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The Whole of it came not at once —

’Twas Murder by degrees —

A Thrust —and then for Life a chance —

The Bliss to cauterize —

The Cat reprieves the Mouse

She eases from her teeth

Just long enough for Hope to tease —

—Emily Dickinson
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Her breath was soft and ragged. She crouched against the column and closed her eyes, placing her flushed cheek against the stone as if she could draw strength from its bulwark. Despite the cold of the night, rivulets of sweat dripped down her back, the wool dress soaked through.

She had slipped from the back of the carriage when he stopped to water the horse. She heard his shout of anger behind her, but she fled unseeing. The row houses and factory shops stood dark, their window lamps extinguished at this late hour. She fled through the silent lanes, sensing his relentless presence somewhere behind her.

She had come to the edge of the city street and could feel an opening in the space around her. She saw the outline of the trees and a hill above, a stark silhouette against the night sky. She knew this place, an entrance to Fairmount Park. It was familiar, a place of respite where she could walk and admire the view.

She ran into the park towards the river’s edge. The curved paths led to picturesque fountains and by day, the river terrace was full of people enjoying a leisurely stroll. Now the expansive lawns and the well-tended shrubbery were a landscape cloaked in darkness, the amorphous shapes looming and fearful.

The moon rose above the river, casting light on the expansive surface of the water. She could see the waterworks on the promontory above the dam. The upper river stretched away into a placid pool, the surface smooth as slate. She could hear the soft rush of water as the waves poured over the dam.

It had been a mistake to leave the streets. She needed a place to hide.

She ran into the first pavilion, her footsteps echoing in the cavernous space. It was like a Greek temple of antiquity. The graceful buildings stood in a line, their stately columns gleaming in the moonlight. It was the province of a fairy tale, a ballroom empty of revelers. She could have been an elegant princess awaiting the first waltz, the drape of her gown trailing across the floor. But she stumbled, her legs weak and aching from the strain of exertion.

The buildings were an ingenious screen for the turbines that churned the river water day and night, purifying it for the city’s water supply. Underneath her feet she could sense the steady creak of the wheels turning. She knew there were doors leading to the wheelhouse. If only she could get below.

She reached the first door. Please, dear God. She turned the knob urgently. It was locked. She rattled it frantically, pushing her shoulder against the heavy frame. It was stuck fast. She ran to the next building and tried the door there. It was the same. She suppressed a sob as fear pressed on her chest like a weight.

She came to the final landing above the dam. There was nowhere left to run. She stopped at the railing and leaned forward. She could feel the fine mist of the water as it fell in a graceful arc below. The current was swift below the dam and the foaming waves churned as the river continued its path. How many times had she come here to watch, mesmerized by the many patterns of the water.

She took off her coat and shoes and climbed up on the railing. Her toes gripped the edge of the precipice. She allowed herself a moment of freedom, outstretching her arms. Her heart was pounding from the chase. But this place would hold no more fear for her; instead, it would be the site of her blessed release. She clasped the locket around her neck, pressing it tight in the palm of her hand.

She willed herself to look back. He was there, just as she knew he would be. She could not see him in the darkness. He was shrouded in a cloak with the hood pulled over his face. But he realized what she was about to do. The specter coalesced in terrifying form, running towards her. She lifted herself with her last remaining strength and jumped.






Part One HISTORY OF PRESENT ILLNESS







1 [image: ]


Dr. Lydia Weston glanced discreetly at her watch. Her patient, Delia Townsend, sat on the examination table. With each deep breath, Mrs. Townsend’s corsets creaked in protest. She lifted her chin in stubborn protest as she recited a litany of concerns.

“This fatigue consumes me. After breakfast, I feel ill-suited to do anything. I could lie down and sleep for hours. Perhaps I need a tonic?”

Lydia placed her stethoscope on her desk. Privately she thought that Mrs. Townsend should take some exercise, but she kept this to herself.

She took out her prescription pad and wrote as Mrs. Townsend disappeared behind the chinoiserie screen to dress.

Lydia sighed. She had a stack of patient notes to write before the day was done and Mrs. Townsend’s concerns were nothing new. But the patient needed time to fully voice her complaints or else the visit would take twice as long.

An iron tonic would be little more than a placebo, Lydia thought. She had done a thorough exam as she always did: listening to the heart and lungs, palpating the abdomen, noting normal vital signs. An extensive laboratory evaluation had revealed nothing suspicious.

Mrs. Townsend reemerged, elegantly dressed in a cream silk taffeta that pooled at her feet. Lydia knew they were fortunate to have wealthy patients who sought treatment from a “lady doctor”; these patients’ ability to pay provided much-needed revenue to support the work of the clinic.

