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DAY 1. WEDNESDAY, 9/20—6:30 P.M.


Noah Whitestone shoved his plate aside. The room smelled of charred meat and cooking fat. Mrs. Jensen would never learn not to overcook pork chops. He pushed himself up from his chair, his hands braced on the edge of the table. His feet throbbed inside his shoes. Before he could step away, a thick hand was on his shoulder.


“No, doctor, you sit right down.” Mrs. Jensen slapped a copy of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle on the table.


Noah shook his head slowly. “I’ll read it later. I’ve got to go out.” The Daily Eagle stared back seductively at him from the tabletop. He hadn’t read the paper in two days.


“You haven’t had your coffee,” Mrs. Jensen admonished, her hand not moving from his shoulder. After raising six children, she knew the elements of command. “If you jump up right after dinner, you’ll be the sick one.” She was a pale woman, a widow of sixty, with tiny red veins snaking across her round cheeks like estuaries. “Your patients can wait ten more minutes. How many did you see in the office today?”


“Fifty, I think. No, fifty-two.”


“No wonder,” she said with a sniff. “Tomorrow’s the first day of autumn. Everybody gets sick. Happens every year.”


Was that true? Noah had never noticed. But she was right about the coffee. A few minutes more would do no harm. Gratefully, he settled back into his chair. If he closed his eyes, he would be asleep in moments.


“How many tonight?” Mrs. Jensen asked, after she returned with the coffee. Ribbons of steam rose from the surface. The aroma was strong, acrid. Noah took a sip. Hot. Welcome. Soon the fatigue would begin to abate.


“Only two. But you don’t need to wait. I may sit for a while with each of them.”


She nodded. “Ah.” The evening was generally reserved for patients who could not get out. Many were near death.


Mrs. Jensen cleared the plate and noticed that each of the pork chops had some meat left near the bone. “Was everything all right, doctor?”


“Excellent, Mrs. Jensen, as always.” Noah took another sip and unfolded the newspaper. Reading was so much more pleasant by incandescent light. These rooms were his first that did not use gas or oil. The age of electricity.


Mrs. Jensen cocked her head toward the left lead story. “Terrible about Africa. Looks like war for sure. I can’t understand why those English won’t let the Boers live in peace.”


“If you say so.”


She tapped the index finger of her free hand on the center column. Her knuckles were broad and puckered, like a man’s. “Captain Dreyfus is a free man. He was lucky to get off, if you ask me. All that eyewash about him being falsely accused because he was a Jew. Can’t trust any of them.”


“Jews or the French?” Noah asked with mock innocence.


“You know what I mean, doctor.” Mrs. Jensen brightened as she pointed out the lead on the right. “But at least Admiral Dewey is still on page one.”


As he had been for months, thought Noah. The star attraction in Mr. Hearst’s war.


“Are you still going to watch the naval parade from Miss Maribeth’s yacht?”


“Actually, it’s her father’s.”


“Yes, doctor, I know. Well, are you?”


“If I don’t have any patients.”


“You can miss one day. They say maybe a million people will show up. Even more the next day.”


Preparations for Dewey had been frenetic. The largest naval parade in the nation’s history would take place on Friday, followed by the land parade the next day. A huge arch was being hastily constructed specifically for the event at Madison Square, the end point of a procession that would begin at Grant’s Tomb. All for a man who had become a hero by defeating the hopelessly obsolete Spanish navy and then putting down a rebellion of barefoot Filipino farmers wielding machetes.


“You promised me the day off. You do remember?” Mrs. Jensen had told Noah she intended to arrive at five in the morning so as not to chance missing the opportunity to view the champion of Manila Bay.


“Yes. I remember.”


Mrs. Jensen coughed softly. She always did that before she attempted to elicit a tidbit of gossip. “Miss Maribeth is a lovely girl.”


“Very lovely.”


“Have you two set a date yet?”


“Not since you asked me two days ago, Mrs. Jensen. Sometime in April, probably, when the flowers begin to bloom. Mrs. De Kuyper wants the ceremony outdoors.” So outdoors it will be, he thought.


“Spring weddings are the best.”


“So you’ve said.” Noah decided to reclaim the initiative. “Has your rheumatism been acting up?”


“Much bet—” Mrs. Jensen bit off the rest. He had trapped her again.


“Have you been taking Dr. Jordan’s Elixir after everything I’ve said?”


She busied herself with the silver.


“Mrs. Jensen, if you insist on taking patent medicines against my express orders, I will be forced to dismiss you and find another housekeeper.”


“You wouldn’t do that, Dr. Whitestone,” she mumbled.


“Oh, wouldn’t I?” Noah said forcefully. “How many times have I told you? There is poison in some of those concoctions. I’ve run into arsenic, wood alcohol, and Lord knows what else. Anya Krakowiak died last month from drinking a bottle of Paton’s Vegetable Tonic. It’s 10 percent opium.”


“But I’d never drink a whole bottle. And there’s none of that in Dr. Jordan’s. The advertisement says . . .”


“Advertisements can say whatever they want. And Dr. Jordan, if there is such a person, can put anything he wants in his ‘elixir.’ I checked. There’s alcohol and coca in it.”


“Very well, doctor. I’ll stop right away if you say so.” Flatware balanced across the surface of the plate, she moved hurriedly to the kitchen.


