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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The first Sunday of January of 1907 was so bitterly cold that icicles were hanging from the watering trough spouts in front of Mr. Fuller’s house, and the sanitation men had resorted to chipping, rather than scooping, the manure from the street. I barely felt the chill, however, as I walked east across town, warmed by long-simmering anticipation. The months of preparation were finally over. Today, my experiment would begin.

      I crossed Park Avenue and started down the hill toward the river, rehearsing my opening remarks. The thing was to appear confident but not aloof. My age and sex would be obstacles enough; I didn’t want my subjects to think me unsympathetic. I realized that my shoulders had crept up under my ears and pulled them back down. My research was sound, my subjects exactly as I had specified. The project would be a success.

      I was rephrasing my introduction for what seemed the hundredth time, and had quite lost track of my surroundings, when the screech of a train announced I had crossed into the tenement district. I glanced up to see the El tracks looming ahead of me over Third Avenue and, behind them, the clock tower of the Hell Gate Brewery, looking like an old Bavarian church steeple, except for the two intersecting beer barrels at its apex. As if on cue, a wagon piled high with empty saloon kegs crashed down the hill behind me and sped past into the intersection, its uppermost barrels missing the El girders by inches.

      I followed it across and turned south on the opposite corner, inhaling the pungent aroma of malt and hops. As a child, I’d overheard Nanny tell my brother’s nursemaid that you could get drunk just by sniffing the air when they were kegging the beer at the Yorkville breweries. I’d been quite struck by the notion, and although my earnest attempts to prove it never bore fruit, I had been sure that, with the right technique, it could be accomplished; for I’d always believed that in the strange, polyglot neighborhoods that thrived just blocks from my home, all manner of magic was possible. And now, I thought with a hitch in my pulse, if everything went as I hoped, I just might work some magic here myself.

      I was halfway down the block when I noticed the gang of street urchins huddled in front of Griesel’s Market. My pace slowed as I found myself searching for the little blond boy I’d seen before Christmas, when the local Tammany men had been handing out free turkeys and tobacco on the corner. The shop door opened to spit out a customer, and the boys stepped into the warm draft. I saw him then, standing near the wall in a sleeveless coat and knickers a size too small. I felt the same catch in my breath, the same tug in my gut as before. With the uncanny perception of his kind he sensed me watching and looked up. His expression shifted from alarmed, to wary, to calculating.

      He trotted toward me and stretched out his cap. “Spare a penny, miss?” he asked, limpid brown eyes gazing up at me from under a fringe of dirty, oat-colored hair.

      Brown eyes, not blue. Chin a little too pointed; mouth a shade too full. I fumbled in my purse for some change and dropped it in.

      “Bless you, miss.” Scooping up the coins with red-tipped fingers, he bobbed his head and ran back to join the others.

      I continued to the end of the block and across the street, stepping cautiously through the rutted ice in the intersection. On the other side, I turned to look back. But the gang had already drifted up the street, and I could no longer see the little boy in their midst.

      Forcing his gaunt face from my mind, I turned and continued east along Eighty-Eighth Street, passing row after row of drab brick tenements until at last the Holy Trinity Church and Mission bloomed into view on my right. I stopped and gazed up at the soaring, golden-hued bell tower. The complex was Serena Rhinelander’s latest gift to the city’s exploding ranks of immigrants, built on what had once been her grandfather’s summer estate. Designed in the belief that beautiful architecture could raise both the spirits and the morals of its beholders, it was a startling oasis amid the desert of brick tenements, with its elegant facades, arched cloisters, and parklike grounds set luxuriously back from the street. As I started down the path to the parish house, I heard organ music wafting through the open outer doors of the church, where the second morning service was underway. I glanced up again at the bell tower, seeing in its exuberant design a symbol of hope and strength. Armed with the first and praying for the second, I continued up the steps, under the arches, and through the doors of St. Christopher House.
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        * * *

      

      Spreading my notes on the pockmarked desk that Reverend Palmers had filched for me from an upstairs Sunday school room, I cleared my throat and addressed the five women seated before me. “Good morning. I’m Dr. Genevieve Summerford.” I smiled at the grim-faced woman directly opposite, but received only a ferocious blink in response. “I’m sure you’re all curious to know why the Reverend sent you here,” I went on, “so let me put your minds to rest. You’re here because he believes I can help you.”

      Still no softening in the wary faces. I glanced around the room, wishing I could have offered them more inviting surroundings. The spot in the parish hall basement had sounded perfect when the Reverend described it, but it was, in fact, far too large for our little group, a cold and shadowy cavern rather than the intimate space I’d always imagined. The flimsy wood partition that separated us from the adjacent kitchen did little to mute the sound of settlement volunteers preparing lunch, and even less to staunch the scent of warming rolls and beef stew that had been slowly infiltrating the room. I knew the women were only here because they’d been told they had to come, if they wanted their free tonics and powders to continue. The mouthwatering smells from next door seemed a taunting reminder of this price of admission, so grudgingly paid.

      The next line of my notes read “Things in common—terrible loss.” Terrible loss. The words suddenly seemed so inadequate. They suggested something measurable, something outside of oneself, when the losses these women had suffered seemed to have penetrated their very cells, keeping their pasts alive and contentment forever out of reach. Suddenly, an unbidden image broke into my own mind: a small boy lying nestled in white satin, holding a lily to his chest with a waxen hand. As if it were yesterday, I saw the unnatural pink of his cheeks, and smelled the flower’s reek, and felt again the desperate conviction that if I could just take that lily from his lifeless fingers and hold it in my own, I could make things right again.

      I straightened my note pages, blinking the words back into focus. Looking up, I continued in what I believed was a reasonably steady voice, “You have been chosen for this program because you have two very important things in common. First, you have all suffered a terrible loss. Second, you are all experiencing physical symptoms that have no identifiable cause. I believe the two are related. I also believe that, with the proper treatment, you can make your symptoms go away.”

      One of the women raised her hand.

      “Mrs. Miner?”

      “There must be some mistake,” she said. “I already have a doctor. I can’t think why the Reverend asked me to come.”

      Four years ago, Elizabeth Miner’s infant son had suffocated in his crib sheets while she was taking a bath. Her husband, a longshoreman, had deserted her soon after. Since the child’s death, Elizabeth had been attending church three or four times a week. According to the Reverend, she’d also become prey to headaches and stomach pains having no apparent cause. Customers at Braun’s Meats, the family butcher shop where she worked, reported that her moods had become increasingly unpredictable as well, veering between melancholia and an apparent oblivion to her son’s death.

      “I’m not an ordinary sort of doctor,” I told her. “I don’t bring down fevers or set broken bones. I treat a different kind of injury.” I glanced across the row of taut faces. “Injuries to the mind.”