Mrs. Townsend fastened the buttons at the top of her bodice. Her jeweled rings slipped atop gnarled joints, brown age spots mottling the backs of her hands. Lydia could see that her hands shook as she struggled to do up the buttons. No doubt severe arthritis was causing considerable pain. Lydia felt a stab of compassion as she watched the older woman take a deep breath and patiently begin again. Lydia knew wealth conferred no immunity from suffering. Mrs. Townsend’s only daughter had died of rheumatic fever the year before and many of her visits stemmed from the void of loss.

Lydia handed over the prescription.

“If you like, you could try a daily tonic. But I would recommend light exercise. Start with a half-hour walk daily. It will make you feel better,” she said gently.

“I suppose it can’t hurt,” Mrs. Townsend admitted.

“I would also suggest taking off your corset.” Lydia could not resist a chance to dispense this advice. “It is a terrible constriction to the abdominal organs and can impair your breathing.”

The remark was greeted with silence. Then Mrs. Townsend ventured, “Well, I don’t know. It doesn’t seem proper to be without a corset…”

“Please try it. I will look forward to our next meeting,” Lydia said as she ushered Mrs. Townsend out of her office.

The Spruce Street Clinic had been founded by a group of doctors from the Woman’s Medical College, fervent idealists who believed that medical care was not the sole province of the rich. It served a thriving working-class community and many of the shopkeepers, seamstresses, and livery drivers that Lydia had treated in the early days were still her loyal patients. Lydia met people from all walks of life, many her own age, who had endured unimaginable trials of sickness and loss.

The building had been a small textile factory, and the industrial flavor was still evident. The knotty pine boards on the floor were burnished to a sheen from countless boots trudging through the rooms in all weather. The former factory floor was divided into exam rooms and a reception hall. The upstairs floor could function as a small hospital ward, with a few beds for those whose conditions required more intense monitoring. There was an airiness to the waiting room, with its high ceilings and large windows. The walls were painted white, adorned with a few bland landscape paintings. It was as if the décor was an afterthought. The simplicity reflected the attitude of its founders: this was a serious place of work and it needed no distraction from the mission it served.

As she walked back down the hallway, the sound of Lydia’s footsteps echoed through the empty rooms. She was alone, the last group of students having left a few hours before. The oil lamps were turned down and tepid gaslight from the street filtered through the mullioned windows in the hallway.

Lydia closed the chamber door behind her and paused for a moment at the mirror above the sink. She adjusted a few dark hairs back into place, tucking the mother-of-pearl pin in at a rakish angle. She stepped back in approval: the dark eyes held only a trace of tiredness. Her silk brocade dress was simple but to a studied eye, of the utmost elegance; the gold threads woven into the fabric glinted in the dim light. She touched the ivory brooch that sat over the top button. Lydia wore all black on her teaching days but allowed herself one memento, a cameo brooch with an elephant figure in the center. It was a gift from her English mother, from her own childhood in India. Lydia was never without it. Ganesh, the bestower of blessings and the remover of obstacles, watched over her always.

She turned up the lamp, casting light into the corners of the room. She pulled her Kashmiri shawl tight around her shoulders, the itchiness of the wool tickling her chin and the movement releasing the familiar smell of sandalwood. The office was sparsely furnished as it was used in rotation by all the doctors. But she carried all she needed in a capacious leather bag as she moved nimbly between her roles as professor of medicine at the Woman’s Medical College and attending physician.

She sat at the desk and removed a notebook from her bag. The cover was embossed in gold type—L. N. WESTON, M.D.—and she opened it to review her schedule, taking pleasure in the busyness of the day. It was the beginning of the autumn term and she felt the excitement of a fresh start just as the students did. She had spent the morning giving lectures at the college and the afternoon here at the Spruce, supervising medical students. After the initial years of study in the lecture hall and the laboratory, they were eager to examine patients. Lydia taught them how to take a history, how to do a clinical exam, how to ask probing questions so as to hone in on a diagnosis. The Pennsylvania Medical Society was still adamant in its opposition to their work, barring women physicians from many of the city’s teaching hospitals. Out of necessity, the college had created its own spaces to teach, and the clinic was one of them. She ticked off the names of the patients she had seen this afternoon. But she had circled one name, Anna Ward, and placed a question mark by it.

It was close to six o’clock. Anna had missed her appointment by several hours. It was unusual for the fastidious young woman. She was a chambermaid for a wealthy family in the city. No doubt she had been delayed in her work. But Lydia could not suppress her unease. When had she last seen Anna? It had been some time.



THEY HAD FIRST MET AT the Spruce Street Clinic’s monthly educational series, a rotating talk on topics like nutrition and hygiene. On those nights the doors remained open after hours and the benches in the waiting room were lined up in a row. The attendees sat shoulder to shoulder as if awaiting the latest performance at the penny theater. Lydia’s usual lecture choice was on the benefits of exercise, though it might have appeared condescending to lecture a roomful of laborers on such a topic. But she could preach with the passion of a zealot on its restorative powers. In the aftermath of her father’s death, the depth of her grief was like a dark well from which she could not emerge. It was the walks through the quiet woods of Concord and the bracing swims in the deep cold of the pond that had brought her back into the physical world and to herself.

