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THE PHYSICIAN

by Noah Gordon


With my love
for Nina,
who gave me Lorraine


Fear God and keep his commandments;

for this is the whole duty of man.

—Ecclesiastes 12:13

I will give thanks unto Thee,

for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.

—Psalms 139:14

As to the dead, God will raise them up.

—Qu’ran, S. 6:36

They that be whole need not a physician,

But they that are sick.

—Matthew 9:12


PART ONE
Barber’s Boy


1

THE DEVIL IN LONDON

[image: image]

These were Rob J.’s last safe and secure moments of blessed innocence, but in his ignorance he considered it hardship to be forced to remain near his father’s house with his brothers and his sister. This early in the spring, the sun rode low enough to send warm licks under the eaves of the thatched roof, and he sprawled on the rough stone stoop outside the front door, enjoying the coziness. A woman was picking her way over the broken surface of Carpenter’s Street. The street needed repair, as did most of the small frame workingmen’s houses thrown up carelessly by skilled artisans who earned their living erecting solid homes for those richer and more fortunate.

He was shelling a basket of early peas and trying to keep his eyes on the younger children, his responsibility when Mam was away. William Stewart, six, and Anne Mary, four, were grubbing in the dirt at the side of the house and playing secret giggly games. Jonathan Carter, eighteen months old, lay on a lambskin, papped, burped, and gurgling with content. Samuel Edward, who was seven, had given Rob J. the slip. Somehow crafty Samuel always managed to melt away instead of sharing work, and Rob was keeping an eye out for him, feeling wrathful. He split the green pods one after another and scraped the peas from the waxy seedcase with his thumb the way Mam did, not pausing as he noted the woman coming directly to him.

Stays in her stained bodice raised her bosom so that sometimes when she moved there was a glimpse of rouged nipple, and her fleshy face was garish with cosmetics. Rob J. was only nine years old but a child of London knew a trollop.

“Here now. This Nathanael Cole’s house?”

He studied her resentfully, for it wasn’t the first time tarts had come to their door seeking his father. “Who wants to learn?” he said roughly, glad his Da was out seeking work and she had missed him, glad his Mam was out delivering embroidery and was spared embarrassment.

“His wife needs him. She sent me.”

“What do you mean, needs him?” The competent young hands stopped shelling peas.

The whore regarded him coolly, having caught his opinion of her in his tone and manner. “She your mother?”

He nodded.

“She’s taken labor bad. She’s in Egglestan’s stables close by Puddle Dock. You’d best find your father and tell him,” the woman said, and went away.

The boy looked about desperately. “Samuel!” he shouted, but bloody Samuel was off who-knows-where, as usual, and Rob fetched William and Anne Mary from their play. “Take care of the small ones, Willum,” he said. Then he left the house and started to run.

Those who may be depended upon to prattle said Anno Domini 1021, the year of Agnes Cole’s eighth pregnancy, belonged to Satan. It had been marked by calamities to people and monstrosities of nature. The previous autumn the harvest in the fields had been blighted by hard frosts that froze rivers. There were rains such as never before, and with the rapid thaw a high tide ran up the Thames and tore away bridges and homes. Stars fell, streaming light down windy winter skies, and a comet was seen. In February the earth distinctly quaked. Lightning struck the head off a crucifix and men muttered that Christ and his saints slept. It was rumored that for three days a spring had flowed with blood, and travelers reported the Devil appearing in woods and secret places.

Agnes had told her eldest son not to pay heed to the talk. But she had added uneasily that if Rob J. saw or heard anything unusual, he must make the sign of the Cross.

People were placing a heavy burden on God that year, for the crop failure had brought hard times. Nathanael had earned no pay for more than four months and was kept by his wife’s ability to create fine embroideries.

When they were newly wed, she and Nathanael had been sick with love and very confident of their future; it had been his plan to become wealthy as a contractor-builder. But promotion was slow within the carpenters’ guild, at the hands of examination committees who scrutinized test projects as if each piece of work were meant for the King. He had spent six years as Apprentice Carpenter and twice that long as Companion Joiner. By now he should have been an aspirant for Master Carpenter, the professional classification needed to become a contractor. But the process of becoming a Master took energy and prosperous times, and he was too dispirited to try.

Their lives continued to revolve around the trade guild, but now even the London Corporation of Carpenters failed them, for each morning Nathanael reported to the guild house only to learn there were no jobs. With other hopeless men he sought escape in a brew they called pigment: one of the carpenters would produce honey, someone else brought out a few spices, and the Corporation always had a jug of wine at hand.

Carpenters’ wives told Agnes that often one of the men would go out and bring back a woman on whom their unemployed husbands took drunken turns.

Despite his failings she couldn’t shun Nathanael, she was too fond of fleshly delight. He kept her belly large, pumping her full of child as soon as she was emptied, and whenever she was nearing term he avoided their home. Their life conformed almost exactly to the dire predictions made by her father when, with Rob J. already in her, she had married the young carpenter who had come to Watford to help build their neighbor’s barn. Her father had blamed her schooling, saying that education filled a woman with lascivious folly.

Her father had owned his small farm, which had been given him by Aethelred of Wessex in lieu of pay for military service. He was the first of the Kemp family to become a yeoman. Walter Kemp had sent his daughter for schooling in the hope that it would gain her a landowner’s marriage, for proprietors of great estates found it handy to have a trusted person who was able to read and do sums, and why should it not be a wife? He had been embittered to see her make a low and sluttish match. He had not even been able to disinherit her, poor man. His tiny holding had gone to the Crown for back taxes when he died.

But his ambition had shaped her life. The five happiest years of her memory had been as a child in the nunnery school. The nuns had worn scarlet shoes, white and violet tunics, and veils delicate as cloud. They had taught her to read and to write, to recognize a smattering of Latin as it was used in the catechism, to cut clothing and sew an invisible seam, and to produce orphrey, embroidery so elegant it was sought after in France, where it was known as English Work.

The “foolishness” she had learned from the nuns now kept her family in food.

This morning she had debated about whether to go to deliver her orphrey. It was close to her time and she felt huge and clumsy, but there was little left in the larder. It was necessary to go to Billingsgate Market to buy flour and meal, and for that she needed the money that would be paid by the embroidery exporter who lived in Southwark on the other side of the river. Carrying her small bundle, she made her way slowly down Thames Street toward London Bridge.

As usual, Thames Street was crowded with pack animals and stevedores moving merchandise between the cavernous warehouses and the forest of ships’ masts on the quays. The noise fell on her like rain on a drought. Despite their troubles, she was grateful to Nathanael for taking her away from Watford and the farm.

She loved this city so!

“Whoreson! You come back here and give me my money. Give it on back,” a furious woman screeched at someone Agnes couldn’t see.

Skeins of laughter were tangled with ribbons of words in foreign languages. Curses were hurled like affectionate blessings.

She walked past ragged slaves lugging pigs of iron to waiting ships. Dogs barked at the wretched men who struggled under their brutal loads, pearls of sweat gleaming on their shaven heads. She breathed the garlic odor of their unwashed bodies and the metallic stink of the pig iron and then a more welcome smell from a cart where a man was hawking meat pasties. Her mouth watered but she had a single coin in her pocket and hungry children at home. “Pies like sweet sin,” the man called. “Hot and good!”

The docks gave off an aroma of sun-warmed pine pitch and tarred rope. She held a hand to her stomach as she walked and felt her baby move, floating in the ocean contained between her hips. On the corner a rabble of sailors with flowers in their caps sang lustily while three musicians played on a fife, a drum, and a harp. As she moved past them she noted a man leaning against a strange-looking wagon marked with the signs of the zodiac. He was perhaps forty years old. He was beginning to lose his hair, which like his beard was strong brown in color. His features were comely; he would have been more handsome than Nathanael save for the fact that he was fat. His face was ruddy and his stomach bloomed before him as fully as her own. His corpulence didn’t repel; on the contrary, it disarmed and charmed and told the viewer that here was a friendly and convivial spirit too fond of the best things in life. His blue eyes had a glint and sparkle that matched the smile on his lips. “Pretty mistress. Be my dolly?” he said. Startled, she looked about to see to whom he might be speaking, but there was no one else.

“Hah!” Ordinarily she would have frozen trash with a glance and put him out of mind, but she had a sense of humor and enjoyed a man with one, and this was too rich.

“We are made for one another. I would die for you, my lady,” he called after her ardently.

“No need. Christ already has, sirrah,” she said.

She lifted her head, squared her shoulders, and walked away with a seductive twitch, preceded by the almost unbelievable enormity of her child-laden stomach and joining in his laughter.

It had been a long time since a man had complimented her femaleness, even in jest, and the absurd exchange lifted her spirits as she navigated Thames Street. Still smiling, she was approaching Puddle Dock when the pain came.

“Merciful mother,” she whispered.

It struck again, beginning in her abdomen but taking over her mind and entire body so that she was unable to stand. As she sank to the cobbles of the public way the bag of waters burst.

“Help me!” she cried. “Somebody!”

A London crowd gathered at once, eager to see, and she was hemmed in by legs. Through a mist of pain she perceived a circle of faces looking down at her.

Agnes groaned.

“Here now, you bastards,” a drayman growled. “Give her room to breathe. And let us earn our daily bread. Get her off the street so our wagons can pass.”

They carried her into a place that was dark and cool and smelled strongly of manure. In the course of the move someone made off with her bundle of orphrey. Deeper within the gloom, great forms shifted and swayed. A hoof kicked a board with a sharp report, and there was a loud whickering.

“What’s all this? Now, you cannot bring her in here,” a querulous voice said. He was a fussy little man, potbellied and gap-toothed, and when she saw his hostler’s boots and cap she recognized him for Geoff Egglestan and knew she was in his stables. More than a year ago Nathanael had rebuilt some stalls here, and she grasped at the fact.

“Master Egglestan,” she said faintly. “I am Agnes Cole, wife of the carpenter, with whom you are well acquainted.”

She thought she saw unwilling recognition on his face, and the surly knowledge that he couldn’t turn her away.

The people crowded in behind him, bright-eyed with curiosity.

Agnes gasped. “Please, will somebody be kind enough to fetch my husband?” she asked.

“I can’t leave my business,” Egglestan muttered. “Somebody else must go”

No one moved or spoke.

Her hand went to her pocket and found the coin. “Please,” she said again, and held it up.

“I’ll do my Christian duty,” a woman, obviously a streetwalker, said at once. Her fingers closed over the coin like a claw.

The pain was unbearable, a new and different pain. She was accustomed to close contractions; her labors had been mildly difficult after the first two pregnancies but in the process she had stretched. There had been miscarriages before and following the birth of Anne Mary, but both Jonathan and the girl child had left her body easily after the breaking of the waters, like slick little seeds squirted between two fingers. In five birthings she had never experienced anything like this.

Sweet Agnes, she said in numb silence. Sweet Agnes who succors the lambs, succor me.

Always during labor she prayed to her name saint and Saint Agnes helped, but this time the whole world was unremitting pain and the child was in her like a great plug.

Eventually her ragged screams attracted the attention of a passing midwife, a crone who was more than slightly drunk, and she drove the spectators from the stables with curses. When she turned back, she studied Agnes with disgust. “Bloody men set you down in the shit,” she muttered. There was no better place to move her. She lifted Agnes’ skirts above her waist and cut away the undergarments; then on the floor in front of the gaping pudenda she brushed away the strawy manure with her hands, which she wiped on a filthy apron.

From her pocket she took a vial of lard already darkened with the blood and juices of other women. Scooping out some of the rancid grease, she made washing movements until her hands were lubricated, then she eased first two fingers, then three, then her entire hand into the dilated orifice of the straining woman who was now howling like an animal.

“You’ll hurt twice as much, mistress,” the midwife said in a few moments, lubricating her arms up to the elbows. “The little beggar could bite its own toes, had it a mind to. It’s coming out arse first.”


2

A FAMILY OF THE GUILD

[image: image]

Rob J. had started to run toward Puddle Dock. Then he realized that he had to find his father and he turned toward the carpenters’ guild, as every member’s child knew to do in time of trouble.

The London Corporation of Carpenters was housed at the end of Carpenter’s Street in an old structure of wattle-and-daub, a framework of poles interwoven with withes and branches thickly overlaid with mortar that had to be renewed every few years. Inside the roomy guild house a dozen men in the leather doublets and tool belts of their trade were seated at the rough chairs and tables made by the house committee; he recognized neighbors and members of his father’s Ten but didn’t see Nathanael.

The guild was everything to the London woodworkers—employment office, dispensary, burial society, social center, relief organization during periods of unemployment, arbiter, placement service and hiring hall, political influence and moral force. It was a tightly organized society composed of four divisions of carpenters called Hundreds. Each Hundred was made up of ten Tens that met separately and more intimately, and it wasn’t until a member was lost to a Ten by death, extended illness, or relocation that a new member was taken into the guild as Apprentice Carpenter, usually from a waiting list that contained the names of sons of members. The word of its Chief Carpenter was as final as that of any royalty, and it was to this personage, Richard Bukerel, that Rob now hurried.

Bukerel had stooped shoulders, as if bowed by responsibility. Everything about him seemed dark. His hair was black; his eyes were the shade of mature oak bark; his tight trousers, tunic, and doublet were coarse woollen stuff dyed by boiling with walnut hulls; and his skin was the color of cured leather, tanned by the suns of a thousand house-raisings. He moved, thought, and spoke with deliberation, and he listened to Rob intently.

“Nathanael isn’t here, my boy.”

“Do you know where he can be found, Master Bukerel?”

Bukerel hesitated. “Pardon me, please,” he said finally, and went to where several men were seated nearby.

Rob could hear only an occasional word or a whispered phrase.

“He’s with that bitch?” Bukerel muttered.

In a moment the Chief Carpenter returned. “We know where to find your father,” he said. “You hasten to your mother, my boy. We’ll fetch Nathanael and follow close behind you.”

Rob blurted his gratitude and ran on his way.

He never stopped for a breath. Dodging freight wagons, avoiding drunkards, careening through crowds, he made for Puddle Dock. Halfway there he saw his enemy, Anthony Tite, with whom he had had three fierce fights in the past year. With a pair of his wharf-rat friends Anthony was ragging some of the stevedore slaves.

Don’t delay me now, you little cod, Rob thought coldly.

Try, Pissant-Tony, and I’ll really do you.

The way someday he was going to do his rotten Da.

He saw one of the wharf rats point him out to Anthony, but he was already past them and well on his way.

He was breathless and with a stitch in his side when he arrived at Egglestan’s stables in time to see an unfamiliar old woman swaddling a newborn child.

The stable was heavy with the odor of horse droppings and his mother’s blood. Mam lay on the floor. Her eyes were closed and her face was pale. He was surprised by her smallness.

“Mam?”

“You the son?”

He nodded, thin chest heaving.

The old woman hawked and spat on the floor. “Let her rest,” she said.

When his Da came he scarcely gave Rob J. a glance. In a straw-filled wagon Bukerel had borrowed from a builder they took Mam home along with the newborn, a male who would be christened Roger Kemp Cole.

After bringing forth a new baby Mam had always shown the infant to her other children with teasing pride. Now she simply lay and stared at the thatched ceiling.

Finally Nathanael called in the Widow Hargreaves from the nearest house. “She can’t even suckle the child,” he told her.

“Perhaps it will pass,” Della Hargreaves said. She knew of a wet nurse and took the baby away, to Rob J.’s great relief. He had all he could do to care for the other four children. Jonathan Carter had been trained to the pot but, missing the attention of his mother, seemed to have forgotten the fact.

His Da stayed home. Rob J. said little to him and maneuvered out of his way.

He missed the lessons they had had each morning, for Mam had made them seem like a merry game. He knew no one so full of warmth and loving mischief, so patient with slowness of memory.

Rob charged Samuel with keeping Willum and Anne Mary out of the house. That evening Anne Mary wept for a lullaby. Rob held her close and called her his Maid Anne Mary, her favorite form of address. Finally he sang of soft sweet coneys and downy birds in the nest, tra-la, grateful that Anthony Tite was not a witness. His sister was more round-cheeked and tender-fleshed than their mother, although Mam had always said Anne Mary had the Kemp side’s features and traits, down to the way her mouth relaxed in sleep.

Mam looked better the second day, but his father said the color in her cheeks was fever. She shivered, and they piled extra covers on her.

On the third morning, when Rob gave her a drink of water he was shocked by the heat he felt in her face. She patted his hand. “My Rob J.,” she whispered. “So manly.” Her breath stank and she was breathing fast.

When he took her hand something passed from her body into his mind. It was an awareness: he knew with absolute certainty what would happen to her. He couldn’t weep. He couldn’t cry out. The hair rose on the back of his neck. He felt pure terror. He could not have dealt with it had he been an adult, and he was a child.

In his horror he squeezed Mam’s hand and caused her pain. His father saw and cuffed him on the head.

Next morning when he got out of bed, his mother was dead.

Nathanael Cole sat and wept, which frightened his children, who had not absorbed the reality that Mam was gone for good. They had never before seen their father cry, and they huddled together white-faced and watchful.

The guild took care of everything.

The wives came. None had been Agnes’ intimate, for her schooling had made her a suspect creature. But now the women forgave her former literacy and laid her out. Ever after, Rob hated the smell of rosemary. If times had been better the men would have come in the evening after their work, but many were unemployed and people showed up early. Hugh Tite, who was Anthony’s father and looked like him, came representing the coffin-knockers, a standing committee that met to make caskets for members’ funerals.

He patted Nathanael’s shoulder. “I’ve enough pieces of hard pine tucked away. Left over from the Bardwell Tavern job last year, you recall that nice wood? We shall do right by her.”

Hugh was a semiskilled journeyman and Rob had heard his father speak scornfully of him for not knowing how to care for tools, but now Nathanael only nodded dully and turned toward the drink.

The guild had provided plenty, for a funeral was the only occasion where drunkenness and gluttony were sanctioned. In addition to apple cider and barley ale there was sweet beer and a mixture called slip, made by mixing honey and water and allowing the solution to ferment for six weeks. They had the carpenter’s friend and solace, pigment; mulberry-flavored wine called morat; and a spiced mead known as metheglin. They came laden with braces of roasted quail and partridge, numerous baked and fried dishes of hare and venison, smoked herring, fresh-caught trout and plaice, and loaves of barley bread.

The guild declared a contribution of tuppence for almsgiving in the name of Agnes Cole of blessed memory and provided pallholders who led the procession to the church, and diggers who prepared the grave. Inside St. Botolph’s a priest named Kempton absentmindedly intoned the Mass and consigned Mam to the arms of Jesus, and the guildsmen recited two psalters for her soul. She was buried in the churchyard in front of a little yew tree.

When they returned to the house the funeral feast had been made hot and ready by the women, and people ate and drank for hours, released from poverty fare by the death of a neighbor. The Widow Hargreaves sat with the children and fed them tidbits, making a fuss. She clasped them into her deep, scented breasts where they wriggled and suffered. But when William became sick it was Rob who took him out behind the house and held his head while he strained and retched. Afterward, Della Hargreaves patted Willum’s head and said it was grief; but Rob knew she had fed the child richly of her own cooking and for the rest of the feasting he steered the children clear of her potted eel.