      The tension in the room was suddenly so thick I could have walked to the door without touching the floor. I might as well have said I was going to commit them all to Bellevue. I leaned toward them, determined to make them understand, eager to share the secrets that modern science had revealed. “You see, we’ve recently discovered that brain cell activity can be altered by painful life events. When a person has suffered a shocking loss, as each of you has, alterations in the brain can produce physical symptoms—things like dyspepsia or headache or rash. Just the sorts of things,” I added pointedly, “that have been plaguing all of you.”

      Mrs. Miner’s hands were twisting in her lap, while Florence Bruckner, who’d been having bouts of gastralgia ever since her husband swallowed a fatal dose of carbolic acid, had picked up her handbag and was glancing toward the door.

      “I’m not suggesting that your pains are imaginary,” I hastened to add. “The fact that a stomach pain or a headache originates in the mind doesn’t make it any less real. But it does make it more difficult to treat. We can’t do it with pills or surgery. The only way to cure it is through the power of the rational mind. It takes a combination of knowledge and will.”

      Willpower from the patient, “persuasion” from the doctor. That was where I came in. I had only to convince them through the power of my doctoral authority that they could be healed, and those symptoms would disappear. As Dr. Cassell had put it: Firm authority coupled with appeal to reason will effect the cure. I’d seen it work where baths and massage and electric shock had failed. And I hoped—no, I knew—that I could make it work here.

      I leaned toward them over the desktop. “I know you believe that your suffering must set you apart forever, but you’re wrong. You can stop the pain, if you let me show you the way.”

      I thought I saw longing to believe blooming in their faces. Elizabeth Miner’s hands had grown quiet in her lap. Florence was glancing cautiously, curiously at her neighbor, while Margaret Knapp had stopped plucking the cuff of her sleeve and was waiting intently for me to go on. Only Anna Kruger remained as before, glaring at me under her low-slung eyelids. I turned my attention to her. Anna, the daughter of a wealthy industrialist, had snuck out of her house one night ten years before to elope with a penniless suitor. As she was leaving her civil ceremony, she challenged her husband to a race across the street, then watched as he was struck and dragged to death by a streetcar. In the years that followed, according to the Reverend’s report, she’d become a habitué of Chinatown’s opium dens, fond of wearing Chinamen’s silks and a long, flowered braid. She was arrested once during a Pell Street raid, and again for dancing naked in East River Park, after which her parents washed their hands of her. Now, on her better days, when she wasn’t confined to bed by a mysteriously recurring rash, she typed and filed at the church office in return for a room over the parish hall.

      “The program is simple but effective,” I said, speaking directly to her. “Each week, I’ll present a lecture explaining in greater detail how thoughts and feelings can make people ill. After the lectures, you’ll each learn exercises to help you suppress your own self-defeating thinking and develop a more hopeful outlook.”

      Anna’s black eyebrows rose in inverted Vs against her mottled skin. “Are you suggesting we can just will ourselves to feel better?”

      “Well, yes, that’s the gist of it. I’m not saying it will be easy, but if you try, there’s every chance you’ll succeed.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “I’ve seen the program work for others,” I told her. “I know what it can do.”

      She waved an impatient hand through the air. “But how do you know it will work for us?”

      “I’ve read your clinic reports. What I’ve seen suggests that you’re all suitable candidates.”

      “You’ve read our reports?” She snorted. “Do you really think you can know a person from some report?”

      “Of course, it’s only a start. But I believe I know enough, yes.”

      She leaned toward me, her dark eyes flashing. “Then I suppose you know I’d rather have my nails torn out one by one than be told how to live by people like you.”

      I silently released my breath. Anna had been locked up twice in the state hospital on Ward’s Island; knowing the facilities there, I doubted her treatment had been an enlightened one. I could understand why she would view all doctors as enemies.

      “I don’t blame you for being skeptical,” I said evenly. “But I would ask that you keep an open mind.”

      “Skeptical?” She barked out a laugh. “Is that what you call it? I thought the word was ‘suicidal.’”

      I sat back, noting the brilliance of her eyes and the upward thrust of her chin. She seemed determined to bring things to a head. “Would you call yourself suicidal?” I asked.

      “You mean, do I think about dying? A dozen times a day.”

      I acknowledged this with a nod. “It doesn’t surprise me that you’d want to stop the pain.”

      “Doesn’t it, really?” Her eyebrows snapped together. “Maybe you’d like to watch me do it, then.” She reached into her skirt pocket and pulled out a thin, silver instrument. Her thumb pressed against the side, and a narrow, two-edged blade sprang out of the tip. The women on either side of her gasped and pulled back, scraping their chair legs over the floorboards. Anna turned her free arm over and raised it toward me. “I could do it right now,” she taunted, holding the blade over the exposed wrist. “That would be a certain cure, wouldn’t you say, Doctor?”

      A brittle silence had fallen over the room, so complete I could hear the stew pots simmering next door. I held her gaze, searching for her real intent. I didn’t see surrender in her eyes. I saw a woman who, if she was going down, would go fighting all the way—a proud woman in terrible pain, who didn’t know how to ask for help.

      “If you’ll give me a chance,” I said slowly, “I can show you a better way.”

      “What could you possibly have to say that would be of any use to me?” she asked with an angry toss of her head. “You don’t know what it’s like.” She pounded a fist against her breastbone, eyes glittering with tears. “You don’t know how it feels. You don’t know anything.”

      Murmurs of agreement fluttered through the room. Glancing at the others, I saw that if at first they had been frightened by Anna’s behavior, now they appeared to be coalescing around her words. I could see doubt hardening their faces, their willingness to believe withering under Anna’s scorn. My chance of helping them, of accomplishing what I’d worked so hard for, was vanishing before my eyes.

      I gripped my stack of notes. I couldn’t lose them now. I had to do something—anything—to gain their trust. I felt my mouth open, and heard myself say, “You’re wrong. I do know what you’re going through, because I’ve gone through it myself.”

      My words dangled in the air between us, causing me a prickle of anxiety. Psychotherapists weren’t supposed to reveal the details of their personal lives; they were supposed to lead by word, not example. But it was too late now to take it back. “I’ve lost someone too,” I repeated. “Someone very dear to me. I know what it’s like.”

      Anna studied me for a long, silent moment. At last, her chin lifted in the barest of nods. With a little sniff, she snapped the blade shut and dropped back against her seat.

