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  WYNFIELD’S KINGDOM


  Part I


  Dr. Grant’s Glamorous Exile


  (Nottingham, 1828-31 and Bermondsey, district of Southwark, 1831-1839)
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  Thomas Henry Grant had acquired a reputation as a studious charlatan, even though his medical career began on a most legitimate path. He emerged from Cambridge in 1828 and immediately secured a position in the family of Sir Henry Willoughby, Baron Middleton for the enviable sum of £500 a year. In that era, it was typical for young doctors to plunge into work immediately after graduation, without any preliminary practice. Already schooled in the finest Greek and Latin traditions, they were not required to “walk the wards.” It would be insulting for a patient to ask a doctor how many scalpels he had bloodied in his career. The first principle ingrained in Cambridge boys was that doctors, by the virtue of their occupation, were gentleman and therefore exempt from sullying their hands. All the dirty chores were left to the assistant surgeons, who ranked below physicians but above barbers and butchers.


  Under William IV and later under Victoria, English doctors experienced something of a golden age. With no prohibitions to bind them, they indulged their curiosity, often at the risk of their patients’ lives, and grasped greedily at all the novelties from the East that were just gaining popularity. Streams of opium and laudanum had blurred the lines between legitimate medicine and quackery. The law punished nothing short of human vivisection.


  This generation of doctors, raised in the spirit of impunity, became legendary for its arrogance. These demigods all had the same posture, the same walk. One could easily tell a doctor by the tilt of the chin and the lazy drooping of the eyelids.


  Tom was no different from his colleagues. He had all the trademark mannerisms of a Cambridge graduate. He squinted mysteriously, raised his eyebrows, and dragged out his words leisurely, even when delivering a deadly diagnosis.


  “Your heartbeat resembles Purcell’s symphonies. They tend to end rather abruptly.”


  As for Tom’s appearance, his main distinctive feature was a complete absence of such. One could hardly imagine a more ordinary Anglo-Saxon face. It did not have any obvious defects, yet one could not call it attractive. Tom had a straight, somewhat elongated nose with pinched nostrils, a sharp chin and thin lips. His eyes were the color of the water in the Thames—something between brown, grey and green. Their expression was just as vague as their color. One could never tell if that man was bored, angry, or amused. Not a single emotion prevailed at any given time.


  Overall, Tom impressed his patients favorably. There was nothing in his demeanor that would inspire suspicion, no distracting gestures or eccentric habits. One would expect neither heroic deeds nor crimes from him. He exuded composure, equanimity, and impartiality. These virtues he claimed to owe to his additional studies in the field of philosophy. It was considered advantageous for scientists to hold secondary degrees in liberal arts, if only for the sake of emotional equilibrium. Tom finished Cambridge with not one but two diplomas—one in medicine and one in philosophy. Not many of his classmates could brag about such accomplishments. Thus his sense of superiority was perfectly justified. He, more than anyone else, had the right to toss his head back. Everyone agreed on that account.


  Tom’s vanity, however, did not cross the boundaries of good taste. He neither solicited praise nor refused it, responding to flattery with a dry nod and a faint smile without a hint of gratitude.


  That was how he caught the eye of Lord Henry Willoughby, Sixth Baron Middleton. The lord and his future physician measured each other with haughty glances and on that note sealed their contract.


  A week later Tom moved to Middleton’s Nottinghamshire estate where an entire wing of the house was waiting for him, fully furnished, with a balcony overlooking the orchard, a marble bathroom and a library.


  According to the custom, physicians had the right to eat at table with the rest of the family, but Tom preferred to be served in his quarters, on his own schedule. Besides, his tastes in food did not coincide with those of Lord Middleton. The baron liked variety, while Tom was perfectly content eating turtle soup for lunch and filet mignon for dinner every day. In order to cater to his physician’s gastronomical whims, the baron even hired a separate chef who specialized in continental cuisine.


  Gastronomic privileges included unlimited access to the wine cellar. If Tom could not muster the motivation for going to the cellar himself, he could always send one of the servants. The bottles were delivered uncorked, on a tray, with a glass and a napkin. It was not uncommon for Tom to request a bottle of merlot, have one sip, and then request a bottle of burgundy.


  Above all, Tom was also allowed to use the racing tracks for horseback riding, though he did not use that privilege either, because he disliked animals. He was expected to accompany Lord Middleton on hunting trips and carry his medical kit at all times in case there was an accident. Tom had no choice but to overcome his hatred of horses and learn how to ride them. That was probably the only unpleasant element of his contract. Fortunately, Lord Middleton was not an avid hunter and did not go on trips more than a few times a year. After each trip he would pay Tom another £100 in addition to his steady £500 salary.


  Tom had an assistant by the name of Ted Frasier, a licensed surgeon with a distinct interest in hematology, a science that had remained stagnant since the seventeenth century, when the Italian doctor Marcello Malpighi had published his works on the properties of blood. Mr. Frasier found this gap in western medicine most infuriating. He set aside the money he made from surgery to fund his hematological research. Tom held a very high opinion of his assistant, who appeared even more reclusive and studious than Tom himself. Had they not both been such misanthropes, they would have become great friends. In the meantime, they were content working together. The term colleagues did not quite apply to them, given their differences in status, but Tom never emphasized his superiority to Mr. Frasier and treated him as if he would any other doctor.