Rob understood about death but nevertheless found himself waiting for Mam to come home. Something within him would not have been terribly surprised if she had opened the door and walked into the house, bearing provisions from the market or money from the embroidery exporter in Southwark.

History lesson, Rob.

What three Germanic tribes invaded Britain during the A.D. 400s and 500s?

The Angles, the Jutes, and the Saxons, Mam.

Where did they come from, my darling?

Germania and Denmark. They conquered the Britons along the east coast and founded the kingdoms of Northumbria, Mercia, and East Anglia.

What makes my son so clever?

A clever mother?

Ah! Here is a kiss from your clever mother. And another kiss because you have a clever father. You must never forget your clever father …

To his great surprise, his father stayed. Nathanael seemed to want to talk to the children, but he could not. He spent most of his time repairing the thatch in the roof. A few weeks after the funeral, while the numbness was still wearing off and Rob was just beginning to understand how different his life was going to be, his father finally got a job.

London riverbank clay is brown and deep, a soft, tenacious muck that is home to shipworms called teredines. The worms had created havoc with timber, boring in over the centuries and riddling wharves, so some had to be replaced. The work was brutal and a far cry from building fine homes, but in his trouble Nathanael welcomed it.

To Rob J. fell the responsibility for the house, although he was a poor cook. Often Della Hargreaves brought food or prepared a meal, usually while Nathanael was home, when she took pains to be scented and goodnatured and attentive to the children. She was stout but not unattractive, with a florid complexion, high cheekbones, pointed chin, and small plump hands that she used as little as possible in work. Rob had always tended his brothers and sister, but now he had become their sole source of care and neither he nor they liked it. Jonathan Carter and Anne Mary cried constantly. William Stewart had lost his appetite and was becoming pinchfaced and large-eyed, and Samuel Edward was cheekier than ever, bringing home swear words that he threw at Rob J. with such glee that the older boy knew no solution but to clout him.

He tried to do whatever he thought she would have done.

In the mornings, after the baby had been given pap and the rest had received barley bread and drink, he cleaned the hearth under the round smoke hole, through which drops fell hissing into the fire when it rained. He took the ashes behind the house and got rid of them and then swept the floors. He dusted the sparse furnishings in all three rooms. Three times a week he shopped at Billingsgate to buy the things Mam had managed to bring home in a single weekly trip. Many of the stall owners knew him; some made the Cole family a small gift with their condolences the first time he came alone—a few apples, a piece of cheese, half a small salt cod. But within a few weeks he and they were used to one another and he haggled with them more fiercely than Mam had done, lest they think to take advantage of a child. His feet always dragged on the way home from market, for he was unwilling to take back from Willum the burden of the children.

Mam had wanted Samuel to begin school this year. She had stood up to Nathanael and persuaded him to allow Rob to study with the monks at St. Botolph’s, and he had walked to the church school daily for two years before it became necessary for him to stay home so she would be free to work at embroidery. Now none of them would go to school, for his father couldn’t read or write and thought schooling a waste. He missed the school. He walked through the noisome neighborhoods of cheap, close-set houses, scarcely remembering how once his principal concern had been childish games and the specter of Pissant-Tony Tite. Anthony and his cohorts watched him pass without giving chase, as if losing his mother gave him immunity.

One night his father told him he did good work. “You have always been older than your years,” Nathanael said, almost with disapproval. They looked at one another uneasily, having little else to say. If Nathanael was spending his free time with tarts, Rob J. didn’t know it. He still hated his father when he thought of how Mam had fared, but he knew that Nathanael was struggling in a way she would have admired.

He might readily have turned over his brothers and sister to the Widow, and he watched Della Hargreave’s comings and goings expectantly, for the jests and sniggers of neighbors had informed him that she was the candidate to become his stepmother. She was childless; her husband, Lanning Hargreaves, had been a carpenter killed fifteen months before by a falling beam. It was customary that when a woman died leaving young children the new widower would remarry quickly, and it caused little wonder when Nathanael began to spend time alone with Della in her house. But such interludes were limited, because usually Nathanael was too tired. The great piles and bulwarks used in constructing the wharves had to be hewn square out of black oak logs and then set deep into the river bottom during low tide. Nathanael worked wet and cold. Along with the rest of his crew he developed a hacking, hollow cough and he always came home bone-weary. From the depths of the clammy Thames mud they ripped bits of history: a leather Roman sandal with long ankle straps, a broken spear, shards of pottery. He brought home a worked flint flake for Rob J.; sharp as a knife, the arrowhead had been found twenty feet down.

“Is it Roman?” Rob asked eagerly.

His father shrugged. “Perhaps Saxon.”

But there was no question about the origin of the coin found a few days later. When Rob moistened ashes from the fire and rubbed and rubbed, on one side of the blackened disk appeared the words Prima Cohors Britanniae Londonii. His church Latin proved barely equal. “Perhaps it marks the first cohort to be in London,” he said. On the other side was a Roman on horseback, and three letters, IOX.

“What does IOX mean?” his father asked.

He didn’t know. Mam would have, but he had no one else to ask, and he put the coin away.

They were so accustomed to Nathanael’s cough it was no longer heard. But one morning when Rob was cleaning the hearth, there was a minor commotion out front. When he opened the door he saw Harmon Whitelock, a member of his father’s crew, and two slaves he had impressed from the stevedores to carry Nathanael home.

Slaves terrified Rob J. There were various ways for a man to lose his freedom. A war prisoner became the servi of a warrior who might have taken his life but spared it. Free men could be sentenced into slavery for serious crimes, as could debtors or those unable to pay a severe wite or fine. A man’s wife and children went into slavery with him, and so did future generations of his family.

These slaves were great, muscular men with shaven heads to denote their bondage and tattered clothes that stank abominably. Rob J. couldn’t tell if they were captured foreigners or Englishmen, for they didn’t speak but stared at him stolidly. Nathanael wasn’t small but they carried him as if he were weightless. The slaves frightened Rob J. even more than the sight of the sallow bloodlessness of his father’s face or the way Nathanael’s head lolled as they set him down.

“What happened?”

Whitelock shrugged. “It’s a misery. Half of us are down with it, coughing and spitting all the time. Today he was so weak he was overcome as soon as we got into heavy work. I expect a few days of rest will see him back on the wharves.”

Next morning Nathanael was unable to leave the bed, his voice a rasping. Mistress Hargreaves brought hot tea laced with honey and hovered about. They spoke in low, intimate voices and once or twice the woman laughed. But when she came the following morning, Nathanael had a high fever and was in no mood for badinage or niceties, and she left quickly.

His tongue and throat turned bright red and he kept asking for water.

During the night he dreamed, once shouting that the stinking Danes were coming up the Thames in their high-prowed ships. His chest filled with a stringy phlegm that he couldn’t rid himself of, and he breathed with increasing difficulty. When morning arrived Rob hastened next door to fetch the Widow, but Della Hargreaves declined to come. “It appeared to me to be thrush. Thrush is highly impartible,” she said, and closed the door.

Having nowhere else to turn, Rob went again to the guild. Richard Bukerel listened to him gravely and then followed him home and sat by the foot of Nathanael’s bed for a time, noting his flushed face and hearing the rattling when he breathed.

The easy solution would have been to summon a priest; the cleric would do little but light tapers and pray, and Bukerel could turn his back without fear of criticism. For some years he had been a successful builder, but he was beyond his depth as leader of the London Corporation of Carpenters, trying to use a meager treasury to accomplish far more than could be achieved.

But he knew what would happen to this family unless one parent survived, and he hurried away and used guild funds to hire Thomas Ferraton, a physician.

Bukerel’s wife gave him the sharp edge of her tongue that night. “A physician? Is Nathanael Cole suddenly gentry or nobility, then? When an ordinary surgeon is good enough to take care of any other poor person in London, why does Nathanael Cole need a physician to charge us dear?”

Bukerel could only mumble an excuse, for she was right. Only nobles and wealthy merchants bought the expensive services of physicians. Ordinary folk used surgeons, and sometimes a laboring man paid a ha’penny to a barber-surgeon for bloodletting or questionable treatment. So far as Bukerel was concerned, all healers were damned leeches, doing more harm than good. But he had wanted to give Cole every chance, and in a weak moment he had summoned the physician, spending the hard-earned dues of honest carpenters.

When Ferraton came to the Cole house he had been sanguine and confident, the reassuring picture of prosperity. His tight trousers were beautifully cut and the cuffs of his shirt were adorned with embroidery that immediately gave Rob a pang, reminding him of Mam. Ferraton’s quilted tunic, of the finest wool available, was encrusted with dried blood and vomitus, which he pridefully believed was an honorable advertisement of his profession.

Born to wealth—his father had been John Ferraton, wool merchant—Ferraton had apprenticed with a physician named Paul Willibald, whose prosperous family made and sold fine blades. Willibald had treated wealthy people, and after his apprenticeship Ferraton had drifted into that kind of practice himself. Noble patients were out of reach for the son of a tradesman, but he felt at home with the well-to-do; they shared a commonality of attitudes and interests. He never knowingly accepted a patient from the laboring class, but he had assumed Bukerel was the messenger for someone much grander. He immediately recognized Nathanael Cole as an unworthy patient but, not wishing to make a scene, resolved to finish the disagreeable task as quickly as possible.

He touched Nathanael’s forehead delicately, looked into his eyes, sniffed his breath.

“Well,” he said. “It shall pass.”

“What is it?” Bukerel asked, but Ferraton didn’t reply.

Rob felt instinctively that the doctor didn’t know.

“It is the quinsy,” Ferraton said at last, pointing out white sores in his father’s crimson throat. “A suppurative inflammation of a temporary nature. Nothing more.” He tied a tourniquet on Nathanael’s arm, lanced him deftly, and let a copious amount of blood.

“If he doesn’t improve?” Bukerel asked.

The physician frowned. He would not revisit this lower-class house. “I had best bleed him again to make certain,” he said, and did the other arm. He left a small flask of liquid calomel mixed with charcoaled reed, charging Bukerel separately for the visit, the bleedings, and the medicine.

“Man-wasting leech! Ball-butchering gentleman prick,” Bukerel muttered, gazing after him. The Chief Carpenter promised Rob he would send a woman to care for his father.

Blanched and drained, Nathanael lay without moving. Several times he thought the boy was Agnes and tried to take his hand. But Rob remembered what had happened during his mother’s illness and pulled away.

Later, ashamed, he returned to his father’s bedside. He took Nathanael’s work-hardened hand, noting the horny broken nails, the ingrained grime and crisp black hairs.

It happened just as it had before. He was aware of a diminishing, like the flame of a candle flickering down. He was somehow conscious that his father was dying and that it would happen very soon, and was taken by a mute terror identical to the one that had gripped him when Mam lay dying.

Beyond the bed were his brothers and sister. He was a young boy but very intelligent, and an immediate practical urgency overrode his sorrow and the agony of his fear.

He shook his father’s arm. “Now what will become of us?” he asked loudly, but no one answered.
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THE PARCELING
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This time, because it was a guildsman who had died and not merely a dependent, the Corporation of Carpenters paid for the singing of fifty psalms. Two days after the funeral, Della Hargreaves went to Ramsey, to make her home with her brother. Richard Bukerel took Rob aside for a talk.

“When there are no relatives, the children and the possessions must be parceled,” the Chief Carpenter said briskly. “The Corporation will take care of everything.”

Rob felt numb.

That evening he tried to explain to his brothers and his sister. Only Samuel knew what he was talking about.

“We’re to be separated, then?”

“Yes.”

“Each of us will live with another family?”

“Yes.”

That night someone crept into bed beside him. He would have expected Willum or Anne Mary, but it was Samuel who threw his arms around him and held on as if to keep from falling. “I want them back, Rob J.”

“So do I.” He patted the bony shoulder he had often whacked.

For a time they cried together.

“Will we never see one another again, then?”

He felt a coldness. “Oh, Samuel. Don’t go daft on me now. Doubtless we’ll both live in the neighborhood and see each other all the time. We’ll forever be brothers.”

It comforted Samuel and he slept some, but before dawn he wet the bed as if he were younger than Jonathan. In the morning he was ashamed and could not meet Rob’s eyes. His fears were not unfounded, for he was the first of them to go. Most of the members of their father’s Ten were still out of work. Of the nine woodworkers only one man was able and willing to take a child into his family. Along with Samuel, Nathanael’s hammers and saws went to Turner Home, a Master Carpenter who lived only six houses away.

Two days later a priest named Ranald Lovell came with Father Kempton, the man who had sung the Masses for both Mam and Da. Father Lovell said he was being transferred to the north of England and wanted a child. He examined them all and took a fancy to Willum. He was a big, hearty man with pale yellow hair and gray eyes that Rob tried to tell himself were kind.

White and tremulous, his brother could only nod as he followed the two priests out of the house.

“Goodbye, then, William,” Rob said.

He wondered wildly if perhaps he couldn’t keep the two small ones. But he was already doling out the last of the food from his father’s funeral, and he was a realistic boy. Jonathan and his father’s leather doublet and tool belt were given to a Companion Joiner named Aylwyn who belonged to Nathanael’s Hundred. When Mistress Aylwyn came, Rob explained that Jonathan was trained to pot but needed napkins when afraid, and she accepted the wash-thinned cloths and the child with a grin and a nod.

The wet nurse kept the infant Roger and received Mam’s embroidery materials. Richard Bukerel informed Rob, who had never seen the woman.

Anne Mary’s hair needed washing. He did it carefully, as he had been taught, but still some soap got into her eyes and it was harsh and burning. He wiped her dry and held her as she wept, smelling her clean seal-brown hair that gave off a scent like Mam’s.

Next day the sounder pieces of furniture were taken by the baker and his wife, name of Haverhill, and Anne Mary went to live above their pastry shop. Clutching her hand, Rob brought her to them: Goodbye, then, little girl. “I love you, my Maid Anne Mary,” he whispered, holding her close. But she seemed to blame him for all that had happened and wouldn’t bid him farewell.

Only Rob J. was left, and no possessions. That evening Bukerel came to see him. The Chief Carpenter had been drinking, but his mind was clear. “It may take long to find you a place. It’s the times, no one has food for an adult appetite in a boy who cannot do a man’s work.” After a brooding silence he spoke again. “When I was younger everyone said if we could only have a real peace and get rid of King Aethelred, the worst king who ever ruined his generation, then times would be good. We had invasion after invasion, Saxons, Danes, every bloody kind of pirate. Now finally we’ve a strong peacekeeping monarch in King Canute, but it’s as if nature conspires to hold us down. Great summer and winter storms do us in. Three years in a row crops have failed. Millers don’t grind grain, sailors stay in port. No one builds, and craftsmen are idle. It’s hard times, my boy. But I’ll find you a place, I promise.”

“Thank you, Chief Carpenter.”

Bukerel’s dark eyes were troubled. “I’ve watched you, Robert Cole. I’ve seen a boy care for his family like a worthy man. I’d take you into my own home if my wife were a different kind of woman.” He blinked, embarrassed by the realization that drink had loosened his tongue more than he liked, and got heavily to his feet. “A restful night to you, Rob J.”

“A restful night, Chief Carpenter.”

He became a hermit. The near-empty rooms were his cave. No one asked him to table. His neighbors were unable to ignore his existence but sustained him grudgingly; Mistress Haverhill came in the morning and left yesterday’s unsold loaf from the bakery and Mistress Bukerel came in the evening and left cheese in tiny portion, noting his reddened eyes and lecturing that weeping was a womanly privilege. He drew water from the public well as he had before, and he tended house but there was nobody to put the quiet and plundered place into disorder and he had little to do but worry and pretend.

Sometimes he became a Roman scout, lying by the open window behind Mam’s curtain and listening to the secrets of the enemy world. He heard drawn carts go by, barking dogs, playing children, the sounds of birds.

Once he overheard the voices of a knot of men from the guild. “Rob Cole is a bargain. Somebody should grab him,” Bukerel said.

He lay there guilty and covert, listening to others talk about him as if he were someone else.

“Aye, look at his size. He’ll be a great workhorse when he gets his full growth,” Hugh Tite said grudgingly.

What if Tite took him? Rob considered in dismay the prospect of living with Anthony Tite. He wasn’t displeased when Hugh snorted in disgust. “He won’t be old enough for Apprentice Carpenter until another three years and he eats like a great horse right now, when London is full of strong backs and empty bellies.” The men moved away.

Two mornings later, behind the same window curtain, he paid dearly for the sin of eavesdropping when he overheard Mistress Bukerel discussing her husband’s guild office with Mistress Haverhill.

“Everyone speaks of the honor of being Chief Carpenter. It places no bread upon my table. Quite the reverse, it presents tiresome obligations. I am weary of having to share my provision with the likes of that great lazy boy in there.”

“Whatever will become of him?” Mistress Haverhill said, sighing.

“I have advised Master Bukerel that he should be sold as an indigent. Even in bad times a young slave will fetch a price to repay the guild and all of us for whatever has been spent on the Cole family.”

He was unable to breathe.

Mistress Bukerel sniffed. “The Chief Carpenter will not hear of it,” she said sourly. “I trust I’ll convince him in the end. But by the time he comes around, we shall no longer be able to recover costs.”

When the two women moved away, Rob lay behind the window curtain as though in fever, alternately sweating and chilled.

All his life he had seen slaves, taking it for granted that their condition had little to do with him, for he had been born a free Englishman.

He was too young by far to be a stevedore on the docks. But he knew that boy slaves were used in the mines, where they worked in tunnels too narrow to admit the bodies of men. He also knew that slaves were wretchedly clothed and fed and often were brutally whipped for small infractions. And that once enslaved, they were owned for life.

He lay and wept. Eventually he was able to gather his courage and tell himself that Dick Bukerel would never sell him for a slave, but he worried that Mistress Bukerel would send others to do it without informing her husband. She was fully capable of such an act, he told himself. Waiting in the silent and abandoned house, he came to start and tremble at every sound.

Five frozen days after his father’s funeral, a stranger came to the door.

“You are young Cole?”

He nodded warily, heart pounding.

“My name is Croft. I am directed to you by a man named Richard Bukerel, whom I’ve met while drinking at the Bardwell Tavern.”

Rob saw a man neither young nor old with a huge fat body and a weather-beaten face set between a freeman’s long hair and a rounded, frizzled beard of the same gingery color.

“What’s your full name?”

“Robert Jeremy Cole, sir.”

“Age?”

“Nine years.”

“I’m a barber-surgeon and I seek a prentice. Do you know what a barber-surgeon does, young Cole?”

“Are you some kind of physician?”

The fat man smiled. “For the time being, that’s close enough. Bukerel informed me of your circumstances. Does my trade appeal to you?”

It didn’t; he had no wish to become like the leech who’d bled his father to death. But even less did he wish to be sold as a slave, and he answered affirmatively without hesitation.