Left in peace, Noah sipped his coffee while he leafed through the paper. He would not dismiss her, of course. Despite her limitations on the stove, she was perfect for his needs: willing to work long, irregular hours; always cheerful; could perform well in an emergency; an excellent housekeeper. And she lived only ten minutes away. Besides, if, as a condition of employment, Noah demanded someone who did not take patent medicines, he might go years doing his own cooking and cleaning. Still, it wouldn’t exactly do for a physician’s housekeeper to poison herself.


Tuneless singing wafted in from the kitchen, punctuated by the clank of dishes against the cast iron sink. The rampant use of patent medicines wasn’t surprising, of course. There was rarely a newspaper page lacking an advertisement, often with testimonials, extolling some supposed miracle cure. Ayer’s Cherry Pectoral, Mrs. Winslow’s Soothing Syrup, Darby’s Carminative, Godfrey’s Cordial, Dover’s Powder—the list was endless. The hundreds who died each year and thousands more who developed addictions were never mentioned.


Here was one. Noah stopped at the advertisement for Orangeine, The Pocket Physician. On top was a picture of a beautiful young woman. Miss Hope Ross, the copy read, the charming ‘Little Rebel’ from ‘Secret Service’ writes, ‘Orangeine has never failed me and I have given it severe tests.’ The text went on to promise cures for “headache, hay fever, neuralgia, rheumatism, depression, exhaustion, seasickness, grip, etc.” “No reaction,” the ad boasted. “Perfectly harmless.”


“Harmless?” Noah muttered aloud. “Hardly.” The active ingredient in Orangeine was acetanilide. Acetanilide was an industrial chemical, used in dye-making. The substance would reduce fevers, yes, but it was also toxic. It could induce methemoglobinemia, causing the user’s skin to turn not orange but blue. As such, it was not difficult to spot devotees of the concoction on the streets, men and women appearing to have just emerged from a deep freeze. The deleterious effects were not merely cosmetic. Excessive use could potentially lead to cardiac failure.


Noah downed the remainder of the coffee and closed the paper. Time to go. Clement Van Meter would be first, poor devil. As Noah stood, there was a knock at the door. Three hard raps in quick succession, and then, when the door did not instantly open, four more. After nine years in practice, he knew precisely what that meant. Not waiting for Mrs. Jensen to reappear, Noah went quickly to respond to the summons himself.


Mildred Anschutz, his neighbor from six houses down, was standing in the doorway. Although sunset had swept a chill through the Heights from across the harbor, she wore neither coat nor gloves. An errant strand of hair had come unpinned and lay curled between her shoulders. A large woman, middle-aged at thirty-six, her chest was heaving. She gave off a strong smell of rosewater.


“Come quickly, doctor. It’s Willard.” She shifted her hand to her midriff, thick as an ox’s under a massive bosom. “He is terribly ill.”


“Stomach pain?”


“Yes. He’s doubled over.”


Willard was her youngest, a rambunctious, perpetually cheerful five-year-old. Ever since he had received a ride on a pumper when he was three, the lad had taken to tearing through the neighborhood dressed in a miniature fireman’s suit, single-handedly extinguishing huge blazes and performing heart-stopping rescues of adults, children, cats, and dogs. Noah had often watched the boy’s cavorting with amusement and envy. Oliver would have been just his age.


He grabbed his bag off the front table, called to Mrs. Jensen that he was leaving, and was out the door. Mrs. Jensen would understand that he was responding to an emergency, although he would never use the word in the presence of a patient or member of a patient’s family. A delicate touch was vital in such situations. One must act swiftly and decisively, but also create a sense of calm. Positive resolution was much more likely when patient, family, and physician kept their wits about them.


“Is it only stomach pain?” Noah asked. “Is there anything else?” He had to slow his pace to allow Mrs. Anschutz to keep up. The streetlights cast angled shadows on her face, rendering her features a grotesque mask.


“He’s agitated. Perspiring dreadfully . . .” Her voice trailed off. Noah assumed there were other symptoms too embarrassing to mention.


“Is he choking?”


“No.”


“And there is nothing else impeding his breathing?”


“No.”


“What has Willard eaten today?”


She shook her head. “He hasn’t been able to eat a thing.”


“Yesterday?”


“Nothing unusual,” she replied. Her fingertips went to her cheek. “I can’t remember.”


“Don’t fret, Mrs. Anschutz,” Noah told her. “It isn’t important.” It was, of course, but he would know what to ask when he saw the boy.


“You must make him well, doctor,” the woman exclaimed with a break in her voice that was not caused by exertion. “Pug will be home soon. He hasn’t seen Willard in almost two years.”


“Pug” was Aldridge Anschutz, Colonel, United States Army. He had been away in the Philippines with Dewey but was due to arrive eight days hence, when the admiral’s flotilla made its triumphant entry into New York Harbor.


“You mustn’t worry, Mrs. Anschutz,” Noah said. “We’ll soon find the trouble. He will be well for his father.”


And so he would. Noah had waited more than a year for this opportunity, since he had taken his rooms on Joralemon Street. The opportunity, although it embarrassed him to admit it, to prove himself.


Mildred Anschutz was neighborhood nobility, niece to Brooklyn’s last mayor, Frederick Wurster. Although Mayor Wurster had lost his official rank twenty-one months before, when Brooklyn had become part of “Greater New York City” on New Year’s Day 1898, he remained a power in area politics. Wurster was rumored to be considering a challenge to Governor Theodore Roosevelt, if “TR” opted to run for re-election instead of trying to wrest the presidency from McKinley. Although both the president and the governor were Republicans, TR had once said, “McKinley has no more backbone than a chocolate éclair.”