  Unlike Tom, Mr. Frasier did not reside in Baron Middleton’s estate. He rented a separate flat that also served as a laboratory.


  All things considered, Tom led a tolerable, almost enjoyable life. He savored the privacy, the pleasant monotony. He would be perfectly content to lead this life for the next fifty years. But God had other plans for him.
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  One day in the summer of 1831, Baron Middleton received a visit from his nephew Eddie, a fidgety ruffian of fourteen, who immediately headed for the stables. Watching the young lord turn his uncle’s estate topsy-turvy, Tom became confirmed in his decision not to have children of his own. He pitied Eddie’s parents for having produced this demon and Baron Middleton for having to host and entertain him for the next month. Most of all Tom pitied the horse. Naturally, Eddie chose the wildest colt, the one that had not been fully broken, and tried making it jump over the highest hurdle, spurring its sides mercilessly. It did not take too long for an accident to happen. The colt halted right before the hurdle, sending Eddie out the saddle.


  It all happened before Tom’s eyes, while he was lounging on his balcony, stirring lukewarm tea with a silver spoon, savoring the delicate chime of metal against porcelain. Having seen the boy fall, he merely winced and shook his head. What a shame to have such a pleasant, tranquil morning ruined! Gingerly, as to not spill the tea, Tom set his cup aside, fixed the collar of his shirt, and strolled into the yard. Baron Middleton heard the noise and rushed to aid his screaming nephew.


  To everyone’s surprise, the boy sustained no injuries other than a sprained ankle and a fractured rib. Ted Frasier, under Tom’s supervision, applied a splint to the ankle and reset the rib. When the procedure was over, the young patient, accommodated in his bed, whimpered in a high-pitched, almost girlish voice:


  “Oh, Uncle, you must shoot that wicked horse! I demand it! I want it shot before my very eyes. It must be done right now, Uncle!”


  As much as Tom hated horses, at that moment he hated Eddie even more. It was not easy to refrain from gushing out venom.


  “Young man,” he said, “I don’t believe that witnessing an execution right now would be conducive to your recovery. I must insist that you stay in bed to avoid complications.”


  Eddie swore that he was feeling no pain and pleaded his uncle to let him go outside and witness the horse being shot, but Tom confined him to bed rest for the next two weeks, justifying his verdict by the risk of the fractured rib puncturing the lung and causing internal bleeding. In reality Tom simply wanted to punish the vexatious boy. He knew it would be torture for Eddie to stay in bed for so long.


  “It’s for your own good, young man,” Tom concluded in a tone that left no room for negotiation and retreated into his quarters, gloating.


  Mr. Frasier remained at the patient’s bedside, until a nurse arrived later on that evening to relieve him.


  A week passed by. The doctor and the surgeon visited Eddie several times a day. It pleased Tom to see that the boy was suffering in his confinement. At the end of each visit, Tom would repeat his phrase: “It’s for your own good.”


  On the tenth day, the patient suddenly became lethargic. He no longer demanded to be released. He slept for an entire day with the curtains drawn. When the nurse brought a tray with food, he did not as much as lift his head from the pillow.


  At first, these sudden changes in Eddie’s behavior did not alarm Tom. He took them as a sign of remorse.


  Later that night, as Tom was ready to go to sleep, he heard Mr. Frasier knock on his bedroom door.


  “Dr. Grant, come quickly,” the surgeon called out with alarm that was not typical for him. “Eddie is feverish.”


  Tom sighed with annoyance, changed back into his daytime clothes, and hurried into the patient’s room. The nurse was there, applying cold compresses to the boy’s forehead. Mr. Frasier was laying out his surgical tools on the table. Baron Middleton was there too, pacing around the room with a smoking pipe in his hand.


  “What is the meaning of this?” he asked Tom. “My nephew was recovering steadily. Two days ago he was ready to hop right out of bed. Why is he feverish now?”


  “We don’t know yet, my lord,” Tom admitted, “but I assure you that your nephew is in reliable hands.”


  “I’d like very much to believe that statement. Thus far, I am not at all pleased with what I am seeing. The boy’s parents will arrive tomorrow. Prepare to give some answers, doctor.”


  The nurse propped the boy up on the pillows, because he had no strength to do it himself. When Tom touched the patient’s forehead, he realized that the matters were more serious than he had anticipated.


  “Mr. Frasier, take off the bandages,” he addressed the surgeon half-audibly. “Let’s examine the ribcage.”


  The doctor and the surgeon bent over the patient, counting his pulse, listening to his breathing, exchanging Latin terms with each other. Baron Middleton hovered over them with his pipe, observing each gesture, frustrated by the fact that he did not understand the Latin jargon.


  “Well, what’s taking you so long?” he would exclaim every few minutes.


  “Patience, my lord,” Tom would say without turning his head.


