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For Bill as always,
 and for Michael, our forever darling boy. RIP.



























PIED BEAUTY




Glory be to God for dappled things—




For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow;




For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim;




Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings;




Landscape plotted and pieced—fold, fallow, and plough;




And àll tràdes, their gear and tackle and trim.













All things counter, original, spare, strange;




Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)




With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim;




He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change;


Praise him.




—GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS (1844–1889)
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Author’s Note










THE DEVELOPMENT OF the theory and technology that in the 1840s led to the building of those breathtaking birds of paradise, the mighty clipper ships, is told as accurately as my research allowed, but in the matter of the timing of particular voyages and the exact dates when certain records were set, I have bent the truth to serve my need. The Houqua was launched in May of 1844, not 1843 as happens in this book. As for the Hell Witch of my tale, I made her up, and appropriated for her the accomplishments of a legendary ship called Sea Witch, who set out for Hong Kong in December of 1846. And while it’s true that New York University was founded in 1831, the School of Medicine opened a decade later, not around the same time as I have it here.




























How It Happened—




A Short History with No Quiz, and No Penalty for Skipping Straight to the Story










SOMETIMES IT IS difficult to tease out history’s threads; not so for this book. The spiritual currents that play a dominant role in this story were let loose in Europe in the early 1700s, in a phenomenon known as the Great Awakening. Reacting to the secularizing forces of the Enlightenment, which railed against organized churches and insisted that reason tells us all we need to know of life, there were those who protested that true religion did exist. Marked, they said, by reliance on the heart over the head, feeling over thinking, and the belief that biblical revelation is meant to be taken literally.




The Evangelical movement had been born, and its fervor swept it across the ocean. In 1730 the Scots-Irish Presbyterian minister William Tennent and his four clergyman sons began preaching in the colonies of Pennsylvania and New Jersey and established a seminary to train others who could bring sinners to Evangelical conversion. (Originally called Log College, that seminary is today Princeton University.) Before long the intensity of their conviction spread to the Congregationalists and Baptists of New England.




The fire of Evangelicalism burned brightly in the New World; then politics and war—first with the French and their Indian allies, next with the British—stole the oxygen from struggles of the spirit. The movement remained quiescent until the flint of the ideas that had fueled an unprecedented break with a king—the notions of individual freedom and every man’s right to pursue happiness—met the spark of religion without hierarchical authority or complex theology and burst into new flames. What historians have since labeled the Second Great Awakening was nothing short of the rebirth of the Evangelical movement in the infant U.S.A.




In the years immediately after Independence, itinerant Methodist and Baptist preachers roamed the hardscrabble, largely churchless frontiers of Kentucky and Tennessee and sought out venues where they could address a crowd. Those gatherings became known as camp meetings. Dedicated to religious revival, frequently days long, they were occasions when prayer and witness were full of song and spirit and individual conversion in front of huge assemblies created a kind of public ecstasy. Adherents to this emotional and intensely personal form of religion shared an unshakable belief that they held the key to the perfection of society. Drink and crime, carnal excess, poverty and suffering, indeed all injustice and inequality could be eliminated by personal renunciation of sin, acceptance of Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, and strict adherence to biblical teaching.




Such ardent American belief could not ignore the young nation’s Sodom and Gomorrah. In the 1820s and 1830s revival meetings came to Broadway.




The response of entrenched mainstream Protestantism was to coopt the new beliefs, and some Evangelical ideas soon found their way into sermons preached from Establishment pulpits.




At the same time New York’s Catholics, long marginalized in a city where they had been a tiny minority, were seeing their nascent institutions—a few churches largely serving foreign diplomats and one rather grand edifice, St. Patrick’s Cathedral, on the corner of Prince and Mott streets—overwhelmed by thousands of nominally Catholic, mostly Irish immigrants. Dirt poor, usually illiterate, and frequently in thrall to the twin evils of alcohol and violence—perceived as the only relief from daily struggle—they were crammed into an already notorious district known as the Five Points and turned it into a hellhole of indescribable misery.




The bishops summoned reinforcements. In the 1820s Catholic Sisters, religious women newly freed from the stricture of cloister, appeared for the first time on Manhattan streets. Black crows they were called. Jezebels. Satan’s whores. They did not preach or hand out bibles, they did not cry out for temperance and abolition and women’s rights and universal free education, the just causes espoused by the Evangelicals. They turned their back on a woman’s highest calling, wife and mother, and instead made vows of poverty and chastity, swearing as well obedience to a foreign ruler, a pope many thought to be the Antichrist. Direct action—feed the hungry, clothe the naked—confronted the notion that true charity is to preach morality and Gospel salvation and allow American free market opportunity to meet economic needs. Only when epidemics of cholera and yellow fever turned the city into a charnel house and the Sisters went on exactly as before, did their fearless heroism win them a certain grudging respect and allow a truce of sorts to be established. It did not, however, put an end to the ongoing demonizing of popery and all its works.




As if this mix were not sufficiently combustible, another once minuscule group saw its numbers swelled by waves of immigrants come to satisfy the nation’s insatiable hunger for workers. During the years 1835 to 1855 approximately one hundred and fifty thousand European Jews made their way across the Atlantic. Many settled in Baltimore, Cincinnati, and even San Francisco, but the large majority stayed in New York. Since 1654 when New York was New Amsterdam there had been one Jewish synagogue on the island of Manhattan, Shearith Israel, first located on Mill Street (now Stone Street), and in the time period of this book moved to Crosby Street. Shearith Israel followed the liturgical practice of the Sephardim, Jews who had lived in Spain and its colonies for the more than fifteen hundred years since their exile from the Holy Land. The new American congregants, mostly German Jews known as Ashkenazim, wanted their prayer book and their liturgy to prevail. When Shearith Israel refused their demands, the Ashkenazim founded the new synagogue of B’nai Jeshurun, followed by Anshe Chesed, then dozens more. Meanwhile some among them were also hearing the siren song of change and renewal. The movement for Reform Judaism begun in Europe at the end of the 1700s came to New York in 1845 with the founding of Temple Emanu-El in the loft of a nondescript building on the corner of Grand and Clinton streets in what we now call the Lower East Side, soon followed by a move to a former Methodist church on Chrystie Street. (Thus began a progression up the island that culminated in 1927 with the building of Temple Emanu-El on Fifth Avenue and Sixty-fifth Street, today the largest Jewish house of worship in the world.)




On the island of Manhattan the bitter division that almost inevitably follows the inauguration of new ways was, like so much else, intensified by the city’s dynamism, her lust for life, and the proximity of extremes. Introduce family feuds, heroes and villains, love and hate, and the still unchecked malignancy of human slavery, and the scene is set for this tale of miracles of medicine—painless surgery and antisepsis—and others that science cannot explain, though they are written in real flesh and real blood. Here, then, is a story of the city and its people in the run-up to what will be a devastating civil war, during a time when they meet a demanding and a jealous God.
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Prologue










July 4, 1863,
 The Temporary Field Hospital at Cemetery Ridge,
 Gettysburg in Pennsylvania




“So you’re here, Dr. Turner.”




“I am here, Mr. Whitman. No, don’t touch that.”




Walter Whitman withdrew his hand from a table that held an array of scalpels and needles threaded with catgut. “I apologize. It looked as if you were ready for the next ligature.”




“You have a good eye for surgery. I am.” Turner leaned forward, procured the needle himself, and began carefully stitching the final flap of skin covering the soldier’s elbow. There was no longer a forearm. “But I doubt, Mr. Whitman, that you washed your hands before you came to find me.”




“Ah, yes. Your little…What do you call them?”




“Germs.”




“Ah, yes. Germs.”




The tent was pitched on a high ridge covered in silent dead, in one section of what had been the sprawling killing fields of a three-day battle engaging almost two hundred thousand fighting men. Inside the tent, among the living, it was hot and humid and stank of blood and feces and swiftly putrefying flesh. Bodies—most missing one or other appendage, all with some part of their person bandaged, some in blue uniforms, more in gray—were everywhere. A few lay on pallets; most lay on the ground. Two black-clad women moved among them.




“It hardly seems I could add anything more distasteful to this atmosphere,” Whitman said.




“Indeed, in a general way you could not. But germs are particular, not general. Those ligatures were dipped in a solution of carbolic acid, a disinfectant. Your hands were not.”




“The surgeons in Washington don’t believe in your germs. They say you’re a darned fool.”




“Just as well,” Turner said, “otherwise you’d probably be soliciting money on their behalf, not mine. Not so good for their patients, however. What have you brought me, Mr. Whitman?”




Whitman held out the small leather satchel in his left hand. “Soap. More of your carbolic acid. More of your sulfuric ether as well. Though it looks as though you’ve enough of that.” He nodded towards the man on the table. No part of him twitched as Turner finished stitching his flesh.




“Wrong for once, Mr. Whitman. I used the last of my ether for this one.”




“The Washington surgeons say chloroform and sulfuric ether are immoral. They say it’s against the law of God to interfere with man’s ability to feel pain.”




Turner stopped stitching and raised his head. “Do they, now? And what do you say to that, Mr. Whitman? All these preachers telling us what to think, are they always right?” Leaves of Grass his book was called. Poems about people, bodies, sex. Biblically inspired the poet claimed, but his critics, many of them clergy, loudly disagreed. Even banned his book sometimes.




“Folks talk a lot about the law of God,” Whitman said. “Doesn’t mean they know much about it.”




“Yes, that’s my opinion as well.” Turner again bent his head to his task. “As for the ether you brought me, I am enormously grateful. We’ve made an excellent job of killing vast numbers here in Pennsylvania these last few days, but I expect we are not done with maiming and murdering each other.”




Back in Fredericksburg the year before, the first time Walt Whitman was ever in a field hospital, he watched men who called themselves doctors sawing screaming soldiers into pieces with nothing to deaden the pain at all—and no thought for Dr. Nicholas Turner’s germs. He couldn’t stand that there should be so much suffering and nothing he could do about it. It’s why he took a government job, so he could be in Washington, closer to the war, and start visiting as many of the wounded as he could manage. And raise money to buy supplies for the doctors working on the battlefields. Most of that went to Dr. Turner these days. Turner’s patients moaned as they came round, they didn’t scream. And he treated them all, Yankees and Southerners alike. In the huge and lumbering Confederate retreat of the previous day, Lee had taken as many of his wounded with him as he could manage to cart away, but it was inevitable with a battle so enormous and so devastating that many were left behind. Turner’s unconscious patient wore a gray uniform.




“There are some as give,” Whitman said, “who wouldn’t be pleased to think their contributions used to ease the enemy’s pain.”




“Then we will refrain from telling them.” The surgeon looked up again, meeting the other man’s gaze full on. “That’s correct, isn’t it, Mr. Whitman?”




“It’s entirely correct, Dr. Turner.”




Whitman figured Nicholas Turner was some fifteen years older than himself. Call it late fifties. He looked older still. Exhaustion had hollowed his cheeks and made dark circles around his gray eyes. Even his considerable height seemed diminished by the necessity to stoop beneath the low-slung canvas ceiling. His red hair was plastered to his scalp with sweat.




“Truth to tell, sir,” he said, “I don’t tell them exactly what the money’s for either. Not about the carbolic or the ether.” Help save the lives of our boys, Whitman told them, never said whose boys exactly. And as soon as he made his little speech about how their contributions would help the war, he switched to reading his poems. Even if they hated them, it was a distraction.




One of the black-clad women slipped out of the tent. Another arrived to replace her and came at once to stand beside Turner’s operating table. “Are you finished, Doctor?”




“Yes. You can take him away now and…” Turner looked up, paused. “Oh…you are indeed a surprise. I didn’t know…we should speak, my dear. I was—”




“You are busy. There is no need.”




She sounded calm, Whitman thought, cool even. Turner on the other hand seemed unnerved. The woman wore one of those black bonnets that mostly shaded her face and like those he’d seen on the battlefield, a black frock. Black crows roaming among the dead, following behind the soldiers on burial detail, pecking at the earth and occasionally pulling up a prize, a body with some life left in it.




The other female in the tent came over, and the pair of them hoisted the soldier off the table and carried him away.




“Strange place for ladies,” Whitman said.




“Perhaps. But more and more of them are nursing these days. Ever since that Nightingale woman over in England.”




Whitman said he’d be going. Turner walked with him as far as the flap serving as the tent’s door.




A carriage was parked a few feet away. Any number of gawkers and thrill-seekers had come by to observe the aftermath of carnage, but this was a brougham of the better sort, with all the windows tightly curtained, and a driver who sat up front staring straight ahead and keeping a loose grip on the reins.




While they watched, one of the curtains was pushed aside and a woman peered out. She looked as if she had stepped off one of the ceramic plates or vases or bowls that were so much a part of the China trade. Her black hair was upswept and threaded with ribbons and her face was painted and utterly unlike anything to be seen on Broadway or Fifth Avenue, much less on this blood-soaked battlefield.




“Sweet Christ,” Turner murmured, “what is she thinking of coming here?” He turned as if to summon someone, but there was no need. One of the black-clad women—Whitman thought it to be the one Turner had spoken to and called his dear—pushed past them and climbed into the rig.




 




Her black dress was filthy and covered with blood and bits of flesh and bone. She had never, she thought, been quite so tired. Sitting, even for a moment, was a relief.




Outside, clusters of blue-clad soldiers were digging an endless succession of graves. How could they bury so many? Talk was of twenty, thirty, even fifty thousand dead. More gray uniforms than blue this time.




“This-place-red-hair yi is here. I saw him.” That’s how her mother had always referred to Nicholas Turner. This-place-red-hair yi, which was the Chinese word for “doctor.” Mostly, however, he wasn’t the one she talked about. “He said I would be princess,” the older woman said. Her daughter knew who she meant and that it was not Dr. Turner.




“He said many things, Mamee. Most were not true.”




They spoke in the formal Mandarin that was the daughter’s first language until at the age of four she was released from the three rooms that had been her entire world and discovered that outside, on the streets of New York, people did not look as she looked or speak as she spoke.




“He lied almost always. This-place-red-hair yi sometimes also. That is correct,” her mother agreed. “But here you will find truth. I wrote it for you to know.” The book—rice paper pages bound in silk—was offered by a hand deformed by rheumatism, the joints swollen, the fingers bent into claws.