      Their eyes all turned to me. I shuffled my notes, spilling some pages over the side of the desk in my agitation. Margaret bent to pick them up and handed them to me with a shy smile. I laid them on top of the pile, feeling off balance, aware of a shift in the room but unsure if it was for better or worse. “Well then, if there are no further questions, why don’t I begin today’s lecture…”

      Before anyone could raise a hand, I plunged into my prepared material, eager to be back on familiar ground. I’d worked long and hard on my first lecture, and it comforted me now like an old friend. My little slip couldn’t be fatal, I decided as I made my way through the outline, explaining how Mr. Darwin’s theory of species evolution applied to levels of complexity within the brain. The material spoke for itself. The women couldn’t help but be impressed and encouraged by what they’d heard.

      And yet, when the lunch bell rang and I finally laid down my notes, I could detect no visible signs of excitement among them, nor did a single hand go up when I opened the floor to questions. “No questions at all?” I asked, scanning their faces in concern. Where was the interest I’d seen earlier? I had barely brought the class to a close before they were rising from their chairs and heading for the open end of the partition.

      I stood and trotted alongside them. “Thank you for coming,” I called to their backs as they filed past. “I’ll see you again next Sunday!” As they disappeared into the lunch crowd gathering in the adjoining room, however, I couldn’t help wondering if I’d ever see any of them again.

      I turned slowly back into the room, trying to fathom what had gone wrong. Was it my disclosure that I had suffered too? By making myself one of them, had I compromised my position of authority? The possibility so consumed me that it was a moment before I realized I wasn’t alone.

      I pulled up short as I saw that Elizabeth Miner was still in her chair. Her head was bowed, and her hands were pressed to her eyes.

      “Mrs. Miner?” I walked over and sat beside her. “Mrs. Miner, are you alright?”

      She looked up with a sigh, wiping away a tear. “Please, call me Eliza.”

      “Of course, Eliza, but won’t you tell me why you’re crying?”

      “It’s just that I miss her so much.”

      “Miss who?”

      “My daughter.”

      I glanced toward the patient folders on my desk; I could have sworn it was a son who’d suffocated in the crib sheets. “You had a daughter?”

      “A beautiful baby girl,” she said with a quick sunburst of a smile. “I named her Joy.”

      I was certain the Reverend hadn’t mentioned a daughter. I supposed the child must have died before he’d arrived in the neighborhood. Which meant that this poor woman had lost not one child but two.

      “I think about her all the time,” she was saying. “Even though I know I shouldn’t.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Her eyes welled with more tears. “They wouldn’t even let me hold her,” she said. “They just wrapped her in a blanket and took her away.”

      I shook my head in silent sympathy.

      “They said it was for the best,” she went on, “that she’d have a much better home than I could provide.”

      I stopped shaking my head and stared at her. “You mean she didn’t… She wasn’t…”

      She waited, eyebrows knit, for me to finish.

      “Who said she’d have a better home?” I asked finally.

      “Why, the doctor. And the nurse who took her away.”

      “I see,” I said slowly. “How old were you when this happened?”

      She looked down at her lap. “Fifteen.”

      Fifteen, and they had taken the baby away. “I gather you weren’t married at the time.”

      She shook her head, staring at her knees, and mumbled something.

      “Excuse me?” I said, leaning closer.

      “The doctor said I was wicked to have had her,” she said, forcing out the words, “and that she needed to be raised in a decent home.”

      “A woman isn’t necessarily wicked because she becomes pregnant out of wedlock,” I said, a bit more heatedly than I’d intended. “It could just mean that she’s young and naive and trusting.”

      She made no reply, her face red with shame.

      I thought of all the hours she’d been spending in church, hours the Reverend and I had assumed were spent repenting the death of her son. Perhaps it was actually this first guilt she’d been punishing herself for—or perhaps the two were, in her mind, inextricably linked, the sinful conception of the first child having somehow brought about the loss of the second. It was the same old story, I thought irritably: a woman taking the blame for a man’s reckless satisfaction of his needs.

      Professor Bogard’s words echoed in my mind: It is important for the therapist to be aware of his own attitudes and prejudices to prevent them from intruding in his work with the patient. Oh, I was aware all right, I thought, reining my anger in. “Did you ever see your daughter again?” I asked.

      “No.” She looked up. “But I keep hoping that she’ll come find me.”

      “What would you say to her if she did?”

      Her tearstained face took on a soft glow. “I’d tell her that I never wanted to let her go, that I wanted to be her mother more than anything in the world. I’d tell her that from the minute I felt her moving inside me, I knew she was a gift from God.”

      It seemed to me I could still see traces of that innocent fifteen-year-old in her shining face. From the Reverend’s report, I knew that she’d been an only child whose father had died at a relatively young age and whose mother had been preoccupied with keeping the family store afloat. No wonder she had yearned for something of her own to love. I tried to imagine what it would be like to have a baby wrenched from you at birth—to be so filled with life one minute and so empty the next. I knew how strong the craving could be for just one more look, one more touch of a person who was lost to you forever. And they hadn’t even given Eliza a chance to say good-bye.

      “I told Dr. Hauptfuhrer that God wanted me to have her,” she went on, “but he said it was blasphemy to say so.”

      “Dr. Hauptfuhrer?” I repeated in surprise. He was a well-known physician in our part of town, attendant to some of the Upper East Side’s most prosperous families. “He delivered your baby?”

      She nodded.

      “And he arranged to give it away?”

      “Yes.”

      This struck me as very odd. Hauptfuhrer was a blood specialist of some renown. As far as I knew, he had no particular interest or training in obstetrics. “How did he come to be your physician?”

      “Mother met him at the German Hospital when she had her tonsils out.”

      I supposed he must have had staff privileges at the hospital and met her while performing his obligatory ward rounds. “Did he give you any papers to sign when he took the baby?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so. I don’t remember any.”

      “Well, did he at least tell you where she was going? To one of the city foundling asylums, perhaps?”

      “He said he couldn’t tell me. He said everything about the baby had to be a secret.”

      “Perhaps he told your mother. Did you ever ask her?”

      “I couldn’t. She was very angry with me. She said I must never mention Joy again, to her or to anyone else.”

      So not only had this poor woman suffered a devastating loss, I thought, but she had been forced to suffer it in silence, as well, without comfort from family or friends.

      She leaned toward me. “Do you think…” She hesitated.

      “What?” I prompted.

      “Do you think I should ask him?”

      “I’m sorry; should you ask who, what?”

      “Should I ask Dr. Hauptfuhrer where Joy is, the next time I see him?”

      I stared at her. “You don’t mean to say you still use him?”

      “Why, yes, I have to, for my headaches; he gives me the prescription. Of course, we never talk about what happened. But maybe this time… Oh, Doctor, do you think I should ask?”

