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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         “I’ll have some fresh ones on the morrow.”

         I pulled on my gloves and donned a slouch hat. “I do not know when I will be back.”

         “No, no. O’ course. Part of the job, idin’t? Not knowin’ where you’ll be, what you’ll be doin’. Hard on a woman.”

         “No harder than on a man, I assure you.”

         “O’ course.” He paused. “It’s jus’, my costs don’t change if you don’t show, you see.”

         I stared at him beneath the brim of my hat. “I’m quite sure I’m not the only one who pays for your services.”

         “No.” He drawled the word out into three syllables while his small, calculating eyes appraised me. “But you pay the best.”

         Not willingly.

         The resurrection man was short, with a broad chest and dirty muscular arms no amount of scrubbing could clean. If his other clients knew he allowed me, a woman, use of his services, they would find another man to do their dirty work. It would be easy enough. Resurrection men were thick on the ground in 1871. If you knew where to look. But, Jonasz Golik was the only one with a dissection room for my use, a female doctor who overpaid for the privilege.

         I buttoned my cloak at the neck. “How much?”

         “Double.”

         “That is absurd.”

         “Is it? What’ud your fancy patients in Washington Square think o’ your activities, Dr. Bennett?”

         They should be thankful I was constantly learning, staying abreast of new discoveries in anatomy and medical science, practicing difficult surgeries on corpses instead of taking risks with their own lives. The voices of the few that might take this generous view of my nocturnal activities would be drowned out by the outrage of my crime, by the disgust at a woman carving up naked bodies—of men—in the dark. It was unnatural, an affront to everything feminine and fine. My male colleagues, though participating in the same activities, would be the loudest critics. They would ruin my reputation and practice with unalloyed glee. Every respectable door would close to me.

         I shoved all the money I had into Golik’s hand. “How did you learn my name?”

         His grin widened as he counted the money, which was more than double his fee.

         “I keep my ears open. There ain’t many of you, are there?”

         “No. There are not.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Despite the thick layer of snow on the ground, I walked home, as I did every night, hoping this might be the day I could banish death’s smell from my senses completely. Death followed me like a determined enemy, dogging my steps, clutching at the hem of my cloak, pushing me forward, away from memories best left on the charred, desolate battlefields of my past.

         I lengthened my stride, straightened my shoulders, and walked with the masculine purpose I learned masquerading as a young male orderly in the war. Walking alone in nighttime New York City was risky for a man, but lethal for a woman, and my disguise relied as much on attitude as it did darkness. The gun I grasped in my pocket helped.

         In the early hours of this February morning, the streets were bare of the libertines who nightly stumbled from the whorehouses on Twenty-Seventh Street back to their mansions on Fifth Avenue and the robbers out to accost them. On a clear night, in my beaten Union slouch hat, worn oilcloth cloak, and scuffed boots, I was no thief’s idea of a good mark. That night, though, the snow was too deep and the air too cold for business to be lucrative. Occasionally, the tip of a cigar or cigarette would burn in the shadows of an alley or a darkened doorway. I kept my eyes forward and my step determined. I had turned my mind to how to disentangle myself from Jonaz Golik when I heard the humming.

         The sound was muffled by the snow, but the crunch of footsteps was not. I paused, turned my head, and listened. The unhurried tread and humming stopped. I walked on straining to hear over my heartbeat pounding in my ears. When the humming resumed, louder, I turned the corner and ran into an alley.

         I leaned against the wall and, with a shaking hand, pulled the gun from my pocket. I was three blocks from home, on a deserted side street whose gaslights had been extinguished by the lamplighter in anticipation of dawn.

         I closed my eyes and told myself my imagination was running away with me. The night was quiet, save the distant sound of a carriage. I inhaled, gripped my gun tighter, and edged to the end of the alley to peek around the corner. The street was silent and empty. I collapsed against the wall with relief, chastised my overactive mind, and pocketed my gun. I stepped out of the alley and hurried toward the light on the bisecting street.

         By the time I registered the sound and movement behind me, the man was upon me, driving me into the wall. My face slammed against the rough brick. A blinding pain shot through my right temple, and I cried out as he pressed his body against my back. The cold blade of a knife rested beneath my jaw.

         His free hand forced its way between my body and the wall, searching for the wallet he expected in the inner pocket. When he felt the mound of my breast, his hand stopped and he went completely still. “Well, well. What do we have here?” His voice was pleasant, as if we were meeting in a drawing room instead of a dark alley.

         “Please. I have money,” I lied. My voice sounded far away, lost amid the roaring in my ears and my jagged breath.

         He laughed. My shirt ripped as if made of paper. His calloused hand worked beneath the top of my corset and found my bare breast. I shut my eyes and whimpered with a combination of mortification, disgust, and terror.

         His breathing quickened as he fondled my breast. When I sobbed, he shushed me, as if quieting a recalcitrant child. My knees gave way. My gun, heavy in my pocket, knocked against my thigh. I opened my eyes.

         I blinked away the blood that dripped in my right eye while my left eye tried in vain to see my assailant. The darkness of the street helped camouflage his features, though nothing could mask his purr of desire or the erection he rubbed against my bottom. I squeezed away my tears and swallowed the bile that rose in my throat at the thought of what this man intended to do to me. My hand slid into my pocket and grasped the smooth wooden handle of my gun. Using every ounce of strength, I pulled the hammer back, sobbing again to mask the sound.

         The knife under my jaw bit into my skin. “We’re goin’ ta the alley. Scream ’n I’ll slit your throat.”

         When he pulled me from the wall, I pointed the gun at the ground between us, closed my eyes, and pulled the trigger. The shot cracked through the snow-muffled silence and echoed, along with the man’s screams, between the houses. He released me and I ran toward a carriage passing out of sight on the avenue ahead.

         As I rounded the corner I glanced over my shoulder to see if my assailant followed and ran straight into a man. I screamed and tried to pull out of the strong grip that held me.

         “Catherine!”

         I looked up into the face of my oldest friend. “James?” I threw myself into his arms, heedless of the blood running down my face and neck.

         He held me at arm’s length and gaped at the blood on his coat. “What happened? Whose blood is this?”

         I held tightly to James. “He … I … tried to r—” I pointed a shaking finger down the darkened street.

         James steered me toward the carriage and helped me through the open door. “Wait here.”

         “Don’t. He has a knife.”

         He patted my knee, glancing at my chest and away. “I’ll be fine.”

         I pulled my cloak over my bare bosom and when I looked up, James was gone.

         He seemed to be gone forever, but it was probably no more than a few minutes. He climbed in and the carriage started moving before he sat down.

         He placed my forgotten medical bag and slouch hat on the seat next to me. “He was gone. There was blood on the snow. Too much to be yours.”

         “I think I shot him in the foot.”

         I trembled, pulled my cloak tighter, and avoided James’s eyes. I was afraid I would see judgment and accusation there. He didn’t disappoint me.

         “Catherine, you are a stupid woman, walking the streets alone at night. Do you honestly think your disguise works?”

         My terror turned to anger. “It did work. He didn’t know I was a woman until he searched my coat and—”

         “And, what? Felt your breast?”

         I clenched my jaw, looked out the carriage window, and forced myself not to cry.

         “Christ, Catherine! What are you doing walking alone at this hour? Where have you been?”