The daughter grasped her mother’s wrist. “Have you been soaking your hands and feet every day the way I told you?” Her mother’s feet had been bound at age three. She was forty-seven now and her feet were three inches in length. The beautiful and elaborate silk wrappings covered horned and calloused flesh and deeply ingrown nails, a source of constant pain. “The powder I gave you will help, Mamee, but you must use it regularly.”




The older woman was called Mei-hua, plum blossom, a delicate and exquisite flower. Once it had suited her. “There is no reason. Nothing will change. I will not be young again.”




The daughter’s given name was Mei Lin, a Chinese phrase meaning beautiful grove. For a time she had taken another and then a third. None were what she was called today. “The soaking powder is to ease the pain, Mamee. Not to make you young.”




Beyond the window of the carriage two of the women walking the battlefield pulled a body free of a stack of corpses and carried it towards the hospital tent. The daughter drew in a short, sharp breath. Dear God, they couldn’t possibly find them all. The ones with a spark of life left in them but not the strength to crawl from beneath the piles of dead would be buried alive. “I must leave now, Mamee. I must return to my work.”




Mei-hua leaned back against the red velvet upholstery and smoothed the silk of her long, slim skirt and her short jacket, both green silk shot with gold. Old, yes, but she looked better than her daughter. Ugly black bonnet. Ugly black dress. Ugly work to be picking and prying among the bloody dead. There was a rising stink about the place. About Mei Lin too if she stayed here. If those around you have fleas, soon you will itch. She had told her daughter that many times. Too late now to say words into deaf ears. “I am tired. Take me home.”




“I will tell the driver, Mamee. I cannot go with you now. You know that.”




“This-place-red-hair yi will not permit it?”




“He has nothing to do with it. I really must leave, Mamee.”




“Very well. Go,” Mei-hua said, waving a dismissive hand. “Tell the yang gwei zih to take me home.”




The driver had been with Mei-hua for half a dozen years, but he was not Chinese and so was a yang gwei zih, a foreign devil. “I will tell him, Mamee.”




The daughter leaned forward and kissed her mother’s cheek, then she opened the door and climbed down to the world of dead bodies and suffering flesh. She paused just long enough to tuck Mei-hua’s book beneath the short cape of the black habit of Mother Elizabeth Seton’s Sisters of Charity. In moments it was safe and hidden. Just like her.




Except that Nicholas Turner still stood outside the hospital tent, watching both mother and daughter. And Nicholas Turner, the this-place-red-hair yi, knew everything.




























Book One




1834–1835























Chapter One










MEI-HUA LAY CURLED next to him in the glow that followed love, her back against his chest, his arm around her waist, their breathing synchronized. Everything was perfect. Or so it seemed to Samuel Devrey.




After a time she moved just enough so one foot caressed his calf. The silken wrappings of her golden lily, the foot that had been first bound when she was three—excruciating pain inflicted and endured for him, indeed at his behest—were exquisitely erotic. Sam felt the sap rise in him yet again but he resisted. “There isn’t time.” He breathed the words into the jasmine scent of her hair.




His Mandarin could be understood, but it had been learned too late to be perfect. His tones were never exactly right. He spoke always the speech of the yang gwei zih, the foreign devil. Mei-hua would die a slow death before she would correct him. “My lord not need do much. Quick and easy. See.”




She arched profoundly, one of those supple adjustments of her body that always astonished him, and her hips realigned so that he could take her effortlessly, in an act of possession as natural and undemanding as a whisper. It would have been against nature to refuse a generosity offered with such elegance. He moved the hand that had stroked her belly so it gripped her thigh, pressing her more closely to him. Both golden lilies were touching him now, wrapped around his legs. She was a silken splendid butterfly, tiny but exquisite, cocooned in his bulk. Her sigh of pleasure—more a vibration than a sound—thrilled him as if it were again the first time, three years earlier, when she was thirteen.




“You are astonishing,” he said when he could speak.




She gently pulled away, then settled back against his body and pulled his hand back to her belly where it had been before. “What do you feel, lord?”




“Samuel,” he corrected. “If I have to tell you again, I will spank you.” Her smile was hidden from him, but he knew it was there. “For real this time.” He attempted to sound severe. “You won’t be able to sit for a week.”




“I am sure I will deserve it. You are right in all things, lo—Samuel. But you cannot spank me now.”




“Why not?”




“It maybe…” He heard the hesitation though she hurried to cover it. “Maybe disturb harmony. Your tai-tai never lose harmony. Never.”




Repetition was the way the Chinese conveyed emphasis. Tai-tai meant not simply wife but senior wife, she to whom all other wives—if such there might be—owed allegiance. Devrey knew both things, but he seldom remembered to repeat a word he meant to strengthen. As for the rest, it wasn’t practical.




He had married Mei-hua in the room beyond this one, in a ceremony he remembered as a bewildering shimmer of gongs and incense. Afterward she had been brought to this bed on its raised red satin platform hung about with quilted red velvet to perform her first duty as his wife, to sit absolutely still for hours and demonstrate her inner harmony. Meanwhile Devrey had been taken downstairs to eat and drink, and only occasionally remind himself that if he stepped out the door he would be not in this exotic Chinese world but on Cherry Street in New York, a few steps from the busy waterfront. Four hours later, when he had returned to the bedroom to claim what was his, Mei-hua was exactly as he’d left her. Except for her smile of joyous welcome.




“You could never be disharmonious,” he said now.




His voice was steady, the words without any hint of anger or disapproval, but she could feel his fury in the heat of his skin and the coldness of his breath. “I try never displease you, lord.” Not true. She had tried very hard. For many months now, as soon as he left her after lovemaking, she lay for long, boring hours with her feet above her head so his seed would find the son-making place deep inside. She had eaten only son-making food, though it was not always her favorite. Only the gods knew how hard she tried. And Ah Chee.




Mei-hua could not see the bedroom door from her present position, but she knew beyond doubt that her servant was near, probably listening. “I do nothing to displease my lord. Never. Never.” Big lie, but never mind.




“Samuel,” he corrected again, delivering at the same time one slap to her buttocks. Light enough to be playful but hard enough to sting.




Mei-hua stiffened and rolled away, clasping both hands below her waist as she did so. “Husband is correct. I deserve beating.” She jumped off the bed, got the bamboo stick they used to close the red velvet curtains, and brought it to him, kneeling on the platform and leaning her head on her folded arms on the mattress. “I stay like this and husband beat back and shoulders until they bleed, only no part below waist. Then I will never—”




“I have never beaten you, Mei-hua. Why would I start now? Above or below the waist.” He got up and put the stick back by the window, then drew her to her feet, kissing her face all the while, little soft kisses.




“Because husband is displeased with me.”




“No, I am not. I understand you.” The silk robe, the long lung pao he’d worn earlier, lay on a nearby chair, splendid green satin with dragons embroidered in silver thread. Samuel passed it by in favor of his western clothes, carefully hung in an elaborately carved wardrobe. He pulled on the tight black trousers and black boots and high-necked white shirt and tied his stock. “I must go.”




“It is early. Useless old Ah Chee made soup you like, with duck and pumpkin.”




“Perhaps tomorrow. You rest now.” He picked up her pale yellow silk robe and draped it over her shoulders, lifting her back into the bed as he did so. “Sleep, Mei-hua. Stay beautiful for me.”




The room beyond was as exotic and foreign as the bedroom, if not as sensuous. The furnishings—rosewood, ebony, ornaments of luminous porcelain and glowing brass—had all arrived from Canton when Mei-hua did, part of her dowry, along with the servant woman.




Ah Chee’s skin was creased leather and her hair white, but she seemed to Samuel ageless. She stood by the front door, eyes cast down, hands folded, ready to usher him out. Hard to say if she knew he was leaving by the way he was dressed or if, as he suspected, she listened regularly to everything that happened in the bedroom. “My lord stay a little stay,” she urged. “Maybe take some of this old woman’s poor soup. Stay.”




Samuel walked straight to her and slapped her hard across the face. She did not move, seemed barely even to flinch. He slapped her a second time. He knew she wouldn’t react, but it calmed some of the rage in his belly. “When did tai-tai bleed last?” And when she didn’t answer, “Tell me. If you lie, I swear I will cut out your tongue.”




“In Last month, lord. Before start of Water Sheep year.”




He did the calculation quickly. Last month was January, and this year, 1834, was Water Sheep. “When did she stop taking the special drink?” He bought the powder himself from a Mrs. Langton on Christopher Street. Guaranteed to prevent conception as long as a woman drank it dissolved in ale every morning before sunrise.




“Never, lord. Never. Never. Every day I wake up tai-tai and she drink.” Ah Chee did not say that the girl hated the taste of ale with a rare passion, and spat it out almost as soon as the mixture touched her mouth. Anyway, the powder was probably useless. What did a yang gwei zih woman know of such things? Ah Chee, whose job it had been to look after this plum blossom since the day she was born, got make-no-baby powder from Hor Jick the apothecary—the closest thing to a proper doctor, a yi, in this place—and sprinkled it on the girl’s food, and twice a day rubbed excellent lizard skin cream on Mei-hua’s beautiful flat belly. Until, that is, she had judged the plum blossom to be ready and stopped sprinkling and rubbing. “Never, lord, never,” she repeated. “Tai-tai drink every day.”




“Still? Even after she missed two monthlies?”




“Yes, lord, yes. Drink. Drink.”




“You are a lying old witch.” He itched to slap her again but knew it would make no difference.




 




Mei-hua, her ear pressed to the door, heard the latch click, signaling Samuel’s departure. She ran from the bedroom in a whirl of yellow silk and flung herself at Ah Chee, fists flying, pounding out her rage. “You tell. You tell. Old woman say I do not bleed already two months. You tell.”




Ah Chee stood calmly under the onslaught. Eventually Mei-hua’s anger turned to misery, and she retreated to huddle, weeping, in the elaborately carved red-lacquered throne chair, usually reserved for her husband, under the scroll depicting Fu Xing, the god of happiness, whose benign smile did not alter whatever happened in this room.




For once the old woman did not rush to dry the girl’s tears. “You think Lord Samuel stupid? Soon tai-tai’s flat little girl belly get big and round. Will the lord not see? Will he think tai-tai swallowed a melon?”




Such considerations were for the future. Mei-hua was concerned only with this terrible moment. “Now my lord will make you take me to the wretched Hor Jick devil yi, and he put filthy devil yi hands on me and make son jump out of belly and—”




“No, not happen. Not. No devil doctor Hor Taste Bad,” Ah Chee said, using the nickname by which the apothecary was generally known.




Mei-hua stopped weeping and looked up. “Why you think this? Why?”




“Know definitely for sure. No Taste Bad. Absolutely.” Ah Chee did not wait to answer more questions. Instead she went to the kitchen and returned with a bowl of hot soup. “Tai-tai open mouth. I feed son.”




“Wait—”




Ah Chee did not wait. She spooned soup into the girl’s open mouth. It was so hot that it scalded Mei-hua’s throat, but she swallowed it quickly, turning her head aside so Ah Chee could not immediately force a second spoonful on her. “Wait, old woman. Wait. First tell why you are sure Lord Samuel not make you take tai-tai to Taste Bad devil yi.”




“Because Taste Bad devil yi one of us, civilized person. Lord Samuel take tai-tai himself to white yang gwei zih. Make sure abortion done properly.”




Mei-hua gasped in horror, and Ah Chee took the opportunity to spoon more hot soup down her throat.




 




Cherry Street ran parallel to the East River, two streets back from the docks, a little above the mercantile southern heart of the city. Though George Washington had lived briefly in a house on Cherry when he was president—Martha complained that the ceilings were too low for the feathers in the ladies’ hats—the area was not the same. The wealthy had been fleeing the tumult of the lower town of late, deserting even their grand residences on Broadway and around Battery Park for the quiet of the numbered streets and avenues further up the island. These days, the grid adopted in 1809, a tight mesh of interlocking streets and avenues laid out across every inch of a Manhattan of hills and woods and streams, was closer to reality; it had been implemented from Tenth Street to Fourteenth and from First to Eighth avenues. The grid’s virtue was that it allowed the greatest possible number of people to be housed on the island. It was a vision made inevitable because another had been realized.




Opened in 1827, the Erie Canal ran from Lake Erie in the west to the Hudson River in the east, establishing a direct water route to New York’s magnificent harbor from the outer edge of the ever-expanding nation. There were twenty-four united states now, with Missouri the westernmost, and the far-flung territories of Michigan, Arkansas, and Florida bidding to join soon. The Erie Canal allowed the great city to open her mighty maw and swallow everything the industrious folk living so distant from the coast could produce, then spew it forth across the ocean. Such an increase of business was a racketing, riotous dream come true for the money men who had always ruled this town, but not one their wives wished to have clattering day and night outside their front doors. Uppertendom high society called themselves as they migrated north to the numbered streets above Bleecker. Cherry Street was no part of uppertendom’s world.




A bitter wind blew off the river when Sam Devrey came into the street. Snow was coming down in earnest, and already the ragged roof line of the closely packed three-and four-story wooden houses was edged with a thick white border. The two buildings closest to the intersection of Cherry and Market Streets, numbers thirty-seven and thirty-nine, belonged to him personally, not to Devrey Shipping. Both were built of wood. Thirty-seven was three stories high, thirty-nine four, and each was three windows wide. Once private homes, they were now lodging houses like the others on the block, densely packed with laborers who paid fifty cents a week for whatever bit of floor they could claim. Devrey’s lodgings were even more tightly packed than the others. His tenants were Chinese, willing to tolerate any degree of crowding to be with their own kind. Mostly they were sailors who had accidentally washed ashore, and mostly from one or another part of Canton, because that was the point on the globe where Asia touched the West. The single exception to the allocation of space was that Mei-hua and Ah Chee occupied the entire upper floor of the corner house, number thirty-nine, an area that would have housed at least twelve of the Chinese men.




None of Samuel’s tenants questioned the arrangement, or in any way encroached on the young beauty most had never set eyes on, the supreme first lady tai-tai. As for Ah Chee, they nodded respectfully when she went past, and when sometimes she joined them for a game of cards and a drink of plum brandy, they were inclined to let her win. This despite the fact that except for those two, the tiny Chinese community was without females of any sort. It was but one of the hardships they bore. Another was their inability to look like everyone else in this place. That was not simply a matter of skin color or having almond-shape rather than round eyes. In China, since the coming of the Manchu in 1644, it was the law that every male must shave the front of his head and wear a queue, a long braid down his back. If he cut his queue a man could not return to die in what they called the Middle Kingdom, the land between heaven and earth. He would not be buried with his ancestors. In the matter of making a new life in America, Samuel’s tenants considered themselves sojourners, those who had come to stay a little stay (so the expression in their language had it) and to return home. They found what work they could and sent as much money as possible back to relatives in China. In the matter of their attitude towards Devrey, he was a white man who spoke their language, a source of the temporary jobs on which they depended, and he could be counted on to provide rice when times were hard. In this place he need answer to no one.