      I knew what I ought to say. I ought to advise her to forget about the past. It was my job to help her suppress the guilty, unhappy thoughts that resided there and imagine a brighter future. But I couldn’t force the words to my lips. Because deep down, I didn’t believe that she should have to accept her loss. Surely no one had a right to take a mother’s child against her will—even if that mother was young, even if she had behaved foolishly. Eliza had a chance, a small chance but a chance nonetheless, of righting that injustice. Her son was gone forever. But her daughter was still alive, and conceivably living in the city. It might be possible for the two to establish relations.

      Of course, doing so would have repercussions; the sensibilities of the daughter and her adoptive family, if there was one, would have to be taken into account. But the idea of getting back someone you’d loved and lost—someone you blamed yourself for losing—held a powerful attraction for me. Part of me, the impulsive part, wanted to say, “Yes, Eliza, I think you should go to him straightaway and demand that he tell you what’s become of her. I believe you have every right to know.”

      But of course, I didn’t. Because I had learned not to listen to that part. It had taken me years, fighting against the grain, but I had at last reached the point where my rational intentions, and not my reckless impulses, were in charge. I asked instead, “Is that what you want to do?”

      “I’m not sure.” She frowned. “I do want to find her, more than anything, but…”

      “But?”

      “But what if I do, and it turns out she hates me?” she blurted out. “I don’t think I could bear it.”

      “Why would she hate you?”

      Her eyes swam with fresh tears. “She might think I gave her away because I didn’t want her.”

      “But that’s not what happened, is it?”

      “No, I did want her! I had it all planned. I was working nights at the bakery next door, earning extra money so I’d be able to have a girl come in and sit with the baby during the day while I helped Mother in the shop.”

      “You mean you didn’t know they weren’t going to let you keep her?”

      “Not until they took her away. I begged my mother to make them give her back, but she said we were lucky that Dr. Hauptfuhrer was willing to help and must do exactly as he said.”

      “Was Dr. Hauptfuhrer aware of how you felt?”

      “Yes! I told him I could be a good mother, but he wouldn’t listen! He said he knew what was best.”

      In my mind’s eye I imagined her, womb aching and half in shock, pleading to keep what every instinct told her was hers—and being roundly ignored. “And looking back on it now, do you agree?” I asked. “That he knew what was best?”

      Her huge eyes fixed on mine. “No,” she said slowly, a trace of defiance in her voice. “I loved her. I would have taken good care of her, no matter how hard it was.”

      I said nothing, letting her savor this new perspective. “Perhaps he was the one who acted badly, then,” I suggested after a moment.

      I could see her turning this idea over in her mind. I didn’t expect a reply; I had only wanted to plant the possibility. I glanced around the room, the same room that had seemed so barren just moments before, and felt the seeping warmth of accomplishment. Perhaps the morning hadn’t been a complete disaster after all.

      She continued gazing into the distance, apparently lost in thought.

      I touched her arm. “Eliza?”

      She swiveled toward me. “I’m going to do it. Tomorrow.”

      “Do what?”

      “Ask Dr. Hauptfuhrer.” She stood. “It’s her birthday in two days, on January 8. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if, this time, I knew where she was?”

      I rose beside her. “You realize he may not have kept track of her. And even if he has, he probably won’t tell you.”

      “He might,” she said, smoothing her skirt front with her palms. “If I insist.”

      The notion of this unassuming woman insisting on anything was so incongruous that I couldn’t help smiling. “Eliza…”

      “I have to try,” she said, her cheeks flushing. “I owe her that.”

      I hesitated, wondering whether I should attempt to dissuade her. But before I could say anything more, she had picked up her coat and started for the door.

      At the partition’s splintering edge, she stopped and looked back. “I’m going to telephone him as soon as I get home, to tell him that I’m coming. That way, I won’t lose my nerve.” She smiled hesitantly. “Will you wish me luck?”

      Again I was struck by how innocent—and how very vulnerable—she appeared. “Good luck, Eliza.”

      Her smile brightened, and then she turned and vanished around the corner.

      She wasn’t gone two seconds before the professor’s words started circling in my head: The therapist’s extraordinary power within the therapeutic relationship must be carefully exercised; the impact of his words and behavior on the patient cannot be overestimated…

      I was aware, of course, that Eliza’s story had affected me on a personal level, and in more ways than one. But I didn’t believe I had allowed this to influence my conduct. After all, it was she, not I, who had suggested questioning the doctor. And looking at it objectively, I couldn’t say that this was an inappropriate course of action. She’d been so riddled with guilt all these years that she’d never been able to speak up for herself or even acknowledge her tremendous loss. Asserting herself with Dr. Hauptfuhrer had to be a move in the right direction. She needed to regain faith in herself, to learn to respect her own rights, and to recognize the injury that had been done to her before she could move on with her life.

      I returned to my desk to gather my things. In all likelihood, the doctor would be either unwilling or unable to disclose her daughter’s current whereabouts, so there was little chance for complications on that score, whatever my feelings on the subject might be. Eliza would be disappointed, of course—but in the process of asking, she’d be taking her first step toward recovery. And that, I told myself as I pulled on my coat, was all her psychotherapist could ask for.
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      I emerged from the parish house to find that the sky had clouded over and a few light snowflakes were falling. Pulling up my collar, I headed north through the bustle of Yorkville and west across Ninety-Second Street toward home. By the time I reached my block, the snow was coming down steadily, stirred by gusts off Central Park into little funnels that sifted up under my skirt and into my shoes. Already it had blanketed the tan and cream town houses that lined my street, transforming them into a story-book gingerbread village.

      The glowing bay windows of number 7 beckoned halfway down the block. Propelled by a bone-rattling shiver, I hurried toward them, dashed up the steps and let myself in. Stashing my hat and coat on the hallway rack, I followed the sound of gasping bellows to the sitting room, where Mary, our parlor maid, was stoking the fire.

      I stood beside her on the hearth and held my palms to the flames. “Are they back yet?”

      She turned her flushed face up to mine, her white cap askew. “Not yet, miss. Katie says we probably shouldn’t expect them until dinner.”

      I felt my shoulders relax. Father had left early that morning to bring Mama back from a flower show in Philadelphia, and with road conditions so unpredictable, I hadn’t been sure when they’d be back. It was a relief to think I might have a few more hours of peace before their return. Grabbing an apple from the pantry, I marched upstairs with renewed vigor, determined to finish the journals Professor Bogard had lent me so that I could return them at our meeting the following morning.

      I shut my bedroom door and sank into the armchair by the window with the first of the three journals opened on my lap. But while I might normally have found “The Appreciation of Time by Somnambules” a riveting bit of analysis, now I found I couldn’t keep myself from glancing out the window at the street below, or listening for the sound of the front door. I adored my father, but he was a stubborn man, unaccustomed to my disagreeing with him. We’d had quite a row over dinner the night before, and I didn’t expect our next encounter to be any less contentious.