“Not afraid of work?”

“Oh, no, sir!”

“That’s good, for I would work your arse off. Bukerel said you read and write and have Latin?”

He hesitated. “Very little Latin, in truth.”

The man smiled. “I shall try you for a time, chappy. You have things?”

His little bundle had been ready for days. Am I saved? he wondered. Outside, they clambered into the strangest wagon he had ever seen. On either side of the front seat was a white pole with a thick stripe wrapped around it like a crimson snake. It was a covered cart daubed bright red and decorated with sun-yellow pictures of a ram, a lion, scales, a goat, fishes, an archer, a crab …

The dappled gray horse pulled them away and they rolled down Carpenter’s Street and past the guild house. He sat frozen as they threaded through the tumult of Thames Street, managing to cast quick glances at the man and now noting a handsome face despite the fat, a prominent and reddened nose, a wen on the left eyelid, and a network of fine lines radiating from the corners of piercing blue eyes.

The cart crossed the little bridge over the Walbrook and passed Egglestan’s stables and the place where Mam had fallen. Then they turned right and rattled over London Bridge to the southern side of the Thames. Moored beside the bridge was the London ferry and, just beyond, the great Southwark Market where imports entered England. They passed warehouses burned and wasted by the Danes and recently rebuilt. On the embankment was a single line of wattle-and-daub cottages, the mean homes of fishermen, lightermen, and wharf workers. There were two shabby inns for merchants attending market. And then, bordering the wide causeway, a double line of grand houses, the manors of the rich merchants of London, all of them with impressive gardens and a few built on piles driven into the marsh. He recognized the home of the embroidery importer with whom Mam had dealt. He had never traveled beyond this point.

“Master Croft?”

The man scowled. “No, no. I’m never to be called Croft. I’m always called Barber, because of my profession.”

“Yes, Barber,” he said. In moments all of Southwark was behind them, and with rising panic Rob J. recognized that he had entered the strange and unfamiliar outside world.

“Barber, where are we going?” he couldn’t refrain from crying.

The man smiled and flicked the reins, causing the dappled horse to trot.

“Everywhere,” he said.
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Before dusk they made camp on a hill by a stream. The man said the gray plodder of a horse was Tatus. “Short for Incitatus, after the steed the emperor Caligula loved so much he made the beast a priest and a consul. Our Incitatus is a passing fair animal for a poor beggar with his balls cut off,” Barber said, and showed him how to care for the gelding, rubbing the horse with handfuls of soft dry grass and then allowing him to drink and go to grazing before they tended to their own needs. They were in the open, a distance from the forest, but Barber sent him to gather dry wood for the fire and he had to make repeated trips to accumulate a pile. Soon the fire was snapping, and cooking had begun to produce odors that weakened his legs. Into an iron pot Barber had placed a generous amount of thick-sliced smoked pork. Now he poured out most of the rendered fat and into the sputtering grease cut a large turnip and several leeks, adding a handful of dried mulberries and a sprinkling of herbs. By the time the pungent mixture had cooked, Rob had never smelled anything better. Barber ate stolidly, watching him wolf down a large portion and in silence giving him another. They mopped their wooden bowls with chunks of barley bread. Without being told, Rob took the pot and bowls to the stream and scrubbed them with sand.

When he had returned the utensils he went to a nearby bush and passed water.

“My blessed Lord and Lady, but that is a remarkable-looking peter,” Barber said, coming up on him suddenly.

He finished before his need and hid the member. “When I was an infant,” he said stiffly, “I had a mortification … there. I’m told a surgeon removed the little hood of flesh at the end.”

Barber gazed at him in astonishment. “Took off the prepuce. You were circumcised, like a bleeding heathen.”

The boy moved away, very disturbed. He was watchful and expectant. A dankness rolled toward them from the forest and he opened his small bundle and took out his other shirt, putting it on over the one he wore.

Barber removed two furred pelts from the wagon and flung them toward him. “We bed outside, for the cart is full of all manner of things.”

In the open bundle Barber saw the glint of the coin and picked it up. He didn’t ask where it had been gotten, nor did Rob tell him. “There’s an inscription,” Rob said. “My father and I … We believed it identifies the first cohort of Romans to come to London.”

Barber examined it. “Yes.”

Obviously he knew a lot about the Romans and valued them, judging from the name he’d given his horse. Rob was seized with a sick certainty that the man would keep his possession. “On the other side are letters,” he said hoarsely.

Barber took the coin to the fire to read in the growing dark. “IOX. Io means ‘shout.’ X is ten. It’s a Roman cheer for victory: ‘Shout ten times!’”

Rob accepted the coin’s return with relief and made his bed near the fire. The pelts were a sheepskin, which he placed on the ground fleece up, and a bearskin, which he used as a topping. They were old and smelled strong but would keep him warm.

Barber made his own bed on the other side of the fire, placing his sword and knife where they could be used to repel attackers or, Rob thought fearfully, to slay a fleeing boy. Barber had removed a Saxon horn which he wore on a thong around his neck. Closing the bottom with a bone plug, he filled it with a dark liquid from a flask and held it toward Rob. “My own spirits. Drink deep.”

He didn’t want it but feared to refuse. A child of working-class London was threatened with no soft and easy version of the boogerman but instead was taught early that there were sailors and stevedores anxious to lure a boy behind deserted warehouses. He knew of children who had accepted sweetmeats and coins from men like these, and he knew what they had to do in return. He was aware that drunkenness was a common prelude.

He tried to refuse more of the liquor but Barber frowned. “Drink,” he commanded. “It will set you at ease.”

Not until he had taken two more full swallows and was set to violent coughing was Barber satisfied. He took the horn back to his own side of the fire and finished the flask and another, finally loosing a prodigious fart and settling into his bed. He looked over at Rob only once more. “Rest easy, chappy,” he said. “Sleep well. You have nothing to fear from me.”

Rob was certain it was a trick. He lay under the rank bearskin and waited with tightened haunches. In his right hand he clutched his coin. In his left hand, although he knew that even if he had Barber’s weapons he would be no match for the man and was at his mercy, he gripped a heavy rock.

But eventually there was ample evidence that Barber slept. The man was an ugly snorer.

The medicinal taste of the liquor filled Rob’s mouth. The alcohol coursed through his body as he snuggled deep in the furs and allowed the rock to roll from his hand. He clutched the coin and imagined the Romans, rank upon rank, shouting ten times for heroes who wouldn’t allow themselves to be beaten by the world. Overhead, the stars were large and white and wheeled all over the sky, so low he wanted to reach up and pluck them to make a necklace for Mam. He thought of each member of his family, one by one. Of the living he missed Samuel the most, which was peculiar because Samuel had resented him as eldest and had defied him with foul words and a loud mouth. He worried whether Jonathan was wetting his napkins and prayed Mistress Aylwyn would show the little boy patience. He hoped Barber would return to London very soon, for he longed to see the other children again.

Barber knew what his new boy was feeling. He had been exactly this one’s age when he found himself alone after berserkers had struck Clacton, the fishing village where he was born. It was burned into his memory.

Aethelred was the king of his childhood. As early as he could remember, his father had cursed Aethelred, saying the people had never been so poor under any other king. Aethelred squeezed and taxed, providing a lavish life for Emma, the strong-willed and beautiful woman he had imported from Normandy to be his queen. He also built an army with the taxes but used it more to protect himself than his people, and he was so cruel and bloodthirsty that some men spat when they heard his name.

In the spring of Anno Domini 991, Aethelred shamed his subjects by bribing Danish attackers with gold to turn them away. The following spring the Danish fleet returned to London as it had done for a hundred years. This time Aethelred had no choice; he gathered his fighters and warships, and the Danes were defeated on the Thames with great slaughter. But two years later there was a more serious invasion, when Olaf, King of the Norwegians, and Swegen, King of the Danes, sailed up the Thames with ninety-four ships. Again Aethelred gathered his army around London and managed to hold the Norsemen off, but this time the invaders saw that the cowardly king had left his country vulnerable in order to protect himself. Splitting up their fleet, the Norsemen beached their ships along the English coast and laid waste to the small seaside towns.

That week, Henry Croft’s father had taken him on his first long trip after herring. The morning they returned with a good catch he had run ahead, eager to be first in his mother’s arms and hear her words of praise. Hidden out of sight in a cove nearby were half a dozen Norwegian longboats. When he reached his cottage he saw a strange man dressed in animal skins staring out at him through the open shutters of the window hole.

He had no idea who the man was, but instinct caused him to turn and run for his life, straight to his father.

His mother lay on the floor already used and dead, but his father didn’t know that. Luke Croft pulled his knife as he made for the house, but the three men who met him outside the front door were carrying swords. From afar, Henry Croft saw his father overpowered and taken. One of the men held his father’s hands behind his back. Another pulled his hair with both hands, forcing him to kneel and extend his neck. The third man cut off his head with a sword. In Barber’s nineteenth year he had witnessed a murderer executed in Wolverhampton; the sheriff’s axman had cleaved off the criminal’s head as if killing a rooster. In contrast, his father’s beheading had been clumsily done, for the Viking had required a flurry of strokes, as if he were hacking a piece of firewood.

Hysterical with grief and fear, Henry Croft had run into the woods and hidden himself like a hunted animal. When he wandered out, dazed and starving, the Norwegians were gone but they had left death and ashes. Henry had been collected with other orphan boys and sent to Crowland Abbey in Lincolnshire.

Decades of similar raids by heathen Norsemen had left the monasteries with too few monks and too many orphans, so the Benedictines solved two problems by ordaining many of the parentless boys. At nine years of age Henry was administered vows and instructed to promise God that he would live in poverty and chastity forever, obeying the precepts established by the blessed St. Benedict of Nursia.

It gained him an education. Four hours a day he studied, six hours a day he performed damp, dirty labor. Crowland owned vast tracts, mostly fens, and each day Henry and the other monks turned the muddy earth, pulling plows like staggering beasts in order to convert bogs into fields. It was expected that the rest of his time would be spent in contemplation or prayer. There were morning services, afternoon services, evening services, perpetual services. Every prayer was considered a single step up an interminable stairway that would take his soul to heaven. There was no recreation or athletics, but he was allowed to pace the cloister, a covered walk in the shape of a rectangle. To the north side of the cloister was the sacristy, the buildings in which the sacred utensils were kept. To the east was the church; to the west, the chapter house; to the south, a cheerless refectory consisting of a dining room, kitchen, and pantry on the ground floor and a dormitory above.

Within the rectangle were graves, the ultimate proof that life at Crowland Abbey was predictable: tomorrow would be identical to yesterday and eventually every monk would lie inside the cloister. Because some mistook this for peace, Crowland had attracted several noblemen who had fled the politics of Court and Aethelred’s cruelty and saved their lives by taking the cowl. These influential elite lived in individual cells, as did the true mystics who sought God through agony of spirit and pain of body brought on by hair shirts, inspired pinching, and self-flagellation. For the other sixty-seven males who wore the tonsure despite the fact that they were uncalled and unholy, home was a single large chamber containing sixty-seven sleeping pallets. If Henry Croft awoke at any moment of any night he might hear coughing and sneezing, assorted snores, sounds of masturbation, the wounded cries of dreamers, the breaking of wind, and the shattering of the silence rule through unecclesiastic cursing and clandestine conversations which almost always were about food. Meals at Crowland were very sparse.

The town of Peterborough was only eight miles away, but he never saw it. One day when he was fourteen years old he asked his confessor, Father Dunstan, for permission to sing hymns and recite prayers at the riverside between Vespers and Night Song. This was granted. As he walked the river meadow, Father Dunstan followed at a discreet distance. Henry paced slowly and deliberately, his hands behind his back and his head bowed as though in worship worthy of a bishop. It was a beautiful and warm summer’s evening with a fresh breeze off the water. He had been taught about this river by Brother Matthew, a geographer. It was the River Welland. It rose in the Midlands near Corby and easily slipped and wriggled to Crowland like a snake, thence flowing northeast between rolling hills and fertile valleys before rushing through coastal swamps to empty into the great bay of the North Sea called The Wash.

Surrounding the river was God’s bounty of forest and field. Crickets shrilled. Birds twittered in the trees and cows looked at him with dumb respect as they grazed. There was a little cockleboat pulled up on the bank.

The following week he asked to be allowed to recite solitary prayer by the river after Lauds, the dawn service. Permission was granted and this time Father Dunstan didn’t come. When Henry got to the riverbank he put the little boat into the water, clambered in, and pushed off.

He used the oars only to get into the current, then he sat very still in the center of the flimsy boat and watched the brown water, letting the river take him like a fallen leaf. After a time, when he knew he was away, he began to laugh. He whooped and shouted boyish things. “That for you!” he cried, not knowing whether he was defying the sixty-six monks who would be sleeping without him, or Father Dunstan or the God who was seen at Crowland as such a cruel being.

He stayed on the river all day, until the water that rushed toward the sea was too deep and dangerous for his liking. Then he beached the boat and began a time when he learned the price of freedom.

He wandered the coastal villages, sleeping wherever, living on what he could beg or steal. Having nothing to eat was far worse than having little to eat. A farmer’s wife gave him a sack of food and an old tunic and ragged trousers in exchange for the Benedictine habit that would make woolen shirts for her sons. In the port of Grimsby a fisherman finally took him on as helper and worked him brutally for more than two years in return for scant fare and bare shelter. When the fisherman died, his wife sold the boat to people who wanted no boys. Henry spent hungry months until he found a troupe of entertainers and traveled with them, lugging baggage and helping with the necessities of their craft in return for scraps of food and their protection. Even in his eyes their arts were clumsy but they knew how to bang a drum and draw a crowd, and when a cap was passed surprising numbers in their audiences dropped a coin. He watched them hungrily. He was too old to be a tumbler, since acrobats must have their joints broken while they are still children. But the jugglers taught him their trade. He mimicked the magician and learned the simpler feats of deception; the magician taught him that he must never give the impression of necromancy, for all over England the Church and the Crown were hanging witches. He listened carefully to the storyteller, whose young sister was the first to allow him inside her body. He felt a kinship with the entertainers, but the troupe dissolved in Derbyshire after a year and everyone went separate ways without him.

A few weeks later in the town of Matlock, his luck took a turn when a barber-surgeon named James Farrow indentured him for six years. Later he would learn that none of the local youths would serve Farrow as prentice because there were stories linking him to witchcraft. By the time Henry heard the rumors he had been with Farrow two years and knew the man was no witch. Though the barber-surgeon was a cold man and bastardly strict, to Henry Croft he represented genuine opportunity.

Matlock Township was rural and thinly populated, without upper-class patients or prosperous merchants to support a physician, or the large population of poorer folk to attract a surgeon. In a far-flung farm area surrounding Matlock, James Farrow, country barber-surgeon, was all there was, and in addition to administering cleansing clysters and cutting and shaving hair, he performed surgery and prescribed remedies. Henry did his bidding for more than five years. Farrow was a stern taskmaster; he beat Henry when the apprentice made mistakes, but he taught him everything he knew, and meticulously.

During Henry’s fourth year in Matlock—it was the year 1002—King Aethelred committed an act that would have far-reaching and terrible consequences. In his difficulties the king had allowed certain Danes to settle in southern England and had given them land, on condition that they would fight for him against his enemies. He had thus bought the services of a Danish noble named Pallig, who was husband to Gunnhilda, the sister of Swegen, King of Denmark. That year the Vikings invaded England and followed their usual tactics, slaying and burning. When they reached Southampton, the king decided to pay tribute again, and he gave the invaders twenty-four thousand pounds to go away.

When their ships had carried the Norsemen off, Aethelred was shamed and fell into a frustrated fury. He ordered that all Danish people who were in England should be slain on St. Brice’s Day, November 13. The treacherous mass murder was carried out as the king ordered, and it seemed to unlock an evil that had been festering in the English people.

The world had always been brutal, but after the murders of the Danes life became even more cruel. All over England violent crimes took place, witches were hunted out and put to death by hanging or burning, and a blood lust seemed to take the land.

Henry Croft’s apprenticeship was almost completed when an elderly man named Bailey Aelerton succumbed while under Farrow’s care. There was nothing remarkable about the death, but word quickly spread that the man had died because Farrow had stuck him with needles and bewitched him.

The previous Sunday, in the small church in Matlock the priest had disclosed that evil spirits had been heard carousing at midnight about the graves in the churchyard, engaged in carnal copulation with Satan. “It is abominable to our Saviour that the dead should rise through devilskill. They who exercise such crafts are God’s enemies,” he thundered. The Devil was among them, the priest warned, served by an army of witches disguised as human creatures and practicing black magic and secret killing.

He armed the awestruck and terrified worshipers with a counterspell to be used against anyone suspected of witchcraft: “Arch sorcerer who attacks my soul, your spell shall be reversed, your curse returned to you a thousandfold. In the name of the Holy Trinity restore me to health and strength again. In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost. Amen.”

And he reminded them of the biblical injunction, Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live. “They must be sought out and eradicated if each of you does not wish to burn in the terrible flames of Purgatory,” he exhorted them.

Bailey Aelerton died on Tuesday, his heart stopping as he hoed in the field. His daughter claimed she had seen needle holes on his skin. No one else had seen them for certain, but Thursday morning a mob came into Farrow’s barnyard just after the barber-surgeon had mounted his horse, preparing to visit patients. He was still looking down at Henry and giving him instructions for the day when they pulled him from the saddle.

They were led by Simon Beck, whose land abutted Farrow’s. “Strip him,” Beck said.

Farrow was trembling as they ripped off his clothing. “You are an arse, Beck!” he shouted. “An arse!” He looked older unclothed, his abdominal skin loose and folded, rounded shoulders narrow, muscles soft and wasted, penis shriveled small above a huge purple sac.

“Here it is!” Beck cried. “Satan’s mark!”

On the right side of Farrow’s groin, plainly seen, were two small dark specks, like the bite of a serpent. Beck nicked one with the point of his knife.

“Moles!” Farrow shrieked.

Blood welled, which wasn’t supposed to happen with a witch.

“They are smart as smart,” Beck said, “able to bleed at will.”

“I am a barber and not a witch,” Farrow told them contemptuously, but when they tied him to a wooden cross and carried him to his own stock pond, he began to scream for mercy.

The cross was flung into the shallow pond with a great splash and held beneath the surface. The crowd quieted, watching the bubbles. Presently they pulled it up and gave Farrow a chance to confess. He was still breathing, and sputtered weakly.

“Do you own, neighbor Farrow, that you have worked with the Devil?” Beck asked him kindly.

But the bound man could only cough and gasp for air.

So they immersed him again. This time the cross was held under until the bubbles stopped coming. And still they didn’t raise it.

Henry could only watch and weep, as if seeing them kill his father again. He was man-grown, no longer a boy, yet he was powerless against the witch-hunters, terrified they would take the notion that the barbersurgeon’s prentice was the sorcerer’s assistant.

Finally they released the submerged cross and recited the counterspell and went away, leaving it to float in the pond.