  Eddie’s eyes remained closed. When the doctor asked him questions, he did not respond. Every now and then, a fit of dry cough would shake his body that had grown noticeably thin.


  Finally, Tom straightened up and turned to face Baron Middleton.


  “My lord,” he began, “it pains me to say this, but it appears that your nephew has developed pneumonia.”


  The baron almost dropped his pipe.


  “You mean to tell me that the bone did puncture the lung after all? So your highly praised Mr. Frasier failed at his task?”


  “Don’t blame Mr. Frasier, my lord,” Tom said in his colleague’s defense. “I assure you that he performed his task with utmost professionalism. The broken rib is still set. I checked it myself. The bone has not shifted.”


  “Then what’s causing the fever?”


  “You see, my lord, pneumonia is a possible complication of spending a prolonged period of time in horizontal position. I’ve never seen it afflict someone so young after only ten days. I must admit that I am perplexed.”


  Baron Middleton threw his pipe on the floor, scattering the ashes all over the carpet.


  “Oh, so you’re perplexed? Is this all you have to say, Dr. Grant? Perplexed! My nephew is dying because of your incompetence, and you’re standing here, perplexed!”


  Breaking all the rules of etiquette that forbade casual physical contact between a lord and a commoner, Tom took the baron by the elbow and pulled him towards the door.


  “I beg you, my lord,” he spoke in a loud whisper, “let us take this conversation outside of the patient’s room. He mustn’t hear us talk like that. We don’t want to frighten him.”


  To Tom’s surprise, Baron Middleton complied and walked out of the room.


  “So?” he asked when they were standing in the hallway. “Is this, plainly speaking, a death sentence?”


  “Not necessarily, my lord. There have been cases of patients recovering from pneumonia. Given Eddie’s youth and overall health, I say that he has a fair chance of recovering.”


  “And ‘fair chance’ in your definition would be—”


  “One out of three...”


  Baron Middleton nodded silently, as if the doctor’s answer had left him satisfied, then leaned against the windowsill, looking outside at the front yard illuminated by lanterns. It appeared that he was waiting for someone.


  Tom interpreted his employer’s silence as a sign that the conversation was over and headed back into the patient’s room. Suddenly he heard Baron Middleton’s voice.


  “Not another step in that direction!”


  “But my lord, the patient needs my services.”


  “You must be joking! You don’t honestly believe that my nephew is still your patient, now do you? This family has had enough of you already. You are not to come near him. Understand? I’ve already sent for my attorney.”


  “What for, my lord?”


  “Consider our contract terminated. I’ll take you to court regardless of the outcome. If my nephew survives, you’ll be tried for negligence. If he doesn’t survive, you’ll be tried for murder. If I were in your position, Dr. Grant, I would start praying. Oh, that’s right—you don’t pray! Of course, you are a man of science. How could I forget that? Atheism has become quite fashionable, hasn’t it? And to think that I trusted you with my family’s health! At any rate, Dr. Grant, consider your medical career over. I’ll make sure that you’ll never maim another gentleman.”
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  Eddie did not die. Nevertheless, Tom did lose his medical license. Baron Middleton carried out his intentions.


  Tom’s colleagues from Cambridge did not say a word in his defense, for doctors are not distinguished for solidarity. More than that, they gloated in silence. It pleased them to see a rival, especially such an arrogant one, crumbled to dust before the judicial system. Still, they marveled at how calmly Tom handled his dethronement. He neither denied his guilt nor gave apologies to his former patron. He did not attempt to clear his name and resurrect his career from ashes. Did he find his punishment just? Or was he relieved at heart to leave the world of high medicine? Nobody knew. Tom did not stay around to satisfy the curiosity of his malevolent colleagues. Immediately after the trial, he gathered his books and vanished without a word of farewell.


  Years later Tom’s colleagues learned that he had settled in Bermondsey, Southwark on the southern shore of the Thames. He had bought a small tavern, the Golden Anchor, where Counter Lane turned into Stones Street, just behind a timber yard, with a brewery rising majestically to the left and a warehouse to the right.


  Tom found himself in most agreeable company. The men who frequented his tavern were quiet and withdrawn. They did not attempt to strike a conversation with him. They came, ordered drinks, paid, and left. If they ever talked it was only to each other, in their jargon peculiar to their profession, on topics pertaining to their trade, which left Tom relieved and grateful.


  Even after years of catering to sailors and longshoremen, his speech remained formal and proper. He never adopted the lexicon of his customers. And even though he did not openly advertise his Cambridge schooling, it very quickly became apparent to his customers that he was not a native of Bermondsey.


  Tom sported a thick, short-cropped, impeccably groomed beard, like most men in the medical profession, while his customers shaved their entire faces or did not shave at all—mustaches were favored by attorneys and merchants. Tom wore white shirts with gray tweed vests, while his customers wore wool sweaters and jerseys. In no way did he make it his goal to emphasize the difference between himself and his clientele. He simply did not want the clothes that had cost him so much money to go to waste. He had purchased his entire wardrobe at an exclusive men’s boutique in London, shortly after signing the contract with Baron Middleton. Tom hated going to stores and trying on clothes, so he decided to complete this unpleasant task in one day and never have to go back to that store for as long as he lived. That day he had spent his advance in its entirety. Now those shirts were the only reminder of his life as a private physician. Made of thin yet sturdy linen, they never lost their presentable appearance. They did not even require ironing. Tom always looked as polished as if he had a wife who took care of his wardrobe.