      When the dinner bell rang, I was only halfway through the second volume and remembered very little of what I’d read. Laying the journals down in defeat, I descended the stairs to the dining room and took my usual place at the side of the table. Katie was standing by the sideboard, whacking brussels sprouts around a chafing dish with the back of a spoon, looking more than usually severe in her black evening uniform and stiff white apron and cap.  “I guess they’re not going to make it,” I said, glancing at the two other place settings.

      She carried a platter of roast chicken to my side and forked a chicken breast onto my plate. “No, I expect they’re in a ditch somewhere,” she said, her Irish brogue thick with indignation, “praying a farmer will come along to pull them out.” She pushed some steam-dampened hair back from her cheek with her wrist. “A good dinner ruined, and for what?” she grumbled, returning to the sideboard. “I don’t see why they couldn’t have taken the train.”

      I took no offense; Katie had been with my parents since they were married, and her devotion was rather fierce. “Why don’t you just leave it all on the warmer,” I suggested as she returned with the sprouts, “and they can help themselves when they get back?”

      “If they get back,” she muttered, dumping a spoonful of limp sprouts beside my chicken. But she hoisted the chafing dishes from the sideboard and carried them into the pantry, where I heard them land with a resounding clang on the warmer.

      I ate quickly, realizing that if I retired early I might be able to avoid another scene with my father until at least the following day. As soon as I finished, I went upstairs to wash up and then climbed into bed with the journals. An article on the use of persuasion tactics to cure melancholia caught my interest, as it seemed to support the program I’d designed for my class. By the time I got to the end, I was so reassured that I felt truly at ease for the first time that day. Perhaps I would show the article to Father in the morning, I thought, closing the journal with a yawn. It might help him understand what I was trying to accomplish. Comforted by the thought, I settled lower on my pillow and gave in to the pull of gravity on my eyelids.
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        * * *

      

      Sometime later, I awoke to the sound of footsteps on the stairs. Though it was still dark outside, the furnace had burned low enough to let frost form inside the windowpanes, leading me to guess it was an hour or two before dawn. I pushed off my bedcovers and crossed to the door, pulling it open just in time to see my parents round the second-floor landing and start up the next flight to their bedrooms. My father was behind Mama, one hand under her elbow, the other against the small of her back. In the dim light he appeared to be almost levitating her up the stairwell. I started to call out but stopped myself, feeling like an intruder. I waited until they had disappeared around the newel post and softly closed the door.

      When next I awoke, it was to the sound of the bread truck door slamming beneath my window. I quickly washed and ran shivering back to my room, hopping from foot to foot in front of the wardrobe as I decided what to wear for my meeting with Professor Bogard. I finally selected a warm, green plaid suit with a fitted jacket and heavy, flared skirt and laid it on the bed. Stripping off my nightgown, I pulled on my chemise, corset, corset cover, drawers, hose, petticoat, and shirtwaist, shivering a little less with each layer. I stepped into the skirt, buttoned up my jacket, and laced up my boots, then grabbed some pins from the dresser tray and piled my hair into a topknot.

      Turning to check the total effect in the standing mirror, I saw a large-eyed young woman who hardly looked old enough to be out of secondary school, let alone have a degree in medicine, gazing back at me. The long, straight nose described as “patrician” on my mother, on me had grown only long enough to be called “pert,” while the wide set of my mouth suggested childish stubbornness more than the droll sophistication I’d have preferred. I pushed my bangs to one side. If only I could grow out my unfashionable fringe, I might look more my age. But then, of course, the scar would show. I turned away from my reflection and went to find Mama.

      She was sitting at the dressing table in her boudoir with her back turned partially toward me, sifting through her mail. I paused in the doorway, struck by the angle of her face, remembering how I used to watch her in just such a pose as she prepared to go out for the evening, years ago when she cared about such things. As if it were a scene from a flickering moving picture, I recalled the quick movement of her head as she slipped on a dangling earring, and the illicit dabs of rouge on her cheeks—“just a dot,” she’d whisper conspiratorially, eyes shining at me in the mirror—and the sprinkle of white powder over her skin, fine as fairy dust.

      Inevitably, just after she’d applied the last spritz of gardenia-scented cologne behind her ears, we’d hear the knock. As Mama swiveled on her chair, the hallway door would open, and into this bastion of femininity would step the tall, dark, cherry-tobacco-redolent figure of my father, his mustache freshly clipped and his high, starched collar pressing against the bath-pinkened skin of his throat. At this moment, I always felt as if two worlds were colliding, sparking a strange, mysterious charge that made me long to dot rouge on my cheeks and feel the swirl of satin around my legs. Father would pause for a moment on the threshold, his eyes glittering in the lamplight; then he’d cross the room to stand behind Mama, laying his hands on her shoulders and saying, “You’ll be the belle of the ball.”

      At which point, I would invariably prompt, “Do you hope she’ll save a dance for you, Papa?” And he would wink at me, and meet her eyes in the mirror, and say he most certainly did. It all seemed a terribly long time ago, I thought now, stepping into the boudoir.

      My mother turned and smiled. Although she was still a beautiful woman, life had left its marks on her, like fingers on ripe fruit. Her once proud, high cheeks had softened and her temples thinned beneath the twin gray streaks that now ran through her sable hair.

      “I was just thinking of you,” she said, resting a vellum card against her chest. “We need to arrange a time for Monsieur Henri to come fit your dress for the Fiskes’ ball. He said he has a spot available tomorrow morning, if that will do.”

      “Next week would be better.” I was planning to visit Reverend Palmers the following morning to learn more about Eliza Miner’s history.

      “Oh, Genevieve,” she tsked, “the ball is this Saturday!” She handed me the card.

      “Is it really?” I glanced down at the invitation. “I’d lost track.” Although the season was only a few weeks underway, I was already growing weary of dinner dances and cotillions and musicales. “I suppose I ought to go.”

      “Of course you’ll go,” she said mildly, turning back to the mail tray. “We’ve already ordered your dress. Besides, Bartie Matheson will be expecting you.”

      Was I imagining it, I wondered, or had she been showing more interest in my social life lately? She must have noticed that I was getting awfully long in the tooth and still showed no signs of landing a husband on my own. Poor Mama. I think she’d half expected me to bring one home from medical school. My failure to do so must have stirred some latent sense of maternal duty.

      I didn’t put up a fuss, in any event, because this was one affair I was rather curious to attend. The courtship between nineteen-year-old Olivia Fiske and the forty-five-year-old Lord Branard was the talk of the town, and I was interested in observing how the two got on. I looked back down at the card. “I wouldn’t mind getting a look at this Andrew Clearings Nichol Terrence Williams, eighth Earl of Branard,” I mused, tapping my thumb over the guest of honor’s name. “I wonder if he’s as stuffy as people say he is.”