When all were gone, Henry waded through the ooze to pull the cross ashore. A pink froth showed between his master’s lips. He closed the eyes that accused sightlessly in the white face and picked duckweed from Farrow’s shoulders before cutting him free.

The barber-surgeon had been a widower with no family and therefore the responsibility fell upon his servant. He buried Farrow as quickly as possible.

When he went through the house he discovered they had been there before him. No doubt they were seeking evidence of Satan’s work when they took Farrow’s money and liquor. The place had been picked clean, but there was a suit of clothes in better condition than those he had on, and some food, which he put into a sack. He also took a bag of surgical instruments and captured Farrow’s horse, which he rode out of Matlock before they should recollect him and come back.

He became a wanderer once again, but this time he had a craft and it made all the difference. Everywhere there were ailing people who would pay a penny or two for treatment. Eventually he learned the profit that could be found in the sale of medications, and to gather crowds he used some of the ways he had learned while traveling with the entertainers.

Believing he might be sought, he never stayed long in one place and avoided use of his full name, becoming Barber. Before long these things were woven into the fabric of an existence that suited him; he dressed warmly and well, had women in variety, drank when he pleased and ate prodigiously at every meal, vowing never to hunger again. His weight quickly increased. By the time he met the woman he married, he weighed more than eighteen stone. Lucinda Eames was a widow with a nice farm in Canterbury, and for half a year he tended her animals and fields, playing husbandman. He relished her small white bottom, a pale inverted heart. When they made love she poked the pink tip of her tongue out of the left corner of her mouth, like a child doing hard lessons. She blamed him for not giving her a child. Perhaps she was right, but she had not conceived with her first husband either. Her voice became shrill, her tone bitter, and her cooking careless, and long before the year with her was over he was remembering warmer women and pleasurable meals, and yearning for surcease from her tongue.

* * *

That was 1012, the year Swegen, King of the Danes, gained control of England. For ten years Swegen had harried Aethelred, eager to shame the man who had murdered his kinsmen. Finally Aethelred fled to the Isle of Wight with his ships, and Queen Emma took refuge in Normandy with her sons Edward and Alfred.

Soon afterward Swegen died a natural death. He left two sons, Harold, who succeeded him to the Danish kingdom, and Canute, a youth of nineteen who was proclaimed King of England by Danish force of arms.

Aethelred had one attack left in him and he drove the Danes off, but almost immediately Canute was back, and this time he took everything except London. He was on his way to conquer London when he heard that Aethelred had died. Boldly, he called a meeting of the Witan, the council of wise men of England, and bishops, abbots, earls, and thanes went to Southampton and chose Canute to be the lawful king.

Canute showed his genius for healing the nation by sending envoys to Normandy to convince Queen Emma to marry her late husband’s successor to the throne, and she agreed almost at once. She was years older than he but still a desirable and sensuous woman, and sniggering jokes were told about the amount of time she and Canute spent in chambers.

Even as the new king was hastening toward marriage, Barber was fleeing it. He simply walked away from Lucinda Eames’ shrewishness and bad cooking one day, and resumed traveling. He bought his first wagon in Bath, and in Northumberland he took his first boy in indenture. The advantages were apparent at once. Since then, over the years he had trained a number of chaps. The few who had been capable had earned him money, and the others had taught him what he required in a prentice.

He knew what happened to a boy who failed and was sent away. Most met with disaster: the lucky ones became sexual playthings or slaves, the unfortunate starved to death or were killed. It bothered him more than he cared to admit, but he couldn’t afford to keep an unlikely boy; he himself was a survivor, able to harden his heart when it came to his own welfare.

The latest, the boy he had found in London, seemed eager to please but Barber knew that appearances could mislead where apprentices were concerned. It was of no value to worry the issue like a dog with a bone. Only time would tell, and he would learn soon enough whether young Cole was fit to survive.
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Rob woke with the first milky light to find his new master already about, and impatient. He saw at once that Barber didn’t begin the day in high spirits, and it was in this sober morning mood that the man took the lance from the wagon and showed him how it should be used. “It’s not too heavy for you if you use both hands. It doesn’t require skill. Thrust as hard as you are able. If you aim for the middle of an attacker’s body you’re liable to stick him someplace. If you slow him with a wound, chances are good that I can kill him. Do you comprehend?”

He nodded, awkward with a stranger.

“Well, chappy, we must be vigilant and keep weapons at hand, for that is how we stay alive. These Roman roads remain the best in England, but they aren’t maintained. It is the Crown’s responsibility to keep them open on both sides to make it hard for highwaymen to ambush travelers, but on most of our routes the brush is never cut back.”

He demonstrated how to hitch the horse. When they resumed traveling, Rob sat next to him on the driver’s seat in the hot sun, still plagued by all manner of fears. Soon Barber directed Incitatus off the Roman road, turning onto a barely usable track through the deep shadow of virgin forest. Hanging from a sinew around his shoulders was the brown Saxon horn that once had graced a great ox. He placed it to his mouth and pushed from it a loud, mellow noise, half blast, half moan. “It signals everyone within hearing that we aren’t creeping up to cut throats and steal. In some remote places, to meet a stranger is to try to kill him. The horn says we are worthy and confident, able to protect outselves.”

At Barber’s suggestion Rob tried to take a turn at signaling, but though he puffed his cheeks and blew mightily, no sound emerged.

“It needs older wind and a knack. You’ll learn it, never fear. And more difficult things than blowing a horn.”

The track was muddy. Brush had been laid over the worst places but it demanded tricky driving. At a turn in the road they went directly into a slick and the wagon’s wheels sank to the hubs. Barber sighed.

They got out and took a spade to the mud in front of the wheels and then collected fallen branches in the woods. Barber carefully placed pieces of wood in front of each wheel and climbed back up to take the reins.

“You must shove brush under the wheels as they start to move,” he said, and Rob J. nodded.

“Hi-TATUS!” Barber urged. Shafts and leather creaked. “Now!” he shouted.

Rob deftly placed the branches, darting from wheel to wheel as the horse strained steadily. The wheels hesitated. There was slippage, but they found purchase. The wagon lurched forward. When it was on dry road Barber hauled back on the reins and waited for Rob to catch up and climb onto the seat.

They were spattered with mud, and Barber stopped Tatus at a brook. “Let us catch some breakfast,” he said as they washed the dirt from their faces and hands. He cut two willow poles and got hooks and line from the wagon. From the shaded place behind the seat he pulled out a box. “This is our grasshopper box,” he said. “It is one of your duties to keep it filled.” He lifted the lid only far enough to allow Rob to stick his hand inside.

Living things rustled away from Rob’s fingers, frantic and spiky, and he pulled one gently into his palm. When he withdrew his hand, keeping the wings folded between his thumb and forefinger, the insect’s legs scrabbled frantically. The four front legs were thin as hairs and the hind two were powerful and large-thighed, enabling it to be a hopper.

Barber showed him how to slip the point of the hook just beneath the short section of tough, ridged shell behind the head. “Not too deep or he’ll bleed molasses and die. Where have you fished?”

“The Thames.” He prided himself on his ability as a fisher, for he and his father often had dangled worms in the broad river, depending on the fish to help feed the family during the unemployment.

Barber grunted. “This is a different kind of fishing,” he said. “Leave the poles for a moment and get on your hands and knees.”

They crawled cautiously to a place overlooking the nearest pool and lay on their bellies. Rob thought the fat man daft.

Four fish hung suspended in glass.

“Small,” Rob whispered.

“Best eating, that size,” Barber said as they crept away from the bank. “Your big river trouts are tough and oily. Did you note how these drifted near the head of the pool? They feed facing upstream, waiting for a juicy meal to fall in and come floating down. They’re wild and wary. If you stand next to the stream, they see you. If you tread strongly on the bank, they feel your step and they scatter. That’s why you use the long pole. Stand well back and lightly drop the hopper just above the pool, letting the flow carry it to the fish.”

He watched critically as Rob swung the grasshopper where he had directed.

With a shock that traveled along the pole and sent excitement up into Rob’s arms, the unseen fish struck like a dragon. After that it was like fishing in the Thames. He waited patiently, giving the trout time to doom itself, and then raised the tip of the pole and set the hook as his father had taught him. When he pulled in the first flopping prize they admired its bloom, the gleaming background like oiled walnut wood, the sleek sides splattered with rainbowy reds, the black fins marked with warm orange.

“Get five more,” Barber said, and disappeared into the woods.

Rob caught two and then lost another and cautiously moved to a different pool. The trouts hungered after grasshoppers. He was cleaning the last of the half dozen when Barber came back with a capful of morels and wild onions.

“We eat twice a day,” Barber said, “mid-morning and early evening, same as all civilized folk.

To rise at six, dine at ten,

Sup at five, to bed at ten,

Makes man live ten times ten.”

He had bacon, and cut it thick. When the meat was done in the blackened pan he dredged the trouts in flour and did them crisp and brown in the fat, adding the onions and mushrooms at the last.

The spines of the trouts lifted cleanly from the steaming flesh, freeing most of the bones. While they enjoyed the fish and the meat, Barber fried barley bread in the flavored fat that remained, covering the toast with husky slices of cheese he allowed to melt bubbly in the pan. To finish, they drank the cold sweet water of the brook that had given them the fish.

Barber was in better cheer. A fat man had to be fed to be at his best, Rob perceived. He also realized that Barber was a rare cook, and he found himself looking toward each meal as an event of the day. He sighed, knowing he wouldn’t have been fed like this in the mines. And the work, he told himself contentedly, wasn’t at all beyond him, for he was perfectly able to keep the grasshopper box filled and catch trouts and place brush beneath the wheels whenever the wagon became stuck in the mud.

The village was Farnham. There were farms; a small, shabby inn; a public house that emitted a faint smell of spilled ale as they passed; a smithy with long wood piles near the forge; a tanner’s that exuded a stink; a sawyer’s yard with cut lumber; and a reeve’s hall facing a square that wasn’t really a square so much as a widening in the midsection of the street, like a snake that had swallowed an egg.

Barber stopped at the outskirts. From the wagon he took a small drum and a stick and handed them to Rob. “Bang it.”

Incitatus knew what they were about; he lifted his head and neighed, raising his hooves as he pranced. Rob pounded the drum proudly, infected by the excitement they were causing on both sides of the street.

“Entertainment this afternoon,” Barber called. “Followed by treatment of human ills and medical problems, great or small!”

The blacksmith, his knotted muscles outlined by grime, stared after them and stopped pulling his bellows rope. Two boys in the sawyer’s yard left the lumber they had been stacking and came running toward the sound of the drum. One of them turned and hurried away. “Where are you bound, Giles?” the other shouted.

“Home to fetch Stephen and the others.”

“Stop and tell my brother’s lot!”

Barber nodded in approval. “Spread the word,” he called.

Women emerged from the houses and called to one another as their children merged in the street, jabbering and joining the barking dogs that followed after the red wagon.

Barber drove slowly down the street from one end to the other and then turned around and came back.

An old man who sat in the sun near the inn opened his eyes and smiled toothlessly at the commotion. Some of the drinkers came out of the public house, carrying their glasses and followed by the barmaid wiping wet hands on her apron, her eyes shining.

Barber stopped in the little square. From the wagon he took four folding benches and set them up joined together. “This is called the bank,” he said to Rob of the small stage thus formed. “You’ll erect it at once whenever we come to a new place.”

On the bank they placed two baskets full of little stoppered flasks that Barber said contained medicine. Then he disappeared into the wagon and pulled the curtain.

* * *

Rob sat on the bank and watched people hasten into the main street. The miller came, his clothing white with flour, and Rob could tell two carpenters by the familiar wood dust and chips on their tunics and hair. Families settled to the ground, willing to wait in order to obtain a place close to the bank. Women worked at tatting and knitting while they tarried, and children chattered and squabbled. A group of village boys stared at Rob. Aware of the awe and envy in their eyes, he struck poses and swaggered. But in a little while all such foolishness was driven from his head, because like them he had become part of the audience. Barber ran onto the bank with a flourish.

“Good day and good morrow,” he said. “I’m comforted to be in Farnham.” And he began to juggle.

He juggled a red ball and a yellow ball. His hands seemed scarcely to move. It was the prettiest thing to see!

His fat fingers sent the balls flying in a continual circle, at first slowly and then with blurring speed. When he was applauded, he reached into his tunic and added a green ball. And then a blue. And, oh—a brown!

How wonderful, Rob thought, to be able to do that.

He held his breath, waiting for Barber to drop a ball, but he controlled all five easily, talking all the while. He made people laugh. He told stories, sang little songs.

Next, he juggled rope rings and wooden plates and after the juggling performed feats of magic. He caused an egg to disappear, found a coin in a child’s hair, made a handkerchief change color.

“Would you be beguiled to see me cause a mug of ale to vanish?”

There was general applause. The barmaid hurried inside the public house and appeared with a foaming mug. Placing it to his lips, Barber downed its contents in a single long swallow. He bowed to good-natured laughter and applause, and then asked the women in the audience if anyone desired a ribbon.

“Oh, indeed!” exclaimed the barmaid. She was young and full-bodied, and her response, so spontaneous and artless, drew a titter from the crowd.

Barber’s eyes met the girl’s and he smiled. “What is your name?”

“Oh, sir. It is Amelia Simpson.”

“Mistress Simpson?”

“I am unmarried.”

Barber closed his eyes. “A waste,” he said gallantly. “What color ribbon would you like, Miss Amelia?”

“Red.”

“And the length?”

“Two yards should do me perfectly.”

“One would hope so,” he murmured, raising his eyebrows.

There was ribald laughter, but he appeared to forget her. He cut a piece of rope into four parts and then caused it to be rejoined and whole, using only gestures. He placed a kerchief over a ring and changed it into a walnut. And then, almost in surprise, he brought his fingers to his mouth and pulled something from between his lips, pausing to show the audience that it was the end of a red ribbon.

As they watched he pulled it out of his mouth, bit by bit, his body drooping and his eyes crossing as it continued to emerge. Finally, holding the end taut, he reached down for his dagger, placed the blade close to his lips, and cut the ribbon free. He handed it to the barmaid with a bow.

Next to her was the village sawyer, who stretched the ribbon on his measuring stick. “Two yards, exact!” he pronounced, and there was great applause.

Barber waited for the noise to die and then held up a flask of his bottled medicinal. “Masters, mistresses, and maidens!

“Only my Universal Specific Physick …

“Lengthens your allotted span, regenerates the worn-out tissues of the body. Makes stiff joints supple and limp joints stiff. Restores a roguish sparkle to jaded eyes. Transmutes illness to health, stops hair from falling and resprouts shiny pates. Clarifies dimmed vision and sharpens dulled intellects.

“A most excellent cordial more stimulating than the finest tonic, a purgative gentler than a cream clyster. The Universal Specific fights bloating and the bloody flux, eases the rigors of the childbed and the agony of the female curse, and eradicates the scorbutic disorders brought back to shore by seafaring folk. It is good for brute or human, a bane to deafness, sore eyes, coughs, consumptions, stomach pains, jaundice, fever, and agues. Cures any illness! Banishes care!”

Barber sold a good deal of it from the bank. Then he and Rob set up a screen, behind which the barber-surgeon examined patients. The ill and the afflicted waited in a long line to pay a penny or two for his treatment.

That night they ate roast goose at the public house, the only time Rob had ever eaten a purchased meal. He thought it especially fine, though Barber pronounced the meat overdone and grumbled at lumps in the mashed turnip. Afterward Barber brought onto the table a chart of the British island. It was the first map Rob had seen and he watched in fascination as Barber’s finger traced a squiggly line, the route they would follow over the coming months.

Eventually, eyes closing, he stumbled sleepily back to their campsite through bright moonlight and made his bed. But so much had happened in the past few days that his dazzled mind fought sleep.

He was half awake and star-searching when Barber returned, and somebody was with him.

“Pretty Amelia,” Barber said. “Pretty dolly. A single look at that wanting mouth, I knew I would die for you.”

“Mind the roots or you’ll fall,” she said.

Rob lay and listened to the wet sounds of kissing, the rasp of clothing being removed, laughter and gasping. Then the slithering of the furs being spread.

“I had best go under, because of my stomach,” he heard Barber say.

“A most prodigious stomach,” the girl said in a low, wicked voice. “It will be like bouncing on a great comforter.”

“Nay, maid, here is my great comforter.”

Rob wanted to see her naked, but by the time he dared to move his head the tiny bit necessary, she was no longer standing, and all he could see was the pale glimmer of buttocks.

His breathing was loud but he could have shouted for all they cared. Soon he watched Barber’s large plump hands reach around to clutch the rotating white orbs.

“Ah, Dolly!”

The girl groaned.

They slept before he did. Rob fell asleep finally and dreamed of Barber, still juggling.

The woman was gone when he was awakened in the chill dawning. They broke camp and rode from Farnham while most of its people were still in bed.

Shortly after sunrise they passed a blackberry bramble and stopped to fill a basket. At the next farm Barber took on provender. When they camped for breakfast, while Rob made the fire and cooked the bacon and cheese toast, Barber broke nine eggs into a bowl and added a generous amount of clotted cream, beating it to a froth and then cooking without stirring until it set into a soft cake, which he covered with dead-ripe blackberries. He appeared pleased at the eagerness with which Rob downed his share.

That afternoon they passed a great keep surrounded by farms. Rob could see people on the grounds and earthen battlements. Barber urged the horse into a trot, seeking to pass it quickly.

But three riders came after them from the place and shouted them to a stop.

Stern and fearsome armed men, they examined the decorated wagon curiously. “What is your trade?” asked one who wore the light mail of a person of rank.

“Barber-surgeon, lord,” Barber said.

The man nodded in satisfaction and wheeled his horse. “Follow.”

Surrounded by their guard, they clattered through a heavy gate set into the earthworks, through a second gate in a palisade of sharpened logs, then across a drawbridge above a moat. Rob had never been so close to a stately fastness. The enormous keep house had a foundation and half-wall of stone, with timbered upper stories, intricate carvings on porch and gables, and a gilded rooftree that blazed in the sun.

“Leave your wagon in the courtyard. Bring your surgeon’s tools.”

“What is the problem, lord?”

“Bitch hurt her hand.”

Laden with instruments and flasks of medicinal, they followed him into the cavernous hall. The floor was flagged with stone and spread with rushes that needed changing. The furniture seemed ample for small giants. Three walls were arrayed with swords, shields, and lances, while the north wall was hung with tapestries of rich but faded color, against which stood a throne of carved dark wood.

The central fireplace was cold but the place was redolent of last winter’s smoke and a less attractive stench, strongest when their escort stopped before the hound lying by the hearth.

“Lost two toes in a snare, a fortnight ago. At first they healed nicely, then they festered.”

Barber nodded. He shook meat from a silver bowl by the hound’s head and poured in the contents of two of his flasks. The dog watched with rheumy eyes and growled when he set down the bowl, but in a moment she started to lap up the specific.

Barber took no chances; when the hound was listless, he tied her muzzle and lashed her feet so she couldn’t use her paws.