Some in the audience sat at rapt attention while others appeared to be doing penance for an unknown crime, staring ahead blankly. Many were present under some duress, referred by their doctors or the sanitary inspector. Lydia always forged ahead with her usual enthusiasm. At the end of one particularly spirited talk, a young woman had approached her. Her plain servant’s garb was evident. Yet the dress was crisply laundered, the lace of the collar faded but not frayed.

“Thank you, Doctor.” The young woman shook Lydia’s hand. She held up a small book. “I have been taking notes. It makes me feel as though I am in school again!”

“Are you a student?”

“If only! No, I had to stop my schooling when I went into service. But now you are giving me the chance to learn again.”

She introduced herself then as Anna Ward and asked thoughtful questions. Lydia was touched by Anna’s interest and genuinely curious about what had brought her to the clinic. The girl’s demeanor conveyed a quiet pride.

Soon after, Anna became Lydia’s patient. The young woman was fatigued and profoundly anemic, beset by the demands of her job and poor nutrition. But she heeded Lydia’s advice, taking the iron supplement diligently. After she finished treatment, Anna kept returning for simple complaints. But instead of discussing medical problems, Anna would pepper Lydia with questions about how she had obtained her education. She attended the lectures at the clinic regularly, absorbing the knowledge offered to her. Lydia was surprised to find herself drawn in, giving advice on the best reading rooms in the city libraries and even loaning her own precious volumes. She felt a kinship with this young woman who wanted to educate herself.

Lydia found the note in her schedule. She had seen Anna at this month’s lecture. Sometimes Anna would arrive early to help her set up the coffee and sandwiches, always a popular draw for the audience.

But on the last evening Lydia saw her, Anna had come long after the talk had finished. The room was empty. Lydia had been collecting her papers, ready to leave for the evening. She had been interrupted by the sound of urgent pounding on the front door.

Lydia had raced down the hall. A girl stumbled through the doors and fell forward.

“Anna!” Lydia cried in shock as the girl lifted her head. Her face was gaunt, iridescent veins straining against pale skin. Her hat fell onto the floor and Lydia could see her hair plastered in greasy strands against her forehead. Anna crouched on the floor with exhaustion.

“Dr. Weston, how clumsy of me. I must have slipped on the threshold. I-I-I am fine, just let me stand up for a moment.”

Lydia guided Anna across the waiting room. The girl slumped against one of the wooden benches.

“Stay here.”

Lydia returned with a glass of water. Anna’s hand shook as she brought the glass to her lips.

“Thank you. I am sorry that I missed the lecture. It has been a busy day at the house and I couldn’t get away.”

Lydia extended her arm to the girl for support. “I am glad you are here now. Come into my chambers. It will be better there.”

She motioned for Anna to sit on the exam table. Before the girl could protest, Lydia took her stethoscope from her medical bag and started an exam. Lydia observed Anna in silence as she held her finger on the radial pulse, bounding and quick. Anna’s cheeks were flushed, the skin suffused a pale pink. Lydia watched the girl’s chest wall rise and fall with shallow rapid breaths. Did she have an infection of some sort? Had she taken an ill-advised tonic? Many of the cheap “cure-alls” sold at the apothecary were heavily dosed with alcohol, an immediate panacea to those desperate for good health. Or was she just exhausted from work and her body showing the toll?

Anna sat up slowly. She reached into her bag and drew out several volumes.

“Just as you said, I enjoyed the Tennyson poems most of all. I wanted to bring the books back to you. I understand how awful it could be to be parted from these good friends.” Anna hesitated, her lip trembling.

“You needn’t return the books so soon,” Lydia began.

“I must, Doctor.”

“Is something else troubling you?” Lydia asked.

“It is nothing. I just feel tired,” Anna said.

“But it is more than that.”

Anna shook her head. “Usually I can right myself. I eat a little more at breakfast or steal a rest when Mrs. Burt is not watching.”

The girl could be ill. But it was her behavior that was so puzzling. Lydia felt as though she was speaking to a stranger, the conversation stilted and evasive.

“Why did you come to see me today?”

Anna looked up at her, the dark eyes full of sorrow.

“I am afraid,” she said quietly.

“I know it can be frightening to feel sick and not understand why,” Lydia said.

“It is not that, Dr. Weston… there is something else…”

“Tell me what is wrong and I can help. You must trust me.” Lydia put her hand on the girl’s wrist as a gesture of support.

“No, I am sorry… it was a mistake for me to come here.” Anna wrenched her hand away abruptly.