         “It’s none of your business, James.”

         “None of my business,” he echoed. “I suppose it won’t be my business until I’m called on to identify your dead body one morning.”

         Against my will, my body shuddered. I hugged myself tighter in an effort to stave them off.

         James pulled his handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to me. “Did you see him?” His voice had lost some of its gruffness, though not all.

         I pressed the snowy white linen to my eyebrow and winced. It would need to be sutured. The cut on my neck was merely a scratch.

         I shook my head. “No.”

         My assailant’s laugh echoed through my head.

         “Catherine, are you listening to me?”

         My eyes focused on my friend. “What?”

         The carriage turned the corner onto my street. James tensed and swore under his breath. “Keep your eyes forward and your head down.”

         Two men stood on the stoop of my house. One man knocked on the door while the other watched up and down the street. Before he could catch my eye through the carriage window or see my face, I gazed down.

         “Are those policemen?” I asked in an undertone.

         “Yes.”

         My maid, Maureen, greeted the policemen with as much warmth as I expected. “Yes? What da ya want?” I could hear her loud, Irish brogue from the carriage. The rest of the conversation was lost as we drove away.

         “Where have you been?” James asked again.

         “Were you searching for me?”

         “Yes.”

         “Why? James, what is going on?”

         “You don’t know?”

         “Of course I don’t know.”

         “George Langton is dead.”

         For a moment, I forgot about my brush with death. “What happened? He was healthy as an ox last time I saw him.”

         “Did you know him well?”

         I shook my head. “Only professionally. We spoke briefly, last night, in fact. What does—” I stopped. James’s jaw tensed, a mannerism I well knew was his attempt to hold in anger. “Please, tell me what is going on.”

         “Were you having an affair with George Langton?” The words came out through gritted teeth.

         “What? No! Good God, James. Why would you ask me such a thing?”

         He stared out the carriage window.

         It was answer enough. Indignation straightened my shoulders. “I can’t believe you would say such a thing after—” I swallowed. I didn’t want to think about what had happened to me, let alone mention it, but that James was so obtuse to my feelings infuriated me and pushed my lingering terror aside.

         “Beatrice Langton has accused you of murdering her husband.”

         The hand pressing the handkerchief to my brow fell to my lap. “What?”

         “She said you were having an affair and when George ended it, you killed him.”

         I laughed. “Don’t be absurd.”

         James did not answer, nor did he laugh.

         “How did he die?”

         “He was beaten with a fireplace poker.”

         “Heavens. Poor George.”

         “George? You knew him well enough to call him by his Christian name?”

         “A man is murdered, and I am attacked on the street, and this is what upsets you?”

         When James remained silent I said, “He was a nice man. Intelligent. He wanted to be a doctor but his father had other plans. He and I would speak, sometimes, about medicine. Theories, new discoveries. He thought it brilliant, all I had achieved. He treated me and my profession with respect, unlike most men I know.” I hoped James understood the veiled barb, but he was too obsessed up with the idea I had been fornicating with George Langton to catch it.

         “Beatrice Langton has numerous servants who confirm your affair.”

         “They are lying. I am the family doctor—her doctor—nothing more.”

         James stared at me with eyes as familiar to me as my own. I could see the scar above his left eyebrow, courtesy of a rock I threw at him during a rather fiery argument we had when we were six years old.

         When he remained silent, I understood. James believed the accusation of the affair because I’d had one before, with him. My voice rose. “My God. You believe her, don’t you?”

         The realization pierced my soul. For how many years had he been gazing at me through untrusting eyes? Was he angry at my supposed loss of morals or with the idea I had chosen to share myself with someone besides him?

         “Do you truly believe I would be so angry and distraught over a man that I would bludgeon him to death? I am a doctor, James. I could never intentionally kill someone. I would hope, after what we have been to each other, you would at least trust that.”

         “You shot that man.”

         “To scare him off, nothing more. He wanted to rape me!”

         The word shocked him. Civilized society preferred their euphemisms for such things: violate, depredate, insult. But, the word had the effect I wanted; it jolted him, briefly, out of his selfish musings. With genuine contrition he said, “Of course you didn’t kill Langton. That’s why I came searching for you. The police have been searching for you all night.”

         “It doesn’t make any sense.”

         James moved next to me and took my hand. My doctor’s bag was wedged between us. “You were the last person to see him alive. Did anyone see you leave?”

         “No. I let myself out through the front door. There was a dinner party going on. Surely he returned to the party.”

         “I was there. He did not.”

         “There must be other suspects. Everyone at the dinner party, the servants.”

         “Everyone at the dinner party was a prominent New York citizen. You are the focus.”

         “I am the scapegoat, you mean.”

         “You know how corrupt the police are. It will cost Beatrice a pittance to get you arrested and thrown into jail. With her father’s judicial connections, a conviction is almost assured.”

         “I did not kill Langton.” I turned to the window and we rode in silence for a few minutes. James released my hand.

         “You know if you had married me like any right-thinking woman would have done, neither of us would be in this situation.”

         “You know if you had not asked—no, expected—me to give up medicine, I would have.”

         We stared out our respective windows, nursing past disappointments and present resentments. I wanted someone to love me because of my mind and accomplishments, not despite them.

         I had long since resigned myself to being alone.

         But being alone had a price. I was unprotected. My father was dead and I had no family in America, save my maid, Maureen, and James, who worked for Langton’s lawyers. My English relations would distance themselves as far from me as possible. James’s father, Ezra Kline, was in Saint Louis. He would do what he could to help, but a former professor at Syracuse Medical College had no influence with the police or courts. I tried to imagine what advice he, my mentor, would give in this situation and couldn’t. The predicament was so absurd as to be unreal. James and Ezra would do what they could, but it would not be much. I could not fight Beatrice Langton and her family alone.

         “What should I do?”

         “You must leave town.”

         “Absolutely not.”

         “Catherine—”

         “No, James. This whole situation is absurd. I did not kill Langton and I will not leave town as if I’m guilty.”

         “You would rather go to the gallows?”

         “I have patients who need me. Who rely on me. And, there’s Maureen. I cannot leave her.”

         “I am trying to help you, Catherine.”

         “By encouraging me to act guilty for a crime I did not commit? How is that helping me, James?”

         “Do you have an alibi? Can you attest to where you’ve been?”

         I thought of Jonaz Golik’s beady little eyes and outstretched hand and knew it for a devastating alibi.

         “No.”

         James exhaled sharply. “Stay or leave, you will be accused. What will your patients think? How many of them will stand by you?”

         I closed my eyes and shook my head. The only patients who would support me would be the whores I tended on Twenty-Seventh Street. Their support would ruin my practice as much as the accusations against me.

         “Will you leave?”

         “No.”

         James lifted his fist and brought it down on his thigh. “Your stubbornness will be your downfall, Catherine.”

         “Do you want to help me, James?”

         “However I can.”

         “Then talk to Beatrice Langton. Convince her I didn’t kill her husband.”

         “She knows we are lifelong friends. I don’t know she’ll listen to me.”

         “You must try. Please. I’ve worked too hard to lose my life and career over something I did not do.”

         James nodded. “I will try. What will you do? You cannot return home.”

         “I will stay with a friend.”

         “They’ll be checking with your friends.”