“You leave now, lord?”




“Yes.”




“Lord wait. I get horse.”




The man was one of at least four called—in the Chinese fashion, family name first—Lee Yut. A good many were Lee Something else. Sixty-two tenants at this week’s count, and pretty much all of them Lees or Hors or Bos, all from little villages where everyone was related and the second and third sons were sent to sea to be cooks and stewards to the officers of the ships in the China trade. Nicknames helped sort out the confusion. This particular Lee Yut was known as Leper Face because his skin was severely pitted by the pox, the scars so close together that in some places his flesh looked to have been eaten away.




Leper Face disappeared into the alley between the two buildings and returned a moment later with Devrey’s mare. She snorted softly, pleased to see her master. Samuel patted her muzzle. Leper Face dropped to his knees and extended his clasped hands. Samuel took the leg-up and swung himself into the saddle. Horseback was not the most appealing manner of travel on a cold night like this one, but a private carriage would attract too much attention in these parts. There were a few of the new hansom cabs for hire in the city but no chance of finding one on Cherry Street. An omnibus, a large multiseat vehicle pulled by a team of six horses, ran a few streets to the west, but it was too public, and since it was used almost exclusively by the men of uppertendom traveling back and forth to their businesses, far too convivial.




Devrey adjusted his seat in the saddle, made a small sound in his throat, and the mare set out on the familiar northward journey. After a few seconds he turned and looked back. Leper Face had disappeared and Mei-hua’s window was dark. Ah Chee was under strict instructions always to keep the curtains drawn after sunset, but once or twice he had seen a sliver of light and known Mei-hua was up there watching him, already—or so he fancied—counting the minutes until he returned.




Not tonight. All the windows were dark, and there were no gaslights in this neighborhood. Plenty to the south, of course, and recently as far up the town, to use the uppertendom expression, as his own front door on Fourteenth Street.




















Chapter Two










MUCH OF FOURTEENTH Street was lined with red-brick houses. They’d been fashionable enough a few years back, but in New York nothing changed more quickly than fashion. Wilbur Randolf, who had made his money in tanning but owned a number of Fourteenth Street lots, had been one of the first to build with the newly desirable tawny-brown sandstone quarried in central New Jersey. In New York, where even speech was shortened so that business might proceed at a quicker pace, they were called simply brownstones. When Randolf’s houses were finished, he arranged that the deed to the finest of them, number three East Fourteenth, on the corner of the somewhat improved Fifth Avenue (a rutted gully become a cobbled street beneath which flowed the now hidden stream known as Minetta Water) would on his death go to his only child, Carolina. Meanwhile it was hers to live in. The handsome gift marked the occasion of Carolina’s marriage to Samuel Devrey.




“You’re late, Samuel. I’ve been waiting for you.” Carolina took his hat and gloves herself.




“Where’s Dorothy?” They had only the one live-in servant unless you counted Barnabas, the boy who slept out back above the stable located in the communal mews. Other needs were met by day help. Still, his wife shouldn’t have to attend her own front door.




“I sent her down to the kitchen to fetch a bit of supper for you as soon as I heard the mews gate.”




“And how did you know it was me and not one of the neighbors?”




“I guessed. Besides, you haven’t yet had the smith change your mare’s left rear shoe. It has a loose ring. I told you so a week past.”




“Barnabas checked. He said the shoe seemed tight enough to him.”




“Well, Barnabas is wrong. It’s loose. Please have it seen to, Samuel. I shall be sick with worry otherwise. Anyway, I don’t know why you insist on riding horseback when we’ve a perfectly good buggy. I certainly don’t need it these days.” Carolina looked down at her belly, swollen with child.




He silenced her with a kiss on the cheek. “I like riding horseback, and I shall have the shoe looked at by the smith tomorrow or the next day. Promise.”




“What of him, Samuel?” Carolina, placated by the promise and the kiss, drew his hand to her rounded middle. “No greeting for your son?”




“Or my daughter.” He gave the bulge a dutiful pat. “You can’t be expert in that as well as the sound made by properly shod horses.”




“Oh, but I am. You shall have a son. A Devrey heir. Your mother came to see me today. She agrees. Says it’s obvious since I bulge entirely in the front and not at all in the rear. She is insistent we name the boy Lansing. For your father.”




“Insistent, is she? Well, I think she must be disappointed.” Lansing Devrey had been known as Bastard all his life because his bachelor father never married his mother and the town never let him forget it. Didn’t matter that he inherited one of the oldest shipping companies in the city and married a high-society Clinton. Bastard he was until the day he died.




If Mei-hua had a child, it too would be a bastard in the eyes of New York. Only the Chinese would recognize her as the first and senior wife and think it perfectly ordinary for him to acquire a second. That’s what he’d been thinking standing next to Carolina in St. Paul’s Church eleven months before, vowing before God that he would cleave only unto Wilbur Randolf’s daughter. He was taking a second wife in the manner of any man in Asia. Besides, no Caucasian would recognize the marriage ceremony that took place on Cherry Street.




It was the arrival of children that complicated things.




 




Lavender water tonight, and the new white linen nightdress Carolina had made herself. It was open down the back, because the Irish midwife had suggested that now Mrs. Devrey was in her seventh month, if she had to give in to her husband, she must insist he approach her from the rear. “Sure, you’ll not want him lying atop you and crushing the wee babe. That wouldn’t be right, would it dearie?”




Carolina had turned aside so the midwife wouldn’t see her blush and agreed it was not right. She also reminded herself that such a matter-of-fact approach to the business of conceiving and birthing was the reason she had insisted on having Maggie O’Brien attend her lying-in. Her mother-in-law had desperately wanted it to be Mrs. Carter, who was said to have recently delivered babies for an Astor as well as for Commodore Vanderbilt’s eldest daughter. Carolina wouldn’t give in. With no mother of her own since she was a tiny girl and a father she could always twist around her finger, she was accustomed to having her way, even when matched against as formidable an opponent as Celinda Clinton Devrey. Which was why she now had the frank and sensible Mrs. O’Brien advising her about the latest possible moment she could continue to accommodate her husband, as long as she offered him what the midwife called the backside way in.




But only for a week or two longer, even under Maggie O’Brien’s forgiving regime. Before the end of March Carolina would start the eighth month of her pregnancy and must begin her confinement, which meant many weeks on either side of the birth when Samuel, like most men, would doubtless frequent a bordello. As far as men were concerned, that side of things was as it was and women were expected to turn a blind eye. Just as they must recognize their duty to submit in the marriage bed.




“You know what you must do, I expect,” Carolina’s father had said gruffly the day before her wedding, rising to the challenge of being the girl’s only parent. “Leave everything to your husband and do exactly as you’re bid. In all things, Carolina. However…odd they might seem.” No one could say Wilbur Randolf didn’t do his duty.




“I know, Papa.”




“Yes, I expect you do.” He’d turned aside, the matter done with and his obligation fulfilled. And the devil take all those folk who thought him a monster because he hadn’t married a second time after the cholera of 1814 took his precious Penelope and left him with a broken heart and a two-year-old daughter. “I expect your Aunt Lucy has seen to it that you know such things. She’s here often enough.”




It would have been perfectly natural had Wilbur Randolf seen fit to marry his dead wife’s widowed and childless sister. Everyone thought so, and Carolina had to agree it had a certain logic. Aunt Lucy was certainly fond of the idea; it was why she came around as frequently as she did. Though of course it was also her bounden duty to give her sister’s motherless girl the benefit of female counsel.




Which, after a fashion, she did. Though nothing had turned out quite as Carolina anticipated in the matter of what Aunt Lucy called the expectations of the marriage bed, described as being best borne with fortitude, patience, and closed eyes. It must be dreadful, the girl thought. Why else would everyone be warning her in such mysterious terms? But perhaps they did not realize that she adored her dark and brawny husband or that she had decided to marry him the very first time she saw him, when the wind took his tall stovepipe hat on a blustery street corner and she, agile and quick-minded as always, had been the one to catch and return it. And they had both laughed heartily at the realization of how they had reversed a scene popular in every music hall in the town.




Dear lord, why hadn’t she heard that hearty laugh more often since the wedding? And why was it that Samuel apparently had so few expectations of the marriage bed, despite the admonitions of her father and Aunt Lucy?




Lacking anyone with whom she would dare to discuss such questions, Carolina had devised an explanation of her own. Her husband worked so hard and such long hours that he spent most nights in a dead stupor. That’s why he was always careful to remain on his side of the bed, and turned to her only very occasionally in a quick and explosive joining that however soon it was over at least gave her the rare freedom to wrap her arms around Samuel and whisper his name, hoping to convey some of the passion she had felt from that first wind-driven encounter. But soon she must face those eight, perhaps ten, weeks before the baby was born—and at least three months after—sequestered among women. Not even Samuel would be without female ease for such a length of time. He’d go to a bordello for certain and remind himself of whatever it was men found so attractive in such places. Else why were they permitted to exist, despite the railings of preachers and moral reformers alike?




She wouldn’t think about it; it was far too distressing. She would have enough to deal with surviving her part of this affair.




Despite all the dreadful stories women whispered over their cups of tea in an afternoon “at home,” to Carolina her confinement loomed as more trying than the actual birth. Thankfully, since she was in Mrs. O’Brien’s care, her purgatory would be for the shortest possible time. The more fashionable midwives insisted the lying-in period must begin at the end of the fifth month. She had been granted an extra two months of normal life, or as normal as it could be with a great swollen belly preceding one everywhere one went. The time was nearing, however, when she would be required to spend most of every day abed or stretched out on a sofa, with the curtains drawn and windows closed tight. Only female visitors would be permitted, and only relatives at that.




Five long months of such restrictions. Dear lord, it would kill her.




No, it would not. She would endure. But thank heavens, as well as not confining her prospective mothers to their beds until the final eight weeks, Mrs. O’Brien said they need not sleep alone until then. “Though truth to tell, ma’am, once they’re in the bed aside ye, it’s for sure Adam will look for Eve. Big belly and all.”




Would that it were so one more time before their separation began. So at least he would remember her. “Are you sleeping, Samuel?”




“I’m trying to.”




“Stay awake a bit longer. Tell me about your day. What kept you so late?”




“Affairs of business, Carolina. They wouldn’t interest you.”




“Oh, but they would. Papa always told me about his business. I found it fascinating. I’m sure yours is as well.”




“Shipping is a much more complex endeavor than leather goods.” Wilbur Randolf had started as a maker of harnesses. These days he owned four tanneries, and some two dozen of the town’s harness makers were part of the extensive business he had created. These skilled workers, each in his own tiny workshop, counted on Randolf to supply not only the raw materials of their trade but the orders for harnesses that kept food in the mouths of their families. It was a far steadier source of income than simply setting up shop and waiting for customers. They might grumble about giving away three-fourths of their earnings, but very few severed their relationship with Randolf Leather and set up on their own. At least half of those who did returned in a few months begging to be allowed to resume the former arrangement. Sometimes Wilbur took them back. Frequently he did not. An example, after all, had to be made.




From Sam’s point of view, that Carolina was an only child who would inherit her father’s estate—which for all practical purposes meant it would come to him as her husband—was one reason he’d decided to marry her. Or, as he thought of it, take her as a second wife. The other reason was that Carolina was a golden blonde and almost as tall as he. Her eyes were brown, while Mei-hua’s were that remarkable blue-gray he’d seen in no other Chinese. Carolina being so different from Mei-hua would help him keep the two worlds apart, as distant in his mind as they were in reality. That had been the plan. The practice was not always reliable. He could feel the heat of her body pressing against his.




Samuel moved as far away as he could without falling out of the bed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to crowd you.”




“You’re not crowding me. I like nestling against you as if we were a pair of spoons in the drawer.”




Mei-hua fit snugly against his midsection; it seemed he could encompass her completely simply by drawing his knees to his chest. Even when she was slender, Carolina’s height made that impossible. Now with her big belly and her spreading hips…




“See,” she whispered. “The gown opens from the back.” He felt her draw it aside. “Mrs. O’Brien says it’s quite safe this way for another little while.”




“Are you telling me you discuss my most private life with that Irish midwife you insisted on engaging against all advice?” He didn’t want to sound angry. Not in light of her condition. But…damned women. “Do you?”




“Not exactly, Samuel, but of course I—”




“Never mind, Carolina. I didn’t mean to sound gruff. I understand you aren’t entirely clearheaded these days.” He rolled out of the bed as he spoke. “Anyway, it’s high time I started sleeping in the room across the hall. It will be better for you, I’m sure. I’m sorry I did not suggest it earlier. I didn’t mean to be so selfish.”




 




Tell her about his business, she’d said. Sweet Christ, he was a Devrey, what would his business be but boats and seaports and trade?




Ships were bellied up to the eastern edge of Manhattan in a continuous line from South Street to well above Franklin. Barques and brigs and schooners and sloops stretched along the waterfront, their bowsprits overhanging Front Street, their masts aggressively thrusting towards the clouds. On any given day there were three hundred of them this side of the island and almost as many over on the Hudson side. Nearly half the goods exported from the entire country left from New York, and fully a third of everything the nation imported entered here. At any hour you could see pilot craft shepherding a newly arrived vessel to a mooring. Walk down the town far enough to look across the harbor to the open ocean, and fair to certain you’d see a spread of square sail against the horizon, royals and top gallants bellying in the wind, blazing white in the sun. Damn fine, Devrey thought. A rousing sight. But not likely to last. Not the way it was now.




Commercial craft were at war, with money and speed set to determine the outcome as sure as cannon balls did for the navy. The battle began eighteen years back in 1815 with Fulton’s steamboat, but Cornelius Vanderbilt took the measure of that innovation better than Fulton had. The inventor died a man of modest means. Vanderbilt created a fortune based on his youthful mastery of the game of boat ramming that marked the early skirmishes between steam and sail. Now he was called commodore. Sweet Christ, would you believe it? Malicious mischief raised to a title. Commodore Vanderbilt was said to be worth half a million, and steam ruled the inland waterways and the coastal packets. There was even talk of steamboats that could carry enough coal to make the ocean crossing to Europe.