From the first, however, Mrs. Anschutz had made little secret that she considered Noah too young, too inexperienced, too . . . unacceptable . . . to treat her or her five children. She, like most of the wealthy and the prominent, preferred Arnold Frias, he of the white mane and booming baritone, on the board of directors of four hospitals with a vast home on Columbia Heights facing the Manhattan skyline. Frias had recently returned from a holiday in Europe with a new International Benz automobile, the first of its kind in Brooklyn. The richer he got, the more appealing he became to the rich, who, by virtue of their position, assumed that wealth reflected talent and skill.


“Here, doctor.” Mildred Anschutz turned into the entrance of her two-story, brick brownstone, a gift from Mayor Wurster to his niece and her family.


When she threw open the door, Noah was hit by a rush of noise. A tall boy, about sixteen with a shock of black hair, was standing halfway down the long center corridor. He was artificially erect, arms at his sides. The boy’s back was to the door, and he was yelling at someone in the far room. “Sally, get upstairs and help your brother! Mother said!”


A blur in a blue dress shot across the hall. “I won’t!” a girl’s voice replied, shrill and indignant. “He’s disgusting.”


“He’s sick,” yelled the boy.


“You take care of him,” the girl retorted. “Or get Hilda.”


“Not me!” shouted yet another female from an unknown quarter. “I was with him before and he soiled the bed. When does Molly get back? She can do it.”


“It’s Molly’s day off, featherhead,” yelled the first girl. “Get Annie.”


“Annie is a cook, not a maid,” retorted the second.


“One of you get up there and take care of Willard,” the boy snapped, a colonel’s son trying to assume command. But siblings were not privates.


“The doctor will take of care of Willard,” intoned Mrs. Anschutz. Her voice was clear and powerful, and the noise ceased instantly. The boy turned. Aldridge, the oldest. Two abashed girls, one about twelve, the other several years younger, appeared in the hall. From the far end, another boy appeared. Daniel, eight.


Aldridge pulled himself up even straighter. His skin was pale, almost white, and his eyes deep brown. “Mother, I was attempting—”


“Not now, Aldridge. I will speak with all of you later.” She turned to Noah and motioned toward the stairs. Noah moved quickly toward the second floor, passing a series of photographs of a thick, powerful-looking man in uniform standing in front of a variety of exotic backdrops. In each, be there a pyramid or pagoda, Pug Anschutz stared straight ahead, as if preparing to bark an order to whomever might be viewing the image. Mrs. Anschutz followed up the stairs, forced to grasp the banister and haul herself up to avoid losing momentum.


Noah formulated a list of tentative hypotheses as he climbed. Toxic reaction was most likely. While food poisoning remained the most likely possibility, animal or insect bite could not be ruled out. Even snakes were not unknown in Brooklyn. If a toxin was not responsible, appendicitis needed to be investigated, as did a bacillus infection.


When they reached the landing, Mrs. Anschutz, wagged her fingers in the general direction of a door to the left. “There,” she panted.


In three quick steps, Noah was across the hall. The moment he saw Willard Anschutz, he knew his initial hypotheses had almost certainly been incorrect. The boy did not suffer from appendicitis. Nor food poisoning. Rather than a moaning, prostrate figure lying in pain on the bed, unable to rise, he saw a boy with a mop of black hair—a smaller version of his eldest brother—dressed only in a nightshirt, bent forward, moving from one side of the room to the other, more like a rabid animal than a child. His skin was so pale as to be almost translucent. Drenched in perspiration, the boy was experiencing tremors, mostly of the lower extremities, his tiny feet kicking out, as if to ward off unseen demons. A rancid odor permeated the room.


Willard turned toward the open door, eyes wide, tormented, but seemed to look through Noah rather than at him. Suddenly, he pitched forward on his knees, wailing and grabbing at his stomach. He leaned down until his forehead touched the floor.


Noah moved quickly to the boy, going to his knees as well. He held Willard’s shoulder with his left hand, firmly but without pressure, and stroked the boy’s sodden hair with his right. Perspiration dripped off the boy’s nightshirt to the floor. Willard also exhibited extreme goose flesh and a runny nose. At Noah’s touch, the boy began to quiver, but a moment later his agony seemed to abate. Willard straightened and turned to look over his shoulder, for the first time seeming to realize a stranger was in his room. His eyes, dark and brown, were watery, his pupils dilated.


Noah was stunned. The symptoms seemed classic. But in this house? With a boy of five? An Anschutz boy of five?


“Hello, Willard,” he said softly. “Can you talk to me?” At the door, Mildred Anschutz stood horror-struck, hands to her mouth.


“I’m cold,” the child replied.


“We’ll soon fix that.” Noah tried to warm Willard with his arms. His shirt sleeves were instantly soaked through. “Where is your pain?”


“Everywhere . . .”


“Anywhere special?”


Willard began to reach for his stomach when, suddenly, a new torment overtook him. He shook off Noah’s arms and leapt to his feet. “Mommy,” he yelled, and ran to the door.


“He’s going to the water closet,” Mrs. Anschutz said with anguish. “I must help him.”


Mother and son dashed out of the room. Noah followed. He reached the door, just as Mrs. Anschutz was swinging it shut. “I must see the product,” he told her.


Her mouth dropped open. “You may not! How dare you? Dr. Frias would never think to violate a patient’s privacy so heinously.”


The door slammed, followed almost immediately by the sounds of severe diarrhea.