         I smiled and despite having my life upended in the last ten minutes, almost laughed. “Tell the driver to take me to Twenty-Seventh Street.”

         James balked. “Catherine, you cannot be serious.”

         “No one knows of my clients there. Not even Maureen. Who would expect the doctor of choice for New York’s society women of hiding in a brothel?”

         He shook his head. “No one.”

         “I will wait there until tomorrow night. If I don’t hear from you, I will return to my home.” I grasped James’s hand. “I know you haven’t always agreed with my choice of profession, but I have worked so very hard to be where I am. I do not want to lose it. I am counting on you to save me.”

         A flicker of guilt darkened his expression and was gone. He patted my hand. “Rest assured, I will do whatever I can.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         “Joe Fisher’s boarding house at 105 West 27th Street is a second-class establishment. It is asserted that the landlady and her servants are as sour as the wine.”

         Camille King looked up from the small black book that detailed the best and worst places in New York City for gentlemen’s entertainment. “It is nothing less than slander. I am seriously thinking of taking legal action.”

         With the specter of a murder charge hanging over my head, it was difficult for me to join in Camille’s distress for her business. Since she was providing my place of refuge, though, I tried. “Against whom?”

         “I know exactly who wrote this, the sniveling little twit. To a one my girls hate entertaining him. His pec— Well, I refuse to stoop to his level and denigrate what God cursed him with.”

         “Very wise.”

         She drummed her fingers on her desk. “The wine wasn’t my fault, by the way. I’ve since changed suppliers, at great cost, I might add. A cost I won’t be able to afford if business drops because of this odious little book.” She threw it on the desk.

         “I am sure your regulars will stay loyal.”

         “Yes, yes. But, it is the travelers who make my profit.”

         “Hmm.” I rose from the Queen Anne chair in front of Camille’s desk and walked around the well-appointed room. The clock on the mantel said ten after six. “Where is Maureen?”

         “She probably stopped off at Saint Patrick’s to protect herself with a few Hail Marys before coming to this part of town.”

         Camille King had been the hostess of Joe Fisher’s boarding house for nine years, ever since the eponymous owner died on the stoop with a knife in his chest. The girls not busy entertaining clients, Camille among them, watched the blood pulse out of Joe’s fleshy neck, his slick hands alternately trying to staunch the flow of blood and reaching out to his whores for help. None came. Camille, the most beautiful of the entertainers and the only one who could read and write, took over. She was a benevolent dictator, a much better option for the women who worked for her because she did not expect favors in return for protection.

         My five-year association with Joe Fisher’s was a fortunate accident. Fortunately for me, a female doctor struggling to survive without patients, a client fell down Camille’s stoop, dead from a heart attack, as I walked by. Camille did not need my help—men dying in flagrante was a common occurrence I would soon learn—and was well prepared for the eventuality. “At least he has his clothes on,” was all she said before two burly men bore him off to a more appropriate address to die.

         She eyed me suspiciously. “Who are you and what do you want?”

         “I am looking for business.”

         She raised her impeccably shaped eyebrows and looked me up and down. “You’re pretty but don’t seem the type. You will be a raging success. Come on in.”

         “You misunderstood me,” I said when we were alone in her parlor. It smelled of fresh paint and new upholstery. “I am not applying to be one of your…”

         “Whores?”

         “Entertainers. My father did business here.”

         “Most men do.”

         “Not in that way. Though I guess he probably did partake in the entertainment.”

         “He most assuredly did.”

         I cleared my throat. I did not want to think of my father being serviced by a prostitute. “My father was a doctor. He took care of women on this street. I cannot remember the address, though. I followed him here as a child.”

         Camille’s laugh was as beautiful as her face and figure. “I can imagine that was a shock for you.”

         “It was. But it also set me on my path.”

         “To be a missionary? Are you here to save our immortal souls?”

         “God, no. I am a doctor, like my father. I want to help.”

         So began my medical career. Treating whores on Twenty-Seventh kept food on the table until I finally, through James’s introductions, broke into the closed society of the New York wealthy. It had only taken treating one woman successfully for the calls from other society women to start flooding in. The irony was not lost on me; my first patient in Washington Square was Beatrice Langton.

         Camille’s voice broke through my reverie.

         “Catherine? Are you listening to a word I am saying?”

         I turned from the clock. “Sorry. What did you say?”

         Camille rose from her clean desk. She opened the center drawer, dropped the small black book in it, and slid it closed. “I said staring at the clock won’t make it move.”

         “That is not what you said.”

         “No, but it’s true nonetheless.”

         She stood in front of me, a vision of pale green silk and creamy white skin. Her strawberry blonde hair cascaded down her right shoulder to settle on the curve of her pale bosom. My normal visits to Joe Fisher’s were timed during the slowest part of the day, so, thankfully, I rarely saw Camille dressed for the evening. There was nothing worse for my own flagging vanity than to stand next to her in my serviceable cotton dress.

         “Don’t take this the wrong way, Catherine, but you look ghastly.”

         “Compared to you, who does not?”

         Camille was stunning, much too beautiful to be a whore. Everything about her spoke of good breeding: her carriage, her language, her intelligence, her shrewdness, and her ruthlessness. I had never had the courage to ask her how she ended up at Joe Fisher’s, but hoped one day I would.

         She shrugged. Camille was not vain though she knew the worth of her beauty. “It’s my job to be beautiful.” She took my chin between her thumb and forefinger and turned my face to the side. “I have powder that will cover your black eye, if you’d like.”

         I thought of what Maureen’s reaction would be to the large purple bruise on my face. “Thank you.”

         “Come, sit.” She motioned for me to sit down while she retrieved the powder. She sat on the edge of the divan next to me, turned my face to the side again, and gently patted the soft puff on my cheek.

         “You should eat.”

         “I am not hungry.”

         “You’re pale and have dark circles under your eyes. Or eye, I should say.”

         “Funny.”

         “Not to mention frown lines from thinking so hard all day.”

         I balled my hands into fists. “I wish I understood why. Why would Beatrice Langton accuse me? What have I ever done to make her hate me so much?”

         Camille sighed and held the puff away from my face. “Oh, Catherine. For someone so intelligent you are very naive. Beatrice Langton doesn’t hate you. She feels nothing for you at all. To her, you are little more than a servant.”

         I pulled away. “What?”

         “Surely you didn’t think because they accepted you as their doctor they thought of you as their equal?”

         “No, but—”

         Camille returned her attention to my cheek. “She is protecting her own.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “She knows you didn’t kill her husband, and most likely knows who did. Hell, she may have done it herself. She needs someone to blame, and you’re the logical choice. It’s easier to find another doctor than train a new footman or maid.”

         I stood abruptly, appalled by what she’d said, but knowing she was correct.

         “You said George admired what you’d accomplished? Women like her resent women like you and me. Strong and independent, things they will never be.”

         I stared into the fire and tried to square this version of Beatrice with the woman I knew. I never would have said we were friends, but I also never would have imagined a festering resentment for me beneath her starched, uptight exterior. However, my life had been one battle after another with the women Camille described. Why should I be surprised if it was one of these women who might lead to my downfall?

         “Please relax. Maureen will be here soon with a note from your friend that all is well.”

         I turned to Camille. “If it is not?”

         “Then you start over. Pretend to be someone else. You have experience with that.”