      “I’m sure Charles and Lucille wouldn’t have encouraged the courtship if he was,” my mother replied, shuffling through her mail.

      I frowned at the back of her head. Anyone who read the newspapers knew that the Fiskes had been in hot pursuit of the Earl for nearly two years, employing the services of multiple vendeuses to introduce themselves to titled society abroad, entertaining the Earl in Paris, London, and Marienbad, and even building their own yacht to compete against the Earl’s at Cowes. He was quite a catch—higher in rank than either Emily Donnelly’s baron or Clara Potter’s baronet. Not as impressive as May Goelet’s duke, it was true, but then impoverished dukes were becoming scarcer than hens’ teeth. I couldn’t help wondering if, with such a prize at stake, a little thing like conjugal suitability would figure very largely in the elder Fiskes’ minds.

      But I wasn’t about to vex Mama by arguing. “What time did you get back?” I asked instead, dropping onto the chaise.

      “It was nearly sunrise. We ran out of patching rubber and your poor father had to walk miles to find some. I’m afraid Katie waited up for us; she was in a swivet. You’d think your father punctured his tires on purpose, just to upset her.”

      “Yes, I know. I was worried she might set out after you on foot, if only to give Father a piece of her mind.”

      She smiled faintly and shook her head, dropping an advertisement into the waste basket. “How were things while I was gone?” she inquired, lifting another envelope. “Did you have a pleasant weekend?”

      “I spent most of it preparing for my class.”

      She looked up. “Oh yes, your class! How did it go? Did the Reverend help you get settled?”

      “He had a space set aside for us, just as he’d promised.”

      She slid the letter opener through the envelope. “Things got off to a good start, then,” she murmured, scanning the envelope’s contents.

      “As good as could be expected, I’d say, considering the problems these women are dealing with.” I had an impulse to tell her about Eliza Miner, but it quickly passed. “How was the Colors of Winter show?” I asked. “Did you win a prize?”

      She admitted to taking a first with her Miss Eloise hybrid and then, elaborating typically little on her own success, launched into an account of the many other fascinating specimens she’d seen at the show. Flowers were Mother’s passion; the hours other women of her station spent shopping and visiting, she spent in her conservatory, pinching, pruning, fertilizing, and whatever else one did to cultivate new plants. I didn’t resent this overriding interest—nor, I believed, did my father. We were simply relieved that she’d been able to find such an engrossing distraction.

      I smiled and nodded as she leafed through the show catalog, stopping to enthuse at length over a rose called Bridget Amalie. I knew that she could go on for some time without any prompting from me. I had little affinity for things horticultural, but then, I didn’t have to. My mother’s passion was a private, complicated thing. It didn’t require—or even enthusiastically admit—participation by others.

      After a while, my gaze wandered up from the catalog, past her shoulder to the dressing table, settling on a framed photograph that was nestled among the spray bottles and lacquered boxes. It was of a young boy dressed in a square-collared sailor suit and stiff leather boots. He was looking directly at the camera, and frowning.

      I remembered exactly when it was taken, because I’d been standing in the wings at the time in my red velvet firefly costume, waiting for my turn in front of the picture box. I had warned Conrad just a moment earlier not to blink when the photographer lit the flash. I always wondered if that was why he was frowning—because he was trying so hard not to blink and ruin the picture.

      The breakfast bell sounded downstairs.

      “You’d better not keep Katie waiting,” Mother said, laying the catalog on the dressing table.

      “Aren’t you coming?” I asked when she made no move to get up.

      “Soon. I want to get through the rest of the mail first.”

      I rose reluctantly. “Is Father up and about?”

      “I expect so,” she replied, already back to her sorting. “You know your father.”

      I stifled a sigh. Running a hand over my hair, I returned a loose strand to its pin and went downstairs alone to face him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      He was seated at the head of the table, reading the morning paper.

      “Good morning, Father,” I said lightly, taking my usual seat on his left.

      He glanced at me over the paper. “Genevieve,” he responded with a nod.

      I never would have guessed he’d been up most of the night; he looked fresh as the morning dew. But then, he always looked primed for action, as if underneath his ruddy skin he was all springs and rubber, rather than flesh and blood like ordinary mortals.

      “Mother tells me you had trouble with the motorcar,” I said, as Katie poured my tea.

      “Mmph,” he replied into his newspaper.

      Katie muttered something behind him, which neither of us asked her to repeat. I stirred a spoonful of sugar into my tea. “Perhaps you should have taken Cleo and Anabel,” I teased, referring to our carriage horses. “They’ve never been known, as far as I know, to break down in the middle of the road.”

      He lowered the newspaper as Katie landed a dollop of porridge into his bowl with a splat. “It wasn’t the engine’s fault,” he retorted, eyeing her with misgiving. “It started right away, every time. It’s the damned tires; the tubes keep getting pinched between the casing and the wheel rim.” He gazed out over the bowl of narcissus on the center of the table, his eyes growing pensive under his straight black brows. “There must be some way to protect them…”

      I sipped my tea, wondering if this was going to become another of his projects. Father was, first and foremost, an improver; once a thing bothered him sufficiently, he set out to fix it. Thanks to an ample inheritance, he had the time and money to do so, usually by finding and funding enterprising young minds. Tires, though, were outside his usual sphere of interest. Since my brother’s death, he had focused almost exclusively on medical implements: first, an injectable heart stimulant, and more recently, an artificial breathing machine.

      “I gather you had plenty of time to think about it last night,” I said as Katie served me my porridge, hoping that if I kept up a light banter, we might get through breakfast without a scene.

      But it was not to be. As soon as Katie had cleared the porridge, served us our eggs and toast, and bustled back to the pantry, he put down his paper and turned to me. “So, how was your ‘therapy class’?” he asked, mouthing the last two words as if they’d been soaked in quinine.

      I returned my cup to its saucer. “No one walked out,” I answered with a smile.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Is that cause for congratulations?”

      “You have to understand that the concept of mental therapy is foreign to these women.”

      He snorted. “Now that, at least, I do understand.”

      “I believe I caught their interest, though,” I continued, determined not to be provoked. “One patient was particularly responsive. I think I may be able to help her.”

      He stabbed a piece of butter with his knife tip. “Help her in what way?” he asked with exaggerated politeness, lashing the butter against his toast.

      “Why, to feel better, of course. As I believe I’ve explained to you before, these women are all suffering disorders that are linked to emotional shocks in their past. My goal is to return them to more normal functioning.”

      He mashed a bite of toast between his jaws. “Did it ever occur to you,” he asked when he had swallowed, “that unhappiness may be a normal part of life? That it is, in fact, the natural state of man?”