Lydia drew back in surprise. It was as if the girl was caught in a struggle with herself.

Anna closed her bag and stood up. “Thank you, but I must go. They are waiting for me back at the house.”

“Wait! Are you able to walk home? Let me get you a hansom.”

Lydia hurried after her into the waiting room. But Anna did not look back. As she crossed the threshold, Lydia called after her. “You only need to send me a message and I will come.”

But it was too late. Lydia looked out the front window. The opalescent sky held the last vestige of twilight, but the street was in darkness. On the road, carriages clattered by, their lighted lanterns swinging at the sides. The street was crowded with people hurrying to get home. It was a dark, roving mass of humanity and Lydia could barely make out the individual shapes. Anna had disappeared into the night.



THAT VISIT HAD BEEN ALMOST a fortnight ago. Lydia had not seen Anna since. There could be many explanations for her absence. Perhaps Anna had felt better, an illness resolved or a worry lifted. But Lydia could not shake the feeling that something was wrong, that she had too casually dismissed that last meeting.

The lamp drew down to its embers. Lydia always carried a few volumes of literature to have on hand for a moment’s respite. She reached into her bag and took out a book, hoping it would calm her mind the way reading usually did. It was one of the books that Anna had returned to her.

Lydia hadn’t noticed that a page was marked. The corner of the paper was folded down and someone had etched a pencil mark next to the poem.

I shall not see the shadows,

I shall not feel the rain;

I shall not hear the nightingale

Sing on, as if in pain:

And dreaming through the twilight

That doth not rise nor set,

Haply I may remember,

And haply may forget.
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Sergeant Charles Davies of the Philadelphia police enjoyed his morning coffee break almost more than anything else about his job. It gave him great pleasure to sit at his desk and have the steaming drink brought to him in a porcelain cup and saucer, a biscuit perched on the edge. He had started life with little and that he enjoyed a ritual as civilized as this would have surprised those who knew him then.

“Good morning, Charlie.” Inspector Thomas Volcker strolled through the double doors of the station, his walking stick swinging at his side.

Leave it to the boss, Davies thought. It was half past seven in the morning and Volcker was impeccably dressed in a gray houndstooth jacket and matching cap. He looked fit for a leisurely stroll on the promenade, not a day of work at the police station.

“It looks like the grand jury will return a murder charge in the Barrett inquiry,” Volcker said.

“Really, sir?” Davies looked up.

They had spent several weeks diligently building the case. Barrett was a blacksmith with a prosperous business on Spring Garden. He had been found in his workshop, bludgeoned to death. Davies would never forget that gruesome crime scene. The victim’s skull had been reduced to a bloody mass from the force of the beating, a macerated pulp of skin and hair and bone. The force of the blows had sent gelatinous brain matter and bright red blood spattering onto the walls and the rafters. The close quarters and stifling heat of the late August day had attracted flies and other vermin immediately. Barrett’s wife had confirmed that he indeed had three gold teeth, else they would have had difficulty identifying the body. The coroner’s report, “death by compression of the brain from blunt trauma by person or persons unknown,” hardly seemed necessary.

It appeared to be a straightforward case of robbery and assault, albeit a brutal one. The safe had been open and empty of the week’s wages.

The adage to never speak ill of the dead had not applied in this case, Davies thought. The victim had been universally despised and witness after witness testified to the fact that he had been a liar and a scoundrel who regularly cheated them of money. He was ruthless in his business practices. There was no dearth of suspects. But the chief inspector had encouraged them to drop the case after fruitless hours of interviewing turned up no solid lead. It was like so many of the violent and senseless deaths they investigated, too difficult to obtain a conviction.

Yet Volcker had refused to give up. The savagery of the beating was too much, he said, too personal. He and Davies had redoubled their efforts, questioning each witness again. They had scoured Barrett’s bank records. It turned out the distraught widow had been withdrawing large sums from the account and transferring the money to a bank in Chicago. She also quickly cashed in the claim on Barrett’s substantial life insurance policy. When brought in for questioning, she confessed that she and her lover had planned the murder. He was a former employee of Barrett’s and had relished carrying out the brutal beating.

“Yes, it is a win. The district attorney has more questions for us. Finish up the report and we will pay him a visit this morning.”

“Yes, sir.”

Davies liked Volcker. They had worked together for five years. He knew his boss to be an honest officer who had come from modest circumstances like his own. But the inspector was regarded with suspicion by others. He was different from the usual breed of policemen, set apart from the clubby fraternity by his fastidious dress and old-fashioned manners. Davies’s friends in the force who were promoted marveled at his loyalty. “Surely you want to get ahead, Charlie? Leave the old boy behind.” But he wouldn’t. Volcker was not beholden to the cronyism that was rampant in the department, the yes-men who did the bidding of the political bosses and City Hall. What Volcker lacked in brilliance he made up for in sheer persistence. They had solved many crimes like this, by following through on every imaginable lead until Volcker was satisfied.