         “Yes, well, that was a temporary arrangement, as you very well know. The idea of pretending to be a man for the rest of my life is hardly appealing.”

         “Why? The opportunities you have to fight for as a woman would fall into your lap as a man.”

         I shook my head. “I could not carry it off in everyday life. The reason I was able to do it so easily during the war is because everyone was too distracted by all of the death and destruction around us to pay too close attention to Dr. Bennett’s baby-faced orderly.”

         Camille shrugged. “You can still start over. A new place. A new name. A new life.”

         I laughed. “You make it sound so easy.”

         “It is. Ten of my girls have done exactly that.”

         “Unfortunately for me, there are far fewer women doctors than whores. I will stand out no matter where I go.”

         “Say you are a midwife.”

         “I cannot imagine only delivering babies for the rest of my life.” I looked out the window for the hundredth time. “It is snowing again.”

         “There are worse things, you know.”

         “Than snow?”

         “Than being a midwife,” Camille said, disapproval and anger written on her face.

         My stomach clenched with shame. “Of course there are. I apologize, Camille. What a thoughtless thing to say.”

         Though there were many madams who treated their girls well, Camille was the only one who was determined her girls would have a future outside of prostitution. Each learned to read and write, and depending on their interest, were taught a trade: cooking, sewing, teaching, accounting. Joe Fisher’s seemed to be a finishing school as much as a house of prostitution. When a girl saved enough money to leave, Camille gave her a letter of recommendation, claiming to be a rich widow living on Washington Square, and sent the girl on her way. Most girls went west, found a job, and soon after found a husband. Some answered ads for wives, which were becoming increasingly common in the Eastern papers. The West was overflowing with single men out to make their fortunes and in desperate need of women to make their homes. Camille did more to save women from prostitution than any missionary I ever knew, and for that she earned my respect. As a result, as my society practice increased and I whittled down my patients on Twenty-Seventh, only Joe Fisher’s remained.

         “Please don’t suggest I answer some ad to be a frontier farmer’s wife.”

         “I was going to suggest a miner, actually.”

         I saw the humor in her eyes and knew I was forgiven. I managed a laugh.

         “There are an increasing number of ads in the paper for doctors in the West. Towns are desperate for them.”

         “Are you suggesting I pretend to be a male doctor on the frontier?”

         “Not a bad idea, Catherine. I wish I had thought of it. Be a midwife for a few years, until Catherine Bennett is a distant memory. Move to a larger city and put up your shingle. I have contacts who could help you.”

         “Let’s hope I don’t need them.”

         I twisted my hands together and paced, deciding to finally voice an idea that had been nagging me all day. “Camille, do you think my attack last night had anything to do with George Langton’s death?”

         The madam lounged back on the divan and studied me for a full minute. Finally, I continued. “I know it sounds ridiculous, but how coincidental I am attacked for the first time on the street the same night I’m accused of murder.”

         She lifted one eyebrow. “You’re right. It does sound ridiculous.” Camille stood and walked to me. She stroked my hair and turned my face to inspect her handiwork. “Catherine, you knew the risk you took walking alone at night. The streets are full of toughs. You just so happened to cross paths with one.”

         There was a knock on the door, and Maureen entered looking scandalized and very cold. She held her shopping basket close to her chest.

         “Maureen, give me that and come by the fire,” I said.

         I took the heavy basket from her hand. “What do you have in here?” I lifted the towel covering the basket and found apples, nuts, and potatoes. “What are you carrying this around for?” I placed the basket on the hearth.

         “Katie,” Maureen whispered, “what is this place?” She eyed Camille with a good deal of suspicion.

         Camille smiled. “I’ll leave you alone to talk.”

         She glided across the room and left, closing the door softly behind her.

         “Is this a house of assignation?”

         “Yes, Maureen. It is.”

         Maureen crossed herself. “Katie, how could you come to a place like this?”

         “Can we talk about that later, please? What did you find out?”

         “No, we will talk about it now. How do you even know these people?”

         “They are patients of mine.”

         “Patients!”

         “Yes, patients. If it were not for these women and others like them, you and I would have starved a few years ago. Now, please tell me what James said.”

         I could tell from her expression that we would revisit this conversation at a later date. She pulled a note from her coat pocket and handed it to me. There was no greeting or salutation.

         You must leave town at once. A $500 reward for your capture will be in the evening paper.

         Camille entered the room, holding the offending paper.

         “Master James told me to go to the house and get whatever valuables I could carry and to get to you at once. He also said I was probably being followed. Which I was.”

         “Were you followed here?” Camille asked.

         “’Course not. I went to five-o’clock mass, then asked to see the priest after. Slipped out the side door.”

         Camille gave me a significant look and a coy smile. “Clever woman.” She handed me a broadsheet, wet from snow. “You have made the evening paper.”

         
            FEMALE DOCTOR MURDERS PATIENT’S HUSBAND

            ******

            BLUDGEONED TO DEATH WHEN HE ENDED AFFAIR

            ******

            DOC IN HIDING

            REWARD

            $500

         

         My portrait was underneath the headline. In it I stood stoically next to a table of medical instruments. I threw the paper on the sofa. “I always hated that photograph. Next time I am determined to smile.” I sighed. “Well, what now?”

         “We get you out of town,” Camille said.

         “With what? I have no money.”

         “Yes, you do.” Maureen rummaged in the basket and pulled out a purple velvet bag.

         “Oh!” I took the bag from her, opened it, and looked down on my mother’s jewelry, the last connection I had to a woman I didn’t remember. I’d done everything possible to keep from parting with the jewelry five years earlier when I had struggled to start my practice. Sentimentality was a luxury I couldn’t afford now. “I hoped to never be desperate enough to part with these.”

         “It don’t get much more desperate than this,” Maureen said. She reached back into the bottom of the basket and pulled out a glass jar. “I also got the housekeeping money.”

         “No, Maureen. You will need that.”

         “If you think you’re going off without me, you’ve got another think coming.”

         My eyes burned. “You would do that?”

         “Now don’t you go to getting all sappy on me, Katie Girl. You know as well as I do that you wouldn’t survive one day without me there to do all those things you never think of.” Maureen looked at Camille. “If her head hasn’t been in a book, then her mind has been wandering off to I don’t know where for as long as I can remember. Thinking about veins and organs and wasting diseases, most like. Though why any woman would want to think of those things is beyond my comprehension.”

         “Mine as well,” Camille said as seriously as her subdued amusement would let her. “So, it is up to us to take charge, don’t you think?”

         Maureen eyed Camille. Despite her best efforts, Camille’s easy demeanor and beauty won my devout Irish Catholic maid over.

         Clutching the velvet bag to my chest, I turned to the window while the newfound friends made plans for my escape. Leaving New York. Starting a brand-new life out West. It was incomprehensible.

         I thought of Beatrice Langton’s daughter, Elizabeth, on her sick bed, of Mrs. Watson bedridden for the last three months of her pregnancy, of the drawer full of drawings from sick children I’d doctored, of little Edward Beechum, whose cast I would remove next week, of the women who thanked me profusely for merely listening and taking their problems seriously. How could I leave them? Who would take care of them?

         “I cannot leave.”

         “What? Why?” Camille replied.

         “I have patients who need me.”