  As soon as he came into some spare money, he bought a bathtub and installed it in the tiny hovel between the kitchen and the storage room. It was an odd location for a bathroom, but Tom did not have too much space at his disposal, and he could not give up this element of civilization. At Lord Middleton’s estate he could soak in the bathtub for hours, with a glass of twenty-year old brandy in his hand. Alas, those days were gone. For the first time in his life Tom experienced a brush with filth. Until then he had a very vague idea of what that word meant. One fine day he discovered infected sores on his knuckles and dark semicircles under his fingernails. As it turns out, dirt stuck to gentlemen as it did to the poor. Who would have thought? The building that housed the Golden Anchor tavern was one of the few that had plumbing, but Tom did not trust the water in the old pipes. God only knew what kind of disease those pipes harbored. So Tom fetched the water from the pump across the street. He did not always have the patience to heat the water, so he took cold baths. At first he would grind his teeth, but eventually he grew accustomed to the frigid temperature.


  Tom’s customers sensed that he was molded from a somewhat different sort of clay and did not try to spark a conversation with him. They returned to the Golden Anchor tavern because the glasses there were clean, and the beer tasted like it had not been diluted. Too many bartenders were guilty of diluting their beer with water and mixing in salt to cover up for the machination. An honest bartender a precious rarity.


  With each passing year Tom’s link with the outside world grew weaker. Once having abandoned civilization, he did not long to return to it. He rarely wandered far from the Golden Anchor. The events outside of Bermondsey did not interest him. He heard vague rumors of the unrest in Westminster, of the Reform Bill riots in 1832, then of the terrible fire that destroyed the Parliament building in 1834. When yet another bit of disconcerting information reached him, he would only shrug his shoulders. He even hung a sign on the door of his tavern saying: “Abandon all news.” Apparently, it was intended as an allusion to Dante’s Inferno. Tom took pride in his own wit, even though he knew that the overwhelming majority of his customers could not read. They responded to large pictures, not written words. Still, Tom hung that Dante-inspired sign, not as much for his customers as for himself.


  He grew savage by degrees, but did it with so much elegance and dignity that would have earned the approval of his former colleagues. Naturally, he was his own harshest critic. Excessive self-criticism is the flip side of arrogance. Sometimes he looked in the mirror and saw a creature resembling a famished bear.


  He had retained his right to wear the doctor’s title, since his degree in philosophy was never revoked. Philosophers are not subjects to lawsuits.


  4


  In the autumn of 1838 Tom did the unthinkable—he took in a dog. No, he did not grow bored with his solitude. In fact, he savored it more than ever. He needed a dog not for companionship but for protection. That quarter where he lived was becoming more and more restless. The industrial expansion was doing its dirty work. Once a quiet port district, Bermondsey was turning into a first-class slum. The large barracks that once served as warehouses were filling with factory workers and their families. More and more unattended children roamed the streets, looking for some food to steal.


  The same year the first railroad opened, connecting Southwark to Deptford. That latest advancement created even more opportunities for criminals. They broke into the carts and stole goods. One time a band of robbers sequestered a train, killed the driver and scavenged the cargo.


  On some nights, gunshots were heard. Tom himself did not own a gun, because civilians were prohibited from carrying firearms, and Tom was not the one to tempt the law. There was no shortage of homeless pups in Bermondsey, but none of them corresponded to his ideal. After a long and fruitless search, Tom went to a guard dog breeder and presented his demands:


  “I need a male dog that looks like a wolf. He must be large and strong but not overly gluttonous, loyal but not affectionate. He must be capable of mauling a man to death, but this man mustn’t be me. Do you think you can help me?”


  The breeder nodded and left for the kennel. A few minutes later he reappeared carrying a six-week old puppy.


  “What are you showing me?” Tom asked in indignation. “I requested a dog, and you bring me a slobbering muff with eyes.”


  “Oh, this one is certainly no muff,” the breeder assured him. “This little one will grow up to weight over a hundred pounds. Just look at the size of his paws. He’s a mix of shepherd, husky and Irish wolfhound. You couldn’t ask for a more fitting mix. With that gray fur, arched back and long legs he’ll have that menacing wolfish look that you’re after. You’ll see it when the pup matures.”


  Still skeptical, Tom kept frowning.


  “How long must I wait for him to mature?”


  “He should reach his full size in a year.”


  “But I don’t have a whole year! I need a dog immediately.”


  “I’m afraid I can’t help you then, Dr. Grant. If I give you a grown dog with the same lineage, I can’t promise that he won’t gobble you up. Grown dogs do not take well to new masters.”


  Tom sighed heavily, torn between squeamishness and necessity. The breeder noticed his hesitation and, being a skilled salesman, applied some pressure on his customer.