Davies sat at his desk writing up the report. But the morning’s peace had been ruined by the arrival of “an old codger who won’t let up,” as the desk officer explained. “A naval captain, sir. He says he has something important to report. He demands to see you and he won’t take no for an answer.”

When Davies came into the anteroom, he could see at once that Henry Logan was no crank, only slightly winded from the sharp pace at which he had made his way to the station.

“Slow down, sir, allow me to get your name and address,” the desk officer was saying.

“Slow down!” Logan shouted. “How can I slow down when there is a woman’s body lying out there exposed!” He eyed Davies coming around the front of the desk. “At last, someone in authority.”

Davies put up his hand in supplication. “Please, sir. You must understand we need to follow procedure. If you could tell me what you saw.”

“It is a young girl, dead in the river. I found her body, just off a bank of the Schuylkill, in Wissahickon Creek. I pulled her out of the water, not half an hour ago. She has drowned.” Captain Logan’s words were rapid-fire.

Volcker had joined them.

“We can’t waste any more time!” Logan said angrily. “You must come at once.”

“Right. No rest for the weary then,” Volcker said. “Please take us there.”
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“Well, if it isn’t Dr. Harlan Stanley. How goes teaching young ladies the art of chopping up dead bodies?”

The voice was booming and unwelcome, and several people in the Academy of Music’s crowded lobby turned to see the source.

It was a Tuesday evening and the glow of oil light cast the room in a gauzy dreamscape. Society ladies chatted discreetly, their silks rustling as they edged against the carpet. The gentlemen were clad in evening dress, with the occasional gleam of gold from pocket watches or a bejeweled tiepin. Inside the main theater a gilded proscenium of Mozart flanked by the muses of Poetry and Music adorned the top of the stage; on either side tiered boxes rose and met in a semicircle around the theater. The hall had opened in 1857, the interior of the building modeled on the Teatro La Scala in Milan. It had been designed in Philadelphia by the architectural firm of Napoleon Lebrun, in homage to European sensibilities. Since then, it had hosted lectures and public meetings, even the Republican National Convention. But the space was never as beautiful as on a night like this, filled with music. Tonight a rich program of Beethoven and Brahms was on offer.

Dr. Joseph Bledsoe slapped a meaty hand on Harlan’s arm and squeezed it hard.

“How are you, old friend? I presume Woman’s Med is treating you well?”

“Quite well,” Harlan replied. “I am as busy as ever. And you?”

“One cannot complain. At the University of Pennsylvania, we are privy to only the finest students and teaching facilities.”

“Have you met my friend, Dr. Lydia Weston?” Harlan asked.

Bledsoe said nothing. He gave Lydia the briefest of glances, a look of utter contempt.

“I have not.” He nodded to her.

Joseph Bledsoe was one of the most vociferous critics of Woman’s Medical College. He wrote frequently on the supposed incompetence of women physicians, expressing his view that the weaker sex lacked the temperament to withstand the rigors of medical training, prone as they were to fits of hysteria. Lydia knew him by reputation, a prominent surgeon with a practice that catered to the wealthy. He and Harlan had been classmates at Jefferson Medical College thirty years before, but the similarity ended there.

He pushed his face up closer to Harlan’s, a sharp smell of whiskey on his breath.

“After all these years, I still marvel at the career you squandered,” he said.

Lydia wondered what Harlan thought. The insult seemed to barely pierce his consciousness.

“We must follow our path as best we can. Please give my regards to Marianne and the children.”

“And please do the same for Anthea.” There was nothing more to say. Bledsoe retreated into the crowd.

Harlan turned towards Lydia. “I think we have earned ourselves another drink.”

The doors to Broad Street were open and the cool night air wafted in, giving relief from the dense cigar smoke. Lydia could hear the pleasing sound of glasses clinking at the bar, amidst the rise and fall of conversation.

Harlan stood just over six feet tall. His jet-black hair was streaked with gray and his broadcloth suit looked as freshly laundered as it had been when he donned it in the morning. His imposing presence belied his kind demeanor. He was professor of surgery and anatomy, one of Woman’s Med most senior faculty members. He was also an avid concertgoer, and after a long day in the operating theater he often sought refuge in music. Lydia stood with him at the bar as he poured a glass of claret from the decanter. His movements were deliberate, the glass filling slowly with the dark liquid.

“Lydia cares for you far more than I do,” Anthea Stanley said good-naturedly as she joined them. “I couldn’t stomach a moment’s conversation with that boor.”

Like her husband, Anthea was an accomplished physician and professor at the college. She was petite but of generous proportions, kitted out in emerald green silk. Anthea believed that an impeccable sense of style was required armor to face any situation life might present. Her broad face was flushed, and a tendril of hair escaped from her neat bun. She watched as Lydia took a sip of wine.