         Camille picked up the discarded paper and held it up. The $500 reward jumped from the page. “Do you really think you will be able to help your patients from jail? The judge will make sure you rot in there,” she said with a great deal of bitterness. “Even if, by some miracle, you aren’t thrown in jail, do you honestly think any of your other patients will stand by you? That the male doctors you’ve displaced won’t crucify you in the press as well as the drawing rooms of Washington Square?”

         All the energy left me. She was right. My career in New York City was over. My pang of remorse at abandoning my patients was pushed aside by Camille’s next question.

         “Catherine, how does Texas sound?”

         Daunting. Terrifying. Remote.

         “Perfect.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         “We will be on solid land soon.”

         Maureen nodded and inhaled deeply in an effort to tamp down the nausea that had been constant since we sailed out of New York Harbor three weeks before. Her already thin frame had become frightfully gaunt; her face had been green for so long I had almost forgotten her normal rosy complexion. I put my hand over hers and squeezed.

         Her eyes were glassy and distant, as if seeing events from the past instead of the thin strip of land sliding into view. The ever-present guilt that her misery was due to me blazed in my chest. I should have argued with more force against her coming, but her presence was so comforting I did not. Nor did I consider how traveling by sea would bring back memories of her journey from Ireland twenty-five years before, and the loss of her family on the voyage.

         “We will stay in Galveston for a few days and let you recuperate. I will go to the apothecary when we land.”

         “You won’t. I’ll be fine.”

         Before I could reply, a sailor walked by, his pointed disinterest in us serving to magnify my suspicion. I bowed my head and hoped the thin veil covering my face was sufficient. Maureen’s sickness, which had tied us to our cabin for the entire voyage, had been a blessing, though I was sure Maureen did not think so after vomiting for three days. I made sure the cabin boy who brought our food never got a clear view of my face.

         Maureen lowered her voice and continued. “You stay away from the apothecary. Last thing you need is to bring attention to yourself.”

         “I hardly think—”

         “You agreed,” she said, with more force than I would have expected from her weakened state. “You’re a midwife now, not a doctor. I know it’s gonna chafe you something fierce, but you have to listen to me this one time. If not me, then Camille.”

         They were correct. A midwife was commonplace. A female physician would turn heads, pique curiosity, and remind someone of the scandal that had rocked New York City weeks before. I feared the story had made the papers across the country, especially with the bounty on my head. Even if the story had not made the Galveston papers, from the number of ships in harbor, it had certainly traveled to this port and many others by sea.

         I grasped Maureen’s arm as we wobbled on sea legs down the pier, two sailors from our ship hauling our trunks a few steps behind. The aroma of grilled meats and roasting nuts made my mouth water and my stomach rumble in anticipation of a meal that did not subsist of thin soup and hard, coarse bread. The wharf was full of sailors, stevedores, businessmen, and street urchins selling peanuts and newspapers with one hand and stealing pocketbooks with the other. Even the foul smells of body odor, dead fish, and bird droppings could not diminish my hunger or the thrill of being around civilization once again.

         We stopped in front of the wharf office. “Here is fine,” I said to the sailors. They loitered, waiting for a coin. I had paid the captain handsomely for the voyage, much more than I should have; by rights, he should pay the men. I could not risk their ire. I pulled two precious gold coins from my reticule and handed one to each. They tipped their hats and walked away.

         “Wait here.” I leaned down, checked her forehead for fever, and whispered, “Hopefully James has sent good news.”

         Inside, I asked the clerk, “Do you have a telegram for me? Maureen O’Reilly?”

         “I’ll check.”

         I wandered over to a bulletin board covered with a thick layer of handbills for wanted men. Horse thieves, bank robbers, gunfighters, and outlaw gangs left little room for an adulterous murderer. If my poster had been on this wall, it had long since been covered. I was lifting up the corner of a bill to examine what was beneath when the clerk called me back. He handed me the telegram with a sad smile.

         “You are so kind.” I walked to a quiet corner of the room, took a deep breath, and opened the telegram from James with a shaking hand.

         Regret to inform you cousin Catherine has passed away STOP Body found by river three days after you left STOP Buried in family plot next to uncle STOP Safe journey STOP

         I read the telegram three times before my knees gave way and I collapsed into the nearest chair.

         Dead? I am dead? Who on earth did they find in the river? I visualized what the waterlogged, decomposed body must have looked like and shuddered. Did James identify an unknown woman as me so I would not always be glancing over my shoulder? I could never return to the East, or use my real name again, but it was a small price to pay for staying alive.

         I was dead. They’d had my funeral. I wonder who had showed up, if anyone. Camille and her girls would have attended, as well as my other clients from Twenty-Seventh Street who would not believe me capable of murder or, if so, they would not think the less of me. I smiled as I envisioned my funeral attended only by whores. James had probably been appalled.

         I returned to the clerk. “Could you point me in the direction of the customs house?”

         The clerk’s brows furrowed and his expression morphed from one of sympathy to suspicion. “What business do you have there?”

         Not only had Camille arranged our last-minute voyage on a packet ship captained by a discreet regular of hers, but she had also given me the name of another client who would help me arrange the next leg of our journey. “No business. Just calling on an old friend.”

         “Who?”

         “Major Eric Gardner?”

         The clerk’s weak chin melted into his fleshy neck. “Your old friend sailed under guard for New York City yesterday morning.”

         “Oh.” I dipped my head so the clerk could not get a good view of my face. “How unfortunate. What was the charge?”

         “Corruption. Embezzlement. Typical Yankee carpetbagger, coming here and stealing from the Rebels.”

         I smiled weakly. “Yes, well, thank you for your assistance,” I said, and left the office hurriedly.

         The door closed behind me and I stared unseeingly at the wharf. There hadn’t been time for Camille to plan our escape past “Take this ship to Galveston and call on Eric Gardner.” I turned toward the door again, thinking to cable Camille for advice, but stopped myself. I did not want to raise the clerk’s suspicions any more than necessary. I was more than capable of taking control of my circumstances. How difficult could planning a journey be? First, we needed to decide where to go.

         I glanced down the platform to where Maureen waited. Maureen stood as I walked toward her. “Well?”

         I handed her the telegram and saw in her expression my shock from minutes before.

         “Does this mean?”

         “I’m dead? It would appear so.”

         Maureen handed the telegram back, crossed herself, and remained silent.

         “Come. Let’s get some solid food in you and plan our future.”

         Maureen and I made our way to the Lafitte Hotel, where we sat down to enjoy our first civilized meal in a month and to talk about what to do next.

         “I’ve always wanted to see California,” Maureen said.

         “California it is.” I didn’t care where we went, and if Maureen wanted to see California, the least I could do is repay her loyalty with the privilege.

         “We will stay here a few days to rest. I am not sure how to get to California from here.” I sipped my tea. “We may need to sail—”

         “No. I’ll not step on a boat again.”

         “Of course.” I reached across and grasped Maureen’s knobby hand. “Are you dizzy?”

         She sighed. “Tha ground is still rocking.”

         “Give it time. I will settle you in upstairs before I go find a jeweler. First, try to eat a bit more.”

         Maureen nibbled on her toast. I leaned forward and whispered, “I need a new name.”

         I grinned, excited with the prospect of taking on a new identity. It reminded me of the many personas my cousin Charlotte and I put on during my time living in England, each character more absurd than the last. “I was thinking Laura. Dr. Laura Elliston.”