      Here we go again, I thought in dismay, lowering my fork to my plate. “There’s a difference between unhappiness and a functional disorder, Father.”

      “Yes. The difference is that some of us get up and get on with our lives, while others wallow in self-pity.”

      “These women aren’t weak; they’re in terrible pain. It takes strength for them just to stay alive, day after day.”

      This only seemed to irritate him further. He bit off another chunk of toast, glaring at me while he chewed. “This is what they taught you in medical school?” he asked finally.

      “Oh, Father, don’t you see? Accusing them of malingering is no better than blaming mental illness on evil spirits! This is the modern age; we know better! The key to curing mental disturbance lies in the principles of physics and chemistry, not in identifying moral defects. All we have to do is determine the underlying causes of psychic pain, and we can master it.”

      “You don’t think that’s presumptuous, believing we can master pain?”

      “Presumptuous? Why? Look at all the advances we’ve made against physical disease—antiseptics, antitoxins, x-ray machines! Why shouldn’t we do the same for emotional pain? Professor Bogard says it’s the new frontier. He says that as we bring modern scientific methods to bear on problems in abnormal psychology, we’re bound to see extraordinary results.”

      “I suppose this professor of yours agrees that you can help these women?” Father asked, pushing a forkful of scrambled egg around his plate.

      I hesitated, choosing my words with care. “He believes it’s an exciting possibility⁠—”

      “A possibility!” he barked.

      “—that deserves to be explored.”

      He said nothing more, but his jaws were clamped tight as a clothes wringer beneath his neat mustache.

      “Look, Father, I know this isn’t what you wanted me to do,” I entreated, “but I really believe I could be good at it. Just think of all the people I could help! People who are truly suffering⁠—”

      His fist thudded on the table. “Why can’t somebody else help them?” he thundered. “Why does it have to be you?”

      Before I could answer, the fork dropped from his hand, and he rose abruptly to his feet. I turned to see that my mother had entered the room.

      “Good morning, Evelyn,” said Father.

      “Good morning, dear.” She floated into her seat at the opposite end of the table and poured herself a cup of tea from the pot Katie had set out for her. “Were you able to get any sleep?”

      “About an hour’s worth, before Biggs arrived,” he said, sitting down again. Mr. Biggs, our neighborhood barber, was more regular than Grandpapa’s hall clock, arriving each morning at precisely 7:35 and departing exactly fifteen minutes later to reach Mr. Burden’s house by 7:55. “What about you?”

      “Too keyed up, I’m afraid. I’ll just wait for my afternoon nap.” She sipped her tea, her gaze shifting between Father and me. “I didn’t interrupt anything, I hope?”

      Father began stabbing at his eggs again, while I stared down at my plate.

      “Genevieve was just explaining to me how she’s going to rid the world of unhappiness,” Father muttered.

      I lifted my chin. “What I said is that I’m hoping to lead my patients back to some semblance of normal functioning.”

      “And how long will that take?” Father asked, addressing me directly. “A month? A year?”

      “What difference does it make?” I exclaimed. “Why can’t you be a little patient?”

      “Genevieve,” murmured my mother, nodding at my sleeve, which I had inadvertently dragged across my buttered toast.

      “Oh, damn,” I said, swatting at it with my napkin.

      “Genna!” gasped Mama.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled. I had picked up swearing from my male classmates in medical school, and was finding it a difficult habit to break.

      “It’s not a matter of my patience,” Father continued. “We have to think about the board of Mount Pleasant Hospital. They may not be as willing as I to wait.”

      “Listen to you. You’re already assuming that I’ll fail,” I fumed, giving up on the sleeve, “and that I’ll have to accept their offer in the end.”

      “What other outcome can I possibly expect? You’ve given me no rational basis for believing that this project of yours will succeed.”

      I tried to swallow the lump that was growing in my throat. I had truly believed, when I conceived of my class therapy project, that it would make my father proud. “I don’t understand why you’re being so pessimistic. You, of all people! You’ve always been such an innovator; I should think you’d be all for it!”

      He leaned toward me across the table. “What do you want me to say? That I think it’s wonderful you’re passing up the chance to do real healing so that you can waste your time on some untested nervous cure? That I think this is the best possible way for you to use your talents?”

      “Persuasion therapy is not untested,” I retorted. “Neither is the class treatment approach. You might at least keep an open mind. Better yet, you could just trust my judgment and wish me luck.”

      “Well, I’m sorry,” he snapped, “but your judgment hasn’t always been the best, now has it?”

      My breath left me as completely and painfully as if I’d been kicked by a horse.

      “Hugh,” my mother said with a sigh.

      I struggled for air as the two great sins of my life loomed up before me: my brother’s death, massive and overshadowing, and six years down the road, its smaller, fainter shadow—the Incident with Simon Shaw.

      My cheeks were stinging with hot blood. It wasn’t fair. Couldn’t my father see that I had changed, that I was no longer that impulsive, self-centered girl? I thought of all the times in medical school when, through sheer force of will, I had controlled my natural inclinations, remaining silent when I felt like screaming, or smiling when I wanted to cry. Had I complained when my “gentlemen” classmates put cow eyes in my lunch pudding? No! I’d just spooned them out and polished it off. And when my professor asked me to describe the male ejaculatory function in front of the entire class, I hadn’t run from the room—although the thought had certainly crossed my mind. I’d stayed and answered without protest or hesitation, even drawing an anatomically correct diagram on the board for good measure. I’d become so adept at disregarding my natural feelings and reactions and doing what was required that I’d graduated third in my class—and yet here my father was, still treating me like an irresponsible child.

      “All I’m asking is that you reconsider,” Father said wearily. “You’ve achieved what few women dream of. It’s no small honor for a female physician to be offered a position on a hospital inpatient ward. But if you don’t take their offer now, there’s no guarantee it will come again. You’ve seen what’s happening; there’s a backlash against women doctors out there, and it’s getting worse. You and I may know it’s because the men don’t like the competition, but that’s not what the critics are saying.”

      I knew very well what they were saying. It was the same old nonsense all over again: that the intimate workings of the human body were too graphic for the sensibilities of decent young women, and that females were too intellectually limited, or too prone to hysteria, or just plain too sentimental to become competent physicians. One prominent author was even seriously contending that higher education enlarged the brains and stunted the bodies of female students.

      I supposed we should have suspected that the prejudice against us had never really died. The only reason Johns Hopkins agreed to admit women in the first place was because a group of female donors promised to give it $500,000 toward its new medical school if it would do so. Once this prestigious institution opened its doors to women, other medical schools had felt forced to follow suit. And women had responded, filling a third or more of the available seats and garnering a lion’s share of the honors. For a few years, things had looked very rosy—so rosy that the handful of all-female medical colleges had closed down, believing they were no longer needed in the new, coeducational age.