Steam was not the only enemy of traditional shipping. The second shot in the war had been fired by Jeremiah Thompson and his Black Ball Line. Thompson’s sailing packets set out for England not when their holds were full and the weather fair but on an announced schedule. A few years back the first Black Ball vessel left the harbor in a snow squall, precisely as the clock of St. Paul’s struck ten, carrying only a few passengers, some mail, and a bit of freight. She reached Liverpool twenty-five days later. Meanwhile a sister ship had set out for New York at exactly the same time. It took forty-nine days to make the westward journey, but men of business either side of the Atlantic fancied the notion of scheduled departures firmly adhered to and the idea caught on. Only the Black Ball’s crews knew what brutalizing was required to make tars keep to those artificial schedules that disregarded wind and water. The line’s flag was crimson with a black circle, but that’s not why her ships were called blood ships.




Time and speed. Master them and you control commerce. Control commerce and you control the world. He was Samuel Devrey. That understanding was bred in his bone.




His twice great grandfather was Willem van Der Vries, son of a Dutch doctor, and Englishwoman Sally Turner, an apothecary, who murdered her Netherlander husband and hung his tarred body from the town gibbet. As for Willem, he recognized the rule of time and speed in the late 1600s, when he founded what became Devrey Shipping after its owner modified the name more appropriate to New Amsterdam than New York. Devrey’s first ships were schooners engaged in the triangle trade, sailing from the American colonies south to the Caribbean, then east to the African coast and home again. Molasses to bibles to rum, that was the common explanation. It was a lie. The ships carried black gold—slaves. In those days the slave market at the foot of Wall Street was second in size only to that of Charleston in South Carolina, and had been the hub and heart of the slave trade here in the north. But though in this nation of twelve million, two million were still held as slaves, the practice was no longer legal in New York. Statewide Emancipation was declared in 1827.




No matter. Devrey ships had been off the Africa run for over a century. The nigras were docile enough stood up there on the block on Wall Street as long as the whipper was ready with his lash and the goods were properly shackled. But you had to take the irons off if you wanted any work out of them. You had to give your new property a place to sleep, and city life didn’t offer space for the separate slave quarters of the southern plantations. So what was to keep those nigras housed under your roof from rising up to murder you in your bed? Two revolts, a few dead whites…After that, no amount of public burnings and rackings and hangings could restore New Yorkers’ sense of ease, and bringing slaves direct from Africa was outlawed.




For a time they were replaced by seasoned slaves from the canebrakes of the Caribbean, already lash-trained to obedience. Eventually a flood of immigrants from the Old World came to meet the city’s need for labor. As for the Devrey ships, these days they filled their holds with the made goods of England and France. And after Independence the bounty of the China trade.




Sweet Christ but didn’t he know about that.




“Tea and silk and porcelains from the Orient. They’ll make us rich again.” So said Bastard Devrey after his foolhardy speculations with the moneymen of Wall Street nearly exhausted the Devrey fortune. That’s why Bastard sent Samuel, his only son, to Canton, to learn the ways of doing business in Asia.




Fourteen years old Sam was in December of 1811 when he saw Canton for the first time. He should have been home in six months; instead the War of 1812 brought with it a British blockade, and he was marooned half a world away. He couldn’t blame Bastard for that or for the fact that the war strangled the life out of American trade. Devrey ships were not the only ones left to rot in harbor.




But while most of the shippers hung on, Bastard Devrey pissed away Samuel’s legacy. Mired in debt and drink, he lost everything to his despised cousin Joyful Turner and to Turner’s partner, Jacob Astor, the richest man in New York. When Samuel returned from China in 1816 he was heir to nothing worth having. His mother was overseeing the building of a Broadway mansion that was gobbling the last of his father’s resources, and Bastard was so steeped in Madeira he had little notion of what was happening.




Name Carolina’s child after his feckless father? Not if Bastard’s ghost came round rattling his chains and demanding the honor.




Nineteen years old when he finally got home, and only his wits to rely on, but Sam Devrey knew Canton by then. Spoke the language, knew the ways of the mighty ships cramming the treasures of Asia into their cavernous holds, knew the Pearl River trade. Knew the Hakka pirates, whose junks ruled the waterways surrounding the tiny offshore islands and controlled the receipt and distribution of the British shipments of wooden chests packed with balls of a new form of black gold. Opium.




“The Chinese call it ya-p’ien,” he told Astor. “They smoke it, call it swallowing a cloud. Grabs them fast and won’t let go. No way a man can do without swallowing clouds once he’s developed a taste for it.”




Opium was made from poppies, he’d explained. The best and the cheapest of it came from British-controlled India. No hope of getting any of that. But he’d heard of another source of supply, the Levant, and there was a web of distribution outside the grasp of the British. He knew how to tap into that.




“My partner in this Devrey shipping,” Astor said softly. “Your cousin Joyful Turner…”




“I understand, sir. He will not approve.” Spoken as knowingly as young Samuel Devrey could manage and with surprising calm, given that until a short time earlier he’d been worrying himself sick about the opposition of Joyful Turner. “I had word yesterday that my poor cousin is caught by the fever.” Devrey had nodded toward the windows of Astor’s Broadway mansion, tightly closed against the contagion of yellowing fever raging in the city. “He must not have been as cautious as you are, sir. They say one of Joyful’s twin boys is abed with the selfsame affliction.”




“As of this morning,” Astor had said, “both boys.”




He should have known John Jacob Astor would have the latest news.




“Then it seems to me”—Samuel had leaned forward and fixed Astor with a steady gaze—“you’ve a duty to make the decisions in my cousin’s stead.”




“A duty,” Astor repeated. “Ja. Perhaps.” And after a pause, “Your supply route, it is reliable?”




“Absolutely, Mr. Astor. I guarantee it.” Why would it not be reliable? The money to be made in one exchange was frequently more than the smugglers had previously seen in a lifetime.




“And your guarantee, Mr. Samuel Devrey, it is worth something?”




“My bond, Mr. Astor,” he replied, never letting himself look away from the older man, giving him the full brunt of that earnest stare.




“Ja, very well.” Astor stood up and offered his hand. “Done, Mr. Devrey.”




“Done, Mr. Astor.”




Even so, they might not have gotten away with it. The emperor of China had recently outlawed trading opium for one thing. But corruption riddled Chinese governance, Chinese pirates were smarter than those charged with enforcing the law, and the British were not to be bested by a nation whose navy consisted of open boats propelled by oarsmen pulling to the beat of a drum. Moreover, Samuel’s luck, what the Chinese called his joss, held. The yellowing fever took Joyful Turner’s life as well as those of his two sons. Any loyalty Astor might have felt to his former partner was ended when he paid over a generous sum to Joyful’s widow, who, it was said, consoled herself by nursing the poorest of the stinking poor in the hellhole of Five Points.




So Samuel Devrey need have no further concern for any opposition to opium that might have been voiced by Joyful Turner, much less for the longstanding enmity between the Turners and the Devreys. He was entirely on his own. It was up to him to get back what his foolish father had lost.




He’d been trying to do so from that day to this. Seventeen long years since he’d made his bargain with Astor and brought his first shipment of opium to China, and he’d still not achieved his goal. John Jacob Astor yet held the controlling position in Devrey Shipping, but the opium trade nonetheless changed Devrey’s life forever. It took the young man back to the East, to the Hakka pirates on the Pearl River, and to Mei-hua.




She was three years old the first time he saw her, and he was twenty-two. She was sitting on her haunches at Ah Chee’s feet on the deck of a sampan tied up to the one on which he was doing business with the man known as Di Short Neck. The river pirates roped their boats together to create equivalents of the mansions of wealthy men on the mainland, and the nursemaid and her charge were on the sampan that acted as the women’s quarters. The servant’s fingers deftly twisted the child’s lustrous black hair into braids. The little girl looked up, straight over at him, and he saw those incredible sea-colored eyes. In that moment something to which he never gave a name was born in Samuel. “Your daughter?” he asked, careful to keep the wonder from his voice.




Short Neck looked across the deck to see what the yang gwei zih saw, then nodded. “I think so, yes. If she’s the one I think she is, she’s the youngest child of third wife, Mei Lin. She’s called Mei-hua. At least I think that’s her name.”




“You do not value her?”




“Girls,” the pirate said with a shrug. “You like little girls? I have a few more the same age. If you care to add an extra two chests of ya-p’ien, I will have two of them brought to you tonight. Four chests for three.”




Devrey made his voice neutral, ignoring the fire that had been set alight inside him. “One only. And not now. I will claim her when she is bride age. But not one of the others. This one. This Mei-hua.”




“Three chests of ya-p’ien if I am to lose her forever.”




Samuel nodded agreement. He could easily make a paper accounting of the transaction and slip it past Wong Hai, the Canton-based company facilitator, the comprador, who had been with Devrey’s for as long as Astor owned the controlling interest.




The child stood up just then and he saw her unbound feet. “She must have golden lilies,” he said firmly. His first time had been here in China with the exquisitely tiny wife of a wealthy Hong merchant who had delighted in initiating a boy. There had been any number of Cantonese whores since then, always the smallest he could find. He’d tried a few times with white women, but their size, particularly their large feet, repulsed him.




“Of course. I will give the order for the binding to begin tonight.” Short Neck looked at him without seeming to look, taking the foreign devil’s measure and recognizing the need for power that was like a worm deep in the white man’s belly, eating all else. “You can watch,” he said softly. “And see that it is done for you. The way you wish.”




The pirate, however, gave orders that the breaking of the instep arch with a heavy stone not be done until the yang gwei zih had left the sampans. He knew these foreign devil white men. They did not have the stomach for much that was real in life. They preferred only the illusions.




For Devrey there were many trips between the Levant and China after that, and a few times back to New York. But always he returned to Canton, to the Pearl River and the sampans of Di Short Neck to watch as Mei-hua grew. He became her friend and paid for tutors to come and teach her to read and to write, to draw and sing and play music on the zitherlike instrument called a gu zheng. He waited with ever increasing impatience while she acquired all the skills of a highborn lady. Waited for her to be thirteen. Bride age.




Later he realized he’d been on the river in July of 1823 on the precise day and at the hour when Bastard Devrey broke his neck in a drunken tumble off the half-built upper landing of the grand Broadway mansion he’d no money to finish. Bastard was long in the ground before Samuel heard he was dead. No matter. Samuel wouldn’t have returned to do his father honor if he could have magicked himself back to New York on a broomstick.




But he had no choice when it was Jacob Astor who summoned him home to take over the New York end of the shipping that was but one of Astor’s interests. A paltry interest some might say, given the size and the scope of the real estate and all the rest. Small and unimportant, like Samuel Devrey himself.




Let them talk. Astor did not own him. He was, for instance, entirely sure that Astor did not know about Mei-hua, brought to him two months after he returned to New York along with her dowry of furniture and clothing and the one-time wet nurse, Ah Chee. And while Astor probably did know of Samuel’s investment in the Cherry Street lodging houses and even about their Chinese occupants, the man who was rumored to own most of Manhattan island was unlikely to be bothered by that. Much less, the fact that Wilbur Randolf’s modest fortune would some day be in Samuel Devrey’s control.




As for the rest, Samuel was prepared to bide his time.




















Chapter Three










“HAVE YOU CONSIDERED my suggestion, Carolina?”




“What suggestion is that, Mrs. Devrey?”




“About the baby’s name,” Celinda said. “Calling him Lansing.” Bastard had not turned out to be the sort of husband a woman wanted to memorialize, but it was important that Samuel and his wife recognized their duty. Not to the memory of Samuel’s father. To her. “I can understand that you might be thinking of naming a boy Wilbur, but your dear papa is still alive. Surely the next wee one can be named for him. You don’t look comfortable, Carolina,” leaning forward over the sofa but not making any effort to alter things with her own hands. “Shall I summon Dorothy to adjust your pillows?”




Comfortable? With her mother-in-law paying two visits in as many days? And soon to be one of the very few people she was permitted to receive? “I’m fine, Mrs. Devrey. Though I thank you for paying me such mind.”




Celinda Devrey held an embroidery hoop in her left hand and a needle in her right, but she hadn’t taken a stitch in ten minutes. “Of course I’m mindful, my dear. It is my duty. Particularly since you have no mother of your own.” One thing she had found to celebrate when Samuel announced his choice of bride. Because Carolina’s mother was long dead, there was no other woman to contest the role of family matriarch. On the other hand, she’d known at once that being the indulged child of a wealthy widower had imbued the girl with more independence of spirit than was desirable in a daughter-in-law. Nonetheless, she would cope. Celinda had been coping since the first day she herself became a wife. Or put more accurately, the first night. A dreadful business at best, made worse by Bastard seldom actually managing to make a job of it—too drunk most of the time. No wonder they’d had only the one son. “Does your Mrs. O’Brien at last agree you must begin your lying-in?”




“Not quite yet, Mrs. Devrey. I believe I told you she says start of the eighth month. I calculate there are two weeks to go.”




Celinda raised an eyebrow, remembered the embroidery and took a stitch, then held the hoop a bit away to admire the result. “Calculate,” she said, as if it were an extraordinary notion. Then, before Carolina could start discussing the unpleasant details of what she would probably call, in the manner of young women these days, monthly visits from grandmother, “No matter. I’m sure Samuel is taking special care of you just now.”




“Samuel is always most considerate.”




“I’m pleased to hear it. I do know he works very long hours.” At least that was the situation according to Barnabas, Samuel’s stable boy, whom Celinda tipped handsomely whenever she left her little chaise and pony in his care. An encouragement to pass on household gossip. “Such a great responsibility,” she said with a ladylike sigh, “managing all of Devrey Shipping. Samuel must be very tired much of the time.”




“A very great responsibility indeed,” Carolina agreed. And what had his mother done to protect Samuel’s legacy so that today he would be owner of the company rather than simply its manager? Nothing. All New York knew Celinda Devrey’s expensive tastes were as much to blame for the loss of the Devrey fortune as were Bastard’s wastrel ways.




“Well,” Celinda said. “I imagine these days you don’t so much mind how frequently he is away from home.”




“I always crave my husband’s company, Mrs. Devrey.” She could have bitten her tongue off the moment she spoke the words.




“Do you, Carolina? Quite natural, I’m sure, in one wed less than a year. But after the wee one comes, you’ll be preoccupied. It won’t matter so much.”




“What won’t matter?” God! Was there no end to her folly?