The dog trembled and yipped when Barber cut. It smelled abominably, and there were maggots.

“She will lose another toe.”

“She mustn’t be crippled. Do it well,” the man said coldly.

When it was done, Barber washed the blood from the paw with the rest of the medicinal, then bound it in a rag.

“Payment, lord?” he suggested delicately.

“You must wait for the Earl to return from his hunting, and ask him,” the knight said, and went away.

They untied the dog gingerly, then took the instruments and returned to the wagon. Barber drove them away slowly, like a man with permission to leave.

But when they were out of sight of the keep, he hawked and spat. “Perhaps the Earl would not return for days. By then, if the dog were well, perhaps he would pay, this saintly Earl. If the dog were dead or the Earl out of sorts with constipation, he might have us flayed. I shun lords and take my chances in small villages,” he said, and urged the horse away.

Next morning, he was in better mood when they came to Chelmsford. But there already was an unguent seller set up to entertain there, a sleek man dressed in a gaudy orange tunic and with a mane of white hair.

“Well met, Barber,” the man said easily.

“Hullo, Wat. You still have the beast?”

“No, he turned sickly and became too mean. I used him in a baiting.”

“Pity you didn’t give him my Specific. It would have made him well.”

They laughed together.

“I have a new beast. Do you care to witness?”

“Why not?” Barber said. He pulled the wagon up under a tree and allowed the horse to graze while the crowd gathered. Chelmsford was a large village and the audience was good. “Have you wrestled?” Barber asked Rob.

He nodded. He loved to wrestle; wrestling was the everyday sport of working-class boys in London.

Wat began his entertainment in the same manner as Barber, with juggling. His juggling was skillful, Rob thought. His storytelling couldn’t measure up to Barber’s and people laughed less frequently. But they loved the bear.

The cage was in the shade, covered by a cloth. The crowd murmured when Wat removed the cover. Rob had seen an entertaining bear before. When he was six years old his father had taken him to see such a creature performing outside Swann’s Inn, and it had appeared enormous to him. When Wat led this muzzled bear onto the bank on a long chain, it seemed smaller. It was scarcely larger than a great dog, but it was very smart.

“Bartram the Bear!” Wat announced.

The bear lay down and pretended to be dead on command, he rolled a ball and fetched it, he climbed up and down a ladder, and while Wat played a flute he danced the popular clog step called the Carol, turning clumsily instead of twirling but so delighting the onlookers that they applauded the animal’s every move.

“And now,” Wat said, “Bartram will wrestle all challengers. Anyone to throw him will be given a free pot of Wat’s Unguent, that most miraculous agent for the relief of human ills.”

There was an amused stir but no one came forward.

“Come, wrestlers,” Wat chided.

Barber’s eyes twinkled. “Here is a lad who is not fear-struck,” he said loudly.

To Rob’s amazement and great concern, he found himself propelled forward. Willing hands aided him onto the bank.

“My boy against your beast, friend Wat,” Barber called.

Wat nodded and they both laughed.

Oh, Mam! Rob thought numbly.

It was truly a bear. It swayed on its hind legs and cocked its large, furry head at him. This was no hound, no Carpenter’s Street playmate. He saw massive shoulders and thick limbs, and his instinct was to leap from the bank and flee. But to do so would defy Barber and everything the barber-surgeon represented to his existence. He made the less courageous choice and faced the animal.

His heart pounding, he circled, weaving his open hands in front of him as he had often seen older wrestlers do. Perhaps he didn’t have it quite right; someone tittered, and the bear looked toward the sound. Trying to forget that his adversary wasn’t human, Rob acted as he would have toward another boy: he darted in and tried to unbalance Bartram, but it was like trying to uproot a great tree.

Bartram lifted one paw and struck him lazily. The bear had been declawed but the cuff knocked him down and halfway across the stage. Now he was more than terrified; he knew he could do nothing and would have fled, but Bartram shambled with deceptive swiftness and was waiting. When he got to his feet he was wrapped by the forelimbs. His face was pulled into the bear, which filled his nose and mouth. He was strangling in scruffy black fur that smelled exactly like the pelt he slept on at night. The bear was not fully grown, but neither was he. Struggling, he found himself looking up into small and desperate red eyes. The bear was as afraid as he, Rob realized, but the animal was in full control and had something to harry. Bartram couldn’t bite but it was obvious he would have; he ground the leather muzzle into Rob’s shoulder and his breath was strong and stinking.

Wat reached his hand toward the little handle on the animal’s collar. He didn’t touch it, but the bear whimpered and cringed; he dropped Rob and fell onto his back.

“Pin him, you dolt!” Wat whispered.

He flung himself down and touched the black fur near the shoulders. No one was fooled and a few people jeered, but the crowd had been entertained and was in good humor. Wat caged Bartram and returned to reward Rob with a tiny clay pot of unguent, as promised. Soon the entertainer was declaiming the salve’s ingredients and uses to the crowd.

Rob walked to the wagon on rubbery legs.

“You did handsomely,” Barber said. “Dove right into him. Bit of a nosebleed?”

He snuffled, knowing he was fortunate. “The beast was about to do me harm,” he said glumly.

Barber grinned and shook his head. “Did you note the little handle on its neckband? It’s a choke collar. The handle allows the band to be twisted, cutting off the creature’s breathing if it disobeys. It is the way bears are trained.” He gave Rob a hand up to the wagon seat and then took a dab of salve from the pot and rubbed it between thumb and forefinger. “Tallow and lard and a touch of scent. And, oh, but he sells a good deal of it,” he mused, watching customers line up to hand Wat their pennies. “An animal guarantees prosperity. There are entertainments built around marmots, goats, crows, badgers, and dogs. Even lizards, and generally they take in more money than I do when I work alone.”

The horse responded to the reins and started down the track into the coolness of the woods, leaving Chelmsford and the wrestling bear behind them. The shakiness was still in Rob. He sat motionless, thinking. “Then why do you not entertain with an animal?” he said slowly.

Barber half-turned in the seat. His friendly blue eyes found Rob’s and seemed to say more than his smiling mouth.

“I have you,” he said.


6

THE COLORED BALLS
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They began with juggling, and from the start Rob knew he would never be able to perform that kind of miracle.

“Stand erect but relaxed, hands at your sides. Bring your forearms up until they’re level with the ground. Turn your palms up.” Barber surveyed him critically and then nodded. “You must pretend that on your palms I have placed a tray of eggs. The tray can’t be allowed to tilt for even a moment or the eggs will slide off. It’s the same with juggling. If your arms don’t remain level, the balls will be all over the ground. Is this understood?”

“Yes, Barber.” He had a sick feeling in his stomach.

“Cup your hands as though you’re to drink water from each of them.” He took two wooden balls. He placed the red ball in Rob’s cupped right hand and the blue ball in his left. “Now toss them up the way a juggler does, but at the same time.”

The balls went over his head and fell to the ground.

“Observe. The red ball rose higher, because you have more strength in your right arm than in your left. Therefore you must learn to compensate, to use less effort from your right hand and more from your left, for the throws must be equal. Also, the balls went too high. A juggler has enough to do without having to pull back his head and peer up into the sun to see where the balls have gone. The balls should come no higher than here.” He tapped Rob’s forehead. “That way you see them without moving your head.”

He frowned. “Another thing. Jugglers never throw a ball. The balls are popped. The center of your hand must pop up for a moment so that the cup disappears and your hand is flat. The center of your hand drives the ball straight up, while at the same time the wrist gives a quick little snap and the forearm makes the smallest of motions upward. From the elbows to the shoulders, your arms shouldn’t move.”

He retrieved the balls and handed them to Rob.

When they reached Hertford, Rob set up the bank and carried out the flasks of Barber’s elixir and then took the two wooden balls off by himself and practiced popping. It hadn’t sounded hard but he found that half the time he placed a spin on the ball when he threw it up, causing it to veer. If he hooked the ball by hanging on to it too long it fell back toward his face or went over his shoulder. If he allowed a hand to go slack, the ball traveled away from him. But he kept at it, and soon he grasped the knack of popping. Barber seemed pleased when he showed his new skill that evening before supper.

The next day Barber stopped the wagon outside the village of Luton and showed Rob how to pop two balls so their paths crossed. “You can avoid collisions in midair if one ball has a head start or is popped higher than the other,” he said.

As soon as the show had begun in Luton, Rob stole away with the two balls and practiced in a small clearing in the woods. More often than not, the blue ball met the red ball with a small clunking sound that seemed to mock him. The balls fell and rolled and had to be retrieved, and he felt stupid and out of sorts. But nobody watched except a woods mouse and an occasional bird, and he continued to try. Eventually he was able to see that he could pop both balls successfully if the first one came down wide of his left hand and the second one went lower and traveled a shorter distance. It took him two days of trial and error and constant repetition before he was sufficiently satisfied to demonstrate it to Barber.

Barber showed him how to move both balls in a circle. “It looks more difficult than it is. You pop the first ball. While it is in the air, you shift the second ball into the right hand. The left hand catches the first ball, the right hand pops the second ball, and so on, hop, hop, hop! The balls are sent into the air quickly by your pops, but they come down much slower. That’s the juggler’s secret, that’s what saves jugglers. You have plenty of time.”

By the end of a week Barber was teaching him how to juggle both the red and the blue from the same hand. He had to hold one ball in his palm and the other farther forward, on his fingers. He was glad he had large hands. He dropped the balls a lot but finally he caught on: first red was tossed up, and before it could drop back into his hand, up went blue. They danced up and down from the same hand, hop, hop, hop! He practiced every moment that he could, now—two balls in a circle, two balls crossing over, two balls with the right hand only, two balls one-handed with the left. He found that by juggling with very low pops he could increase his speed.

They held over outside a town called Bletchly because Barber bought a swan from a farmer. It was scarcely more than a cygnet but nevertheless larger than any fowl Rob had ever seen prepared for table. The farmer sold it dressed but Barber fussed over the bird, washing it painstakingly in a running stream and then dangling it by the legs over a small fire to singe off the pinfeathers.

He stuffed it with chestnuts, onions, fat, and herbs as befit a bird that had cost him dear. “A swan’s flesh is stronger than a goose’s but drier than a duck’s and so must be barded,” he instructed Rob happily. They barded the bird by wrapping it completely in thin sheets of salt pork, overlapped and molded snugly. Barber tied the package with flaxen cord and then hung it over the fire on a spit.

Rob practiced his juggling near enough to the fire so that the smells were a sweet torment. The heat of the flames drew the grease from the pork, basting the lean meat while the fat in the stuffing melted slowly and anointed the bird from within. As Barber turned the swan on the green branch that served as a spit, the thin skin of pork gradually dried and seared; when finally the bird was done and he removed it, the salt pork crackled and broke away. Inside, the swan was moist and delicate, slightly stringy but nicely larded and seasoned. They ate some of the flesh with the hot chestnut stuffing and boiled new squash. Rob had a great pink thigh.

Next morning they rose early and pushed hard, buoyed by the day of rest. They stopped for breakfast by the side of the track and enjoyed some of the swan’s breast cold with their toasted bread and cheese. When they had finished eating, Barber belched and gave Rob a third wooden ball, painted green.

They moved like ants across the lowlands. The Cotswold Hills were gentle and rolling, beautiful in their summer softness. The villages nestled in the valleys, with more stone houses than Rob had been accustomed to seeing in London. Three days after St. Swithin’s Day he was ten years old. He made no mention of it to Barber.

He was growing; the sleeves of the shirt Mam had sewn purposely long now ended well above his knobby wrists. Barber worked him hard. He performed most of the chores, loading and unloading the wagon at every town and village, hauling firewood and fetching water. His body was making bone and muscle of the fine rich food that kept Barber massively round. He had become quickly accustomed to wonderful food.

Rob and Barber were getting used to each other’s ways. Now when the fat man brought a woman to the campfire it was no novelty; sometimes Rob listened to the sounds of humping and tried to see, but usually he turned over and went to sleep. If the circumstances were right, on occasion Barber spent the night in a woman’s house, but he was always at the wagon when morning came and it was time to leave a place.

Gradually there grew in Rob an understanding that Barber tried to cosset every woman he saw and did the same to the people who watched his entertainments. The barber-surgeon told them the Universal Specific was an Eastern physick, made by infusing the ground dried flower of a plant called Vitalia which was found only in the deserts of far-off Assyria. Yet when they ran low on the Specific, Rob helped Barber to mix up a new batch and he saw that the physick was mostly everyday liquor.

They didn’t have to inquire more than half a dozen times before finding a farmer with a keg of metheglin he was happy to sell. Any variety would have served, but Barber said he always tried to find metheglin, a mixture of fermented honey and water. “It’s a Welsh invention, chappy, one of the few things they’ve given us. Named from meddyg, their word for physician, and llyn, meaning strong liquor. It is their way of taking medicine and it is a good one, for metheglin numbs the tongue and warms the soul.”

Vitalia, the Herb of Life from far-off Assyria, turned out to be a pinch of niter, stirred well into each gallon of metheglin by Rob. It gave the strong spirits a medicinal bite, softened by the sweetness of the fermented honey that was its base.

The flasks were small. “Buy a keg cheap, sell a flask dear,” Barber said. “Our place is with the lower classes and the poor. Above us are the surgeons, who charge fatter fees and sometimes will throw the likes of us a dirty job they don’t wish to soil their own hands on, like tossing a bit of rotten meat to a cur! Above that sorry lot are the ruddy physicians, who are full of importance and cater to gentlefolk because they charge most of all.

“Do you ever wonder why this Barber doesn’t trim beards or cut hair? It’s because I can afford to choose my tasks. For here’s a lesson, and learn it well, apprentice: By mixing a proper physick and selling it diligently, a barber-surgeon can make as much money as a physician. Should all else fail, that is all you would have to know.”

When they were through mixing the physick for sale, Barber got out a smaller pot and made some more. Then he fumbled with his clothing. Rob stood transfixed and watched the stream tinkle into the Universal Specific.

“My Special Batch,” Barber said silkily, milking himself.

“Day after tomorrow we’ll be in Oxford. The reeve there, name of Sir John Fitts, charges me dear in order not to run me out of the county. In a fortnight we’ll be in Bristol, where a tavern-keeper named Potter always utters loud insults during my entertainments. I try to have suitable small gifts ready for men such as these.”

When they reached Oxford, Rob didn’t disappear to practice with his colored balls. He waited and watched until the reeve appeared in his filthy satin tunic, a long, thin man with sunken cheeks and a perpetual cold smile that seemed prompted by some private amusement. Rob saw Barber pay the bribe and then, in reluctant afterthought, offer the bottle of metheglin.

The reeve opened the flask and drank its contents down. Rob waited for him to gag and spit and shout for their immediate arrest, but Lord Fitts finished the final drop and smacked his lips.

“Adequate tipple.”

“Thank you, Sir John.”

“Give me several flasks to carry home.”

Barber sighed, as if put upon. “Of course, my lord.”

The pissy bottles were scratched to mark them as different from the undiluted metheglin, and kept separate in a corner of the wagon; but Rob didn’t dare to drink any honey liquor for fear of making a mistake. The existence of the Special Batch made all metheglin nauseating, perhaps saving him from becoming a drunkard at an early age.

Juggling three balls was wickedly hard. He worked at it for weeks without great success. He started by holding two balls in his right hand and one in his left. Barber told him to begin by juggling two balls in one hand, as he had already learned. When the moment seemed right, he popped the third ball in the same rhythm. Two balls would go up together, then one, then two, then one … The lone ball bobbing between the other two made a pretty picture, but it wasn’t real juggling. Whenever he tried a crossover toss with the three balls he met with disaster.

He practiced every possible moment. At night in his sleep he saw colored balls dancing through the air, light as birds. When he was awake he tried to pop them like that but he quickly ran into trouble.

They were in Stratford when he got the knack. He could see nothing different in the way that he popped or caught. He had simply found the rhythm; the three balls seemed to rise naturally from his hands and return as if part of him.

Barber was pleased. “It’s my natal day, and you have given me a fine gift,” he said. To celebrate both events they went to market and bought a joint of young venison, which Barber boiled, larded, seasoned with mint and sorrel, and then roasted in beer with small carrots and sugar pears. “When is your birth day?” he asked as they ate.

“Three days after Swithin’s.”

“But it is past! And you made no mention of it.”

He didn’t answer.

Barber looked at him and nodded. Then he sliced more meat and heaped it on Rob’s plate.

That evening Barber took him to the public house in Stratford. Rob drank sweet cider but Barber downed new ale and sang a song celebrating it. He had no great voice but he could carry a tune. When he was finished there was applause and the thumping of mugs on tables. Two women sat alone in a corner, the only women there. One was young and stout and blond. The other was thin and older, with gray in her brown hair. “More!” the older one cried boldly.

“Mistress, you are insatiable,” Barber called. He threw back his head and sang:

“Here’s a merry new song of a ripe widow’s wooing,

She bedded a scoundrel to her sad undoing.

The man he did joss her and bounce her and toss her

And stole all her gold for a general screwing!’”

The women shrieked and screamed with laughter and hid their eyes behind their hands.

Barber sent them ale and sang:

“Your eyes caressed me once,

Your arms embrace me now …

We’ll roll together by and by

So make no fruitless vow.”

Surprisingly agile for one so large, Barber danced a frenzied clog with each of the women in turn, while the men in the public house clapped their hands and shouted. He tossed and whirled the delighted women easily, for under the lard were the muscles of a dray horse. Rob fell asleep soon after Barber brought them to his table. He was dimly aware of being awakened and of the women’s support as they helped Barber to lead him, stumbling, back to the camp.

When he awoke next morning the three lay beneath the wagon, tangled like great dead snakes.

He was becoming intensely interested in breasts and he stood close and studied the women. The younger had a pendulous bosom with heavy nipples set in large brown circles in which there were hairs. The older was nearly flat with little bluish dugs like a bitch’s or sow’s.

Barber opened one eye and watched him memorizing the women. Presently he extricated himself and patted the cross and sleepy females, waking them so he could rescue the bedding and return it to the wagon while Rob hitched the animal. He left them each the gift of a coin and a bottle of Universal Specific. Scorned by a flapping heron, he and Rob drove out of Stratford just as the sun was pinking the river.
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THE HOUSE ON LYME BAY
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One morning when he tried to blow the Saxon horn, instead of merely a hiss of air the full sound emerged. Soon he proudly marked their daily way with the lonely, echoing call. As summer ended and the days grew increasingly shorter, they began to travel southwest. “I have a little house in Exmouth,” Barber told him. “I try to spend each winter on the mild coast, for I dislike the cold.”

He gave Rob a brown ball.

Juggling with four balls was not to be feared, for he already knew how to juggle two balls in one hand, and now he juggled two balls in each. He practiced constantly but was forbidden from juggling while traveling in the seat of the wagon, for he often erred and Barber wearied of reining the horse and waiting for him to clamber down and collect the balls.

Sometimes they came to a place where boys of his age splashed in a river or laughed and frolicked, and he felt a yearning for childhood. But he was already different from them. Had they wrestled a bear? Could they juggle four balls? Could they blow the Saxon horn?

