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  A Painful Bet




  Part One




  ‘What can a dentist possibly know about surgery?’ Dr. Henry Bigelow sat with Dr. John Warren in his office at the Boston General Hospital. They were old friends, but Dr. Bigelow couldn’t believe Dr. Warren’s strange request. ‘Real surgery is an art that requires years of study.’




  ‘But his idea may work,’ Dr. Warren said. He was drinking a cup of coffee without any cream or sugar, just the way he liked it.




  ‘Anyone’s idea may work, but giving a patient some magical drug to stop the pain is ridiculous! There will always be pain during surgery. No one can change that, including… what did you say his name was?’




  ‘His name is William T.G. Morton. He’s a dentist and he’s come up with something. He calls it anesthesia. It takes the pain away from surgery. He told me that there would be no more pain… at all.’




  ‘Ana-what?’ Dr. Bigelow laughed. He put his coffee down on the table, spilling some of it on a paper on his desk. He took his handkerchief out of his front pocket and cleaned it up.




  ‘An-es-thee-zee-yah… anesthesia.’




  ‘And have you actually seen this work, John?’




  Dr. John Warren shook his head. ‘No, but he claims that he’s tested it on himself and on his cat.’




  ‘His cat? Have you gone mad? You really want me to give you permission to do surgery with an untested medicine?’




  ‘It’s worth a try, Henry. You know how painful surgery is right now.’




  Dr. Bigelow frowned. Surgery in the 1840s was very bloody and painful. The patient had to be held down by four strong men because there wasn’t any pain medication. Operations were usually performed on the top floor of a hospital because of screaming patients. If they performed surgery on the first floor, people outside the hospital would hear the screams.




  Dr. Warren finished his coffee and put his cup down on the table. ‘It’s worth a shot, Henry. If this works, it will revolutionize medicine. If it doesn’t work…’




  Dr. Bigelow smiled at his old friend. ‘If it doesn’t work, you owe me something.’




  ‘Are we placing a bet on this?’ Dr. Warren asked.




  ‘Yes, we are. I will give you permission to use the Bullfinch Building for the operation. If this dentist’s… what did you say his name was again?’




  ‘William Morton.’




  ‘Yes, if Morton’s anesthesia works, I will pay for you and your wife to visit New York, have dinner at a fine restaurant and see a play on Broadway. But if I’m right, and Morton’s anesthesia doesn’t work…’ Dr. Henry Bigelow thought for a moment.




  ‘If you are right, and his medicine doesn’t work, I will pay for tickets and accommodation for you and your wife to visit Niagara Falls,’ Dr. Wilson said.




  Dr. Bigelow clapped his hands. ‘OK, then, it’s a bet! I can’t wait to visit Niagara Falls. I’ve always wanted to visit, you know.’ Dr. Bigelow looked at the calendar on his desk. ‘OK, how about December 19th? Does that work for you and him?’




  ‘Sounds good to me. I’ll have to check with him, though.’




  The two men shook hands and about thirty minutes later, Dr. Warren left his old friend’s office.




   




  Part Two




  Dr. John Warren stood outside the Boston General Hospital. His horse and carriage were waiting for him. He told the carriage driver to wait a moment so that he could visit the Bullfinch Building.




  The Bullfinch Building had been the hospital’s operating room since 1821. It was a round building, almost like a drama theater. The building was used to train new surgeons. The senior surgeon performed the operation in the middle of the room, and students sat around the amphitheater taking notes. The Bullfinch Building was famous for the way screams echoed to the top of its dome. The sound of surgery could be frightening.




  Dr. Warren walked into the dome, past the statue of Apollo at the entrance. He had watched and performed many operations in the dome. Inside, it very was cold so he turned up the collar on his jacket. A student was sitting at the back near a window. He was reading a book about amputation. He looked up at the doctor.




  ‘Is there surgery today?’ the student asked.




  ‘No, I’m just stopping by.’




  ‘OK.’ The student looked back down at his book.




  Dr. Warren walked over to the steel operating table with a white blanket over it. He looked out at where the audience would sit. He hoped Morton was right. Dr. Warren didn’t really care about the bet, but he didn’t want to make a fool of himself in front of his friend and colleagues.




  He had met Morton at a small gathering of doctors and dentists. The group held monthly meetings in pubs or at someone’s house. Morton was a thin man with an incredibly large mustache, which was the first thing Dr. Warren noticed about him, it went all the way down to his chest. When Morton heard that Dr. Warren was a surgeon, he immediately asked him about his patients’ reactions to surgery.




  ‘No one likes surgery, especially when they can feel the knife cutting into their body.’




  ‘I agree,’ Morton had said. ‘And I’ve come up with something that might help your patients.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘If you give it to them,’ Morton had said, ‘they won’t feel any pain during surgery.’




  ‘What’s it made of?’ Dr. Warren had asked.




  ‘That, I can’t tell you.’




  ***




  Dr. John Warren got into his carriage. It was a cold afternoon in Boston, and a light snow swirled in the air.