         Maureen knit her brows and lowered her eyes to her plate of barely touched food.

         “What? You don’t like it?”

         Maureen placed her hand in her lap and sat silent.

         “Maureen?”

         “You said you’d be a midwife.”

         “There’s no worry now. Everyone thinks I’m dead.”

         “And how many women doctors are there in the world? Not enough that you won’t stand out.”

         I waved my hand in dismissal. “I’ll say I studied with a doctor in England who has since died. There is enough British in my accent to pass. I can accentuate it as well,” I demonstrated. “Or, I can say I’m from Ireland.” I mimicked her Irish brogue. “I could use your last name.” When she didn’t appear convinced, I leaned forward over the table and spoke in my normal voice. “You’ve read in the papers how desperate towns in the West are for doctors. I doubt many will check my credentials.”

         Maureen shook her head. “It ain’t worth the risk, Katie Girl.”

         “Laura.”

         “If you’re found out, they’ll send you back to New York. You’ll hang. I canna bear it.”

         “I’m not going to get found out and I am not going to hang.” On the voyage from New York I decided I would never hang; I would do whatever necessary to end my life before it happened. I could not tell that to my devout Irish Catholic maid, though.

         “Why take the chance when you can be a midwife just as well?”

         I sat back in my chair. “I am a doctor, Maureen. A surgeon, and a damn fine one.” Maureen frowned, as I knew she would. “I worked hard to get where I am. I am not going to throw it away out of fear.”

         Maureen shook her head and placed her napkin on the table beside her plate. The disappointment on her face fanned my anger. “What?” I said.

         She leveled her eyes at me and laid on the guilt as only she could. “You dinna once mention helpin’ people. It’s only about you and your pride. I thought I taught you better, but I see I didn’t.”

         We stared at each other across the table, a familiar battle of wills for going on twenty-five years, ever since my mother died of a fever when I was five years old. Our young Irish maid had stepped in and raised me while my surgeon father filled the void his wife’s death created by increasing his practice and creating a new medical school. Maureen had called me strong-willed and insolent more than once, and though she didn’t understand my desire to be a doctor, she was proud of my accomplishments. At least, that is what I had always thought.

         “Of course I want to help people, Maureen. Why do you think I work as hard as I do?”

         Her lips were white from the effort to keep quiet. I almost laughed. “Go on. Say what you want.”

         “I’ve said it before to no use. Wasting my breath.” She stood. “I’m going to rest on a stationary bed.” She stepped away from the table, and turned back. “Laura.”

         I rose as well, ignoring the sarcasm. Let her have her little fit. She would come around. “I am going to walk around the town and investigate passage to California. Overland passage.”

         Ten minutes later, I walked down Galveston’s main street with two pieces of my mother’s jewelry to sell in my reticule. The sun shone and the salt-tinged air was crisp but not cold, a welcome relief from the blustery weather we left in New York. The smell of roasting nuts pulled me down to the corner of Twentieth and Strand. There, a fat man sold roasted pecans, which I was determined to buy until I saw the unkempt state of his apron and the dirt embedded in his nails. I politely refused and moved on.

         A little farther on, an elderly Negro played a violin. A tattered bowler hat lay upside down in front of him, two dull coins struggling to contrast with the faded brown felt. I dropped a shiny penny in the hat with a smile. He nodded and thanked me without missing a beat.

         I help people, I thought as I strolled along. Of course I want to help people, to heal. It was the definition of my job. What Maureen did not understand, or could not understand, was I was the sole arbiter of my success. I had no one to champion my abilities, to put me forward professionally. The few doctors who tolerated me thought it was promotion enough if they did not disparage me publicly for having the intelligence to excel in their profession and the temerity to try. My vanity and pride was seen as a character flaw, whereas the same attitude in my male colleagues was praised as confidence. Maureen, though she was proud of me, would have preferred I be more circumspect in my self-promotion and present a more ladylike attitude of modesty and submissiveness. Those particular attitudes had never taken with me, though I had tried.

         A clump of people gathered on the wharf caught my eye. A portly, nattily dressed man stood on a barrel in the middle of the group delivering an oration that, from the impression of his audience, was at once appealing and suspicious. He was too well dressed to be a minister. A young woman stood next to the barrel, handing out waybills to whoever showed interest. I stepped closer to hear.

         “It is, by far, the most picturesque spot for a town in all of the Colorado Territory! In the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, the water is plentiful. Game is abundant. The soil is perfect for farming.”

         “Yeah, but what ’bout gold? There any gold in that there plentiful water?” The men gathered around laughed.

         The orator smiled as if placating a child. No doubt, he’d heard the question before. “None has been discovered as of yet. But, you may be the first! A wagon train is leaving Austin next week, traveling north through Texas to the Colorado Territory. Lots will be sold on May fifteenth and June thirtieth.”

         Most of the men shook their heads and walked off, murmuring about Indians. The speaker raised his voice and said, “We’re traveling under the protection of the US Army, up the line of Western forts.”

         An old man standing next to me said with a huff of disbelief, “Land promoters. Ain’t no one gonna travel up through the Comancheria these days.” He spat on the ground and left.

         The man climbed down from the barrel with the girl’s help. I was turning to leave when he caught my eye and moved in. “Interested in immigrating to Colorado, madam?”

         I’d heard a little about the land promoters who haunted the ports of the South, trying to convince people down on their luck to move west. More often than not, when the poor souls arrived, after sinking all of their money into the trip, the Garden of Eden was a barren wasteland with nary a building in sight.

         “No, sir. I’m traveling to California.” The man grabbed a flyer from the girl and shoved it toward me. I took it out of politeness.

         “California, pah. Don’t believe all the land of milk and honey you hear about California. Colorado, the Rockies, that’s where the future is.”

         “What of the Indian threat?”

         “As I said, we will be traveling under the protection of the Army. The Indians will be no threat.”

         “I was talking of the threat to the new town.”

         “Safe as walking down the street in New York City.”

         I thought of my last walk in New York City and shuddered. He stuck out his hand. “Cornelius Warren. This is my daughter, Anna.”

         I hesitated before offering my own. I would humor Maureen’s request to pose as a midwife for a bit longer. No need to draw attention to myself in a port city such as Galveston. “Laura Elliston.” The name was strange on my tongue. “Thank you for the flyer, sir. Good luck with your endeavor.”

         I folded the flyer and placed it in my bag next to the jewelry and walked off before he could take a new tack.

         As I walked away I wondered if immigrating to a small Western town might be a better option than California. Surely no one in such a venture would bother to investigate my past. Being in on the ground floor, building something from scratch, might be exhilarating. However, if it failed, it would drain what little money I would receive from the six pieces of jewelry we had brought to fund our new life and would leave Maureen and me destitute. No. Better to move to a more populated area where I would be able to support us.

         My business with the apothecary was completed in short order, though I lingered over a trunk full of medicine designed specifically for shipment to remote towns in the West and for use on ships. The proud pharmacist could not resist bragging about how lucrative his mail-order business had become since the war ended and more and more people were moving to the territories. I barely resisted buying it. Common sense told me these items—ether, carbolic acid, morphia, quinine, bandages, sutures, saws, scalpels, and clamps—would be readily available in California and not cost me a precious cent to ship there.