“You are pensive this evening,” she said.

“Forgive me. I am tired,” Lydia said.

“You may hide from others but not from me. What is troubling you?” Anthea said.

Lydia put her glass down on a table.

“Yes. I didn’t come tonight for the music. I hoped to find you here to discuss a patient.”

Lydia told them of Anna’s missed appointment and the strange meeting that had occurred almost a fortnight before.

“With these young girls, it could be any number of things: money worries, an unsuitable courtship… They have no means of dealing with any of it, so it all manifests as aches and pains and mysterious fevers. I think you are wise to give it time. She will appear again as though nothing happened,” Anthea said.

Anthea was right. The life of a young servant was tenuous at best. There was little security and circumstances could change in an instant, with employment abruptly terminated due to a family’s finances, or an illness or death.

“But if you are worried, perhaps inquiries could be made with her employer or her family,” Anthea said.

“I would caution against that,” Harlan interrupted. “Lydia’s involvement may put the girl in an even more vulnerable position.”

Anthea blew out her cheeks in exasperation. “If the girl is in trouble, the only way to find out is to go to the place she lives and ask questions.”

“Give it a bit more time. So many of these crises pass over,” he replied.

“The longer she waits, the more likely the girl will get hurt or be lost for good,” Anthea remarked.

They all knew from experience how many of these stories ended, young women desperate to escape a life of drudgery. Their naïve forays into the city often ended disastrously with illness or degradation.

“There is something in particular that bothers you,” Anthea probed.

“She bears her responsibilities with grace. They don’t seem a burden to her,” Lydia said. “Her brother is bed bound. Their older sister stays with him day and night. From what I gather, her wages support the family. She would never abandon them.”

“I have no doubt you have given Anna much,” Harlan said gently. “But you cannot give in to worry. It will serve no one.”

“Besides, you must focus on your teaching and clinical duties.” Anthea was never one to mince words. “God only knows what this might turn out to be. It is hardly proper for you to be involved with seamy police business.”

Lydia could not suppress the flash of anger.

“Come now, Anthea. I would say it is a bit late in the day to worry about appearing ladylike.”

Lydia had been a physician for more than ten years and done all manner of grisly work without flinching, venturing into the tenements alone to assist at a difficult birth or to treat patients in the throes of a last painful illness. She had assisted in surgeries, her arms aching from the strain of holding retractors in place as the surgeon performed an amputation, warm blood soaking through the hem of her apron. She had done countless dissections on corpses procured from potter’s fields, all in the name of medical education. Many in polite society would argue that her own activities bordered on criminal.

“Don’t be cross with me, dear Lydia. You know I keep your best interest at heart,” Anthea said. She took her friend’s hand and squeezed it.

Lydia looked at them both, feeling the familiar sense of comfort in their presence. She had known them since her first days in Philadelphia, when she had been placed in Anthea’s advisory group as a medical student. They had been her foundation at a time when she had been alone, uncertain about her ability. The Stanleys had given her the warmth of their friendship and now she had a daughter’s familiarity with their home, having spent countless holidays with them. They were the closest thing to family that she had.

“I know,” Lydia relented. “But something was troubling Anna deeply and I didn’t pursue it. It would have been so easy for me to do so.”

“I think this puzzle sounds like just the thing for our Inspector Volcker,” Harlan said.

Harlan also did consulting work for the police, performing autopsies in cases of suspicious death. Through work on investigations, he had developed a relationship with a police inspector, Thomas Volcker. Lydia knew he considered Volcker a friend.

“He could send a constable round to the employer’s house. It would be better than going there on your own. I will speak to him myself,” Harlan said.
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A bleak sun pierced the fog. The walking path veered up at this point in the river. A simple fence served as a border between the path and the steep hillside covered with dense foliage and loose rocks. Captain Logan told them he often walked from the boathouses after morning exercises with his rowing club. He had found the body in the water, butting up against the rocks. He led them straight to the riverbank where he had pulled the body up.

The day had turned colder with a punishing wind whistling through the trees, whipping up off the water.

“Sir, there is no one in the immediate vicinity.” The uniformed officer stopped short as he came to the huddled mass of the body. He blanched as he saw the victim’s face.

“Very well.” Davies’s voice was stern. “Make sure that you let no one through on the footpath.”

Davies knelt and reached out to finger the wool fabric of the dress. His ruddy cheeks were flushed with the cold. The wind seemed to stop short when faced with the commanding bulk of his frame.

Whoever she was, she had been young. He could see how lucky they were that Logan had been first on the scene. There were no additional footprints visible, only the broad swath of dirt where the wet skirts of the corpse had been dragged out of the water.