“The evenings Samuel is late home. The ways of men, my dear. We women must understand and seek to gently enlighten their baser nature with our sweet example.” Stupid of the child to turn her head away as if she didn’t want to hear. Her daughter-in-law, Celinda thought, must be made to see that her most important task was to allow nothing to disturb the household or change Wilbur Randolf’s plan to leave the tannery business to Carolina and thus to Samuel. Celinda’s husband had not provided for her old age; it was her son’s responsibility to do so. “It is our cross to bear as women, dear Carolina. I wouldn’t mention it—I’m sure you know your duty—except that with no mother of your own…”




By the time her mother-in-law left half an hour later, Carolina was finding it hard to breathe, much less quiet her beating heart. “Dorothy! Come here at once!” She shouted rather than ring the bell. A terrible breach of etiquette, but she could not control herself.




The servant appeared in the doorway almost instantly. “I was just seeing Mrs. Devrey out the door, ma’am.”




“Where is Barnabas?”




“He helped Mrs. Devrey into her chaise, ma’am. Same as always. I expect now he’s gone round the back and—”




“Yes, well I don’t care where he actually is. Tell him I want him. I must talk to him about shoeing the riding mare. Bring him here.”




“To the parlor, ma’am?”




“Yes, I can’t—Oh, never mind. I shall go out back and talk to him there.”




It was hard to lumber out to the mews in her condition and would probably cause a scandal if any of the neighbor men happened to see her now that it wasn’t possible to disguise the bulge. But at least it meant Dorothy wouldn’t hear her mistress questioning the stable boy about whether Mr. Samuel had that day ridden horseback to his business or taken the buggy. Once she knew that, Carolina would know whether her husband was to be late home, as he was most nights, or perhaps—as rarely happened—he might arrive back in time to take supper with her.




 




Market Street. Very too much bad name. Very too much tell you nothing. Ah Chee mumbled the complaints under her breath as she hobbled along on her seven-inch golden lilies.




Not really golden lilies at all. Must be she was an ugly baby from the first minute. So no one think she will maybe be a rich man’s wife and don’t do a good job and give her golden lilies that will fit inside a man’s hand. Never mind. This yang gwei zih place had rock streets. Not smooth like the wood decks of sampans on the Pearl River or like sand streets on the shore. Three-inch golden lilies could easily break your neck in this foreign devil place.




Market Street. Very too much stupid name. Chicken Street. Rice Street. Street of green peas and cabbages. Those were names that could help a civilized person do her shopping. Never mind. She had anyway taught herself to say it. “Mar-ket-str-eet,” she practiced.




Ah Chee’s mouth made the sounds, but they had a foreign taste like all the lumps of words she had been storing up for so long. Since back on the Pearl River, since the day when she first bent the big toes of three-year-old Mei-hua toward the balls of the little girl’s feet and tied the cotton wrappings that would keep them in place.




Not too very much tight that first time, though the plum blossom screamed and screamed as if worst thing had happened. It had not happened yet. Also not worst thing next night, when she made the wrappings tighter. Worst thing was when the heavy stone smashed down and broke the tiny bones so the girl’s golden lilies would be straight, not arched.




First one foot, then the other. Smash. Smash. While Ah Chee cried and her plum blossom screamed.




Smash. Smash. Tears and screams. But not until the yang gwei zih had gone away. Dog turd pirate father of plum blossom told Ah Chee to wait. “Yang gwei zih want to watch,” he said, “but not want to see.”




That was one way yang gwei zih and civilized men were alike. Making sons with clouds and rain, very terrific good. Having sons almost as good. Getting born part? No men wanted to see that. Same thing with making golden lilies. Men cared only about the result, tiny little feet, swaying steps—make jade stalk get big and hard. Make clouds-and-rain-best-part of bed stuff be terrific good. How did it happen? Mei won ti, little sweet thing. No problem. Not for men.




So why was it that the first time she bound Mei-hua’s feet there was a yang gwei zih watching from the other deck, thinking Ah Chee did not know he was there? Ah Chee knew.




Had to be that Di Short Neck, whom the women secretly called Short Stalk because his jade appendage was said to be as tiny as a courtesan’s golden lilies, this dog turd pirate Di had promised the little girl to the Lord Samuel yang gwei zih as part of their business dealings. If so, Ah Chee needed to begin preparing to protect her tiny treasure. The first step was to acquire yang gwei zih words and never let on she knew them.




It was not so hard to learn such things on the sampans of the Pearl River, where foreign devil men of business were as thick as maggots on rotting meat. Even easier once the pair of them were shipped to New York with furniture and china and clothing. Enough for a grand mansion, though when they arrived Ah Chee discovered it was all to be crammed into three rooms on the top of what she right away thought was a not so special house, and got too much angry when she found out how many very terrific better houses there were in this place.




The Lord Samuel promised the plum blossom would be a princess in his faraway country. Why else learn music stuff and writing stuff and speaking like supreme first lady stuff? Super-special big important princess supreme lady tai-tai. Big lie. A princess would live in the best house, not three rooms on top of a not so good house with no garden and no wall. Never mind. Didn’t matter as long as the plum blossom did not know. And how would she find out? A rich man’s supreme lady tai-tai would never go outside in the Middle Kingdom. Same thing here, Ah Chee told Mei-hua. In reality, maybe yes, maybe no, Ah Chee wasn’t sure. But only she went out most days to stupid name Market Street, and walked along the stalls, and did business as she would have done at home in the land between heaven and earth.




“Not good. Not fresh. More hard. More hard.” And when at last a pumpkin was produced that had the right ring when she knocked on it, “How much?” And inevitably, “Too much. Too much. You think this old woman have so much money?” Followed by the half turn away from the stall and the pumpkin seller’s agreement to lower the price by two pennies.




As always, Ah Chee counted out the agreed on price with care and put the coins she calculated she’d saved by clever bargaining in a separate purse.




The Lord Samuel gave Ah Chee three American dollars every week to buy food for herself and the tai-tai. By comparing what things cost here with what they would have cost at home she had carefully worked out that it was equivalent to half a string of copper cash. Half a string, to feed herself and one small female. The lord ate with his tai-tai only very occasionally, when, Ah Chee suspected, he longed for the tastes of the Middle Kingdom and was sickened by the slabs of meat and huge lumps of vegetables which according to Taste Bad and Leper Face and the rest it was customary to serve in this foreign devil place. For only that much food, half a string of copper cash? Who would spend so much on so little? Was she a wicked servant as well as an ignorant one that she could not get good value in any market, even this one full of foreign devils? No, she was not. She knew her duty was to protect the child who was as much hers as if she had squeezed her out between her own two legs. Her exquisite Mei-hua, given to the foreign lord, which was only a little better than being blinded or crippled and sent out to beg, as were the daughters of even some rich men in the Middle Kingdom. Never mind. That’s how life was for women. Ah Chee did not expect things to be any easier here than they were there. Store up coins that you do not need now, because you will need them later.




The secret treasure purse was hidden below the quilted tunic she wore over a long narrow skirt of sturdy homespun slit on both sides to accommodate walking. Ah Chee pulled her hair into a bun and wore a conical straw hat tied firmly under her chin. It kept the rain and the snow away in winter and in summer protected her from the sun.




Plenty yang gwei zih this-place people looked at her and pointed and laughed. Sometimes little boys threw stones, bad stink things. Never mind. There was plenty of food to eat in this place. And even the house that was not terrific best house kept out the rain and wind and sun. Also, according to what the plum blossom told her, the Lord Samuel had a terrific big jade stalk that could go in very terrific deep. Make a son for supreme lady tai-tai, whatever he think.




The Lord Samuel had plans. Ah Chee knew that. Ah Chee also had plans. And very terrific best thing in this place was no mother-in-law to also have plans. She had burned twenty joss sticks in thanksgiving to Fu Xing, the god of happiness and good luck, when they arrived here and did not find a waiting mother-in-law.




But then she made Leper Face show her where Lord Samuel did his business and eventually found out he had taken a concubine, and that she lived in a very too much better house than the one where the lord kept Mei-hua and her Ah Chee.




Concubine not such a bad thing. Dog turd pirate Di Short Neck have plenty of concubines, even other wives. Her plum blossom was the Lord Samuel’s supreme lady first wife tai-tai. But terrific hard to understand that he never bring yellow hair concubine to kowtow and serve the tai-tai to show she knew who was supreme lady. No respect for the tai-tai was very too bad business. Very important plum blossom have son to secure her position.




Ah Chee slapped her hand on the display of flounders at the front of the fishmonger’s stall. “No good fish. Too small. You no have better fish? Bigger? More fresh?”




“Here now! Don’t handle the merchandise if you’re not intending to buy.” The fishmonger sounded indignant, but he knew this peculiar old woman and what would please her. He pulled a basket of glistening and slithery mackerel from under the counter and grubbed through them until he found one he judged would suit his customer. The fish was alive and squirming in his hands—“God’s truth, missus, how much fresher can it be?”—still he held it out for her to sniff. He’d grown accustomed to this ugly little creature’s ways in the three years she’d been coming to his stall. These days he hardly noticed her yellow skin or her peculiar eyes. Couldn’t help but stare at the stunted feet though.




Ah Chee, still intent on the fish, gave a reluctant nod. “Good enough for poor old woman like me. You take five pennies. I take your old stinking fish.”




The fishmonger wrapped the squirming mackerel in a bit of paper and dropped it in the little woman’s basket. “Six cents it is, and none of your arguments. That’s the price and it ain’t gonna change.” He held out his hand and Ah Chee counted out the coins, mumbling under her breath all the while.




Six cents was a fair price, though she would never let him see she thought so. And the fish was magnificently fresh and fat. She would buy a bit of ham as well, then she could make the Land Sea Golden Wonder Soup that was the absolute terrific best thing for supreme lady with a child in her belly.




She hobbled quickly across the way to the stall of the pigman. “Small piece that meat,” she said, pointing to a rosy pink ham. “Not much too fat bad stuff.”




The man cut her a thin slice of the ham and they dickered over the price until she agreed to pay four pennies, then went to buy two big duck eggs. They were more expensive than they should have been, but still she was left with enough to tuck a few more coins into the special purse. Which, considering the Lord Samuel’s plans and Ah Chee’s plans, was bound to be terrific very much important.




















Chapter Four










SINCE 1816 THE almshouse of the city of New York had occupied a red-brick complex on a sprawling tract of land stretching north-south from Twenty-second to Twenty-eighth streets, and east-west from the East River to Second Avenue. At least so said the signposts. To Dr. Nicholas Turner, just arrived from Rhode Island, the numbered streets and avenues seemed pretentious nonsense. The buildings were surrounded by woods and fields, and the populated part of the town ended at least half a mile to the south. But according to the driver of the hansom cab he’d taken from the pier, proposed streets and avenues were laid out and numbered and marked all the way up to the far end of Manhattan island, where One hundred and sixty-eighth Street could be found. City planning, they called it. Turner glanced around, trying to imagine these trees and hedgerows all disappeared, and buildings as far as the eye could see. Absurd.




The March wind off the river was bone-chilling, made worse because he hadn’t been truly warm since the evening before, when he had boarded the coastal steam packet from Providence for the fourteen-hour journey. The miserly breakfast of black tea and stale biscuits he’d been offered before disembarking had not helped. Indeed, the whole notion of coming to New York seemed mad now that he was finally here.




All the same, here he was. Turner squared his particularly broad shoulders. He’d wanted a new challenge, a change from sleepy Providence, and it seemed that’s what he’d got.




The word “Almshouse” was etched above the granite arch of the Twenty-sixth Street central entrance. The buildings on either side housed an orphanage, a workhouse for the destitute who were able to labor, and a poorhouse for those too old or too infirm to be put to any use. The hospital where he was to work was in the middle, dividing the poorhouse for men from that for women. It was supposed also to serve the sick of the city who could not pay for medical care, though probably few of them used it. Almshouses were the same the world over. Hospitals as well, for that matter. Given a choice, even the poorest of the poor preferred to die in whatever hovel they called home, where if nothing else they were spared regular visits from clergymen haranguing them about morals.




Enough stalling. Turner hefted his pair of valises—both heavy with more books than clothes—and strode beneath the arch into the place known everywhere simply by the single shudder-inducing word, Bellevue.




Abandon hope all ye who enter here.




 




“I apologize for not receiving you in my private residence, Dr. Turner. It’s being refurbished at the moment. This office was the only place available.”




“No apology required, Dr. Grant. This is after all where I am to be working.”




“Here at the Almshouse Hospital. Yes, exactly. If you’re quite sure…”




Grant let the words trail away and waited for him to say something. Nick knew what the other man expected. I didn’t realize how bad it would be. I’m afraid I must change my mind. But that wasn’t the case. Even in Providence they knew about Bellevue.




At first sight the hospital lived up to its reputation. Just to get this far he’d had to thread his way between pallets spread on the floor because the wards were full, and to dodge ambulatory patients who wandered around as if they had no notion where to go or what to do. Most patients wore little or no clothing and the pallets were without sheets or blankets. The stench of death and disease permeated even this quite decently appointed small office at the far end of the entrance hall.




It said “Director” on the door. That was the title of the man appointed to run the entire almshouse operation. By long tradition a doctor, he functioned as an administrator, and was empowered to hire a single Senior Medical Attendant to look after the hospital patients and oversee the work of one resident doctor and a few medical students. In practice they were those who could not manage to get themselves assigned to supervised work in the town’s private hospital, New York Hospital on Broadway at Anthony Street. It was reputedly a decent place. In contrast to Bellevue, it was funded by private charity and served those known as the deserving poor, decent folk fallen on hard times. Worthy work, perhaps, but not for twenty-eight-year-old Nicholas Turner. A practicing physician for seven years, had seen the Bellevue position advertised in the Evening Post, known exactly what it was likely to be, and applied by mail and been hired—sight unseen—in a matter of days.




“I’m sure, Dr. Grant,” he said.




“But a man such as yourself…You were in private practice in Providence, were you not?”




“I was.” Then, when the other man’s look of puzzled skepticism didn’t alter, “Let me be quite frank, Dr. Grant. I don’t think private practice suits me. I’ve never been particularly good at what I believe is called bedside manner. And as I wrote in my application, I have an interest in medical research. Surely here, with so many from such a wide variety of backgrounds, I shall see a good deal that is new to me.”