Noah pondered forcing the door open. How could he tell her that he must check for blood or mucus? He reached for the handle, but before he could turn it, heard a rush of water. Mrs. Anschutz had apparently been stocked with modern conveniences. A modern jet-flush toilet had been installed to replace the old wash-outs that dominated in most of the neighborhood. When Noah heard the sound, he knew any further attempt at investigation would be pointless.


Moments later, the door opened. Mother and son emerged. After his bout, Willard was wan, his jaw slack, agitation replaced by exhaustion. Noah dropped into a squat and once more put his arm around the boy. Mrs. Anschutz stood by, shaking and grasping herself about the chest.


“Mrs. Anschutz,” Noah told her. “I need some water. Could you fetch a glass?”


She began to protest but then nodded and moved toward the stairs. Activity would help her control her nerves and her absence would be helpful in restoring calm.


“Well, Willard,” Noah said with a smile, “I understand you want to be a fireman when you are old enough. Or do you wish to join the army like your father?”


“Fireman,” Willard replied weakly, looking up at the stranger. His dilated pupils forced him to squint.


“A wonderful occupation. Very exciting. We’ll soon have you well enough to be back to your training. I watch you, you know. Very professional. Your uncle was fire commissioner before he was mayor, was he not? Do you want to man the hose or climb the ladder?”


Willard succeeded in forcing out a tiny grin. “Ladder.”


“Why don’t you let me play fireman now and carry you to the bedroom?” Without waiting for a reply, Noah lifted the boy in his arms. Willard shivered uncontrollably. Noah placed him on the bed and again stroked his hair.


“I would like to conduct an examination. It won’t hurt, and it will help me determine what is making you sick. Once I do that, I will know how to make you feel better. Will that be all right?”


Noah withdrew a stethoscope from his bag. The instrument had been a gift from his father when Noah joined his practice. Willard’s lungs seemed clear, although his respiration rate was high. The boy’s liver palpated normally. He seemed to have a slight fever. His pulse was quickened and shallow. His abdomen was neither hard nor tender, but Noah detected hyperactive bowel sounds. Both pupils were dilated, and Willard said his vision was blurred. His ears were clear. Willard’s lips were dry, as were his oral mucous membranes. His skin exhibited tenting—a lack of elastic response after a soft pinch on the back of the hand. Everything confirmed the initial, if incredible, diagnosis.


When he was done, Noah stroked Willard’s hair. The worst, Noah hoped, was past, at least for the moment. His symptoms, however, would undoubtedly return, at least through the night.


Mrs. Anschutz had returned, holding a tall tumbler filled with water. Noah motioned for her to bring it to the bed.


“Do you think you could drink some water for me, Willard?”


The boy shook his head.


“Very well, Willard, but you have to promise to drink when you are able. It is important for firemen to drink lots of water.”


The boy motioned for the glass. He took a few sips.


“Bravo,” Noah said. “I’d like you to keep drinking whenever you can. Now I need to speak with your mother for a moment. Will you wait for me here?” Noah motioned for Mrs. Anschutz to join him at the far side of the room.


“What is it, doctor?” Mrs. Anschutz asked. Her voice contained the quaver that betrayed the fear of the unknown with which every physician is familiar. “Do you know what is responsible for his illness?” She seemed genuinely ignorant of the cause.


Noah proceeded with caution. “Willard’s symptoms seem to point to a toxic reaction. With children, something they have eaten is generally the culprit. Did he partake of oysters, by some chance?”


She shook her head.


“Any meat that was not shared by your family?”


Once again, as expected, the answer was no.


“Has he vomited or just experienced diarrhea?”


“Only the second.”


“How long has Willard exhibited these symptoms?”


“He was perfectly fine yesterday afternoon, then began feeling a bit ill last night. He said he had trouble sleeping, but that is not unusual for Willard.” She forced a tiny smile. “He has so much energy. This morning he began to feel a bit of stomach pain, although not terribly severe.”


“Did you give him any medicine?”


“Bismosal. I always give it to the children for stomach upset.”


Bismosal was a patent medicine, bright pink in color, a suspension of bismuth subsalicylate, relatively insoluble and, unlike many patent medicines, had low toxicity. It was generally used for treating infant cholera, but also seemed to provide some relief from gastritis.


“Does Dr. Frias know you treat your children with Bismosal?”


“Certainly. Dr. Frias recommended it. Not all patent medicines are harmful, doctor.”


“Of course not. Did it work?”


“It seemed to make him feel better, yes. The pain returned in the afternoon, however, but much more severely. I gave him another spoonful of Bismosal, but Willard continued to deteriorate until . . . until I came for you.”


“Has he been given any other medication than Bismosal?”


Mrs. Anschutz shook her head.


“Why did you not call Dr. Frias?”


Mrs. Anschutz dropped her arms and clasped her hands in front of her, in the manner of a schoolgirl giving a recitation. “As I said, his condition did not become radically worse until late afternoon.” Her voice had chilled. “When I called Dr. Frias, I was told he had an important personal engagement and could not be reached. Even a physician is allowed a private life, Dr. Whitestone.”


“Of course.”


“When I saw that Willard needed immediate attention, I presumed to ask you. I chose to fetch you myself because I feared if I sent Aldridge, you might not come.”


“Of course I would have come,” Noah replied. He had wondered why she had left Willard’s side. “I am flattered that you summoned me. One last question. Has Willard had any recent illnesses?”


“He had a cough and low fever some weeks ago.”


“Was he given medication then?”