         I was requesting a quote from the jeweler in the shop next door when the door opened and the bell jingled. I turned, more from habit than curiosity, and was shocked to find one of my patients from New York waddling into the store.

         “I thought it was you,” Molly Ebling exclaimed. “My very own doctor, in Galveston of all places.”

         My heart leapt into my throat. “Mrs. Ebling!”

         “When I saw you through the window, I thought, ‘No it can’t be,’” she said. “Thought it was my eyes playing tricks on me, showing me what I wanted to see instead of what’s there. You know Mr. Ebling has long accused me of that. Well, I’ve always told him I’m not imagining things and here I am, correct once again.”

         “What are you doing in Galveston?” My voice was faint, hardly discernible from panic, but Molly Ebling needed little prompting to tell her story.

         “Mr. Ebling had business here in Texas and I decided to come. Worst decision I ever made. The South is a backwater, full of ignorant, dirty rebels and the Negros! Never seen so many in my life. We stopped in New Orleans first, that’s where I contracted malaria, and I was sick as a dog on the voyage over. Worst experience of my life. Well, I thought so until I spent a month housebound in a hotel. The man treating me is drunk half the time and shaking like a leaf when he’s sober. The nurse is about as bad. Maybe worse. Heavens, I think everyone in this town is a tippler. I’ve always thought those temperance women were a little strident, but I see the inspiration now.”

         “I’m sure Mr. Ebling—”

         “Mr. Ebling nothing. He left me alone in this godforsaken place and went inland to conduct his business. I’m sure I’ll never forgive him. He returns tomorrow and we leave next week. Though his business might delay him again. I wonder if he’s not purposely prolonging his trip inland. He positively loves this horrid place. I can’t imagine why anyone would want to visit unless compelled to by family or business.” She stopped and her eyes turned shrewd. “What are you doing in Galveston?”

         I knew the question was coming but had been so flustered by her arrival and her rapid recitation of her problems I had not formulated a good lie. I was as surprised as she, probably more so, at what came out of my mouth.

         “I am married.”

         Her astonishment turned to happiness more quickly than I expected. “Oh, I’m so happy for you, Dr. Bennett! I always told Mr. Ebling, I said, ‘That Catherine Bennett is a beautiful woman and smart. She would make some man the finest wife,’ and here you’ve gone and done it. Another instance where I was correct and he was not. I must keep track of these moments. Well, tell me. Who’s the lucky man?”

         I tried to remember how to smile shyly. “A man I have known since childhood.”

         “Oh, you two have always been in love, then.” Mrs. Ebling clasped her hands over her heart.

         “Yes, we finally admitted we were best suited for each other.”

         “Well, that’s splendid. Of course, it means you will give up your practice. I can’t say I’m sorry. I always thought you were an exceptional doctor but it’s not a natural profession for a woman. Better you spend your time supporting your husband and taking care of your family. What does your fiancé do?”

         “He’s a lawyer,” I said through gritted teeth.

         “I’ll have Mr. Ebling contact him. Maybe he could send some business your husband’s way.”

         “How kind.”

         “How long are you in town?”

         “I leave tomorrow.”

         “You and your husband must drop by the hotel before you leave.”

         “I’m not sure, Mrs. Ebling. I have many errands to run in preparation.”

         “Oh, please. I’m anxious to meet the man who won your heart.”

         I smiled. “I will try.”

         “Wonderful.”

         The little jeweler returned. “I can give you one hundred dollars, ma’am.”

         While lies were coming easily, my luck was not. If the jeweler had come back thirty seconds later, Mrs. Ebling would have been gone. “What are you talking about, man?” I snapped. “I asked how much it would cost to tighten the loose stone.”

         He considered me to Mrs. Ebling and seemed to grasp the situation. “I apologize, ma’am. I will fix the loose stone at no cost. If you would like to wait?”

         I nodded and he walked to the back of the store.

         “Stupid little Jew,” Mrs. Ebling said. She turned to me and smiled. “I will be waiting for you. Grand Hotel.” She took my hands and squeezed. “I am so, so happy for you.”

         Tears of frustration stung my eyes. “Thank you,” I said in an emotion-choked whisper. She tilted her head and with an understanding smile, patted my hand, and left.

         I wanted to scream or throw something, but closed my eyes and dropped my head in my hands instead. I gave a silent prayer for Molly Ebling’s malaria. It was obvious she was ignorant of my alleged crime and my subsequent death. But, would her husband be? I imagined the scene when he returned from the interior, her bragging about seeing me and complimenting my marriage and his shock at her conversation with a dead woman. At worst, I had a day to get out of Galveston. At best, Mr. Ebling would not believe his wife, and they would travel to New York in a state of angry silence. But, the silence would not last forever. In as little as three weeks, New York could know I’m alive.

         I lifted my head. How long would it take for Beatrice Langton to send the Pinkertons after me?

         The jeweler returned from the back room. “Seventy-five dollars.”

         “You said one hundred.”

         He shrugged and placed the necklace and cash on the counter. I narrowed my eyes at him, took the cash, and left.

         Without question, I needed to leave Galveston. If I lived in a large port city I would run the risk of seeing someone from my past. It might be years before I was forgotten enough to chance living in San Francisco.

         I stopped a street urchin and asked for directions to the train station. I hoped the last train off the island had not departed.

         I was in luck; the last train left in an hour. I bought the tickets and was putting the change back in my reticule when I saw it. I pulled out the advertisement for Timberline, Colorado, and knew I had found the means of my salvation.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         “I’ve never looked so forward to a bed in my life,” Maureen said.

         The stage rolled to a stop in Austin after 150 miles of bad road, three nights of flea-infested mattresses, and seventy-two hours of Cornelius Warren’s constant chatter about Timberline, Colorado.

         “Down-filled ticking, I assure you. Ester runs a fine boarding house,” Cornelius said for the tenth time before jumping out of the stage to assist us.

         “Cotton-filled, at least,” his daughter, Anna, said.

         “As long as it isn’t straw.” I gave Cornelius my hand and stepped out of the coach to a muffled scream emanating from the two-story house in front of us.

         Maureen poked her head from the coach. “Someone’s either bein’ murdered or giving birth,” she said, and stepped out.

         The teamster unloaded our trunks and placed them on the porch. He cackled. “Sounds about the same, I grant you. No, mayhap Ester’s daughter is having her baby.” He placed his hands at the small of his back and stretched. Another scream pierced the night. “Might want to go on in. Doubt she’ll hear ya knock.”

         My mind started working through the scenarios I might see on the other side of the door. My fingers itched to move, to help, to heal. “Maureen, make sure there’s plenty of water on boil. And coffee,” I said. Maureen nodded and went into the house with purpose. “Anna, ever seen a child brought into the world?”

         “No.”

         “Would you like to.”

         Anna nodded.

         “Come along.”

         “I’ll see to the trunks,” Cornelius said.

         I pulled my father’s watch from my medical bag and opened the face. “I may need to get into the black one.” Another scream pierced the night. I clicked the watch shut. “Rather soon, I think.”

         With my medical bag in my hand I entered the house and followed the screams up the stairs.

         A tall, weedy-looking young man stood on the landing, running his hands through his hair and pacing the width of the hall. He stopped and talked to a closed door. “Want me to go for the doc?”