  “If I were in your shoes, Dr. Grant, I’d take this pup today, for tomorrow he might not be here. Times are restless, as you know, and guard dogs are in demand. Every day men like you stop by my kennel and ask for the same thing. This pup is the last one of the litter, and I’m not sure when I’ll have another one like that. You’ll have to wait another three or four months.”


  Tom reflected for another minute or so, then slapped his pocket and muttered:


  “Ah, I don’t suppose I have a choice. I’ll take him.”


  The breeder wrapped the whimpering pup in a blanket and handed him over to the new master.


  “He’s all yours now, Dr. Grant. He’ll serve you well.”


  It took Tom six months to name his new companion. After much soul-searching, he christened the pup Nero. The name suited the dog’s pedigree, and there were no other dogs in Bermondsey by that name. Nero turned out to be much too affectionate and playful for Tom’s taste, but his menacing looks compensated for his irritating habits like putting his paws on his master’s shoulders and licking his face. Each time the dog greeted him in this manner Tom would draw back and cringe. He could not force himself to pet the dog, and he did not have the heart to kick him either. He did, however, talk to the dog on occasion.


  “Ah, Nero, what a shame it is that you aren’t stuffed with pine shavings. Then you would make an ideal companion. I vaguely remember this fable by some Danish story-teller. What is his name? Andersen, I believe. He wrote this fable about a princess who chose a fake rose and a fake bird over the real ones. I must admit, as much as I dislike princesses, I sympathize with that one. Andersen painted her a fool, but I understand her logic. There is an element of immortality in all things artificial. Is misanthropy compatible with medical profession? A bit of impartiality is healthy and helpful to a doctor. But my attitude towards the human body goes beyond mere impartiality. The human body repulses and disgusts me. As a medical student, I shuddered at the thought of having to touch flesh someday. I find illustrations of the human body far more interesting than the body itself.


  “It’s all for the best that I lost my license. It was liberation from my father’s ambitions. Poor Papa thought that the sound of gold coins would cure me of my misanthropy. He even sold his summer cottage just to send me to Cambridge. He should look at me now! I haven’t written to him in years. I don’t even know whether or not he’s still alive. Damn, what an ungrateful bastard I am after all. This is precisely why I’ll never have children of my own. I cringe at the thought that they might treat me the way I treated my own father.


  “Still, I consider myself fortunate. All I lost was my license. What is it but a piece of paper? One century ago I could have lost my freedom. Two centuries ago I could have lost limbs. Lord Middleton treated me with all the imaginable softness, for which he will be rewarded in the next life. At times I do miss certain things about his estate—the balcony view, the smell of the library. But there is so much turtle soup a man can eat. Even £500 with all additional privileges won’t suffice to make me love my work. I’ll never grow accustomed to the sight of human flesh. Between us, the degree in philosophy that I earned on a whim brought me far more satisfaction than my degree in medicine. I have come to the conclusion that I am neither a fighter nor a lover but a thinker. Oh, if only there was a way to turn off all bodily functions below the neck and keep the head alone alive! My greatest ambition is to stretch out on a sofa with my eyes closed and ponder the mysteries of the universe.”


  Nero sneezed and began scratching behind his ear.


  “Ah, you’re a creature after my own heart,” Tom said. “You surely know how to relax in style. I swear, if you weren’t walking on four legs, I’d gladly share my laudanum with you. But this vile potion is only fit for a vile species like humans.”


  Laudanum was Tom’s latest discovery. He bought pure opium from a local apothecary and then diluted it with alcohol himself, gradually increasing the doses. The addictive properties of opiates were not publicized in those days. Laudanum treated every conceivable ailment, from headache, to chronic cough, to unsteady nerves. Mothers gave it to their infant children to soothe the teething pains. The concoction was fairly cheap, and just about anyone could afford it in small amounts. One ounce cost as much as a pint of beer. Tom, who took laudanum mainly to alleviate stress, did not understand at once why each time he needed more and more of the key ingredient in the concoction to achieve the same result. Eventually a thought occurred to him to chart down his doses and symptoms accompanying the withdrawal afterwards.


  “My body is taking well to the substance,” he concluded. “Opium is becoming my second air.”
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  Tom continued to astonish himself. He started a journal in which he chronicled the most excruciating deaths of the English aristocracy. This gem was called “England on Deathbed.”


  As much as he claimed to abhor the human body, Tom paid curiously close attention to most gruesome details. The entries were not organized in any particular order. Tom recorded them as he pulled them from his memory. Maladies of the aristocrats were property of the medical community, but none of the doctors had thought of compiling those horrors into an anthology. Sadly, the manuscript had never been finished, and its draft had not survived. However, here is a small exert from it, just to give the reader an idea of how Dr. Grant spent his leisure.


  His Lordship Nathaniel Ryder, 1st Baron Harrowby, who had served as Deputy Lieutenant of Staffordshire and Lincolnshire, died in 1803 at the age of sixty-seven. One fine evening he was eating supper with his family, when a fish bone became lodged in his throat, close to the esophagus. At first he thought nothing of it. But the fish bone began rotting away, enflaming the soft tissues around his breathing organs, leaving His Lordship gasping for air, until he suffocated.