“Oh, yes. A wide variety. Mostly the paupers are Irish, of course. I’m told we’re getting some thirty thousand a year since England removed restrictions on their leaving, and they all seem to wind up in New York. But a goodly number of other nationalities are represented, bring all sorts of strange ailments with them. Taken all together, there are around two thousand inmates here at Bellevue.”




“Inmates? I thought the prisoners had been separated from the almshouse a few years back when they opened the penitentiary up at Ossining.”




The older man seemed suddenly to wake to the notion that he might lose this excellent prospect for his hospital. “They will be, Dr. Turner. Any day now, I assure you. There’s yet another penitentiary being built on Blackwell’s Island a bit up river from here. Finished soon, they tell us. The male prisoners we have here will all go there.”




“The male prisoners? Then there are also women?”




“Some,” Grant admitted. “Prostitutes mostly. The ministers have their way occasionally, and a great drive is made to pick up the more rowdy sorts. Working on the streets. You know.”




Nick nodded. He did know. No need to leave Providence to see crabs and the French disease.




Grant was attuned to his reaction. “There are pickpockets as well. The women are quite good at that, I’m told. The Dubliners particularly.”




“And they’re imprisoned here at Bellevue?”




“Well, most are kept at the old bridewell next to City Hall, but we do get the overflow. Not for long, however. There’s talk of yet another prison to be built. Center Street, I hear.”




“It seems there is a never-ending need for prisons here in New York.”




“The Irish, as I said. Dirt poor most of ’em. Roman Catholics. Refuse to work. Waiting for glory in the next life.”




“Indeed. I would have thought”—Nick nodded towards the hall and the pallets on the floor—“the mere idea of this place would encourage better habits.” In Providence newspapers were full of job notices that said no Catholics or Irish need apply. He had no doubt whatever it was the same in New York.




Grant was apparently not susceptible to irony. “I realize the conditions are not everything we would wish. Hippocratic oath, promise to heal. All that. But the budget the Common Council provides…” The director of Bellevue waved a hand as if the matter was not worth further discussion. “The hospital serves some two hundred of the inma…er…residents on any given day. As you say, you’ll see it all here.”




The office was warmed by a Franklin stove. It was almost too efficient; from being chilled to the bone Nick had gone to sweating. He was ready to get out of this small space, start moving about, see the rest of what awaited him. “Bellevue will suit me quite well, Dr. Grant. I’m quite sure.”




The other man was still attempting to convince himself. “And there is the matter of your grandfather, Andrew Turner. One of my predecessors, wasn’t he?”




Andrew Turner, who died in 1818, had taken on the job of director of Bellevue (then known as the City Hospital) before the Revolution and had continued for a decade after.




“Indeed,” Nick said. “Also my three times great grandfather, Christopher Turner.” In colonial times Christopher Turner had made his reputation for brilliant surgery at the first Almshouse Hospital, which stood where City Hall was now. Nick had been taken to see the spot when he was a lad on a visit to Grandfather Andrew.




“I’m aware,” Grant said, “that you have a distinguished medical lineage, sir.”




“I shall try to live up to it.”




“Very well, you shall have a tour. Then I shall ask again if you’re quite sure this post is for you.”




“And I am quite certain I shall tell you again that it is.” Nick had already given instructions that his house in Providence was to be sold.




Grant smiled and stood up. Nick did the same. He was at least a head taller than the man who would be his superior. And while Tobias Grant, though bald as a cue ball, cultivated a full beard, Nick Turner was clean shaven. He had the Turner family red hair, and it always seemed to him that a redhead with a beard looked like a pirate.




“You can leave your bags,” Grant said. “Presuming your response remains that you will take us on, I’ll have someone bring them to your rooms.”




 




The place was wretched beyond belief, filth and disarray and misery past any normal man’s ability to imagine; in truth Nick had expected as much. He had not foreseen black magic.




The dispensary was in the basement, an evil-smelling dungeon hung about with ropes and pulleys and winches and lined with huge barrels and flagons and beakers, some bubbling atop coal stoves and others fitted with hoses that dripped strange fluids slowly into an assortment of pails. Along with all the chemical odors it stank of dead rodent, and there were mouse and rat droppings everywhere. Nick suspected Jeremiah Potter the chief apothecary might actually encourage the vermin. Eye of newt and toe of frog, that sort of thing.




Potter was wizened and old, with tufts of hair sprouting from both ears, and blind, or near enough as made no difference. A monocular was screwed in place in his left eye. The right was missing, and in its place he’d inserted a white ball painted with a fantastic and exaggerated black eyeball.




“Don’t need to see. Been here forty years. Know where everything is,” he’d told Nick the first time they met. “Do it all by touch and taste and feel.”




“I’d be careful what I tasted if I were you,” Nick said. “Now tell me what’s available. I don’t suppose you have a written list.”




“Don’t have time to write nothing down. Don’t need to. Docs come down and tell me what the symptoms is and I give ’em what’s needed. Never have no complaints. Anyway, report directly to the director, I do. Nothing to do with the Senior Medical Attendant. Jeremiah Potter, Chief Apothecary, runs his own department.”




“Quite. I’m also told you charge me and the resident doctor and the medical students for whatever you prescribe.”




“Course I do. How else am I going to pay for all what’s needed down here?”




“From the hospital budget I imagine.” He had ignored the apothecary’s snort of derision. “Leaving myself out of it, how are the other doctors supposed to afford your”—he’d started to say rubbish, then decided there was no point in making Potter an enemy—“the medicaments you concoct. They can’t afford it. I can’t afford it.” His salary was a hundred eighty a month augmented with room and board, though so far most of the food he’d been served was inedible. He’d taken to having his main meal of the day at a nearby farmhouse where a widow cooked for a few locals. The resident got a hundred, and the students—a changing roster of two or three from either the school of medicine at Columbia College or the one that was part of the new University of the City of New York—were supposed to pay ten dollars a week for the privilege of working on the Bellevue wards, three dollars of which had long been a perquisite of the Senior Medical Attendant, skimmed off before he turned the balance over. Nick had already informed the students that he would waive his bonus; they could pay only seven dollars a week as long as in return they promised conscientious execution of their duties. To further make the point he’d established a series of fines for lateness and other signs of slacking.




Jeremiah Potter was not concerned with any attempt to improve the quality of care at Bellevue. “Not my lookout how much money them student doctors has,” he’d insisted on Nick’s first visit. “They pays me and gets it back from the patients. That’s how it’s supposed to be done.”




“Good Christ, man, the patients are paupers. If they were not, they wouldn’t be here.”




“Not my lookout,” the old man repeated. And he’d walked away.




After five days at Bellevue, Nick intended this second encounter to end differently. “We need tincture of calomel on all the wards. Not as a purge.” It was common practice to dose the constipated with mercurous chloride as calomel was scientifically known, but Nick had his doubts about the wisdom of that. “To treat flea bites and other skin lesions. I want four quarts at least delivered to my office every morning, including Sunday. It’s a work of mercy. No preacher alive could object.” The apothecary closed shop on Sunday, saying he was busy with his devotions.




“I’ll send up double the supply on Saturday,” Potter said now. “Cost you three dollars a fortnight. Payable in advance.”




“Tell the director what you’re owed. It’s a basic necessity of running the medical service. It should come out of general funds.”




“You tell Grant whatever you like. I’ll deliver your calomel just as you say, long as I’m paid in advance. Don’t matter to me where the money comes from.”




“But—”




“You are wasting your time arguing with him,” a woman’s voice said from somewhere over Nick’s left shoulder. “He is a venal old devil who cares for nothing but his purse. Dr. Turner isn’t it? The new senior attendant?”




Nick turned to the voice and found himself face to face with a lady, decently dressed and clearly respectable. She was the first such he’d seen in this place, where the only nurses—male and female—were a few unfortunates assigned from the prison wing. She carried a basket over her arm, covered with a clean white cloth. Clean cloths of any color were as rare in the almshouse as respectable women.




“You are correct, madam. Dr. Nicholas Turner,” with a small bow. “And may I know who you are?”




“Mrs. Turner, as it happens.” She shifted her attention to the apothecary, putting an assortment of walnut-sized half-cent coins and tiny half-dimes as well as two English shillings on the scarred wooden counter. “I will have a jar of tansy cream and a beaker of spring tonic.” Then, turning back to Nick, “Mrs. Joyful Turner. My late husband was your second cousin once removed. At least that’s as near as I can work it out. He had that same fiery red hair.”




She was tall and slender, somewhere in her forties, Nick judged. Had to have been a beauty in her day, though now the hair that showed below her bonnet was more gray than gold and there were lines of tiredness and care creasing her face. “Joyful Turner. Yes, of course. My Grandfather Andrew spoke of him.”




He remembered now. Grandfather had written of the tragedy when it happened. Cousin Joyful and his infant twin boys dead of the yellowing fever in the epidemic of 1816. The old man had taken it hard, died himself two years later. And Nick’s father, Andrew’s son, the year after that in an influenza epidemic. Nick had been a lad of fourteen at the time, and since his mother had died bearing him and his father never remarried, he’d felt himself painfully bereft. What must it have been for this woman to lose husband and children together? “Cousin Manon,” he said with a small bow.




“Cousin Nicholas.” She smiled and he saw a flash of the old beauty. “A full beaker, you old rascal. I’ll not be cheated.” This directed at the apothecary who was siphoning a green and viscous liquid into a glass receptacle.




“But what are you doing here?” Nick asked.




“I come as often as I can to nurse the women. I was planning to visit the parturition ward today. Is that acceptable, Dr. Turner? No one has objected before, but of course if you—”




“No, no. Of course not. It’s very good of you. And I take it,” he nodded towards the coins the apothecary was just now sweeping from the counter into a canvas money bag, “you are paying for these supplies out of your own funds.”




She shrugged. “I’m a widow, and childless. I do not need much. I’m happy to share what I have.”




“What about this tincture of calomel you’re wanting?” The apothecary was impatient with their talk. “Three dollars a fortnight, like I said. In advance.”




“Yes, very well. Here’s the first payment.” Nick reached into his pocket and brought out two silver dollars, and a paper bill issued by the state of Rhode Island.




“Don’t hold with paper money,” the apothecary said.




“You’ll take it and like it, old man. It’s what I have.”




The apothecary picked up the bill and held it close to his monocular. “Rhode Island, eh?”




“Yes. And backed by the same gold as backs the paper money of any state in the Union.”




The bill and the two coins disappeared into the apothecary’s canvas bag, and the two men spent another moment discussing the strength of the tincture Nick required. When Nick turned around, Manon was gone.




She was, however, waiting for him in the corridor beside the narrow and twisting stairs that led to the hospital wards above. “You can’t go on simply buying medicine for every ward of the hospital out of your own pocket,” she admonished.




“I believe that’s what’s known as the pot calling the kettle black.”




“That’s as may be. But I am here only two or three times each week, and I spend a few coppers on what might be useful for half a dozen patients on a given day. You are responsible for all of them every day. It’s a different matter entirely.”




“You’re right, of course. I shall speak to the director.”




She made a face. “You will have no joy of Dr. Grant. Don’t waste your breath.”




“The senior attendant before me…”




“Was as venal and greedy as Grant himself. To be allowed to continue here the students had to pay him an extra dollar a week beyond the customary three. And he spent his time in a lucrative private practice in the town and only came to Bellevue to collect what he could.”




He’d wondered why his rooms, though a quite decent suite at the top of the building, had the air of not having been lived in for some time. “I see. What do you suggest I do, then? It all sounds rather hopeless.”




“The only solution is to go over Grant’s head to the Common Council. But you can’t do so publicly. Grant would sack you at once. He has the power to do that.”




“Then…”




“You have one possibility. I have considered it myself, but there is an old and bitter quarrel standing in the way.”




“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”




“Samuel Devrey,” Manon said. “He’s a more distant cousin, but a cousin nonetheless. And he has a seat on the council.”




“But if the Turner and Devrey family feud still counts for anything, and if you, a Turner by marriage, can’t see him, why should I be—”




Manon shook her head. “I’m not referring to that ancient trouble. I don’t even know what it was about. The unpleasantness between me and Sam Devrey is something entirely different.”




After Joyful died and she heard about the opium (as inevitably she did), she’d gone to Mr. Astor to plead against the scheme, just as Joyful would have done. Her arguments counted for nothing. The profits were going to be enormous, Jacob Astor assured her. Young Sam Devrey had it all in hand, and Astor would see she had her fair share; he was, after all, an honorable man. She had, of course, refused any share in the money, and despite other interests they might have been said to have in common, she had not spoken to Astor or Sam Devrey again.




“What’s between Cousin Samuel and myself doesn’t involve you,” Manon said. “But if anything is going to be done about Bellevue, it is the council that must do it. They can get rid of Tobias Grant for a start. See him, Cousin Nicholas. See Cousin Samuel. It’s the only thing to do.”




 




“Starting to snow,” Sam Devrey said. “Middle of March and apparently winter’s not yet done with us.” Idle chatter to fill the awkward silence until this Dr. Nicholas Turner got around to saying what he’d come for.




The two men faced each other across a mahogany writing table in Sam’s private office. The table was pristine and gleaming. The paperwork of Devrey Shipping was done in the hurly-burly of the outer room where half a dozen clerks stood behind tall desks. Even in here with the door closed there was a persistent hum from the activity outside.




“Not quite the end of winter yet,” Nick agreed. He looked out the window; the snow seemed to have stopped. The ground floor of the Devrey counting house was a few feet above street level. Most buildings in New York were so constructed; the intent was to keep the smell of horse manure at a distance. It also meant that all Nick could see beyond the window were the tops of men’s stovepipe hats bobbing along Little Dock Street. There were no bonnets among them. The press of commerce had driven the ladies from what the locals referred to as the down the town thick of things. It had driven away much else besides, Nick knew. Old two-story counting houses like this one were fast becoming obsolete. “I hear Devrey’s is to have new premises, Cousin Samuel.”




“We are, Dr. Turner.” True, they were cousins, but most of the blood they shared was bad. Sam preferred not to acknowledge the relationship. “But somehow I don’t think our new premises are what you’ve come to talk about.” The new building would be five floors of white marble on prime land further up the town, Broadway and Canal Street. A temple raised to celebrate success, and Jacob Astor to get all the credit for it. The thought lodged in Sam’s belly like a half-digested meal he could neither vomit up nor shit out. He kept his face and voice neutral, however. “You arrived from Providence, did you not, Doctor? A few weeks back?”