In Glastonbury he played the fool by juggling before an awestruck gaggle of boys in the village churchyard while Barber performed in the square nearby and could hear their laughter and applause. Barber was cutting in his condemnation. “You shall not perform unless or until you become a genuine juggler, which may or may not occur. Is this understood?”

“Yes, Barber,” he said.

They finally reached Exmouth on an evening in late October. The house was forlorn and desolate, a few minutes’ walk from the sea.

“It had been a working farm, but I bought it without land and thereby cheaply,” Barber said. “The horse is stalled in the former hay barn and the wagon goes into that shed meant for the storing of corn.” A lean-to which had sheltered the farmer’s cow kept firewood from the elements. The dwelling was scarcely larger than the house on Carpenter’s Street in London and had a thatched roof too, but instead of a smoke hole there was a large stone chimney. In the fireplace Barber had set an iron pot hanger, a tripod, a shovel, large fire irons, a cauldron, and a meat hook. Next to the fireplace was an oven, and in close proximity was an enormous bedstead. Barber had made things comfortable during past winters. There was a kneading trough, a table, a bench, a cheese cupboard, several jugs, and a few baskets.

When a fire was on the hearth, they rewarmed the remains of a ham that already had fed them all week. The ripening meat tasted strong and there was mold in the bread. It was not the master’s sort of meal. “Tomorrow we must lay in provision,” Barber said moodily.

Rob got the wooden balls and practiced cross-throws in the flickering light. He did well but eventually the balls ended on the floor.

Barber took a yellow ball from his bag and tossed it on the floor, where it rolled to nestle with the others.

Red, blue, brown, and green. And now yellow.

Rob thought of all the colors of the rainbow and felt himself sinking into the deepest of despairs. He stood and looked at Barber. He was aware the man could see a resistance in his eyes that had never been there before but couldn’t help himself.

“How many more?”

Barber understood the question and the despair. “None. That is the last of them,” he said quietly.

They worked to prepare for winter. There was enough wood but some of it needed splitting; and kindling had to be gathered, broken, and piled near the fireplace. There were two rooms in the house, one for living and one for foodstuffs. Barber knew exactly where to go to obtain the best provision. They got turnips, onions, a basket of squash. At an orchard in Exeter they picked a barrel of apples with golden skins and white flesh and carried it home in the wagon. They put up a keg of pork in brine. A neighboring farm had a smokehouse and they bought hams and mackerel and had them smoked for a fee, and then hung them with a bought quarter of mutton, high and dry against the time they would be needed. The farmer, accustomed to people who poached or produced what they ate, said wonderingly that he never had heard of a common man purchasing so much meat.

Rob hated the yellow ball. The yellow ball was his undoing.

From the start, juggling five balls felt wrong. He had to hold three balls in his right hand. In his left hand, the lower ball was pressed against his palm by his ring finger and little finger, while the top ball was cradled by his thumb, forefinger, and middle finger. In his right hand, the lower ball was held the same way, but the top ball was imprisoned between his thumb and forefinger and the middle ball was wedged between his forefinger and middle finger. He could scarcely hold them, much less juggle.

Barber tried to help. “When you juggle five, many of the rules you have learned no longer apply,” he said. “Now the ball can’t be popped, it must be thrown up by your fingertips. And to give you enough time to juggle all five, you must throw them very high. First you toss a ball from your right hand. Immediately a ball must leave your left hand, then your right again, then your left again and then your right, THROW-THROW-THROW-THROW-THROW! You must toss very quickly!”

When Rob tried, he found himself beneath a shower of tumbling balls. His hands stabbed at them but they fell all about him and rolled to the corners of the room.

Barber smiled. “So here is your winter’s work,” he said.

Their water tasted bitter because the spring behind the house was choked by a thick layer of decaying oak leaves. Rob found a wooden rake in the horse’s barn and pulled out great heaps of black, sodden leaves. He dug sand from a nearby bank and spread a thick layer in the spring. When the roiled water settled, it was sweet.

Winter came fast, a strange season. Rob liked an honest winter with snow on the ground. In Exmouth that year it rained half the time, and whenever it snowed the flakes melted on the wet earth. There was no ice save for tiny needles in the water when he drew it from the spring. The wind always blew chill and dank from the sea and the little house was part of the general dampness. At night he slept in the great bed with Barber. Barber lay closer to the fire but his great bulk shed a considerable warmth.

He had come to hate juggling. He tried desperately to manage five balls but was able to catch no more than two or three. When he was holding two balls and trying to catch a third, the falling ball usually struck one of those in his hand and bounced away.

He began to undertake any activity that would keep him from practicing juggling. He took out the night soil without being told, and scrubbed the stone pot each time. He split more wood than was necessary and constantly replenished the water jug. He brushed Incitatus until the horse’s gray pelt shone, and braided the beast’s mane. He went through the barrel of apples one by one to cull out rotten fruit. He kept an even neater place than his mother had kept in London.

At the edge of Lyme Bay he watched the white waves batter the beach. The wind drove straight out of the churning gray sea, so raw it made his eyes water. Barber noted his shivering and hired a widowed seamstress named Editha Lipton to cut down an old tunic of his own into a warm kirtle and tight trousers for Rob.

Editha’s husband and two sons had been drowned at sea in a storm that had caught them fishing. She was a full-bodied matron with a kind face and sad eyes. She quickly became Barber’s woman. When he stayed with her in the town, Rob lay alone in the large bed by the fire and pretended the house was his own. Once, in a sleety gale when cold wind found its way through the cracks, Editha came to spend the night. She displaced Rob to the floor, where he clutched a wrapped hot stone, his feet bound with pieces of the seamstress’s buckram. He heard her low, gentle voice. “Should not the boy come in with us, where he can be warm?”

“No,” Barber said.

A short while later, as the grunting man labored on her, her hand drifted down through the darkness and rested on Rob’s head as lightly as a blessing.

He lay still. By the time Barber was finished with her, her hand had been withdrawn. After that, whenever she slept in Barber’s house Rob waited in the dark on the floor next to the bed, but she never touched him again.

“You don’t progress,” Barber said. “Pay heed. The value of my prentice is to entertain a crowd. My boy must be a juggler.”

“Can I not juggle four balls?”

“An outstanding juggler can keep seven balls in the air. I know several who can handle six. I need only an ordinary juggler. But if you can’t manage five balls, I’m soon to be done with you.” Barber sighed. “I’ve had boys in number, and of all of them only three were fit to be kept. The first was Evan Carey, who learned to juggle five balls very well but had a weakness for drink. He was with me four prosperous years past apprenticeship, until he was stabbed to death in a drunken brawl in Leicester, a fool’s end.

“The second was Jason Earle. He was clever, the best juggler of all. He learned my barber’s trade but married the daughter of the reeve in Portsmouth and allowed his father-in-law to turn him into a proper thief and bribe collector.

“Boy before last was marvelous. Name of Gibby Nelson. He was my bloody food and drink until he caught a fever in York and died.” He frowned. “The damned last boy was a twit. He did same as you, he could juggle four balls but couldn’t get the hang of managing the fifth, and I rid myself of him in London just before I found you.”

They regarded one another unhappily.

“You, now, are no twit. You’re a likely chap, easy to live with, quick to do your work. But I didn’t get the horse and rig, or this house or the meat hanging from its rafters, by teaching my trade to boys I can’t use. You will be a juggler by springtime or I must leave you somewhere. Do you see?”

“Yes, Barber.”

Some things Barber could show him. He had him juggle three apples, and the spiky stems hurt his hands. He caught them softly, yielding his hand a bit at each catch.

“Observe?” Barber said. “Because of the slight deference, an apple already held in your hand doesn’t cause a second caught apple to bounce out of your grasp.” He found that it worked with balls as well as apples. “You make progress,” Barber said hopefully.

Christmastide crept up on them while their attention was elsewhere. Editha invited them to accompany her to church and Barber snorted. “Are we a bloody household, then?” But he made no objection when she asked if she could take just the boy.

The little wattle-and-daub country church was crowded and therefore warmer than the rest of bleak Exmouth. Rob hadn’t been in a church since leaving London and nostalgically breathed the incense-and-people stink and gave himself up to the Mass, a familiar haven. Afterward the priest, who was difficult to understand because of his Dartmoor accent, told of the birth of the Saviour and of the blessed human life that ended when He was slain by the Jews, and he spoke at great length of the fallen angel Lucifer with whom Jesus eternally grapples in defense of all. Rob tried to choose a saint for special prayer but ended up addressing the purest soul his mind could conceive. Watch over the others, please, Mam. I am fine, but help your younger children. Yet he couldn’t forbear to ask a personal request: Please, Mam, help me to juggle five balls.

They went directly from the church to a roast goose turning on Barber’s spit, and a plum-and-onion stuffing. “If a man has goose on Christmas he’ll receive money all through the year,” Barber said.

Editha smiled. “I’ve always heard that to receive money you must eat goose on Michaelmas,” she said, but didn’t argue when Barber insisted it was on Christmas. He was generous with spirits and they had a jolly meal.

She wouldn’t stay the night, perhaps because at Christ’s birth her thoughts were with her dead husband and sons, as Rob’s were elsewhere.

When she had gone home, Barber watched him clean up after their meal. “I shouldn’t grow too fond of Editha,” Barber said finally. “She’s only a woman and we shall soon abandon her.”

The sun never shone. Three weeks into the new year the unchanging grayness of the skies worked its way into their spirits. Now Barber began to drive him, insisting that he stay at his practice no matter how miserable his repeated failure. “Don’t you recall how it was when you tried to juggle three balls? One moment you couldn’t, and then you were able. And the same thing happened with the blowing of the Saxon horn. You must give yourself every chance to juggle five.”

But no matter how many hours he kept at it, the result was the same. He came to approach the task dully, understanding even before he began that he must fail.

He knew spring would come and he wouldn’t be a juggler.

He dreamed one night that Editha touched his head again and opened great thighs and showed him her cunt. When he awoke he couldn’t remember what it had looked like but a strange and terrifying thing had occurred during the dream. He wiped the mess from the fur bedcover when Barber was out of the house and scrubbed it clean with wet ashes.

He was not so foolish as to suppose that Editha might wait for him to become a man and then marry him, but he thought it would improve her condition if she should gain a son. “Barber will leave,” he told her one morning as she helped him carry in the wood. “Could I not stay in Exmouth and live with you?”

Something hard came into her fine eyes but she didn’t look away. “I can’t maintain you. To keep only myself alive, I must be half seamstress and half whore. If I had you too, I should be any man’s.” A stick of wood fell from the pile in her arms. She waited until he had replaced it, then she turned and went into the house.

After that she came less often and gave him only a scarce word. Finally she didn’t come at all. Perhaps Barber was less interested in his pleasure, for he grew more fretful.

“Dolt!” he shouted as Rob J. dropped the balls still another time. “Use only three balls this time but throw them high, as you would in juggling all five. When the third ball is in the air, clap your hands.”

Rob did so, and there was time after the handclap to catch the three balls.

“You see?” Barber said, pleased. “In the time spent clapping, you would have been able to toss up the other two balls.”

But when he tried, all five collided in the air and once again there was chaos, the man cursing and balls rolling everywhere.

Suddenly, spring was short weeks away.

One night when he thought Rob was asleep, Barber came and adjusted the bearskin so it lay warm and snug under his chin. He stood over the bed and looked down at Rob for a long time. Then he sighed and moved away.

In the morning Barber took a whip from the cart. “You don’t think on what you are doing,” he said. Rob never had seen him whip the horse, but when he dropped the balls the lash whistled and cut his legs.

It hurt terribly; he cried out and then he began to sob.

“Pick up the balls.”

He collected them and threw again with the same sorry result, and the leather slashed across his legs.

He had been beaten by his father on numerous occasions, but never with a whip.

Again and again he retrieved the five balls and tried to juggle them but couldn’t. Each time he failed, the whip cut across his legs, causing him to scream.

“Pick up the balls.”

“Please, Barber!”

The man’s face was grim. “It’s for your good. Use your head. Think on it.” Although it was a cold day, Barber was sweating.

The pain did impel him to think on what he did, but he was shuddering with frantic sobbing and his muscles seemed to belong to someone else. He was worse off than ever. He stood and trembled, tears wetting his face and snot running into his mouth, as Barber lashed him. I am a Roman, he told himself. When I’m grown I’ll find this man and kill him.

Barber struck him until blood showed through the legs of the new trousers Editha had sewn. Then he dropped the whip and strode from the house.

The barber-surgeon returned late that night and fell drunkenly into bed.

In the morning when he awoke his eyes were calm but he pursed his lips when he looked at Rob’s legs. He heated water and used a rag to soak them free of dried blood, then he fetched a pot of bear fat. “Rub it in well,” he said.

The knowledge that he’d lost his chance hurt Rob more than the cuts and the welts.

Barber consulted his charts. “I set out on Maundy Thursday and will take you as far as Bristol. It’s a flourishing port and perhaps you may find a place there.”

“Yes, Barber,” he said in a low voice.

Barber spent a long time readying breakfast and when it was ready he lavishly dealt gruel, cheese toast, eggs and bacon. “Eat, eat,” he said gruffly.

He sat and watched while Rob forced down the food.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I was a runagate boy myself and know life can be hard.”

Barber spoke to him only once all the rest of the morning. “You may keep the suit of clothes,” he said.

The colored balls were put away and Rob practiced no more. But Maundy Thursday was almost a fortnight away and Barber continued to work him hard, setting him to the scrubbing of the splintery floors in both rooms. Each spring at home Mam had also washed down her walls and he did that now. There was less smoke in this house than there had been in Mam’s but these walls appeared never to have been washed, and there was a marked difference when he was done.

On a midafternoon the sun magically reappeared, turning the sea blue and glittery and gentling the salty air. For the first time Rob could understand why some folks chose to live in Exmouth. In the woods behind the house small green things began to finger through the wet leaf mold; he picked a potful of fern shoots and they boiled the first greens with bacon. The fishing men had ventured into the calming seas and Barber met a returning boat and bought a fearsome cod and half a dozen fish heads. He set Rob to cubing salt pork and tried the fat meat slowly in the fry pan until it was crisp. Then he brewed a soup, merging meat and fish, sliced turnip, rendered fat, rich milk, and a bit of thyme. They enjoyed it silently with a crusty warm bread, each aware that very soon Rob wouldn’t be eating fare such as this.

Some of the hung mutton had turned green and Barber cut away the spoiled part and carried it into the woods. There was a fierce stench from the apple barrel, in which only a fraction of the original fruit survived. Rob tipped the barrel and emptied it, checking each pippin and setting aside the sound ones.

They felt solid and round in his hands.

Recalling how Barber had helped him to learn a soft catch by giving him apples to juggle, he popped three of them, hup-hup-hup.

He caught them. Then he popped them again, sending them high, and clapped his hands before they fell.

He picked up two more apples and sent all five up, but—surprise!—they collided and landed on the floor somewhat squashily. He froze, not knowing Barber’s whereabouts; he was certain to be beaten again if Barber discovered him wasting food.

But there was no protest from the other room.

He began putting the sound apples back into the barrel. It had not been a bad effort, he told himself; his timing appeared to be better.

He chose five more apples of the proper size and sent them up.

This time it came very close to working, but what failed was his nerve and the fruit came crashing down as if dispersed from its tree by an autumn gale.

He retrieved the apples and sent them up again. He was all over the place and it was herky-jerky instead of smooth and lovely, but this time the five objects went up and came down into his hands and were sent up again as though they were only three.

Up and down and up and down. Over and over again.

“Oh, Mam,” he said shakily, although years later he would debate with himself over whether she had anything to do with it.

Hup-hup-hup-hup-hup!

“Barber,” he said loudly, afraid to shout.

The door opened. A moment later he lost the whole thing and there were falling apples everywhere.

When he looked up he cringed, for Barber was rushing at him with his hand raised.

“I saw it!” Barber cried, and Rob found himself in a joyous hug that compared favorably to the best efforts of Bartram the bear.
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Maundy Thursday came and went and they remained in Exmouth, for Rob had to be trained in all aspects of the entertainment. They worked on team juggling, which he enjoyed from the start and quickly came to perform exceedingly well. Then they moved to legerdemain, magic equal in difficulty to four-ball juggling.

“The Devil doesn’t license magicians,” Barber said. “Magic is a human art, to be mastered the way you conquered juggling. But it is much easier,” he added hastily, seeing Rob’s face.

Barber gave him the simple secrets of white magic. “You must have a bold and audacious spirit and put a confident face on anything you do. You require nimble fingers and a clean manner of work, and must hide behind a patter, using exotic words to adorn your actions.

“The final rule is by far the most important. You must have devices, gestures of the body, and other diversions that will cause the spectators to look anywhere but at what you are truly doing.”

The finest diversion they had was one another, Barber said, and used the ribbon trick to demonstrate. “For this I need ribbons of blue, red, black, yellow, green, and brown. At the end of every yard I tie a slip knot, and then I roll the knotted ribbon tightly, making small coils that are distributed throughout my clothing. The same color is always kept in the same pocket.

“‘Who would like a ribbon?’ I ask.

“‘Oh, I, sirrah! A blue ribbon, two yards in length.’ They seldom ask for longer. They do not use ribbon to tether the cow.

“I appear to forget the request, going on to other matters. Then you create a bit of flash, perhaps by juggling. While you have their eyes I go to this left tunic pocket, where blue is always kept. I appear to cover a cough with my hand, and the coil of ribbon is in my mouth. In a moment, when their attention again is on me, I discover the ribbon’s end between my lips and pull it, bit by bit. When the first knot reaches my teeth, it slips. When the second knot arrives I know I am at two yards, and I cut the ribbon and present it.”

Rob was delighted to learn the trick yet let down by the unlovely manipulation, feeling cheated of the magic.

Barber continued to disillusion him. Soon, if he wasn’t yet passing fine as a magician, he did yeoman’s work as a magician’s helper. He learned little dances, hymns and songs, jokes and stories he didn’t understand. Finally, he magpied the speeches that went with the selling of the Universal Specific. Barber declared him a swift learner. Well before his boy thought it possible, the barber-surgeon declared that he was ready.

They left on a foggy April morning and made their way through the Blackdown Hills for two days in a light spring rain. On the third afternoon, under a sky turned clear and new, they reached the village of Bridgeton. Barber halted the horse by the bridge that gave the place its name and appraised him. “Are you all set, then?”

He wasn’t certain, but nodded.

“There’s a good chap. It’s not much of a town. Whoremongers and trulls, a busy public house, and a good many customers who come from far and wide to get at both. So anything’s allowed, eh?”

Rob had no idea what that meant, but he nodded again. Incitatus responded to the reins and pulled them across the bridge at a promenade trot. At first it was as it had been before. The horse pranced and Rob pounded the drum as they paraded the main street. He set up the bank on the village square and carried three oak-splint baskets of the Specific onto it.