      But since my matriculation in 1900, the supply of doctors had begun to exceed demand—and true to form, women were being blamed. Instead of handling the glut by letting the most talented physicians climb to the top, the predominantly male profession was closing ranks, kicking women off the bottom rungs. Female enrollments at Johns Hopkins and elsewhere had already been cut to less than five percent, while postgraduate training for women was becoming nearly impossible to find. I knew what Father was saying was true. But I wasn’t interested in crusading for a cause. I had never wanted to fight, only to learn. “There’s nothing I can do about what those idiots are saying,” I said to Father.

      “Of course there is,” he retorted; “you can prove them wrong! You can take the job at Mount Pleasant and show them what a woman can do. Make a real contribution!”

      No, I can’t, I thought, staring at my plate. Not even for Father, not this time. And not just because I knew how unwelcome I’d be in a position I’d only been offered because of his influence. The truth was that I had no interest in general medicine, a fact that I hadn’t faced squarely until my last year of school. Conrad was the one who was supposed to be the doctor. I may have taken his place in the plan, but my heart had never been in it.

      Traditional psychiatry had intrigued me at first, but I’d soon grown frustrated with its limited reach. I didn’t want to spend my life as a custodian for the irreversibly insane, or testifying as to the mental capacity of criminal defendants. I wanted to improve people’s lives. It was only during my practicum with Dr. Cassell that I’d discovered the fascinating new field of psychotherapy. Dr. Cassell had observed that a number of his consumptive patients suffered from depression, which he believed hindered their ability to get well. He treated this depression not with shock treatment or medication, but by confronting his patients’ mental attitude, urging them in weekly group meetings to develop a more positive outlook. And the patients got better. I’d seen it with my own two eyes.

      Here, I was thrilled to discover, was something that looked beyond brain injuries and lesions and toxic reactions for explanations of mental illness, something that took life events and emotions into account. The idea that thoughts and feelings could influence body functions had been taken up by a handful of other psychiatrists and neurologists, I soon learned, who’d begun using the persuasion approach to treat a variety of physiological disturbances. By the time my practicum came to an end, I had decided that this was where my future lay. Using the tools of psychotherapy, I would identify what was broken and fix it. I almost smiled now at the thought; perhaps Father and I weren’t so very different, after all.

      I looked up from my plate and met his eyes. “If I can show that psychotherapy works for symptoms caused by unresolved grief, I’ll be making a significant contribution to an emerging field. Isn’t that just as important as what you’re proposing?”

      He didn’t answer immediately. His gaze roamed over my face, as if search for something. “Is it, Genna? Is it just as important?”

      “I think so,” I said, uncertain what to make of his change in tone.

      His thumb tapped absently on his fork stem. “You’re sure about this, then.”

      I nodded.

      He sighed and put down the fork. “Very well. We’ll give it three months. I believe I can hold the hospital position open until then.”

      “Three months? For what?”

      “To see if this project of yours is a viable one.”

      Three months—that was no time at all! It had taken Cassell that long just to wean his patients from their medications. “That’s—” I stopped. He was trying so hard to be reasonable; I ought to at least meet him halfway. “Fine. Three months. Thank you, Father.”

      He grunted and swigged the last of his coffee. “I’d better be off,” he said a moment later, pushing himself up from the table. “Andre is meeting me at the lab; he’s got a new valve he wants to show me, for the artificial lung.” He strode to the other end of the table and pecked my mother on the cheek before starting for the door.

      I swiveled in my seat to call after him. “Father?”

      He turned.

      “You won’t be sorry. I promise.”

      Giving me the merest flicker of a smile, he tipped his head and continued out the door.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, I was skimming over the icy Madison Avenue sidewalk, buffeted by yet another bitter wind that snaked under my muffler and pushed against the wide brim of my hat. Holding the hat down with one hand and clutching my book bag with the other, I tripped along through the maze of work-bound men clogging the sidewalk with their walking sticks at this hour, buoyed by my father’s concession. I may not have entirely convinced him, but at least I’d opened his mind a crack to the validity of what I was attempting, which was more than I’d dared to hope for.

      I was halfway to Professor Bogard’s house when the clang of an ambulance broke through my thoughts. The vehicle raced up behind me and sped past, a white-coated surgeon swaying on the rear platform. It careened through the traffic and turned left at the end of the block, leaving a tangle of shying horses and honking motorcars in its wake. When I drew up to the intersection, I saw that it had pulled over in front of a brick town house some twenty feet down the street. I hesitated, wondering if my services might be required. A momentary lull in traffic decided me, and I ran across the avenue.

      Picking my way through the bystanders already congregating on the sidewalk, I followed the ambulance surgeon and his two stretcher-bearing attendants toward the town house entrance. A police officer stood watch at the door. As the ambulance crew hurried toward him, he spat out a stream of tobacco juice and advised, “Take your time, fellas. This one ain’t goin’ anywhere.”

      I stopped. Apparently, whatever had happened here was over. If I wasn’t needed, I really ought to be going or I would be late for the professor. I turned, and had just begun to retrace my steps through the growing crowd, when an explosive backfire brought me around again. A dusty police car had pulled up to the curb behind the ambulance and was sputtering to a stop. I watched as the door opened and a man in an ill-fitting sack coat stepped out. He had wispy red hair under a crumpled brown derby, and a long, bony face that put me in mind of an underfed mule. He paused by the car for a moment, taking in the scene on the street, then continued to the entrance.

      He came to a stop in front of the policeman. “Officer Mundy,” he greeted him flatly, scanning the ground at the policeman’s feet.

      The officer inclined his head a fraction of an inch. “Detective.”

      The detective gestured toward the ground. “What’d I tell you about spitting near a crime scene?”

      I was surprised to hear him say it. The men of New York generally chewed, and spat, wherever they liked: in the streetcars, in the theaters, and in the finest restaurants. I knew there was some sort of law against it, but I would have expected a detective to have more important things on his mind.

      “Jeez, I don’t know,” the officer replied with a surly smile. “What did you tell me?”

      The detective’s expression didn’t change. “You’re supposed to be protecting the crime scene, not contaminating it.”

      The officer shrugged. “None of the other detectives care if I chew.”

      The detective shook his head as if dealing with a dim-witted child. “What if the perpetrator liked to chew? Did you ever think of that? What if he was standing out here, thinking about whether to do the crime, and left a plug behind? We see that, we’ve learned something about our man. Maybe we even get lucky and find out what brand he uses. But what do we know now, eh, Mundy? Only that you’re a sloppy cop with a bad habit.”

      The
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