“Not quite two weeks, in fact.” He was making a hash of this, Nick decided, and taking too long. Men of business were always in a hurry. Science, on the other hand, demanded patience and thoroughness. Since he’d decided that an appeal based on science would be better than one calling on human fellow feeling, it was up to him to bridge the gap. “I’ve been working at Bellevue since I came to New York.”




“Ah yes, the almshouse hospital.” Sam had presumed the visit would be about money. Now he knew what for.




“We are woefully underfunded, Cousin. Since you’re a member of the Common Council I thought you might—”




“I’m afraid I have little influence over council business. Frankly, I doubt anyone has. Too many men with too many different agendas.” Damned council nattered on about one thing or another at least twice a week. Sam didn’t manage to attend more than one meeting in six, and those only because Jacob Astor insisted on it. It was he who had decided it was appropriate that the manager of Devrey’s have a seat on the town’s governing body; so, of course, it was arranged. But as far as Sam knew, Jacob Astor had no interest in the Bellevue Almshouse. “Frankly, Dr. Turner, I believe we appropriate quite enough of the taxpayers’ money to the care of sick and deranged paupers. I think it unlikely the council will entertain the idea of any increase.”




“Then they are the most short-sighted men in this city, sir.” Damn! Nothing would be served by losing his temper. “Cousin Samuel, allow me to explain. It’s absolutely in the best interests of New York’s taxpayers to—”




Sam raised a forestalling hand, snapped open his pocket watch, and laid it on the table between them. “Nearly four. I can give you five minutes more, Dr. Turner. Then you must excuse me. I have urgent matters of business.”




His dinner more likely, and not to be disturbed by discussions of diseased paupers. “I take it that’s five minutes exactly, Cousin Samuel. By your watch. To decide on who in this city of two hundred thousand should live and who should die.”




“Actually, Dr. Turner, it is now four minutes and fifty seconds. And don’t you think your characterization of the matter a bit extreme?”




“No, sir. I do not.” Nicholas had conceived the plan in the few days since Manon Turner suggested he come here. Ask for money for something they would see as beneficial, then siphon some of it into the day-to-day care of the ill. “I’m suggesting we immediately inaugurate a program of scientific research at Bellevue. If we do so, we can learn ways to shorten the healing time for many diseases. Perhaps most. We can begin to understand the causes of the epidemics that so frequently lay waste to this city. Yellowing fever, typhus, the worst attacks of cholera…” Two summers earlier cholera had claimed almost four thousand lives. “If we understand these evils, I promise we can eventually cure them. Surely every taxpayer in the city would judge that an excellent use of his money.”




Devrey’s face remained impassive, but at least he was interested enough to ask a question. “How much money are we discussing, Dr. Turner?”




“Two thousand a year.” Not very much in terms of the city budget the council oversaw.




“Two thousand a year, and we can cure diseases such as yellowing fever and typhus and cholera. That’s your promise?”




“Not a promise. Nothing in science can be that certain. But I believe it to be a reasonable hope.”




“I see. Well, for my part, Dr. Turner, I believe it to be totally unreasonable. Mankind has suffered these ills for all the years since Adam. Now you propose to cure them. With two thousand a year.”




“I propose to study the methods by which they may be cured.”




“At of all places the Almshouse Hospital.”




“It’s the perfect place to make a start, Cousin Samuel. I want to equip a laboratory and put a half-dozen promising medical students to doing anatomies under my close supervision. That’s how—”




“Cutting up the bodies of the dead.” Samuel snapped the watch closed. “It is a disgusting notion, Dr. Turner. Not to mention an illegal one. Not something the citizens of this city are likely to support, whatever you may think. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”




Over fifty years since the Doctors Mob Riot, when huge crowds took to the streets to protest grave robbing, but there was still a law saying only the bodies of hanged criminals could be dissected after death. Yet according to Manon, Sam Devrey had spent years in China. Surely that would broaden a man’s mind. Instead his cousin sounded like every other man of business who could see no further than the bottom line of a ledger. “Sir, I promise you, in Europe men are already—”




“I must leave, Dr. Turner. And so must you.” Sam stood up. So did Nick. They shared the same rangy height, Sam noted, but his hair was Devrey-black and his cousin’s Turner-red. And no gray at Turner’s temples, though his own were heavily salted. He was thirty-six, so Turner was—what? Sam wasn’t sure, but some years younger certainly. “Good day to you, sir.” Sam stood up and extended his hand.




Nick took it in a firm grip. “A final word if I may, Cousin.” He didn’t wait for permission. “If you’re correct and the council won’t appropriate the money, why don’t you?”




“Me?”




“Yes. Well, not you personally. Devrey’s. An act of philanthropy to mark your move to splendid new premises and celebrate the importance to New York’s prosperity of this venerable company. It’s an opportunity to associate Devrey Shipping with mankind’s salvation.” In the matter of flowery speech, that was the best he could do.




“You don’t think small, Dr. Nicholas Turner. I’ll grant you that.” Sam started for the door. “But I think we’d best leave salvation to the preachers.”




“No, we must not. At least not the kind of salvation that matters this side of the grave.”




Sam’s hat hung on a peg on the wall. In the new building his private room boasted a coat cupboard, and a fancy new window glazed with a single sheet of glass rather than a dozen small panes. He’d have a clear view as far as the harbor. He’d instructed them to build in a set of shelves as well, for the collection of jade ornaments he’d brought back from Canton and prized more highly than any other souvenirs, except, of course Mei-hua. “I’m afraid you overestimate my means, sir.”




“A thousand a year, then. We could have a smaller facility and put three young men to work at—”




“Desecrating the bodies of the dead. We’ve already covered that, Dr….” There was a slight hesitation, then, “Cousin Nicholas.” Sam paused with his hand on the door. “Tell me one thing, if this is such an excellent plan, why hasn’t it been put into effect at New York Hospital?”




“Because, as you point out, doing anatomies remains illegal. Besides, the bodies of the patients who die at New York Hospital are almost always claimed by relatives.”




“While those who die in Bellevue have no relatives, at least none with sufficient money to give them a proper burial, and so are unclaimed.”




“That is the usual circumstance,” Nick admitted.




“However wretched their lives may be, Cousin Nicholas, does it not strike you as inhuman to deny them even the peace of a pauper’s grave?”




Jesus God Almighty. The feral pigs roaming New York’s streets lived better than the sick in the Almshouse Hospital, but Sam Devrey was worrying about what happened to their half-starved bodies after they were dead. “Progress always comes at some cost, Cousin Samuel. It is the nature of science to—”




Sam opened the door. The activity of the counting room assaulted them as a wall of sound. “Good day to you, Cousin Nicholas.” His voice barely carried over the shouts of the clerks and captains and porters milling about. “I’m afraid we’ll have no money to donate to worthy causes this year.”




















Chapter Five










SAM HAD CONSIDERED all the options for getting Mei-hua uptown and decided his one-horse buggy was the only possibility. The omnibus was far too public, and while a closed hansom cab might provide greater anonymity, it would mean one more person who knew where he’d taken her and of their association. The city’s cabbies were noted for being hawk-eyed. If someone—Jacob Astor for instance—wanted to know something, he’d begin by questioning the cabbies.




The Devrey rig had a single seat covered in dark blue wool and a black leather canopy lined with red and blue stripes. The front was open, as were the sides; not much protection from the elements. Now, near to five P.M., there was a sharp chill in the air; it certainly didn’t feel as if April would arrive in a few days. Mei-hua sat beside him and Ah Chee beside her. There wasn’t another female to be seen until they reached Bleecker Street, and those who were out and about wore deep-brimmed bonnets and cloaks of black or blue or brown. Mei-hua’s hair was pinned up with a jeweled ornament, and she wore a long green velvet shawl over a yellow silk skirt and jacket. Ah Chee wore her usual quilted homespun tunic and typical Chinese peasant’s conical hat. Christ. In this place she looked more foreign and exotic than Mei-hua. Never mind. It would be dark soon. Besides, he couldn’t have refused to bring Ah Chee; Mei-hua might die of terror without her. As it was she sat upright and stiff beside him. He could feel her trembling, but he was also aware of her glance darting everywhere, looking at everything.




Sam clucked softly to the horse and snapped the reins once or twice. Best get this done with and get Mei-hua home to a world she understood. But there was nothing to be done about the traffic. On Fourth Street they were trapped behind a large omnibus pulled by four great black horses, and hemmed in on one side by a wagon full of beer kegs and on the other by a fashionable carriage drawn by a pair of matched grays sporting tall red feathers in their headstalls.




Mei-hua nodded toward the grays and said something to Ah Chee. Sam didn’t hear what it was because two newsboys were loudly hawking their wares as they threaded their way through the stalled vehicles. “Get the Sun! Sun here, only a penny!” “Herald for a copper,” the other one shouted. “All the latest what’s happenin’. A copper only.”




The new presses were known to be able to print four thousand double impressions in an hour, and there were by count thirty-five penny papers being published in the city. They sent out men they called reporters to find stories. In fact, the exploits of the reporters were repeated with almost as much glee as the scandals and mayhem they uncovered. Sam fished a copper out of his vest pocket and signaled the lad who had just handed one of his papers through the window of the omnibus. “You there. I’ll have a Herald.”




Sam tucked the paper inside his coat. The omnibus suddenly clanged its bell and jerked forward. Sam’s horse moved on without needing a command.




 




She called herself Mrs. Langton; Sam had never seen a Mr. Langton. He’d had to screw up his courage to come here the first time nearly a year ago. He’d seen the notice in the Herald. “Ladies requiring healthful assistance in disallowing a family beyond one’s means” were encouraged to apply.




Sam had become a regular visitor to Mrs. Langton’s rooms on Christopher Street, in what was still called Greenwich Village, though these days the streets were cobbled and the pavements flagged, and the village had been swallowed up by the expanding city. Mrs. Langton allowed him to collect a week’s worth of the packets of powder very early each Monday morning before she received her regular clientele. Sam paid twice the going rate for the privilege of such privacy. That made him a specially favored customer, and meant there had been no difficulty arranging a discreet early evening appointment.




As promised, no one else was in her sitting room when they arrived. Sam carried a shivering Mei-hua in his arms, while Ah Chee tottered behind.




“This is the young woman I told you about. Do remember that she speaks no English and doesn’t understand our ways. You must be particularly gentle, Mrs. Langton. Where do I bring her?”




Lilac Langton rushed to open a door behind a velvet curtain. “Right in here, Mr. Smith.” Of course that wasn’t his real name. Lilac had gone out of her way to find out about him after the first time he came. But Mr. Smith he’d told her to call him, so Mr. Smith he was. “You just put her on that treatment sofa over there and step outside and make yourself comfortable. Won’t be long, I promise.”




Ah Chee pushed in behind, chattering all the while. “My lord should take us home right away. Good way to do whatever he wants to do. Good way. Hor Taste Bad excellent for doing—”




“Bi zue. Bi zue.” Quiet, he told her. “If you had done what you were supposed to do, this wouldn’t be necessary.”




Ah Chee went on chattering as if he hadn’t spoken. Sam ignored her and laid Mei-hua on the sofa. She was staring up at him, her eyes pleading. “Bie dan xing,” Sam murmured. Do not worry your heart. “Better this way for now, my love. You’re too young. Later,” he promised. “Later we’ll have a son.”




“Whatever he says, you talk nothing,” Ah Chee had repeatedly warned her plum blossom. “I will complain, but you talk nothing. tai-tai is dreadful bad liar. If you talk, my plan will spill out of your little rosebud mouth and everything will be spoiled. No talk. No talk.”




It wasn’t difficult for Mei-hua to do as Ah Chee instructed. She was truly terrified. The Lord Samuel and Ah Chee and the strange white woman however were all talking at once.




“You tell her I stay. Tell her. Tell her. Please, lord. Tai-tai will—”




“Stay. Stay. Understand. Understand, Ah Chee. Stop making tongue noise.” He turned to Mrs. Langton. “The girl is from China. And very frightened. You must allow her old servant to remain with her. I will tell her to sit there and only hold the girl’s hand. She won’t interfere, I promise.”




“No one else is allowed in the room, Mr. Smith. That’s my rule. This is a delicate affair and I am very particular about—”




“Yes, of course. I know you are.” Sam reached into the breast pocket of his swallowtail frock coat. Carolina had bought him the fine leather billfold the previous Christmas. Now that paper money was becoming so common, she’d said, it was sure to be of use to him. “Eighty dollars, Mrs. Langton. That’s what we agreed, isn’t it?”




“Yes, sir, that’s correct.” Her services were as cheap as ten for ordinary women, but for a gent like this one…She was a fool. She should have said ninety.




Sam counted out a thick wad of bills. “We’ll make it a hundred, because I know you’ll take special care. And you will allow the old woman to stay. Good New York currency,” he added, when he held out the money.




Lilac took the wad without a word and slipped the bills into her pocket, then took his elbow and guided him to the door. “Very well, the servant may remain. You can wait outside, Mr. Smith. Now don’t be alarmed, whatever you hear. I’m well thought of, you know. Ladies come to me because I know my trade and do it quickly. There you go, not to worry. Lilac Langton has everything in hand.”




She’d been Francy Finders back in Spitalfields in London, then Francy Langton after she married poor Joe who had taken a fever and died during the crossing he’d so looked forward to, and picked God knows how many pockets to make possible. “New start in America, Francy,” he’d promised her. Well, a newer start than she’d bargained for, that was sure. That’s why she’d decided to take a new name, to sort of mark the occasion. So Lilac Langton it was who closed the door behind Mr. Samuel Devrey, who called himself Mr. Smith, and turned to look at the two women he’d brought her.




“Well now,” she said, pulling on the homespun smock she wore over her frock for this sort of thing and moving purposefully across the room. “Sooner begun, sooner ended. That’s what I always say. Let’s get you in position, missy.”




What Lilac called her treatment sofa was an upholstered couch with a curved back at one end and neither sides nor footboard. She moved to the bottom, intending to open the girl’s legs, but the dress was tight all the way to the ankles. God’s truth, what decent woman would wear a dress like that? She started to push it up, but the servant scurried to where Lilac stood, interrupting the process.




“How much? How much you only pretend take son?”




Lilac didn’t understand a word. “Get out of my way, old woman, else I’ll have to get Mr. Smith in here. Now go sit beside her. Hold her hand if you like.” She gave Ah Chee a little shove to make her point. “Move yourself!” She’d managed to get the dress rolled up to the girl’s hips by then. Not even a petticoat beneath it. God’s truth.