But this time, when the entertainment began he bounded onto the bank with Barber.

“Good day and good morrow,” Barber said. They both began to juggle two balls. “We’re comforted to be in Bridgeton.”

Simultaneously each took a third ball from his pocket, then a fourth and a fifth. Rob’s were red, Barber’s blue; they flowed up from their hands in the center and cascaded down on the outside like water in two fountains. Their hands moving only inches, they made the wooden balls dance.

Eventually they turned and faced each other on opposite sides of the bank as they juggled. Without missing a beat, Rob sent a ball to Barber and caught a blue one that had been thrown to him. First he sent every third ball to Barber and received every third ball in return. Then every other ball, a steady two-way stream of red and blue missiles. After an almost imperceptible nod from Barber, every time a ball reached Rob’s right hand he sent it hard and fast, retrieving as deftly as he threw.

The applause was the loudest and best sound he’d ever heard.

Following the finish he took ten of the twelve balls and left the stage, seeking refuge behind the curtain in the wagon. He was gulping for air, his heart pounding. He could hear Barber, who was not perceptively short of breath, speaking of the joys of juggling as he popped two balls. “Do you know what you have when you hold objects such as these in your hand, Mistress?”

“What is that, sirrah?” asked a trull.

“His complete and perfect attention,” Barber said.

The reveling crowd hooted and yelped.

In the wagon Rob prepared the trappings for several pieces of magic and then rejoined Barber, who consequently caused an empty basket to blossom with paper roses, changed a somber kerchief into an array of colored flags, snatched coins out of thin air, and made first a flagon of ale and then a hen’s egg to disappear.

Rob sang “The Rich Widow’s Wooing” to delighted catcalls, and then Barber quickly sold out his Universal Specific, emptying the three baskets and sending Rob into the wagon for more. Thereupon a long line of patients waited to be treated for numerous ailments, for although the loose crowd was quick to jape and laugh, Rob noted they were extremely serious when it came to seeking cures for the illnesses of their bodies.

As soon as the doctoring was done, they made their way out of Bridgeton, for Barber said it was a sink where throats would be slit after dark. The master was obviously satisfied with their receipts, and Rob settled into sleep that night cherishing the knowledge that he had secured a place in the world.

Next day in Yeoville, to his mortification he dropped three balls during the performance, but Barber was comforting. “It’s bound to happen on occasion in the beginning,” he said. “It will occur less and less frequently and finally not at all.”

Later that week in Taunton, a town of hardworking tradesmen, and in Bridgwater, where there were conservative farmers, they presented their entertainment without bawdiness. Glastonbury was their next stop, a place of pious folk who had built their homes around the large and beautiful Church of St. Michael.

“We must be discreet,” Barber said. “Glastonbury is controlled by priests, and priests look with loathing upon all manner of medical practice, for they believe God has given them sacred charge of men’s bodies as well as their souls.”

They arrived the morning after Whit Sunday, the day that marked the end of the joyous Easter season and commemorated the descent of the Holy Ghost upon the apostles, strengthening them after their nine days of prayer following the ascension of Jesus into Heaven.

Rob noted no fewer than five unjoyous priests among the spectators.

He and Barber juggled red balls, which Barber, in solemn tones, likened to the tongues of fire representing the Holy Spirit in Acts 2:3. The spectators were delighted with the juggling and applauded lustily, but they fell silent as Rob sang “All Glory, Laud and Honor.” He had always liked to sing; his voice cracked at the part about the children making “sweet hosannas ring” and it quavered on the very high notes, but he did fine once his legs stopped jiggling.

Barber brought out holy relics in a battered ash-wood chest. “Pay attention, dear friends,” he said in what he later told Rob was his monk’s voice. He showed them earth and sand carried to England from Mounts Sinai and Olivet; held up a sliver of the Holy Rood and a piece of the beam that had supported the holy manger; displayed water from the Jordan, a clod from Gethsemane, and bits of bone belonging to saints without number.

Then Rob replaced him on the bank and stood alone. Lifting his eyes heavenward, as Barber had instructed, he sang another hymn.

“Creator of the Stars of Night,

Thy people’s everlasting light,

Jesu, Redeemer, save us all,

And hear thy servants when they call.

Thou, grieving that the ancient curse

Should doom to death a universe,

Hast found the medicine, full of grace,

To save and heal a ruined race.”

The spectators were moved. While they were still sighing, Barber was holding out a flask of the Universal Specific. “Friends,” he said. “Just as the Lord has found the medicine for your spirit, I have found the medicine for your body.”

He told them the story about Vitalia the Herb of Life, which obviously worked equally well with the pious as with sinners, for they bought the Specific greedily and then lined up by the barber-surgeon’s screen for consultations and treatment. The watching priests glowered but had been sweetened with gifts and soothed by the religious display, and only one old cleric made objection. “You shall do no bleeding,” he commanded sternly. “For Archbishop Theodore has written that it is dangerous to bleed at a time when the light of the moon and the pull of the tides is increasing.” Barber was quick to agree.

They camped in jubilation that afternoon. Barber boiled bite-sized pieces of beef in wine until tender and added onion, an old turnip that was wrinkled but sound, and new peas and beans, flavoring all with thyme and a bit of mint. There was still a wedge of an exceptional light-colored cheese bought in Bridgwater, and afterward he sat by the fire and with obvious gratification counted the contents of his cash box.

It was perhaps the moment to broach a subject that lay heavy and constant on Rob’s spirit.

“Barber,” he said.

“Hmmm?”

“Barber, when shall we go to London?”

Intent on stacking the coins, Barber waved his hand, not wishing to lose count. “By and by,” he murmured. “In the by-and-by.”
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Rob mishandled four balls in Kingswood. He dropped another ball in Mangotsfield but that was the last time, and after they offered diversion and treatment to the villagers of Redditch in mid-June he no longer spent hours every day practicing his juggling, for the frequent entertainments kept his fingers supple and his sense of rhythm alive. He quickly became an assured juggler. He suspected that eventually he could have learned to manage six balls but Barber would have none of that, preferring that he use his time assisting in the barber-surgeon’s trade.

They traveled north like migrating birds, but instead of flying they wended their way slowly through the mountains between England and Wales. They were in the town of Abergavenny, a row of rickety houses leaning against the side of a sullen shale ridge, when for the first time he aided Barber in the examinations and treatment.

Rob J. was afraid. He had more fear in him than the wooden balls had inspired.

The reasons people ailed were such a mystery. It seemed impossible for a mere man to understand and offer helpful miracles. He knew Barber was smarter than any man he had ever known, to be able to do that.

The people lined up in front of the screen, and he fetched them one by one as soon as Barber had finished with the preceding person, and led them to the partial privacy afforded by the flimsy barrier. The first man Rob took back to his master was large and stooped, with traces of black on his neck and ingrained in his knuckles and under his fingernails.

“You could do with a wash,” Barber suggested, not unkindly.

“It’s the coal, you see,” the man said. “The dust sticks when it is dug.”

“You dig coal?” Barber said. “I’ve heard it’s poison to burn. I’ve seen at first hand that it produces a stink and heavy smoke that doesn’t readily rise through the smoke hole of a house. Is there a living in such poor stuff?”

“It is there, sir, and we are poor. But lately there are aches and swellings in my joints, and it pains me to dig.”

Barber touched the grimy wrists and fingers, poked a pudgy fingertip into the swelling at the man’s elbow. “It comes from inhaling humors from the earth. You must sit in the sun when you can. Bathe frequently in warm water but not hot, for hot baths lead to a weakness of the heart and limbs. Rub your swollen and painful joints with my Universal Specific, which you may take internally with profit as well.”

He charged the man sixpence for three small flagons and another tuppence for the consultation, and didn’t look at Rob.

A stout, tight-lipped woman came with her thirteen-year-old daughter who was betrothed to wed. “Her monthly blood is stopped up within her body and never flows,” the mother said.

Barber asked if she had ever had a blood period. “For more than a year they came every month,” the mother said. “But for five months now, nothing.”

“Have you lain with a man?” Barber asked the girl gently.

“No,” the mother said.

Barber looked at the girl. She was slim and comely, with long blond hair and watchful eyes. “Do you vomit?”

“No,” she whispered.

He studied her, and then his hand went out and tightened her gown. He took her mother’s palm and pressed it against the small round belly.

“No,” the girl said again. She shook her head. Her cheeks became bright and she began to weep.

Her mother’s hand left her stomach and smashed across her face. The woman led her daughter away without paying, but Barber let them go.

In rapid succession he treated a man whose leg had been ill-set eight years before and who dragged his left foot when he walked; a woman plagued by headache; a man with scabies of the scalp; and a stupid, smiling girl with a terrible sore on her breast who told them she had been praying to God for a barber-surgeon to come through their town.

He sold the Universal Specific to everyone except the man with scabies, who didn’t buy though it was strongly recommended to him; perhaps he didn’t have the tuppence.

They moved into the softer hills of the West Midlands. Outside the village of Hereford, Incitatus had to wait by the River Wye while sheep poured through the ford, a seemingly endless stream of bleating fleece that thoroughly intimidated Rob. He would have liked to be more at ease with animals, but though his Mam had come from a farm, he was a city boy. Tatus was the only horse he had handled. A distant neighbor on Carpenter’s Street had kept a milch cow, but none of the Coles had spent much time near sheep.

Hereford was a prosperous community. Each farm they passed had a hog wallow and green rolling meadows flecked with sheep and cattle. The stone houses and barns were large and solid and the people generally more cheerful than the poverty-burdened Welsh hillsmen only a few days’ distance. On the village green their entertainment drew a good crowd and sales were brisk.

Barber’s first patient behind the screen was about Rob’s own age, although much smaller in build. “Fell from the roof not six days past, and look at him,” said the boy’s father, a cooper. A splintered barrel stave on the ground had pierced the palm of his left hand and now the flesh was angry as a puffed-up blowfish.

Barber showed Rob how to grasp the boy’s hands and the father how to grip his legs and then he took a short, sharp knife from his kit.

“Hold him fast,” he said.

Rob could feel the hands trembling. The boy screamed as his flesh parted under the blade. A greenish-yellow pus spurted, followed by a stink and a red welling.

Barber swabbed the wound free of corruption and proceeded to probe into it with delicate efficiency, using an iron tweezers to pull out tiny slivers. “It’s bits from the piece that damaged him, you see?” he said to the parent, showing him.

The boy groaned. Rob felt queasy but held on while Barber proceeded with slow care. “We must get them all,” he said, “for they contain peccant humors that will mortify the hand again.”

When he was satisfied the wound was free of wood, he poured some Specific into it and bound it in a cloth, then drank the rest of the flask himself. The sobbing patient slipped away, happy to leave them while his father paid.

Waiting next was a bent old man with a hollow cough. Rob ushered him behind the screen.

“Morning phlegm. Oh, a great deal, sir!” He gasped when he talked.

Barber ran his hand thoughtfully over the skinny chest. “Well. I shall cup you.” He looked at Rob. “Help him to disrobe partially, so his chest may be cupped.”

Rob removed the old man’s shirtwaist gingerly, for he appeared fragile. To turn the patient back toward the barber-surgeon, he took both of the man’s hands.

It was like grasping a pair of quivering birds. The sticklike fingers sat in his own, and from them he received a message.

Glancing at them, Barber saw the boy stiffen. “Come,” he said impatiently. “We mustn’t take all day.” Rob didn’t seem to hear.

Twice before Rob had felt this strange and unwelcome awareness slip into his very being from someone else’s body. Now, as on each of the previous occasions, he was overwhelmed by an absolute terror, and he dropped the patient’s hands and fled.

Barber searched, cursing, until he found his apprentice cowering behind a tree.

“I want the meaning. And now!”

“He … The old man is going to die.”

Barber stared. “What kind of poor shit is this?”

His apprentice had begun to cry.

“Stop that,” Barber said. “How do you know?”

Rob tried to speak but couldn’t. Barber slapped his face and he gasped. When he began to talk the words poured, for they had been roiling over and around in his mind since before they had left London.

He had felt his mother’s impending death and it had happened, he explained. And then he had known his father was going, and his father had died.

“Oh, dear Jesus,” Barber said in disgust.

But he listened carefully, watching Rob. “You tell me you actually felt death in that old man?”

“Yes.” He had no expectation of being believed.

“When?”

He shrugged.

“Soon?”

He nodded. He could only, hopelessly, tell the truth.

He saw in Barber’s eyes that the man recognized this.

Barber hesitated and then made up his mind. “While I rid us of the people, pack the cart,” he said.

They left the village slowly but once out of sight drove as fast as they dared over the rough track. Incitatus pounded through the river ford with a great noisy splashing and, just beyond, scattered sheep, whose frightened bleating almost drowned out the roar of the outraged shepherd.

For the first time Rob saw Barber use the whip on the horse. “Why are we running?” he called, holding on.

“Do you know what they do to witches?” Barber had to shout above the drumming of the hooves and the clattering of the things inside the wagon.

Rob shook his head.

“They hang them from a tree or from a cross. Sometimes they submerge suspects in your fucking Thames and if they drown they are declared innocent. If the old man dies, they’ll say it is because we are witches,” he bawled, bringing the whip down again and again on the back of the terrified horse.

They didn’t stop to eat or relieve themselves. By the time they allowed Tatus to slow, Hereford was far behind, but they pushed the poor beast until daylight was gone. Exhausted, they made their camp and ate a poor meal in silence.

“Tell it again,” Barber said at last. “Leaving nothing out.”

He listened intently, interrupting only once to ask Rob to speak louder. When he had gotten the boy’s story he nodded. “In my own apprenticeship, I witnessed my barber-surgeon master wrongfully slain for a witch,” he said.

Rob stared at him, too frightened to ask questions.

“Several times during my lifetime, patients have died while I treated them. Once in Durham an old woman passed away and I was certain a priestly court would order trial by immersion or by the holding of a white-hot iron bar. I was allowed to leave only after the most suspicious interrogation, fasting, and almsgiving. Another time in Eddisbury a man died while behind my screen. He was young and apparently had been in health. Troublemakers would have had fertile ground but I was fortunate and no one barred my way when I took to the road.”

Rob found his voice. “Do you think I’ve been … touched by the Devil?” It was a question that had plagued him all through the day.

Barber snorted. “If you believe so, you’re foolish and a twit. And I know you to be neither.” He went to the wagon and filled his horn with metheglin, drinking it all before speaking again.

“Mothers and fathers die. And old people die. That’s the nature of it. You’re certain you felt something?”

“Yes, Barber.”

“Can’t be mistook or fancying, a young chap like you?”

Rob shook his head stubbornly.

“And I say it was all a notion,” Barber said. “So we’ve had enough of fleeing and talking and must gain our rest.”

They made their beds on either side of the fire. But they lay for hours without sleeping. Barber tossed and turned and presently got up and opened another flask of liquor. He brought it around to Rob’s side of the fire and squatted on his heels.

“Supposing,” he said, and took a drink. “Just suppose everyone else in the world had been born without eyes. And you were born with eyes?”

“Then I would see what no one else could see.”

Barber drank and nodded. “Yes. Or imagine that we had no ears and you had ears? Or suppose we didn’t have some other sense? And somehow, from God or nature or what you will, you’ve been given a … special gift. Just suppose that you can tell when someone is going to die?”

Rob was silent, terribly frightened again.

“It’s bullshit, we both comprehend that,” Barber said. “It was all your fancy, we agree. But just supposing…” He sucked thoughtfully from the flask, his Adam’s apple working, the dying firelight glinting warmly in his hopeful eyes as he regarded Rob J. “It would be a sin not to exercise such a gift,” he said.

In Chipping Norton they bought metheglin and mixed another batch of Specific, replenishing the lucrative supply.

“When I die and stand in line before the gate,” Barber said, “St. Peter shall ask, ‘How did you earn your bread?’ ‘I was a farmer,’ one man may say, or ‘I fashioned boots from skins.’ But I shall answer, ‘Fumum vendidi,’” the former monk said gaily, and Rob’s Latin was equal to the task: I sold smoke.

Yet the fat man was far more than a peddler of questionable physick. When he treated behind the screen he was skillful and often tender. What Barber knew to do, he knew and did perfectly, and he taught Rob a sure touch and gentle hand.

In Buckingham, Barber showed him how to pull teeth, having the good fortune to come upon a drover with a rotting mouth. The patient was as fat as Barber, a pop-eyed groaner and womanly screamer. Midway, he changed his mind. “Stop, stop, stop! Set me free!” he lisped bloodily, but there was no question that the teeth needed pulling, and they persevered; it was an excellent lesson.

In Clavering, Barber rented the blacksmith’s shop for a day and Rob learned how to fashion the lancing irons and points. It was a task he would have to repeat in half a dozen smithies all over England during the next several years before he satisfied his master he could do it correctly. Most of his work in Clavering was rejected, but Barber grudgingly allowed him to keep a small two-edged lancet as the first instrument in his own kit of surgical tools, an important beginning. As they made their way out of the Midlands and into the Fens, Barber taught him which veins were opened for bleeding, bringing him unpleasant memories of his father’s last days.

His father sometimes crept into his mind, for his own voice was beginning to sound like his father’s; its timbre deepened, and he was growing body hair. The patches weren’t as thick as they would become, he knew, for through helping Barber he was quite familiar with the unclothed male. Women remained more of a mystery, since Barber employed an enigmatically smiling, voluptuous doll they called Thelma, on whose naked plaster form females modestly indicated the area of their own affliction, making examination unnecessary. It still made Rob uneasy to intrude into the privacy of strangers, but he became accustomed to casual inquiry about bodily function:

“When were you last at stool, master?”

“Mistress, when shall you have your monthly flow?”

At Barber’s suggestion Rob took each patient’s hands into his own when the patient came behind the screen.

“What do you feel when you grasp their fingers?” Barber asked him one day in Tisbury as he dismantled the bank.

“Sometimes I don’t feel anything.”

Barber nodded. He took one of the sections from Rob and stowed it in the wagon and came back, frowning. “But sometimes … there is something?”

Rob nodded.

“Well, what?” Barber said testily. “What is it you feel, boy?”

But he couldn’t define it or describe it in words. It was an intuition about the person’s vitality, like peering into dark wells and sensing how much life each contained.

Barber took Rob’s silence as proof that the feeling was imagined. “I think we’ll return to Hereford and see whether the old man has not continued to exist in health,” he said slyly.

He was annoyed when Rob agreed. “We can’t go back, you dolt!” he said. “For if he’s indeed dead, shouldn’t we be putting our heads into the noose?”

He continued to scoff at “the gift,” often and loud.

Yet when Rob began neglecting to take the patients’ hands, he ordered him to resume. “Why not? Am I not a cautious man of business? And does it cost us to indulge this fancy?”

In Peterborough, only a few miles and a lifetime away from the abbey from which he had fled as a boy, Barber sat alone in the public house throughout a long and showery August evening, drinking slowly and steadily.

By midnight, his apprentice came looking for him. Rob met him reeling along the way and supported him back to their fire. “Please,” Barber whispered fearfully.