Mrs. Anschutz nodded. “Dr. Frias prescribed some tablets.”


“What sort of tablets?”


“Dr. Frias did not say. He told me they would cure Willard’s illness and they did. He was markedly improved after three days and has been in superb health since. In even better spirits than usual.”


“Until today?”


She nodded.


“And he stopped taking medication . . .”


“Two weeks ago.”


“And you are certain that, other than Bismosal, he has not taken anything more recently?”


“My powers of recollection are uninhibited, doctor.”


“Very well, Mrs. Anschutz. I feel certain I can alleviate your son’s symptoms, at least temporarily, although I would ask you to bring him to my offices tomorrow. I would like my father to have a look at him.”


“Very well, doctor,” she replied evenly. Noah suspected, when tomorrow arrived, she would take the boy to Frias instead.


“Ordinarily, I would suggest having Willard admitted to the hospital,” Noah said. A look of alarm returned to Mildred Anschutz’s face. “As a precaution only,” he added hastily. “I suspect a short-term illness that will abate significantly in the next forty-eight hours. With the night staff, however, Willard would not receive any better attention than he could get here at home. And, if he needs attention at any time during the night, come to my door.


“For the present, I am going to give him two drops of laudanum. Laudanum is tincture of opium, as I am certain you are aware. I would generally not administer an opiate to a child of Willard’s age, but dehydration presents the biggest immediate risk and laudanum will control his diarrhea. It will also ease the cramping and allow him to sleep. You may rest assured that the dose is far too small to do him any harm.”


Noah removed the small, dark bottle from his bag. He used a medicine dropper to place the two drops of laudanum into a spoon. He put his free hand to Willard’s back to help him sit up and take the medicine. Within minutes, the boy’s symptoms began to subside. Soon afterward, he appeared to be resting comfortably.


Noah paused, studying Mildred Anschutz. He should not ask, he knew. Most physicians would leave matters as they were. Let the doctor who caused the problem solve the problem. What was more, this woman had no trust in him, despite her momentary gratitude. But Noah refused to be that sort of physician. There was one diagnosis that fit the symptoms precisely, and he would pursue it.


“Mrs. Anschutz,” he inquired, trying to sound matter-of-fact, “might there by some chance be morphia anywhere in the house?”


Her reaction was predictable. She drew herself up to her considerable height and stuck out her chin as if it were weapon. “Certainly not! We are not Chinamen or dope fiends in my home. What would possess you to ask such a question?”


“I am not suggesting that the morphia is here for any nefarious purpose,” he assured her. “Perhaps in a patent medicine . . .”


“I told you, no,” she insisted.


“I can assure you, Mrs. Anschutz, my motive is simply to eliminate all potential sources of Willard’s condition so that we may discover what is actually causing his distress. The tablets that Dr. Frias prescribed. Might you have any left?”


“I don’t see why you are interested in medicine Willard has not taken for two weeks.”


Why indeed? “The more I know about Willard’s history, the more likely I am to find an effective treatment,” he offered.


Mrs. Anschutz glowered but, after another glance at her son, left the room. Returning soon after, she held a small, pewter-clasped box with an “A” set in red stones on the top. Inside were about ten small, blue tablets. Noah was certain he had never encountered them before, but as each drug company fabricated its own wares, this was not unusual.


“Might I have one?”


Grudgingly, she extended the case. Noah asked for an envelope, which Mrs. Anschutz fetched, small and cream colored with the omnipresent “A” emblazoned on the back flap. Noah removed a tablet, dropped it into the envelope, and tucked the envelope in his vest pocket.


He was relieved to see that Willard was nearly asleep. Every moment his wracked body could rest would help. “I must make two other calls,” he said. “Willard will probably rouse in about two hours, and I will be back no later than shortly after that.”


Mrs. Anschutz shook her head fiercely. “You cannot leave. You must stay with Willard. I insist, doctor. If he awakens sooner and his symptoms have returned, I will be at wit’s end.”


“I can’t, Mrs. Anschutz, as much as I would like to. My other two patients are equally acute. One is terminally ill. Both are expecting me. I administered the laudanum to calm Willard in my absence.”


Mrs. Anschutz began to protest further, when a young, lank, red-haired woman appeared in the doorway. “I’m back, ma’am.”


“And high time, too,” snapped Mrs. Anschutz. She then ordered the girl, whom she called Molly, to change clothes immediately.


“Perhaps Molly can sit with Willard until I return,” Noah offered, after the girl had hurried off.


“Molly is a maid, not a physician, doctor. You must stay. Get word to your other patients that you are responding to an emergency.”


“I told you, Mrs. Anschutz, I will be here before Willard’s symptoms return.” Noah moved to the bedroom door. “When he awakens, try to persuade him to drink. Small sips, but as much as he can.” He took a glance back at Willard. The boy was sleeping peacefully. Then, before Mildred Anschutz could renew her protests, he took his leave.




TWO


 


DAY 1. WEDNESDAY, 9/20—7:30 P.M.


Clement Van Meter was a seventy-year-old former mate on a schooner. He had contracted cancer of the colon but, after a lifetime of incompetent care by alcoholic ships’ doctors, had not sought treatment until a bowel resection had ceased to be feasible. He had gone comatose two days before. He might linger for days or be dead in hours.


The Van Meters lived in a two-room flat on Pineapple Street, about a ten-minute walk. Noah stepped into a home filled with old furniture, worn carpets, and the slightly musty smell that seemed to settle around the aging like a shroud. A model of a four-masted schooner sat on the mantle. Some of the rigging on the mainmast had come undone and lay hanging over the deck.