  ‘Where to, Dr. Warren?’ Bart asked. Bart had been Dr. Warren’s carriage driver for a year now. He was reliable and polite.




  ‘Take me to Washington Street, Bart. I want to check on somebody.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  Bart slowly moved through Boston. There were many winding roads, and the city was difficult to navigate. The number of carriages had increased over the last ten years, and many parts of the city needed to be repaired.




  Thirty minutes later, the carriage passed the intersection of Tremont Row and Newbury Street. ‘Stop here,’ Dr. Warren told Bart. ‘I want to buy some fresh bread from the bakery.’




  Dr. Warren hurried into the bakery and bought two loaves of bread. The smell of baking bread was delicious , making him hungry. He was greeted by an old friend in the bakery, but they didn’t chat for long; he was a very busy man. He left the bakery and walked over to his carriage.




  ‘Where exactly on Washington Street, sir?’ Bart shouted. The horse neighed and he pulled the reigns.




  ‘To William T.G. Morton’s dental clinic,’ Dr. Warren said.




  Part Three




  The dental clinic was in a brick building. There was a hand-painted sign outside and dead plants hung from the windows. Dr. Warren took one look at the sky and figured he had about an hour of light left.




  He knocked on the wooden door of the clinic but there was no answer. He tried the door and it was unlocked. The door creaked open and he walked into the clinic, where he found William T.G. Morton asleep on his operating table. He put the bread down on a chair by the door.




  Dr. Warren coughed to get Morton’s attention but he didn’t move at all. Warren was walking over to the operating table when he noticed that there was a watch sitting on the table next to him. He picked it up and saw that there was a piece of paper under the watch with a time written on it.




  ‘Three o’clock?’ Dr. Warren said. He looked at his own watch—3:55. ‘Morton?’ Dr. Warren put his hand on Morton’s shoulder and shook it gently. ‘Morton, can you hear me?’




  The man didn’t move at all. Dr. Warren shook him a little harder, still no movement.




  ‘Morton?’




  Dr. Warren felt something brush against his leg. He almost screamed. He looked down to see a black cat with green eyes and white whiskers.




  ‘You scared me!’ he said to the black cat.




  Dr. Warren pressed his two fingers against Morton’s neck to check his pulse.




  ‘His heart is still beating,’ he said to himself. Then it dawned on him: Morton may have taken his own anesthesia.




  Dr. Warren slapped Morton’s cheek. Nothing. He went into the other room and got a glass of water from a large barrel. He put his finger in the water, it was really cold.




  ‘If this doesn’t do it, I don’t know what will,’ he said to himself. He poured the cup of cold water over Morton’s head. The water flowed down his face and over his mustache. It dripped onto his shirt and the floor.




  Morton didn’t move at all.




  ‘Impossible!’




  Dr. Warren was so shocked that he accidently dropped the glass. It shattered on the floor, sending the cat running into the other room. Even the sound of the breaking glass didn’t wake Morton.




  Dr. Warren walked into the other room and found a broom. He swept up the glass and sat down in a comfortable chair across from the operating table. He occasionally checked Morton’s pulse; the man was still alive, but he appeared to be in a deep sleep.




  Dr. Warren ate some of the bread while he waited. He was hungry, he hoped his wife was making stew for dinner that night. At around 4:30, Morton yawned and turned onto his side.




  ‘Morton!’ Dr. Warren said, running over to the table.




  Morton yawned again. He looked slightly confused. He glanced up at Dr. Warren, as if he was trying to figure out who he was. Then he smiled. ‘Ah! Dr. Warren,’ he sat up and wiped some of the water from his mustache. ‘What happened?’




  ‘I’m sorry, I poured some water on you.’




  Morton wrote down a few numbers on the piece of paper next to his watch. He looked over at Dr. Warren. ‘Did you?’




  ‘Yes, I was trying to wake you.’




  ‘I was testing the dosage amount.’ Morton said.




  ‘I can see that.’




  Morton smiled. ‘So what did Dr. Bigelow say? Can we proceed with the experiment?’




  Dr. Warren nodded. ‘Yes, that’s actually why I came here today. We will try the experiment on December 19th, which is two days from now. Does that work for you?’




  ‘That’s fine by me. Do we have a patient?’




  ‘Yes, a man named Edward Abbottt. He has a tumor on his neck that needs to be removed.’




  Morton clapped his hands together. ‘Perfect, I’ll make sure to have the correct dosage by then. Now, if you’ll excuse me, sir, I need to feed my cat.’




   




  Part Four




  Edward Abbott was scared. He had met with Dr. Warren the previous day to discuss the surgery. Now it was December 19th, and he was going to have the tumor removed from his neck.




  Edward didn’t eat anything for breakfast that morning and he barely drank any water. He was too scared. He had heard how painful it was to have a tumor removed. He touched his neck; there was a round lump under his skin. Edward hated the tumor but he also hated that he had to have it removed.
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