Volcker examined the body from all angles. The skin on her face was grotesquely bloated, with a waxy sheen. It was a leering monster staring back at them, the eyes and mouth edematous slits, dark tendrils of hair clinging to the face like tentacles.

The edges of the dress were torn. Volcker lifted the hem of the skirt. It was sodden and dense.

“Tell me your thoughts, Sergeant,” Volcker said. He crouched by the body, balancing on his heels. He looked like a huge bird that had come to perch, with his beaked nose and thin arms folded over his chest in a watchful pose.

“Well, sir, from a preliminary search of the area, it appears to be a suicide. The clothes and the body are soaked through. The skin appears bloated, so she must have been in the water for some time,” Davies said.

Volcker nodded.

Davies continued. “The area upriver is secluded. It is unlikely she would have been noticed by any walkers on the path. The current is faster and the water much deeper. She could have drowned quickly if that was her intent and then the body floated downstream.”

Volcker opened the small case he had brought from the station house. It contained a few tools useful for crime scene investigations. He removed a folded cloth and motioned to Davies to take hold of one corner. Together they snapped the cloth into a taut sheet. They set it down next to the body.

“I’ll need your assistance here. Take hold of this side. On my count of three,” Volcker said.

It was like lifting a great boulder, as the water had soaked through the thick fabric. They staggered from the unexpected weight as they positioned the body on the cloth.

It will be a devil of a time getting identification, Davies thought. It was difficult to distinguish any facial features. Who knew how long the body had been in the water? But the hands, the skin smooth and taut, indicated the youth of the victim.

“What do you make of the marks on the face, Sergeant?” Volcker pointed.

Davies could see faint, serpiginous tracks on the cheeks and forehead.

“It is likely done from rocks and branches in the river, as the body came downstream, getting caught along the way,” he said.

“Possibly. What makes you so sure it is suicide?” Volcker said.

Volcker’s probing always made Davies feel uncertain. He shifted his feet from one side to the other.

Davies looked up. “Could she have been harmed before going into the river?”

“It’s too early to say. The body needs to be examined more closely.”

Davies sighed. It had been appropriate to investigate Logan’s inquiry as the first officers at the scene. This part of Wissahickon lay in their jurisdiction, part of the city ward encompassed by their station house. But if the girl had died in the water, it would be the responsibility of the river police. Surely this was simple enough: a drowned girl, no doubt driven to the act by luckless circumstances. There would be nothing more to it. But he knew what would happen next: the body would be taken to the morgue and he and Volcker would scour the area for clues to the girl’s possible violent death.

He watched Volcker circle the body and crouch again.

“Look at this, Davies,” he said.

Volcker held up a pale hand for examination.

“If she had gone through the tumult of the river, her hands would be scratched. Compare this to her face, where there are multiple abrasions—how could this be?”

Davies’s interest was pricked. He knelt to take a closer look; the fingernails were neatly cut, with no dirt beneath them. No sign of struggle or disruption. Volcker regarded him.

“A young lady comes to the river to end her life,” Volcker said.

“She knows it will be unlikely to meet someone on the path,” Davies continued. “If she goes in upriver, it will take time for the body to float down and be discovered.”

“Exactly. The body would be more likely to get caught up in branches, rocks, all manner of debris that is churned up by the current.”

“Thus the scratches on the face,” Davies began.

“Precisely.”

“So the drowning would be immediate. The body would submerge and then the damage to the face would occur as she traveled down, catching debris,” Davies said.

“If that is how she died, then why do her hands remain untouched?” Volcker asked.
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Lydia stepped off the omnibus a few blocks from the medical school. This was her usual practice; walking was a way to clear her mind before a long day of teaching. The neighborhood was so different from the narrow cobblestone lanes and leafy paths of the Old City, where she lived. There were offices of the railroad interspersed with neat brick row houses. At the corner of Ridge Avenue was a marble works and a lumberyard, the industrial flavor of Philadelphia on full display. She didn’t mind the grittiness at all. Sometimes she would dodge workers as they spilled onto the footpath, balancing the roughhewn planks destined for the planing mill across the street, her boots crunching on the sawdust and wood shavings underfoot. She continued along the broad avenue of North College, passing along the stone wall that bordered the spacious grounds of Girard College, the charitable institution and school for orphaned boys.

But it was the building at the corner of Twenty-Second Street that sparked a fresh sense of pride each time she encountered it. It had an elegant redbrick façade and tall windows that fronted the street. It had opened this year, to house the classrooms and laboratories of Woman’s Medical College of Pennsylvania. Just next door was Woman’s Hospital and the clinics of the Dispensary, the city block now a seamless campus for the faculty and students to carry out their work. How far they had come since the college’s inception in 1850, with six Quaker physicians as the founding faculty and a small group of students, in rented rooms at the back of a house on Arch Street. One of those former students, Dr. Ann Preston, had become dean of the college in 1866, and since then an unbroken line of women physicians had held the post. Here was the heart of the revolution.