Hermione Van Meter, a tiny, desiccated creature, latched on to Noah. “Thank you, doctor. Thank you so much for coming.” She dragged him toward the bedroom. Her bony fingers felt like twigs on Noah’s wrist. “You got here just in time. I saw his eyelids flutter. Twice. I think he might be waking up.”


Noah thought the prospect unlikely. Loved ones of the terminally ill often cling to the hope that the mere presence of a doctor might prompt a miraculous abatement of symptoms.


“Let’s go and see, Hermione.” One look at the husk of a once-vibrant seaman, the rhythm of the short rise and fall of Clement Van Meter’s emaciated chest, told Noah that there would be no miracle here. “I’ll sit with him for a bit,” Noah told her, pulling a rickety slat-backed chair to the bedside. “Perhaps it will happen again.”


Hermione Van Meter sat on the other side of the bed. She reached out and took her husband’s hand. “Is there something you can give him, doctor? So that he might wake up sooner, I mean?” She had endured a half century of extended absences of long sea voyages, sometimes two years at a time, but the prospect of the absence being permanent was unendurable.


“Nothing right now, Hermione. Let’s just see how he does.”


“All right, doctor,” she replied, trying to force a smile to show she was grateful for the visit.


They sat in silence for some moments, Hermione Van Meter stroking her husband’s hand. “Clement was going to buy a boat after he stopped sailing. For us to live on, I mean. He was so used to the water, he couldn’t get to sleep here. But I was used to the land and said no. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been so selfish.”


“Nonsense, Hermione. Clement only wanted for your happiness. I’m certain he loved the home you made for him.”


She nodded, unconvinced, and they lapsed once more into silence. Hermione Van Meter did not move her gaze from her husband. Noah was certain that, even now, she still saw him as the strapping young merchantman that she had married five decades before.


After about thirty minutes, Noah told her he must leave. “Perhaps I can fetch a pastor.” The Van Meters were Lutheran. “I would like you to have company.”


She shook her head.


“Any friends I might ask?”


“No, thank you, doctor,” she replied with resignation and hopelessness. “I’d like to just be with Clement. Fifty years, but we had such little time, really.”


Noah nodded and stood to leave. Mrs. Van Meter reached for her purse on the table at the side of the bed. “I suppose I should pay you now,” she said softly.


“I never accept payment in the evenings, Mrs. Van Meter. I’ll prepare a proper invoice and have it sent over.” He would not, of course. Funeral expenses would come close to breaking her as it was.


She paused for a moment, her fingers on the snap of the purse. Then she replaced it on the table. “Thank you, Dr. Whitestone.”


“You’re very welcome, Hermione.” He took her hand and wished her well as she showed him out, frail and very old, alone with her dying husband.


Medicine taught to avoid personal involvement. Treat with the head and not the heart. Slip into the reverse, and patients suffered. But how could he not feel for Hermione Van Meter? Doomed to pass her remaining years in a two-room flat, abandoned by her husband, her neighbors, even by life itself. What was worse: death or loneliness? Noah had no shortage of opportunity to observe the former, but the latter he had known all too well. Isobel. Oliver. There had been many days when he was convinced death could not be worse. What about now? Would his loneliness finally ameliorate with Maribeth?


Noah arrived at a tenement on Montague Street, the home of his second patient, Thea Harpin, an aging widow with Bright’s disease. While she was in no immediate danger, her kidneys were certain to eventually fail, leaving her with the same prognosis as Clement Van Meter. Her rooms, on the second floor, were as crowded as Van Meter’s had been empty. Five other widows had crammed their way in to keep vigil, partly in triumph that they would live while their acquaintance would die, partly in despair that one of them would be the next to be chosen in this devilish tontine.


The widow Harpin herself was little changed. But with six women in one room, he was forced not only see to his patient but also to reply to a plethora of inquiries about the various ailments of the others. Then there were the cakes he had to sample and the inquiries as to his marital situation to which he was forced to respond. When the assembled widows learned that he was now betrothed, disappointment filled the room. Various nieces and granddaughters—all beautiful, bright, and vivacious—would now be forced to locate another good catch. With it all, there was scant a moment to reflect on Hermione Van Meter. Or himself. In truth, Noah loved the busiest days. Hard on the body, but easy on the spirit.


By the time he could extricate himself, it was nearly nine. He did not return to the Anschutz home until about a quarter after. Three hours. The laudanum he had given Willard would have largely worn off. Noah hoped that the symptoms would not yet have returned in full force. He wasn’t sure what he would do—he was reluctant to administer laudanum twice to a child so young—but controlling the symptoms was most urgent until, if necessary, he could insist that Willard be admitted to the hospital in the morning.


He knocked lightly on the door. The maid answered almost immediately. Molly was a thin, fragile girl, her face spattered with freckles. She seemed to wear a look of perpetual anxiety, no doubt a result of having Mildred Anschutz as her employer. Her lips began to quiver, as if she was trying to force herself to say something, when Mrs. Anschutz stepped through a doorway to the left.


Noah expected to be chastised for his tardiness by an angry and imperious mother. Instead, Mrs. Anschutz seemed surprisingly at ease.


“Come in, doctor.” She even smiled at him.


“Willard is well?” Perhaps the boy had been so exhausted by his symptoms that he remained quiescent.


“He’s still sleeping. Quite peacefully,” Mrs. Anschutz replied. “When I looked in on him a few minutes ago, he did not even notice when I felt his forehead.”


