical precision. On the steamer to England his hands grew hairy and grasping in my imagination, while his smile became a drooling leer. My interest in him, I came to see, had not stemmed from an understanding of his true character, but was in fact a misdirected yearning for the “pure love” that Professor Fowler had so radiantly described. By the time we reached Liverpool, I was able to view what had happened as an unfortunate but educational experience, for which I need not hold myself too harshly to account.
There followed dozens of pre-arranged visits to acquaintances abroad, along with numerous receptions and dances where I saw how properly attentive a well-bred young man could be. By the time I sailed back past Lady Liberty into New York Harbor three months later, I could honestly say that Simon Shaw was no more than an unpleasant memory. When I discovered upon my return that his mother had left our employment for more gainful work elsewhere, taking Simon with her, my only feeling was one of relief.
Simon Shaw had no more power to affect me now than a fading old photograph—or so I had believed until today. And yet here I was, blushing in front of these strangers as Simon tried to prove once again, this time through his belittling, that he was as good as or better than I was. It was only the thought of what I had come for that held my temper in check. He was nothing to me, I reminded myself—but he could be critically important to Eliza. And so, when he asked why I cared about what happened to her, I answered simply, “I’m a doctor now. She’s a patient of mine.”
“A doctor.” His eyebrow rose. “Your father must be very proud.”
“Yes, I believe he is.”
He looked around the table. “What do you think, boys?”
“Wouldn’t hurt to ask a few questions,” said one tentatively.
“Sure,” shrugged another. “What harm could it do?”
Simon looked back at me, pursing his lips. “Give me one hard fact,” he said, “that says she didn’t kill him.”
“She isn’t constitutionally capable of murder.”
“I said fact. That’s your opinion.”
“It’s my professional opinion. I’m a psychotherapist, and she’s my patient.”
“It’s still just an opinion. You’ll have to do better than that.”
“There was someone else in the room with the doctor, while Eliza was waiting to speak with him. She heard signs of a struggle.”
“Did anyone else hear it?” he asked.
“Not that I know of—but isn’t that what the detective ought to be investigating?”
He shrugged. “Not if it’s obvious she’s lying. What else have you got?”
I mentally rummaged through the jumble of information I’d accumulated over the past few hours, but found I was longer on theory than on hard fact. “Her fingerprints aren’t on the murder weapon,” I ventured.
“That doesn’t mean anything. She was wearing gloves.”
I blinked at him in surprise. “How did you know that?”
“It’s in the police report.”
“But you’d already left the court when Officer Callahan testif . . .”
“It’s my job to know what’s going on in my district,” he said, cutting me off.
Maybe he had recognized me in court, after all, I thought, and made it his business to find out why I was there—not out of concern, but out of a festering malice . . . .
“Is that all?” he asked impatiently. “Because if it is, it’s not enough.”
“She has no one else to ask!” I cried. “You helped those other people. Why won’t you help her?”
“I’ve got no interest in putting murderers back on the street.”
“But she isn’t a murderer!”
“So you say.”
“And you don’t believe me?”
The front legs of his chair struck the ground with a crack. “Let’s just say that if I have to choose between believing you or Maloney, I’ll take Maloney any day.”
I glared at him, as the other men gazed down at the table or fidgeted with their mugs. It seemed there was no end to Simon’s desire to publicly humiliate me. But at least this time, I didn’t have to let him get away with it. He’d make it clear he wasn’t going to help Eliza, and I had nothing else to lose.
“Well, it seems you can take the man out of the stable,” I said tartly, pulling up my gloves, “but you can’t take the stable out of the man.” I strode to the door, turned, and looked back. “Detective Maloney’s opinion is horseshit. No wonder you prefer it.” Standing as tall as my corset supporters would allow, I stalked out of the room.
The ripple of laughter that followed me out provided cold comfort. It didn’t soften the fact that my only hope for help was gone. I left the saloon and started for home without bothering to button up my collar, glad of the wind’s bite. I hated that Simon had so easily rekindled my old feelings of shame and humiliation. I hated that I had let him. Most of all, I hated that his refusal to help had left me feeling even more frightened and alone than before.
Perhaps I should just tell my father what had happened, and pass my awful burden over to him. He had a wide circle of acquaintances; he might know someone who could help. But just the thought of telling him made me quake. I could predict his reaction with knee-knocking certainty: first bewilderment, as he confronted the unacceptable fact that I was involved with a suspected murderer; then shock, as the truth bore through his reflexive denial; and finally the cold, flat disappointment that would fill his eyes whenever he looked at me.
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