Lydia climbed a few steps into the main lobby. She stamped her boots against the parquet floor to ward off the cold. She could see groups of students milling around. They were dressed in somber hues of black and gray, a uniform fit for serious work. But the beginning of term had the festive air of a family gathering, the palpable energy infectious. It was a time of reunion as students caught up with one another on work and travels. She nodded and smiled to several colleagues, chatting in small groups.

She had a few moments before the start of the lecture. She perused the large bulletin boards, where posters bore testament to a robust social life, advertising performances at the Walnut Street Theatre, pleasure boating on the Schuylkill, and excursions to see exhibitions at the Academy of Fine Arts and the Franklin Institute. She saw the printed announcement for the 1875–76 session.

The weekly schedule delineated lectures in the basic sciences like gross anatomy, chemistry, physiology, materia medica, and general therapeutics. The college had adopted the Progressive Course, a more rigorous three-year course of study, moving beyond the vagaries of the antiquated preceptor-apprenticeship system. It was a curriculum that stood on par with those of Philadelphia’s most venerable medical schools, Jefferson Medical College and the University of Pennsylvania. Lydia noted the clinical schedule, the practical training that was the foundation for the medical degree, providing experience in the hospital wards, the operating theater, and the ambulatory clinics. She saw with satisfaction, along with the expected Woman’s Hospital assignments, a new name: Pennsylvania Hospital clinics. The bland notation conveyed nothing of that triumph, a culmination of years of struggle to secure teaching privileges at the storied public hospital.

Lydia’s lecture notes were at the ready. She paused for a moment, her hand on the doorknob of the lecture hall. She could hear the excited chatter of many voices. She pushed the heavy glass-fronted door open and stepped inside. There was a generous space in the front of the room, the “pit,” with an examination table and chairs as well as large chalkboards adorning the front walls. This room and its twin on the second floor were the crown jewels of the structure. Twice a week the clinical faculty in medicine and surgery presented cases in demonstration clinics. Patients were brought before the class, thorough histories and physicals were done, and the cases were discussed in detail.

She looked up at the rows of wooden seats, reaching to the top of the room. Today the hall was full. She recalled sitting on the edge of her seat as a student herself, craning forward to hear every word of lecture, her portable desk perched on her knees. Her kind heart had been pierced by the sight of the unfortunate patients, paraded in front of them in the name of education. At the time, she felt it was a terrible show. But to her professors, clinical diagnosis was paramount. They could recall how close in recent memory it had been possible to receive a medical degree without having touched or examined a patient. The students would obtain tickets to the lectures of favored professors, and Lydia was surprised to find herself in this group.

“Good morning, ladies.” The noise settled down, papers rustling and pens at the ready. She looked out at the sea of faces, their attention on her.

“This morning we shall be discussing a case involving a thirty-year-old woman with progressive shortness of breath and leg swelling,” she said. “Our patient is a young mother who first noted these symptoms after she gave birth to her fourth child.”

The side door opened and the patient was ushered in. The students fell silent as they watched the young woman walk slowly across the stage, wheezing with exertion, each step laborious. She used a cane and paused to take in ragged breaths. Her pale hair was pulled back but heavily streaked with premature gray. She was small, but due to the fluid retention, she appeared grotesquely round. Her face and belly were swollen with two thick, woody legs protruding. Lydia watched the audience’s faces, their rapt attention a mixture of pity and fascination. Nothing could compete with the sheer drama of the clinical cases; it was one thing to read an account of disease in textbooks, but there was no replacing the visceral experience of seeing, hearing, touching the patients. She had presented all manner of affliction: lupus, apoplexy, phthisis; men and women of all ages, but it was always the young ones that left the indelible mark.

Lydia stepped forward to take the patient’s hand, careful to make eye contact. She spent hours revising her lectures and putting the patients at ease about what to expect. She had carefully prepped this patient and introduced her by name, Catherine Porter. Lydia elicited a social history, a few personal details of the life of this young woman, not much older than many of the students. They had to see that this was not a specimen on display, to understand the courage it took to expose oneself in all one’s human frailty before a roomful of strangers. Mrs. Porter was dressed in a cotton singlet with a robe on top, and her voice was thin and reedy, barely audible.

The students leaned in to hear her.

“I got very sick after the new baby came, but that had happened before,” she said. “There was the rest of the family to care for, so I thought I would just mind it until it got better.

“The fever went away but then I started getting spells. I was working at the factory again and I’d have to stop to catch my breath. The boss didn’t like that.

“I was winded at night, too. I couldn’t lie down without feeling the weight on my chest; even walking a few steps brought it on.” She paused to catch her breath.

The hall had no windows. There were pockets of darkness between the pools of flickering light from the gas lamps.
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