“I am pleased to hear that, Mrs. Anschutz. Perhaps his crisis is past.” Could it be? So soon? Had his diagnosis been incorrect after all? “I should look in on him for a moment in any event.”


“Of course, doctor. Whatever you say.”


As they mounted the stairs, Mrs. Anschutz cast Noah an abashed glance. She paused on the second step. “You know, Dr. Whitestone, I must confess that I came to you with some trepidation. Dr. Frias has cared for this family since Aldridge was born. He often says that experience makes the best doctors. But I can now see that some of our younger physicians are more than competent.”


Despite himself, Noah was flattered. “Thank you for saying so, Mrs. Anschutz. I was gratified to be able to bring Willard some relief. I am very fond of him. He reminds me of . . . myself, when I was a boy.”


“Well, you should visit then. Willard is a great joy. Such spirit.”


“Thank you. I will.”


They made their way up the stairs. This time, Noah modulated his pace to allow Mrs. Anschutz to keep up with him. When they reached the landing, Noah didn’t wait, but moved to the door of Willard’s bedroom.


He turned the switch to the electric light. Willard was under the covers, lying on his back, mouth agape. His skin was sallow and pasty and his breathing labored and shallow.


Noah ran to the bed. He had only moments, perhaps seconds. Noah grabbed him by both arms and shook him, first gently, then with ferocity. The child didn’t rouse. Noah threw back the covers, pulled up the boy’s nightshirt, and dug the knuckle of his middle finger into his solar plexus. There was no effect.


Noah lifted Willard’s eyelid. Acute miosis—constriction of the pupil.


“Get me cold water!” he yelled to the boy’s mother, who stood stunned in the doorway. Willard’s breathing had almost ceased. If Noah could not induce its return, the boy’s brain would begin to asphyxiate—if it had not done so already.


Mrs. Anschutz stuck her head into the hall and screamed for Molly to bring water. Noah continued to shake Willard, tried to stand him up, slap him on the cheeks, anything to induce motor function. Finally, Molly appeared with a pitcher of cold water and a cloth. Eschewing the cloth, Noah began to douse the boy’s face. No response. He poured some on the child’s privates. Nothing.


Don’t die, he thought. Don’t die. A vision flashed before him. Another occasion on which he had been helpless. A woman. In childbirth. Hemorrhaging. In shock. Don’t die. Beautiful. Fading. The baby, Oliver, already dead. Don’t die. Don’t die.


Isobel. His wife. Don’t die.


But she had.


And so did Willard Anschutz.




THREE


 


DAY 2. THURSDAY, 9/21—3 A.M.


It wasn’t possible. Noah had never been more certain of anything. He could not have been responsible for the boy’s death. Willard Anschutz could not have perished from two drops of laudanum. Not after three hours. Not at all. Two drops of laudanum would not have killed a one-year-old let alone a five-year-old. There were any number of cases, certainly, of children dying from laudanum poisoning, but the doses had been exponentially greater.


Noah stared up at the ceiling over his bed. Over and over, he considered every moment he had spent with the child, reviewed each symptom. Had he blundered, misinterpreted some sign, failed to note an item of significance, made a hasty assumption? He could think of nothing. He had taken every precaution, followed proper procedure to the letter.


Why then could he not escape the face of the dead child dancing against the plaster? There were moments that the shimmering image was so real, it seemed the boy was about to speak. As the night had lengthened but stubbornly refused to yield to morning, Willard’s features had begun to meld into Isobel’s.


Two sets of dark eyes, one holding the innocence of youth, the other the innocence of trust. Whose were which? He had fixed Isobel’s face in his memory, immutable and eternal, yet suddenly he could not seem to remember her. Was this to be his punishment for the dead child?


Noah rose from the bed, his joints stiff, his eyelids aching. For a moment, he was light-headed, forced to grasp the bedpost until the feeling passed. When he regained his equilibrium, he walked to the door and turned the switch. The lightbulbs in the ceiling fixture glowed dimly, suffusing the bedroom in artificial twilight. The clock on the side table showed 4 o’clock. Noah padded to the chest of drawers at the wall opposite his bed and removed the framed photograph that sat alone on a lace doily. The photograph that would be guiltily consigned to a drawer, secreted under a sheaf of papers or a stack of appointment books after he was married to Maribeth.


He held the pewter frame delicately in his hands, as if too tight a grip might cause the memories that it held to slip away. Yes, of course. There she was. Isobel. He had not forgotten at all. Beautiful, ethereal, in her high lace collar, her rich chestnut hair piled full and luxurious, framing the face that he would love forever. The face that would no longer age.


One day, he would hold this photograph and be an old man looking at a young woman. Wondering how she would have looked had she lived. Was Mildred Anschutz at that moment staring at a photograph of her son, wondering the same? Would she spend her remaining days seeing a boy perpetually five years old? Had he created that grisly bond between them when he allowed Willard to die?


But he had not allowed Willard to die.


Had he?


Mrs. Anschutz knew that her son was lost even as Noah did. She had gone ashen, and for a moment, he thought she would faint. But Pug Anschutz’s wife does not swoon. Instead, she rushed to the bed, leaned down, and held one hand to either side of her son’s face. Then she began to rock slowly. A low moan escaped her, eerie, as if it emanated from all corners of the room at once.