  Henry Bridgeman, 1st Baron Bradford, who graduated from Cambridge with a degree in law, known for his otherwise robust health, stepped on a rusty nail and developed gangrene. Under the supervision of Dr. Holt, the family surgeon, Mr. Greyrock, amputated Lord Bradford’s leg up to the knee, but that failed to stop the gangrene, so the surgeon was forced to repeat the operation, amputating the remains of the leg to the hip, which caused the patient to die of blood loss. He was seventy-five years old.


  His Majesty King William IV, former Duke of Clarence, weighed close to two hundred and thirty pounds at the time of his death. His liver swelled and his midsection expanded to the point where he could not button any of his garments. His skin and the whites of his eyes turned more yellow than his hair had once been. He vomited bile daily.


  Henry Phipps, 1st Earl of Mulgrave, a graduate of Eton College and the Middle Temple, a personal friend of William Pitt the Younger, died in April 7, 1831 after being bit by one of his own hunting dogs that had rabies. His jaws locked, with white foam pouring out of his mouth. His eyes remained widely open, with pupils rolled back. After seeing her master in such a pitiful condition, the pregnant maid fainted and miscarried.


  Lord Lyndon Helmsley, Baron Hungerton, a former Oxford professor and a friend of the late King William IV, died in 1831 at the age of forty-one. Unexplained bruises began appearing all over his body. Tight lumps swelled under his chin and around his neck. His nose, ears and gums began bleeding. The family physician officially attributes Lord Hungerton’s death to a rare infection of the blood, although the late Lord himself had accused his enemies of having poisoned him. Also, it is rumored that the Lord suffered from insanity. What else can explain his sudden republican sentiments?


  Tom chronicled those abominations because they were no longer of his concern. He purposely wrote in English instead of Latin, because “England on Deathbed” was not a piece of medical literature. It was merely a gloating journal. Tom was not mocking the patients whose sufferings he described. He was mocking his former colleagues and the entire medical profession, from the safety of his exile.


  Part II


  The Blizzard


  (Bermondsey, January 1839)
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  The inhabitants of Bermondsey never forgot that blizzard in January of 1839, when three feet of snow dumped on them overnight. The muddy slum turned into a sparkling desert. Shops and taverns remained closed for several days.


  The Golden Anchor stood empty. Tom knew he was losing business, but it pleased him to have the whole tavern to himself. He had just finished his customary dose of laudanum and made himself comfortable in his armchair in front of the fireplace, holding an enormous medical encyclopedia on his lap. He was not reading, only flipping the pages.


  “How I wish that time would stop more frequently,” he said to Nero. “We’re captives of the storm. Not that I mind this temporary imprisonment. We have the entire tavern at our disposal. I don’t envy those wretches in the working houses who tread over each other’s heads.”


  Suddenly, Nero growled. His lean body tensed up. The fur on his back stood up.


  Tom reached out and placed his hand on the dog’s head. It was the first time he had initiated physical contact with the animal.


  “Hush. It’s only a blizzard.”


  The dog fixed his grey eyes at the window and growled louder.


  “Hush,” Tom repeated, tightening his fingers around the nape of dog’s neck. “There’s nobody out there.”


  But Nero grew more restless.


  Reluctantly, Tom stood up from his chair, approached the window, lifted the curtain, and looked outside. The streets were empty.


  “Well, what did I tell you? Who’d be out on a night like this?”


  On the sidewalk, illuminated dimly by a snow-covered lantern, he suddenly saw fresh footprints and a few dark-red spots on the snow. There could be no doubt that it was blood. Hastily, Tom closed the curtains and drew back, away from the window.


  “Nero!” he called in a loud whisper. “Stay close to me.”


  A few seconds later he heard strange noises coming from the cellar below. It was the sound of breaking glass followed by the sound of tipping furniture.


  Nero jumped up and placed his paws on the door leading into the basement. There was no doubt that someone had broken into the cellar.


  Tom caught the dog by the collar.


  “Damnation… That’s just what we need on a night like this.”


  The noises subsided, but Nero continued growling and pulling in the direction of the cellar.


  “I have a dog with me!” Tom shouted to the intruder. “A vicious dog, that’ll rip your throat!”


  It had not occurred to him to say that he had a gun. Even in the face of danger he remained pathologically honest.


  Restraining the dog with one hand and holding a lantern with another, Tom descended the staircase.


  He was already half-way down, when the cellar door that he had intended to keep open suddenly slammed shut behind his back. Spooked by the loud sound, Nero darted downward, and Tom’s fingers slipped off the collar. With one leap the dog covered the entire flight of stairs.


  “Turn back, Nero!” Tom shouted.


  But it was too late. The dog’s suspicious growling turned into ferocious barking. It sounded as if he had cornered the intruder.


  The lantern produced just enough light for Tom to see three feet around him.