“How much only do this?” Ah Chee pinched Mei-hua’s thigh as hard as she could. Mei-hua screamed. Ah Chee pinched again. Mei-hua screamed again. “More loud. More loud,” Ah Chee mumbled and pinched a third time, eliciting a shriek that was bound to be heard in the room beyond. With her other hand she withdrew the purse containing her secret treasure. “How much? How much?”




Lilac still couldn’t understand a word the woman was saying, but the bulging purse required no explanation. “You’re offering me money, is that it? To do what?”




“You make this. This.” Ah Chee waved the hand that wasn’t holding the purse in the vicinity of the plum blossom’s beautiful privates. “No go inside. Only outside. Make this. This.” She simulated the circular scraping motions of a proper baby clean-out. Easy to do since she’d seen the procedure dozens of times back on the women’s sampans of the river pirate dog turd, who had caused all this trouble by not giving the girl to a proper civilized husband. “Like this. Like this.” More hand gestures in the air between the girl’s splayed thighs. “How much? How much?”




Lilac was beginning to understand the words as well as the gestures. “What will it cost, eh? To only pretend to do the job. Like this?” She repeated the gesture the old Chinee woman had made. “I can’t do that, love. I’ve my reputation to look after. All I got’s my good name, ducky. Now sit down.”




Ah Chee didn’t understand the words, but she didn’t have to. They were bargaining now, eventually a price would be agreed upon. And this one time she honestly didn’t care if she got the better of the transaction. “Say how much,” she repeated, jiggling the purse so the coins inside could be heard.




Lilac’s eyes narrowed and she drew her tongue across her lips. “How much you got?”




Ah Chee guessed the meaning of the words. She opened the purse and held it out.




Crikey. Chock full of coins, and not just coppers, neither. Lilac snatched at it. “I’ll take that.” After a moment’s hesitation Ah Chee released her grip and let her have it. “I’ll just play around a bit, not really scrape her out clean like I should. Enough so he’ll think I’ve done my job.” She jerked her head toward the outer room. “Get a few proper moans out of her. Maybe a touch of blood. But she’ll probably go on and have a bouncing baby anyway. It happens sometimes. All right, clear off and let me get to it.”




Ah Chee allowed herself to be shoved out of the way. With one hand the woman reached for one of her long needles and with the other she spread the plum blossom’s privates.




Ah Chee flung herself at the woman. “Outside. Outside. Only outside. You take money and say—”




Lilac inserted the lady needle at the same moment the Chinese woman’s shoulder made contact with her arm.




Mei-hua shrieked, a long extended note of agony.




Lilac yanked out the needle. There was no blood but there was a rush of fluid. “Stupid old fool,” she snapped at Ah Chee. “You made me go in too far. Broke the sac I have. She’s bound to miscarry now, and it’s your fault, not mine.” Never mind. The purse full of coins was deep in her pocket, and she had no intention of returning it. Lilac hurried to the sitting room door and flung it open. Samuel Devrey was standing just outside. Pouring sweat, as she’d known he would be. Damned men. Took whatever they wanted, then shivered and shook at the results. “She’s done. Take her home and let her rest for a few days. Better if she stays abed for a time.”




Sam strode across to the couch without answering. Ah Chee was busy rearranging Mei-hua’s clothes. The girl was sobbing quietly. He gathered her up in his arms and carried her out of the room. Ah Chee hurried after them, but before she left she turned and gave Lilac a look of such malevolence the woman felt she’d been marked by the eye of Satan himself.




 




Mei-hua stopped sobbing soon after they left the abortionist, but by the time the buggy turned into Cherry Street she was moaning softly and hunched over in pain. They pulled up at number thirty-nine, Leper Face appeared and took the horse’s reins. Sam jumped down, then turned and lifted Mei-hua out of the rig. He hurried into the building, leaving Leper Face to help Ah Chee descend and scurry after him. Damned old woman was mumbling but Sam paid no attention. This whole mess was her fault. If she hadn’t allowed Mei-hua to stop taking the powders, as he was quite sure she had, it never would have happened. As soon as Mei-hua was well enough not to need her, he would beat Ah Chee to within an inch of her life.




He’d finally gotten Mei-hua inside her own apartment and Ah Chee still wouldn’t leave him alone. “What is it, damn you?” She was tugging at his coat and speaking in such high-pitched hysterical tones he couldn’t understand her words. “What? What?”




“Blood. Blood.” Tears were running down Ah Chee’s lined face. “Look. Look. Blood. Blood.”




Sam laid Mei-hua on the bed. The back of both her green cloak and her yellow skirt were soaked in blood. “Mei-hua! Dear God!” She moaned louder and drew her knees up in shuddering agony. Her chest rose and fell rapidly and her face was drained of color.




“Look after her,” Sam shouted at Ah Chee as he ran from the room. “I’ll get help and be right back.”




 




Sam delivered his card to a toothless old man who appeared to be a porter of sorts. Christ Almighty God, who’d have thought there could be any place that looked like this in New York. He’d heard stories about Bellevue, but the reality…“Take this to Dr. Turner and say I must see him at once. I’m his cousin. Urgent family business. Urgent, do you understand?”




“Aye, right enough.”




The man disappeared. Sam stood staring straight ahead, trying not to see the human misery that surrounded him. The smell, however, could not be ignored. He fished out a handkerchief and pressed it to his nose. Someone tugged at his trouser leg and he looked down, expecting to see a child. It was a man with no legs, supporting his torso on a wheeled wooden platform. His hands were shackled to the contraption with just enough length of chain to allow him to push himself about. “I am a king sir,” the man whispered. “Of a distant country. If you will take word of my imprisonment to my people, you will be handsomely rewarded.”




“What? Yes, yes, of course. I’ll go right now.” Sam opened the door and stepped outside into the fresh air. He took a few deep breaths, but however welcome they were, he couldn’t remain out here. Turner would think he’d left. He pushed the door open again just as his cousin was coming down the stairs.




“It is you,” Nick said. “I thought it must be some sort of mistake when I was handed your card.”




“No mistake.” Sam kept his voice low. The legless man was trying again to get his attention, but Sam ignored him. “Look, I’m in desperate trouble and I don’t know where else to turn. My buggy’s just outside the gate. Will you come with me?”




“Trouble? But I—”




“You doctors take an oath, don’t you? Can’t refuse anyone who needs you.”




“I don’t need an oath to tell me my duty. But surely you have your own doctor to call on.”




“There isn’t time to explain. For the love of God, man. You can’t refuse me.”




Nick hesitated then said, “Wait right here. I’ll get my bag.”




When they were in Devrey’s buggy and heading south, he asked, “Is it your wife?” Cousin Manon had shared the details of Devrey’s domestic life. “I take it the midwife can’t cope.”




“It’s not my wife. At least, not the way you mean.”




Nick stared at him a moment, then looked away.




 




“No come in. No come in.” Taste Bad stood at the door to Mei-hua’s apartment, resisting Ah Chee’s efforts to pull him inside. He had not wanted to come even this far; it had taken some time for Leper Face Lee to persuade him. “Do nothing for tai-tai unless Lord Samuel say. When the lord comes back, when his tongue say come in, Taste Bad come in.”




“What kind of yi you are?” Ah Chee demanded. “Devil yi, just like they say. My lady sick, very too much yin. Needs yi. You come inside give her something make pain go away.” Mei-hua had expelled the bloody clotted mass that would have been a son in screaming agony minutes after the Lord Samuel left. Ah Chee had thrown the thing on the kitchen fire. Tomorrow she would light a dozen joss sticks to purify the room for Zao Shen, the kitchen god, whose picture hung above the hearth. Right now there were more pressing duties. “You come inside,” she insisted, tugging once more at Taste Bad’s arm. “Give tai-tai something make more yang. Make tai-tai feel better.”




Leper Face, standing a few feet behind them on the stairs, was the first to hear the street door open and shut. He leaned over the bannister, peering down to the hall. “Lord Samuel come. Bring someone.”




Taste Bad yanked himself away from Ah Chee and turned and fled down the stairs, disappearing into a doorway on the floor below just as Sam and Nick came into sight. Leper Face bowed repeatedly as the two men rushed by him. “How is she?” Sam demanded, pushing past Ah Chee in the doorway.




“Tai-tai not good. Much pain.”




Sam felt a rush of relief. She was still alive. “Then why in hell aren’t you with her instead of standing out here? I saw Taste Bad leave. Did he give her anything?”




“No, No. Not without lord’s permission.”




Nick, who understood nothing of what was said, stood just inside the door taking in the colorful, exotic furnishing of the extraordinary room. There couldn’t be another like it in all New York. “Where’s my patient?”




“In here.” Samuel led him to the bedroom. Mei-hua lay on her side in the bed. Her skirt and jacket had been removed and she wore a loose silk robe. Her knees were folded up to her chest. She hugged them, moaning softly and rocking back and forth. Sam put his hand on her forehead; it was hot and dry. Dear God, if anything happened to her…“I’m here, my love. I’ve brought you a proper doctor. He’ll soon have you well.” He straightened and turned to Nick. “You’ll have seen this sort of thing before, I’m sure.”




“An abortion gone bad? Yes, plenty of times.” Nick took off his coat and began rolling up his sleeves. “Is there water here? And some soap?”




Sam shouted to Ah Chee to bring both. Nick stood waiting. “Aren’t you going to examine her? I can leave if you…”




“Stay or go. Please yourself. I shall not examine the lady until I’ve washed my hands.”




Sam started to protest, but Ah Chee arrived with the soap and a basin of water. Nick washed his hands carefully, then went to his patient. Mei-hua moaned in pain when he touched her, and Sam hastily backed out of the room.




 






“She miscarried very recently,” Nick said. “Not long before we arrived, I warrant, though I saw no sign of the fetus.” He cast a quick look at the old servant woman, wondering if she’d performed the abortion, but he knew better than to ask. “I took care of the afterbirth, cleaned her up, and stopped the bleeding. There’s every reason to believe she will be fine. Incidentally, the uterus seems intact. It frequently is not after these procedures, but in this case”—he shrugged—“she can probably have more children. If that’s of any importance to you.”




“Look, none of this is what it seems. I care deeply for Mei-hua. I was in China for years, you know, and—”




“It’s no business of mine,” Nick interrupted. “Though aborting a pregnancy is illegal now. You must know, since you sit on the council.”




“Yes, I know.”




“And?”




Sam shrugged.




“You won’t be reporting the abortionist to the authorities, then?” Nick asked.




“I can’t—” Samuel broke off and looked toward the bedroom. “And you…The law is fairly recent, you know. But she hadn’t quickened. I’m sure of that. You need not—”




“No, I need not.”




“Thank you.” If Turner had stood on the legalities and demanded to know the abortionist’s name, there would have been a scandal and hell to pay. It might even have made the papers. Carolina…Christ, what a mess. “Thank you very much.”




“No need.” Nick pulled on his coat and hefted his bag. “Go in and see her if you like. I’ll find my own way uptown.”




















Chapter Six










THE BAMBOO ROD broke at the twelfth blow. It was only the third to land on Ah Chee’s bent shoulders. She was an easy target, kneeling alone in the center of the room, accepting the punishment as her due, but Mei-hua had flailed at nearly everything else. The floor was littered with splintered china and shattered glass. Now, holding the stub of bamboo, she stopped cursing and broke into tears. “Promise. Promise. I fix. I fix. You said. Now my belly is empty and my son is dead. Useless old woman.” She flung what was left of the rod across the room. It bounced off a large jade statue of Fu Xing the god of happiness and landed on the floor among the other remains of her rage.




Ah Chee, who had been expecting this tantrum for the three weeks since the plum blossom’s son was taken from her belly, got to her feet and went to the kitchen, returning with a small corn husk broom and a big pail. “Yang gwei zih yi, doctor with hair the color of first-part-of-the-flow-blood say you will have another son. I heard him.”




“He does not speak any civilized words. I tried and he did not understand me.” Mei-hua sat in the lacquered throne chair and lifted her legs so that Ah Chee could sweep beneath them.




Ah Chee giggled. “Old useless woman speaks the yang gwei zih words.” She shook her head over the broken bits of a particularly pretty lapis lazuli vase and dumped them into the pail.




It was one of the things Mei-hua had puzzled about all the while she lay abed recovering. “I saw you give devil woman money, but words too. Why did she take your money and stab my son to death anyway? Why?”




“Who knows why foreign devil woman does things? I have burned twenty joss sticks that she may have boils in twenty places. All over her privates.” Every time she lit incense on behalf of the plum blossom’s healing, she added a stick for vengeance.




Mei-hua looked thoughtful. “You can really understand the foreign devil words?”




“Only some of them,” Ah Chee admitted. “Always when I go to the market, I practice. Learn to say more. Sometimes easier to say than to hear.”




Mei-hua nodded. When she still lived on the sampan of her father, she had been tutored in English. It had proved impossible to learn. Sometimes she could make her tongue form the strange sounds, but she could almost never make her ears hear them; always they were noise without meaning. No matter, the Lord Samuel had said. It is not important. You are my princess, whether or not you learn the words of my kingdom. No matter. No matter. But it did matter. Only now was she learning how much. “I should go to the market with you,” she said. “Learn to speak foreign devil language.”




Ah Chee nodded toward the plum blossom’s three-inch golden lilies. “How you walk on these rock streets? Besides, tai-tai does not go to market.”




“Rock streets.” That was another of the things she had been thinking of in these three weeks of misery. “When Lord Samuel took us to that place. The houses we saw all nicer than this house. Why tai-tai not in best house? Lord Samuel gives you half a string of copper cash every week to buy food. Very rich man. Why tai-tai not have best house in city?”




Ah Chee’s heart fell into her belly, just as it used to do when the plum blossom was a child and demanded to know if she was to be sent away from the sampans of her father and everything familiar to her, as the other women said she would be. How to answer? Ah Chee’s own mother had told her that when she did not tell the truth her tongue got shorter. Enough lies and she would have no tongue at all and be silent forever. Maybe go, maybe stay, she had told the girl back then. Who knows anything for sure? “You think any house more beautiful inside than this one? Have pretty things. Now you break them all. Stupid girl. Stupid.” She swept up the last of the mess and dumped it in the bucket, then picked it up and started to go.




“Wait. You are not speaking true words, old woman. I am not a child to tell maybe this, maybe that. Now I am tai-tai. Why I am not in most beautiful house in this New York place? Why?”
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