Noah had stepped away, but he wanted to examine the boy, even then, to try to determine what had caused his death. He ached to request permission for an autopsy but knew that was out of the question. When Mrs. Anschutz finally looked up, he had instead said how sorry he was. He offered to summon a clergyman, notify the authorities, or see to the arrangements of having Willard’s body removed to a mortician’s. Anything that Mrs. Anschutz thought might be of help.


But she had just shaken her head, slowly, mechanically, as if physical movement had become disengaged from her core. She would see to everything, she said in a monotone. She had then softly asked Noah to leave.


He walked past Willard’s siblings and Molly, the maid, without a word. She was distraught, sobbing into a crumpled handkerchief. Noah considered for a moment whether to try to comfort the wretched young woman, but unwelcome as he now was, he simply had left her in the hall.


Noah replaced the picture frame on his dresser and picked up the envelope that was laying next it. He removed the blue pill and held it between his thumb and forefinger. Could this possibly have any bearing on the boy’s death? It seemed impossible. He wasn’t even certain why he’d asked for it. Some perverse curiosity about Frias, most likely. But Mildred Anschutz hadn’t been deceiving him when she claimed that her son had not taken the medication for two weeks. Of that Noah was convinced. Some people could lie and some could not. After a lifetime of feeling license to say what she pleased to whom she pleased, Mildred Anschutz would never have had need to cultivate such as subtle skill as mendacity.


Yet, something had killed Willard Anschutz. He replaced the tablet in the envelope and left it on the dresser. He padded back across the room and once more lay in bed. He would rest. Sleep was a lost cause.




FOUR


 


DAY 2. THURSDAY, 9/21—7:30 A.M.


Father, a patient died in my care last night. A child. His mother believes I am responsible for his death.”


Abel Whitestone ran his forefinger around the diaphragm of his stethoscope, then placed the end in his vest pocket. He was a large man with small, delicate hands. Lines had given way to pouches along his jaw and under his eyes. He reached up and patted Noah softly on the cheek. “Come into the office.”


It was just after seven. Even at fifty-five, Abel arrived early every morning to tidy up, complete leftover paperwork, read medical journals, and prepare the office for the daily onslaught. Noah had tried to persuade his father to sleep an extra hour, but Abel would have none of it. Noah had encountered him in one of the examining rooms, setting bandages, sheets, and instruments in their proper places.


Father and son made their way to the rear. The practice had been here on Adams Street for two decades. Abel had leased office space on the first floor until nine years ago, when Noah announced his intention to enter medical school at New York University in Manhattan. Abel then scraped together the money to purchase the two-story building. Abel, Elspeth, and Noah’s sister, Agnes, had moved into the top floor and bottom floor rear, leaving the offices on the street level front. By the time Noah finished school, Agnes had married and moved to Milwaukee. Abel then expanded the offices to the entire first floor. When he extended an invitation to join the practice, Noah had accepted instantly.


Where Noah’s private office was bright and modern, Abel’s was wood-paneled and dark. It was filled with photographs, letters of appreciation, and plaques from religious and civic organizations, expressing gratitude for some service that Dr. Whitestone had performed in the community. Nothing was more revealing of a doctor’s character than his reputation among his patients. Any greed, incompetence, lack of commitment, or professional vanity will soon surface in one who treats his fellows when they are afraid and vulnerable. Abel Whitestone was adored; invited to innumerable weddings and christenings, he had been made godfather to more neighborhood children than Noah could count.


Noah sat in a leather chair opposite the desk, a location from which countless patients over the years had heard that they were pregnant, or tubercular, or in fine health, or dying. Here they had confided, asked favors, or requested an extension on their arrears. This chair had held millionaires, community leaders, the indigent, and thieves. Many had sat and merely sought advice. As now Noah did.


Abel walked in a moment later, letting his hand linger on his son’s shoulder as he passed. He settled heavily into the wing chair behind the desk and polished his spectacles with a small handkerchief he removed from a vest pocket. With his glasses off, Abel’s eyes appeared sleepy, slightly lacking in focus. Old.


“All right, son. Tell me about your patient.”


Noah recited the case history in full, from the first summons by Mildred Anschutz to Willard’s death. He restricted himself to a recitation of the symptoms and did not propose a diagnosis. As he spoke, his father sat leaned against one arm of the chair, tugging at his lower lip, looking off to the side. When Noah had finished, Abel sat back in his chair. He never spoke in haste, appearing to give due consideration to even the most obvious question.


“A tragedy,” Abel said with a deep sigh. “There is nothing worse than the death of a child.” He paused to once again polish his spectacles. “What will you enter on the death certificate?”


“Respiratory failure.”


“Seems vague.” Abel leaned even farther back, but eyed Noah in a way that had made him uncomfortable since he was eight.


“Should I enter something specific, even if I’m not totally certain?”


“You’re not totally certain?”


“How could I be?”


Abel nodded slowly, as if reviewing the diagnosis, but instead he said, “The boy’s mother blames you for his death . . .”


“She was distraught. It’s natural.”


“Perhaps. But do you share her assessment?”


“No. I don’t think so.” Noah rubbed his forefinger across his thumb. “I’m not sure.”


“Not sure if he died from the laudanum or not sure if you are responsible?”


“I can’t see how he could have died from the laudanum.”


“Then you don’t. It was something out of your control. What more do you believe you could have done?”


“Saved him.”


“Ah, yes. And how could you have done that?”

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
“Vivid period seteing and amazing medical dec

~The New York Times Book Review (on ednatomy of Deception,

CECESIES 0N |





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
PEGASUS BOOKS
NEW YORK LONDON