  The ground level window was shattered, with snow blowing inside the cellar. Several caskets were tipped over. From behind one of them Tom saw a foot in a torn shoe. The foot kept twitching. Tom kicked the empty casket aside and gasped. He saw a child, a boy around ten, lying in a pool of spilled beer and his own blood, covering his face with his hands, blood dripping between his fingers.


  Fighting back the terror and disgust, Tom moved the boy’s hands away from his face. What he saw was a swollen discolored mass. The boy’s right cheek was pierced through, the left corner of his mouth torn and the bridge of his nose broken.


  Seeing his condition, Tom shook off his own stupor. Eventually, the Hippocratic Oath, which he had never denounced, triumphed over squeamishness. The doctor in him triumphed over the misanthrope. Tom gave his shoulder for the boy to lean on and dragged him upstairs.


  “Not much of a surgery room. We’ll have to be content with what’s at our disposal.” He seated the boy in the armchair, placed a rolled-up towel under his neck and covered him with a blanket. “Keep awake,” he ordered and clapped his hands before the boy’s eyes. “Don’t slip away just yet.”


  The boy heard everything but saw nothing, as his eyelids were swollen shut.


  “You’re not a gentleman by any chance, are you?” Tom asked suddenly, not expecting an answer. “I pray to God that you aren’t, for otherwise my hands are tied. You see, I’m not allowed to butcher gentlemen. But you aren’t one of them, are you? I didn’t think so. I suppose, I ought to introduce myself. I am Thomas Grant, doctor of medicine and philosophy, master of history and literature. That explains why I am poor. And what is your excuse? Don’t talk now. You can tell me all about it later. And this is my surgeon, Mr. Frasier.”


  And Tom gestured to his left, where his assistant had usually stood. The boy could not see that Tom was pointing to an empty space.


  “Mr. Frasier is the best surgeon in London,” Tom continued. “He and I had worked for Baron Middleton. I never go anywhere without Mr. Frasier. My brain isn’t much good without his hands. You’re lucky to have the best practitioners at your service. Now, if we could only procure proper anesthesia…”


  The only substance in Tom’s cabinet was opium with valerian root extract. To his embarrassment, he could not even remember how old and how concentrated the concoction was. His former colleagues would be horrified to learn that he even considered using opiates for anesthetic purposes. Not that their opinion mattered to Tom. He had nothing better at his disposal. His task was to find a way to sedate the patient without killing him. If he gave him too little of the substance, the boy would feel every stitch. A drop too much – and the boy would not wake up. It was either pain shock or poisoning.


  Tom squeezed the boy’s jaws and poured the content of the bottle under his tongue.


  “I shall count to ten. Just follow my voice. Think of nothing else.”


  By the count of seven the boy stopped trembling. His body became limp. By the count of ten he was asleep.


  Tom fetched his surgical kit which had been without use for almost ten years.


  “Look at this, Mr. Frasier!” he exclaimed indignantly. “These tools are ancient. How are we expected to operate with them? Not that we have a choice.”


  Tom filled a pot with a mixture of water and vinegar and put it on the stove to boil. When the first bubbles started rising, he dumped the contents of his surgical kit in the pot. One of his classmates had told him that this trick was proven to reduce infection. Then he took a piece of soap and a brush, and began scrubbing his own hands, every now and then throwing grim glances at the unconscious boy.


  “Write this down, Mr. Frasier,” he continued muttering. “We have before us a ten-year old male, with multiple through wounds to the face, a fractured jaw, crushed cartilage on the septum. Are you writing all of this down? A fine task we have before us, sewing soft tissues on a patient who is still growing. The bone structure is changing. He should be thankful that it happened in winter. The cold will prevent gangrene. If it happened in the summer time, his face would rot away.”


  Soon the instruments were ready. Tom pulled them out from the boiling water with pincers and laid them out on a clean towel. The very sight of the shining metal gave him chills.


  He desperately needed another dose of sedatives before he could get to work, but there was no more opium left. He had given the last drops to the boy. So Tom opened a bottle of whiskey. Alcohol by far was not the best substitute for laudanum, but Tom had no other choice.


  Once his hands stopped shaking, he rolled up his sleeves and cracked his knuckles methodically one by one.


  “Mr. Frasier,” he said, “you are the religious one between us two. Say a prayer for both of us.”


  2


  Examining the results of his work, Tom felt the presence of his fellow-graduates from Cambridge. They gathered to gloat, his enviers. He heard the rustling of their morning coats behind his back, the hissing and the smug hums.


  Ha-ha, what a riot, gentlemen! Behold Tommy Grant! Sewing up paupers, sprinkling them with opium and vinegar. A splendid career indeed. His parents would implode of shame. Serves him right. May he know his place.


  What time was it? Tom was not watching the clock. He was only thankful that the patient did not awaken in the middle of the procedure. Had the boy as much as twitched, Tom would have lost his composure, and there would have been two unconscious bodies instead of one. Still, it was too early to tell whether the worst was behind.


  Tom sank into in a chair across from his mysterious patient.