         “Joe, stop pacing outside that door,” said a voice from inside. “Doctor’s no use. It’ll be over before you find him.”

         I placed a hand on the young man’s arm. He jumped.

         “Joe, I’m Laura. I’m here to help.”

         His relief washed away any questions he might have had about who I was or where I had come from. “Thank you. Ma said the baby ain’t turned right, but she won’t tell me what that means.”

         I patted Joe’s arm again. “Go on downstairs, Joe. Maureen will fix you a cup of coffee.”

         “Yes, ma’am.”

         “Fix us up some, too. I’ll help your ma.”

         He nodded and stumbled downstairs. When he was gone, I contemplated Anna, who stared at the door with apprehension. “Do whatever I ask immediately and without question.”

         Anna paled a little but nodded. I opened the door.

         The light of four lanterns bathed the bed in the center of the bedroom with a warm glow but were not strong enough to banish the sense of panic that hovered over the scene. Sweat-soaked tendrils of hair framed Joe’s mother’s pale, worried face. Dark half-moon circles sagged beneath her eyes. She pressed on the pregnant woman’s stomach with as much strength as her small, exhausted body could muster. The pregnant woman moaned and whimpered like a wounded animal, delirious from pain and the heat emanating from the lanterns. “Open the window.” Anna did as ordered.

         The midwife looked up. “Who’re you? What are you doing?”

         “I am Dr. Laura Elliston.” Anna eased next to me. From the corner of my eye I saw her surprise at my title, but she remained silent. “This is Anna. Are you Ester?”

         At the word doctor, the woman’s shoulders drooped. Her tension and worry shifted to my own. “The baby’s breeched and coming fast. Nothing I’ve done is working.”

         A quick visual sweep of the room showed me Ester Mebane knew how to birth a child: a pan full of water, plenty of sheets, string to tie the cord, a knife, a blanket for the baby. She’d probably brought dozens of babies into the world without incident or with only the normal problems attending childbirth. Tonight, this birth was different.

         I placed my bag on the dresser and regarded the pregnant woman’s face for the first time. She was Anna’s age or a little older. “What is her name?”

         “Ida.”

         “She your daughter?” I lifted the sheet from the girl’s legs.

         “Yes.”

         Ida was almost completely dilated. I could see the child’s behind at the edge of the birth canal. I pulled the sheet back over the girl’s knees.

         “Anna, go to my trunk, the black one. Bring back the bottles labeled chloroform and carbolic acid. Ester, go with Anna and bring two pans and as much hot water as you can carry. Get Joe to help. Also, a spool of your strongest thread, and a bottle of whisky. Go. Now.”

         I removed my traveling cloak and rolled up my sleeves. I placed a straight-backed chair at the end of the bed and set my surgery kit on top of it. Ida shifted, moaned, grasped the sheets, and sat up with a bloodcurdling scream. I moved forward and grasped her shoulders. “Try not to push, Ida.”

         Beneath the sweat, tears, and flush of pain from childbirth I could clearly see the young girl only a few years past playing with dolls. “It hurts,” she sobbed.

         “I know it does. It will be over soon.”

         She collapsed back onto the mattress, insensible again. I checked my father’s watch and calculated her contractions were only five minutes or so apart.

         Anna and Ester returned. The two women followed my preparation instructions to the letter and without complaint while I dosed Anna with morphine-laced whisky. I rested my hand on Ida’s forehead. “There now, that will help ease the pain.”

         I moved to the end of the bed and placed most of my surgery tools into the waiting pan of hot water with a few drops of carbolic acid. “Ester, put the thread in there as well.”

         In the other pan, I washed my hands with lye soap and rinsed them. “Wash your hands,” I said to the women.

         I doused a clean cloth from my medical bag with chloroform. “Ester, I want you to be ready to receive the baby. Anna, hold this lightly over Ida’s nose and mouth.”

         With an assurance that belied her youth Anna went to the top of the bed and waited for my direction. Ester stood at the foot of the bed next to me. I nodded to Anna, who placed the cloth over Ida’s nose. Ida’s body relaxed.

         I pushed my right hand up the birth canal until I touched the baby. “Good.”

         “What?” Ester said.

         I pushed against the baby’s bottom to move it back into the womb and with my left hand pushed against Ida’s abdomen. I closed my eyes and visualized the baby’s situation in the womb as I maneuvered it into the correct birth position. Ida’s cervix contracted around my wrist. I stopped and pushed back against the baby’s desire to see the world. A trickle of sweat ran down between my breasts and my arm trembled with the effort. Finally, Ida’s contraction passed.

         It was almost time for the next contraction by the time I maneuvered the baby into the correct position. I removed my hand slowly. “Let her breathe.” Anna held the cloth aloft.

         “She’s overdue by about two weeks,” I said. I picked up the scalpel.

         “Yeah. What are you doing?” Ester said.

         “The baby is big, and your daughter is small. She will tear.” I took the scalpel and made a one-inch incision below her vagina. “This will help.”

         The baby crowned, and with the next contraction a beautiful little head emerged. I rotated the baby to release the shoulder, and the baby slid out into my hands. I held him upside down and slapped his back. He gave a lusty, life-affirming cry as I placed him in Ester’s waiting arms.

         “Congratulations, Grandma.”

         Tears flowed down Ester’s cheeks. “And a fine boy he is.” I tied the cord off and cut it with the scalpel while Ester cooed to her grandson. “Take him downstairs and clean him. Give him a sugar teat until Ida is ready to nurse.”

         I took the pan of soapy water to the window, glanced below, and when I saw the street was clear, tossed it. I cleared the chair, sat, and waited for the afterbirth. I glanced up at Anna, who was staring at me, eyes wide.

         “You are a doctor.”

         “I am.”

         “Why did you say you were a midwife?”

         In truth, the word doctor had slipped from my mouth before I considered the ramifications. I could have easily delivered the baby as a midwife and kept my identity a secret for a while longer. The horse was out of the barn now.

         “People accept women as midwives easier than as physicians.”

         “Oh, but this is wonderful. Father will be so pleased. Having a doctor as a founding member of our community. They are tremendously hard to recruit to the frontier.”

         “Can we keep my profession between us for a while longer?”

         “But, Father—”

         “I will tell Cornelius in due time.”

         Anna nodded but still looked a bit peaked.

         “Are you going to faint?”

         “I’ve never seen the like.”

         “Neither have I.”

         “You’ve never—?”

         I shook my head. “She would have died giving birth breech. She’s too small.”

         I caught the flush of blood and afterbirth in the empty pan and massaged Ida’s abdomen to staunch the bleeding. “Take this,” I said, holding the pan of afterbirth out to Anna.

         “Do you want me to throw it out?”

         “The window? Heavens, no. Place it on the dresser and put a towel over it for now. Bring me that pitcher of water.”

         “What are you doing?” She handed the pitcher over.

         I poured a small amount of water between Ida’s legs. “Have you heard of germ theory?”

         “No.”

         “I did not imagine you would have.” I rubbed the bar of carbolic soap between my hands, and gently cleaned the blood from between Ida’s legs. “About eight years ago, Louis Pasteur theorized disease is not transported through the air, but by direct contamination; physicians and nurses with soiled hands touching other patients is what spreads disease. Pasteur wasn’t the first to postulate the idea, only the most recent and well regarded.”
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