  “I hope I wasn’t overly generous with opium,” he muttered. “Who knows what dosage is appropriate for a child? I’m no apothecary. Now the little urchin sleeps away. What if he doesn’t wake up? What will I do then? The last thing I need...”


  Finally, the boy began to stir. He opened and closed his fist a few times, as if trying to grasp something. Tom stood up from the chair and felt the child’s pulse. It was weak but steady. His knee twitched, and his bandaged head rolled from side to side.


  Tom realized he should feel pride from watching his patient return to life, but he could not shake the anxiety at the prospect of the inevitable explanation. What is the most tactful way to explain to a terrified and disoriented child that he would probably be disfigured for the rest of his life? Tom felt just as ill at ease with words as he did with medical instruments.


  The boy opened his eyes, as widely as the swelling allowed, brought his trembling hands up to his face and palpated the bandages.


  “No touching,” Tom said, shaking his index finger. “And no talking. Don’t open your mouth or move your jaw. You won’t be able to eat or drink for the next few days. But I suppose, you’ve gone for days without food before, so it shouldn’t be too much of a strain. Don’t turn your head abruptly. Don’t let your chin touch your chest. Otherwise, the stitches will pop, and I’ll have to repeat this pleasant procedure, this time without any anesthetics. I wasted my last drop of opium on you, and the apothecary is out of town and won’t return for another three weeks. I’ll sit here like an idiot, without my favorite treat.”


  The boy slowly moved his hands away from his face.


  “You really inconvenienced me tonight,” Tom went on. “The only thing I hate more than the sight of blood is the feeling of it between my fingers. Each case of battery is unique. There is no standard treatment protocol. And you have every conceivable type of fracture and laceration. I must say, whoever did this to you, clearly meant to present me with an utmost challenge. I was able to drain the blood from your sinus cavity and reset the fractured bones. The lower jaw should heal with no trouble. I couldn’t do much about the crushed nasal cartilage. You might have some difficulty breathing through your nose for the rest of your life. Now, moving onto the more complicated part of the procedure… I did my best to reconstruct the soft tissues, though I can’t vouch for the result. We’ll have to wait and see. You can most definitely expect some permanent scarring, partial loss of sensation in the skin and distortion of the muscles. Are you following me at all?”


  The boy only understood about one third of what the stern doctor said, but he nodded.


  “Don’t nod!” Tom yelled at him. “What did I tell you? Don’t use your head. I mean, use your head for thinking. Use your hands for answering questions. If you mean to say ‘yes’ then raise your right hand, and if you mean to say ‘no’ then raise your left hand. Understood?”


  The boy raised his right hand timidly.


  “Splendid! Now that you are fully awake, and we have established a code of communication, you can indulge my curiosity and answer a few questions. There is someone here to see you.”


  Tom opened the door and made a beckoning gesture.


  “Officer McLean, my patient is ready for the interrogation.”


  In came the constable, escorted by two peelers. Together they were a quite daunting sight, all three measuring close to six foot in height, as the regulations of the time demanded. Their heavy wool cloaks worn over blue tailcoats made them look even broader. In this apparel these men spent their lives, because the law demanded that all police officers wear their uniforms even while off duty. They worked seven days a week for the extravagant sum of one pound, which amounted to about fifty pounds a year, discounting an unpaid vacation. Naturally, these pleasant working conditions brought out the best in these men. Top all that with lovely weather, and it would not be difficult to imagine the expressions on their faces.


  At the sight of the police the boy trembled and backed into the chair, moaning.


  “Don’t fret,” Tom reassured him. “I’m not ready to hand you over to the authorities just yet, at least, not until you’ve repaid me for all the troubles. Officer McLean is not here to arrest you. He’s here to help you—if you are willing to cooperate. You ought to thank him for his intervention, as not every policeman will dirty his hands with the likes of you. Officer McLean is a conscientious law-keeper. He was making rounds even on a night like this, through snowdrifts. I spotted him on Stone Street and invited him in. He was kind enough to respond, because he is so dedicated to keeping Bermondsey a safe place for honest, hard-working citizens. What happened to you was clearly no accident. Someone worked you over wholeheartedly. Was it someone you knew?”


  The boy lifted his right hand. Tom turned to the constable.


  “Write that down, Officer McLean. The victim knew the attacker.”


  Then he turned back to the boy.


  “Do you know where this man can be found?”


  The boy repeated the gesture with his right hand.


  “Very well,” Tom concluded. “At least we are gathering some facts. At least, the police did not come for nothing. Now tell us, are there other victims?”


  The boy’s eyes widened, as if he had suddenly remembered something. He did not raise his hand this time. He pushed into the arms of the chair, trying to stand up.


  “Where are you rushing?” Tom asked him. “The interrogation is far from over.”


  But the boy was already on his feet. He tried making a step and wavered immediately, holding his chest and throat.


  “Ah, here come the dry heaves,” Tom commented calmly, as if he had seen hundreds of such cases. “A very common side effect of anesthesia. Be thankful that your stomach was empty. Vomiting would cause the stitches to burst. You’ll notice that as the effects of the drug wear off, the nausea will subside, and your head will become clearer, but the pain, unfortunately
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