He was amazed to see the drunken man lift both hands and hold them out.

“Ah, in the name of Christ, please,” Barber said again. Finally Rob understood. He took Barber’s hands and looked into his eyes.

In a moment Rob nodded.

Barber sank into his bed. He belched and turned on his side, then fell into untroubled sleep.


10

THE NORTH

[image: image]

That year Barber didn’t make it to Exmouth in time for winter, for they had started out late and the falling leaves of autumn found them in the village of Gate Fulford, in the York Wolds. The moors were lavish with plants that made the cool air exciting with their spice. Rob and Barber followed the North Star, stopping at villages along the way to very good business, and drove the wagon through the endless carpet of purple heather until they reached the town of Carlisle.

“This is as far north as I ever travel,” Barber told him. “A few hours from here Northumbria ends and the frontier begins. Beyond is Scotland, which everyone knows to be a land of sheep-buggers, and perilous to honest Englishmen.”

For a week they camped in Carlisle and went every evening to the tavern, where judiciously bought drinks soon resulted in Barber’s learning about available shelter. He rented a house on the moor with three small rooms. It was not unlike the little house he owned on the southern coast but lacked a fireplace and a stone chimney, to his displeasure. They spread their beds on either side of the hearth as if it were a campfire, and they found a nearby stable willing to board Incitatus. Once again Barber bought winter’s provision lavishly, in the easy manner with money that never failed to give Rob a wondering sense of well-being.

Barber laid in beef and pork. He had thought to buy a haunch of venison, but three market hunters had been hanged in Carlisle during the summer for killing the king’s deer, which were reserved for nobles’ sport. So they bought fifteen fat hens instead, and a sack of feed.

“The chickens are your domain,” Barber told Rob. “They are yours to feed, to slaughter upon my request, to dress and pluck and ready for my pot.”

He thought the hens were impressive creatures, large and buff-colored, with unfeathered shanks and red combs, wattles, and earlobes. They made no objection when he robbed their nests of four or five white eggs every morning. “They think you’re a big bloody rooster,” Barber said.

“Why don’t we buy them a chanticleer?”

Barber, who liked sleeping late on cold winter mornings and therefore hated crowing, merely grunted.

Rob had brown hairs on his face, not exactly a beard. Barber said only Danes shaved but he knew it wasn’t true, for his father had kept his face hairless. In Barber’s surgical kit was a razor and the fat man nodded grumpily when Rob asked to use it. He nicked his face, but shaving made him feel older.

The first time Barber ordered him to kill a chicken made him feel very young. Each bird stared at him out of little black beads that told him they might have grown to be friends. Finally he forced his strong fingers to clench around the nearest warm neck and, shuddering, closed his eyes. A strong, convulsive twist and it was done. But the bird punished him in death, for it didn’t easily relinquish its feathers. Plucking took hours, and the grizzled corpse was viewed with disdain when he handed it to Barber.

Next time a chicken was called for, Barber showed him genuine magic. He held the hen’s beak open and slid a thin knife through the roof of the mouth and into the brain. The hen relaxed at once into death, releasing the feathers; they came away in great clumps at the slightest pull.

“Here is the lesson,” Barber said. “It is just as easy to bring death to man, and I’ve done so. It’s harder to keep hold of life, harder still to maintain a grasp on health. Those are the tasks to which we must keep our minds.”

The late fall weather was perfect for the picking of herbs, and they scoured the woods and moors. Barber especially wanted purslane; steeped in the Specific, it produced an agent that would cause fevers to break and dissipate. To his disappointment, they found none. Some things were more easily gathered, such as red rose petals for poultices, and thyme and acorns to be powdered and mixed with fat and spread on neck pustules. Others required hard work, like the digging of yew root that would help a pregnant woman to hold back her fetus. They collected lemon grass and dill for urinary problems, marshy sweet flag to fight deterioration of memory because of moist and cold humors, juniper berries to be boiled for opening blocked nasal passages, lupine for hot packs to draw abscesses, and myrtle and mallow to soothe itchy rashes.

“You’ve grown faster than these weeds,” Barber observed wryly, and it was true; already he stood almost as tall as Barber and he had long since outstripped the clothing Editha Lipton had made for him in Exmouth. But when Barber took him to a Carlisle tailor and ordered “new winter clothes that will fit for a while,” the tailor shook his head.

“The boy still grows, does he not? Fifteen, sixteen years? Such a lad outgrows clothing quickly.”

“Sixteen! He’s not yet eleven!”

The man looked at Rob with respect-tinged amusement. “He’ll be a large man! And he’s certain to make my raiment appear to shrink. May I suggest that we make over an old garment?”

So another suit of Barber’s, this one of mostly-good gray stuff, was recut and sewn. To their general hilarity it was far too wide when first Rob put it on, yet much too short in the arms and the legs. The tailor took some of the material left over from the width and extended the pants and the sleeves, hiding the joined seams with rakish bands of blue cloth. Rob had gone without shoes most of the summer but soon the snows were due, and he was grateful when Barber bought him boots made of cowhide.

He walked in them across Carlisle’s square to the Church of St. Mark and sounded the knocker on its great wooden doors, which were opened at length by an elderly curate with rheumy eyes.

“If you please, Father, I seek a priest name of Ranald Lovell.”

The curate blinked. “I knew a priest so named, served the Mass under Lyfing, in the time when Lyfing was Bishop of Wells. He is dead these ten years come Easter.”

Rob shook his head. “It’s not the same priest. I saw Father Ranald Lovell with my own eyes but several years ago.”

“Perhaps the man I knew was Hugh Lovell and not Ranald.”

“Ranald Lovell was transferred from London to a church in the north. He has my brother, William Stewart Cole. Three years younger than I.”

“Your brother by now may have a different name in Christ, my son. Priests sometimes bring their boys to an abbey, to become acolytes. You must ask others everywhere. For Holy Mother Church is a great and boundless sea and I am but a single tiny fish.” The old priest nodded kindly and Rob helped him to close the doors.

A skin of crystals dulled the surface of the small pond behind the town tavern. Barber pointed out a pair of ice gliders tied to a rafter of their little house. “Pity they aren’t larger. They won’t fit, for you have an uncommonly great foot.”

The ice thickened daily, until one morning it gave back a solid thunk when he walked out to the middle and stamped. Rob took down the too-small gliders. They were carved from stag antler and were almost identical to a pair his father had made for him when he was six years old. He had quickly outgrown those but had used them for three winters anyway, and now he took these to the pond and tied them onto his feet. At first he used them with pleasure, but their edges were nicked and dull and their size and condition did him in during his first attempt to turn. His arms flailing, he fell heavily and slid a good distance.

He became aware of someone’s amusement.

The girl was perhaps fifteen years old. She was laughing with great enjoyment.

“Can you do better?” he said hotly, at the same time acknowledging to himself that she was a pretty dolly, too thin and top-heavy but with black hair like Editha’s.

“I?” she said. “Why, I cannot, and would never have the courage.”

At once his temper disappeared. “They were meant more for your feet than mine,” he said. He stripped them off and carried them to where she stood on the bank. “It’s not at all difficult. Let me show you,” he said.

He quickly overcame her objections and soon was fastening the runners to her feet. She couldn’t stand on the unaccustomed slickness of the ice and clutched at him, alarm widening her brown eyes and causing her thin nostrils to flare. “Don’t fear, I have you,” he said. He supported her weight and propelled her along the ice from behind, conscious of her warm haunches.

Now she was laughing and squealing as he pushed her around and around the pond. She was Garwine Talbott, she said. Her father, Aelfric Talbott, had a farm outside the town. “What is your name?”

“Rob J.”

She chattered, revealing a store of information about him, for it was a small town; she already knew when he and Barber had come to Carlisle, their profession, the provision they had bought, and whose house they had taken.

She soon liked being on the ice. Her eyes gleamed with pleasure and the cold turned her cheeks ruddy. Her hair flew back, revealing a small pink earlobe. She had a thin upper lip but her lower lip was so ripe it appeared almost swollen. There was a faded bruise high on her cheek. When she smiled, he saw that one of her lower teeth was crooked. “You examine people, then?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Women as well?”

“We have a doll. Women point out areas of their ailment.”

“What a pity,” she said, “to use a doll.” He was dazzled by her sidelong glance. “Does she have a fine appearance?”

Not so fine as yours, he wished to say but lacked the courage. He shrugged. “She is called Thelma.”

“Thelma!” She had a breathless, ragged laugh that made him grin. “Eh,” she cried, glancing up to see where the sun stood. “I must get back there for late milking,” and her soft fullness leaned into his arm.

He knelt before her on the bank and removed the gliders. “They are not mine. They were in the house,” he said. “But you may keep them for a while and use them.”

She shook her head quickly. “If I bring them home he would near kill me, wanting to learn what things I did to get them.”

He felt a rush of blood to his face. To escape his embarrassment he picked up three pine cones and began juggling for her.

She laughed and clapped her hands, and then in a breathless rush of words told him how to find her father’s farm. Leaving, she hesitated and turned back for a moment.

“Thursday mornings,” she said. “He doesn’t encourage visitors, but Thursday mornings he brings cheeses to the market.”

When Thursday came he didn’t seek out the farm of Aelfric Talbott. Instead he loitered fearfully in his bed, afraid not of Garwine or her father but of things that were happening within him that he couldn’t comprehend, mysteries he had neither the courage nor the wisdom to confront.

He had dreamed of Garwine Talbott. In the dream they had lain in a hayloft, perhaps in her father’s barn. It was the kind of dream he had had several times about Editha, and he tried to wipe his bedding without catching Barber’s attention.

The snow began. It dropped like heavy goose down, and Barber lashed hides over the window holes. Inside the house the air became foul, and even by day it was impossible to see anything except right next to the fire.

It snowed four days, with only brief interruptions. Searching for things to do, Rob sat next to the hearth and fashioned pictures of their various herbs. Using charcoal sticks rescued from the fire, on bark ripped from firewood, he sketched curly mint, the limp blossoms of drying flowers, the veined leaves of the wild bean trefoil. In the afternoon he melted snow over the fire and watered and fed the chickens, being careful to swiftly open and close the door to the hens’ room, for despite his cleaning the stink was becoming impressive.

Barber kept to his bed, nipping metheglin. On the second night of the snowfall he floundered his way to the public house and brought back a quiet blond trull named Helen. Rob tried to watch them from his bed on the other side of the hearth, for although he had seen the act many times he was puzzled by certain details which lately had made their way into his thoughts and dreams. But he was unable to penetrate the thick darkness and studied only their heads illuminated in the firelight. Barber was rapt and intent but the woman appeared drawn and melancholy, someone engaged in joyless work.

After she had left, Rob picked up a piece of bark and a stick of charcoal. Instead of sketching the plants he tried to shape the features of a woman.

Heading for the pot, Barber stopped to study the sketch and frowned. “I appear to know that face,” he said.

A short time later, back in his bed, he lifted his head from the fur. “Why, it is Helen!”

Rob was very pleased. He tried to make a likeness of the unguent seller named Wat, but Barber could identify it only after he added the small figure of Bartram the bear. “You must continue your attempts to re-create faces, for I believe it is something that can be useful to us,” Barber said. But he soon grew tired of watching Rob and went back to drinking until he slept.

On Tuesday the snow finally stopped falling. Rob wrapped his hands and head in rags and found a wooden shovel. He cleared a path from their door and went to the stables to exercise Incitatus, who was growing fat on no work and a daily ration of hay and sweet grain.

On Wednesday he helped some boys of the town shovel the snow from the surface of the pond. Barber removed the hides that covered the window holes and let cold sweet air into the house. He celebrated by roasting a joint of lamb, which he served with mint jelly and apple cakes.

Thursday morning Rob took down the ice gliders and hung them around his neck by their leather thongs. He went to the stables and put only the bridle and halter on Incitatus, then he mounted the horse and rode out of the town. The air crackled, the sun was bright and the snow pure.

He transformed himself into a Roman. It was no good pretending to be Caligula astride the original Incitatus because he was aware that Caligula had been crazy and had met an unhappy end. He decided to be Caesar Augustus, and he led the Praetorian Guard down the Via Appia all the way to Brundisium.

He had no difficulty in finding the Talbott farm. It was exactly where she had said it would be. The house was tilted and mean-looking, with a sagging roof, but the barn was large and fine. The door was open and he could hear someone moving about inside, among the animals.

He sat on the horse uncertainly, but Incitatus whinnied and he had no choice but to announce himself.

“Garwine?” he called.

A man appeared in the doorway of the barn and walked slowly toward him. He was holding a wooden fork laden with manure that steamed in the cold air. He walked very carefully and Rob could see he was drunk. He was a sallow, stooped man with an untrimmed black beard the color of Garwine’s hair, who could only be Aelfric Talbott.

“Who are you?” he said.

Rob told him.

The man swayed. “Well, Rob J. Cole, you do not have luck. She isn’t here. She’s run off, the dirty little whore.”

The shovel of dung moved slightly and Rob was certain he and the horse were about to be showered with smoking-fresh cow shit.

“Go away from my holding,” Talbott said. He was crying.

Rob rode Incitatus slowly back toward Carlisle. He wondered where she had gone and if she would survive.

He was no longer Caesar Augustus leading the Praetorian Guard. He was just a boy trapped in his doubts and fears.

When he got back to the house he hung the ice gliders up on the rafter and didn’t take them down again.


11

THE JEW OF TETTENHALL

[image: image]

There was nothing left to do but wait for spring. New batches of the Universal Specific had been brewed and bottled. Every herb Barber had sought, except for purslane to fight fevers, had been dried and powdered or steeped in physick. They were tired of practicing juggling, weary of rehearsing magic, and Barber was sick of the north and jaded with drinking and sleeping. “I am too impatient to linger while winter peters out,” he said one morning in March, and they abandoned Carlisle too early, making slow progress southward because the roads were still poor.

They met the springtime in Beverley. The air softened, the sun emerged and so did a crowd of pilgrims who had been visiting the town’s great stone church dedicated to St. John the Evangelist. He and Barber threw themselves into the entertainment, and their first large audience of the new season responded with enthusiasm. All went well during the treatments until, ushering the sixth patient behind Barber’s privacy screen, Rob took the soft hands of a handsome woman.

His pulse hammered. “Come, mistress,” he said faintly. His skin prickled with dread where their hands were glued together. He turned and met Barber’s gaze.

Barber whitened. Almost savagely, he pulled Rob away from listening ears. “Are you without doubt? You must be certain.”

“She will die very soon,” Rob said.

Barber returned to the woman, who wasn’t old and appeared to be in good estate. She made no complaint of her health but had come behind the screen to buy a philter. “My husband is a man of increasing years. His ardor flags, yet he admires me.” She spoke calmly, and her refinement and lack of false modesty gave her dignity. She wore traveling clothes sewn of fine stuff. Clearly, she was a woman of wealth.

“I don’t sell philters. That is magic and not medicine, my lady.”

She murmured regret. Barber was terrified when she didn’t correct his form of address; to be accused of witchcraft in the death of a noblewoman was certain destruction.

“A draught of liquor often gives the desired effect. Strong, and swallowed hot before retiring.” Barber would accept no payment. As soon as she was gone, he made his excuses to the patients he hadn’t yet seen. Rob was already packing the wagon.

And so they fled again.

This time they barely spoke throughout the flight. When they were far enough away and safely camped for the night, Barber broke the silence.

“When someone dies in an instant, a vacantness creeps into the eyes,” he said quietly. “The face loses expression, or sometimes purples. A corner of the mouth sags, an eyelid droops, limbs turn to stone.” He sighed. “It isn’t unmerciful.”

Rob didn’t answer.

They made their beds and tried to sleep. Barber rose and drank for a while but this time didn’t give the apprentice his hands to hold.

Rob knew in his heart that he wasn’t a witch. Yet there could be only one other explanation, and he didn’t understand it. He lay and prayed. Please. Will you not remove this filthy gift from me and return it whence it came? Furious and dispirited, he couldn’t refrain from scolding, for meekness hadn’t gained him much. It is such a thing as might be inspired by Satan and I want no further part of it, he told God.

It seemed his prayer was granted. That spring there were no more incidents. The weather held and then improved, with sunny days that were warmer and drier than usual, and good for business. “Fine weather on St. Swithin’s,” Barber said one morning in triumph. “Anyone will tell you it means we’ll have fine weather forty more days.” Gradually their fears subsided and their spirits rose.

His master remembered his birth day! On the third morning after St. Swithin’s Day, Barber made him a handsome gift of three goose quills, ink powder, and a pumice stone. “Now you may scribble faces with something other than a charcoal stick,” he said.

Rob had no money to buy Barber a natal gift in return. But late one afternoon his eyes recognized a plant as they passed through a field. Next morning he stole out of their camp and walked half an hour to the field, where he picked a quantity of the greens. On Barber’s birth day Rob presented him with purslane, the fever herb, which he received with obvious pleasure.

It showed in their entertainment that they got on. They anticipated each other, and their performance took on gloss and a keen edge, bringing splendid applause. Rob had daydreams in which he saw his brothers and sister among the spectators; he imagined the pride and amazement of Anne Mary and Samuel Edward when they saw their elder brother perform magic and pop five balls.

They will have grown, he told himself. Would Anne Mary recall him? Was Samuel Edward still wild? By now Jonathan Carter must be walking and talking, a proper little man.

It was impossible for an apprentice to advise his master where to direct their horse, but when they were in Nottingham he found opportunity to consult Barber’s map and saw they were near the very heart of the English island. To reach London they would have to continue south but also veer to the east. He memorized the town names and locations, so he could tell if they were traveling where he so desperately wanted to go.

In Leicester a farmer digging a rock from his field had unearthed a sarcophagus. He had dug around it but it was too heavy for him to raise and its bottom remained gripped by the earth like a boulder.

“The Duke is sending men and animals to free it and will take it into his castle,” the yeoman told them proudly.

There was an inscription in the coarse white-grained marble: DIIS MANIBUS. VIVIO MARCIANO MILITI LEGIONIS SECUNDAE AUGUSTAE. IANUARIA MARINA CONJUNX PIENTISSIMA POSUIT MEMORIAM. “‘To the gods of the underworld,’” Barber translated. “‘To Vivius Marcianus, a soldier of the Second Legion of Augustus. In the month of January his devoted wife, Marina, established this tomb.’”

They looked at one another. “I wonder what happened to the dolly, Marina, after she buried him, for she was a long way from her home,” Barber said soberly.

So are we all, Rob thought.

Leicester was a populous town. Their entertainment was well attended, and when the sale of the physick was finished they found themselves in a flurry of activity. In quick succession he helped Barber to lance a young man’s carbuncle, splint a youth’s rudely broken finger, and dose a feverish matron with purslane and a colicky child with chamomile. Next he led behind the screen a stocky, balding man with milky eyes.

“How long have you been blind?” Barber asked.

“These two years. It began as a dimness and gradually deepened until now I scarce detect light. I am a clerk but cannot work.”

Barber shook his head, forgetting the gesture wasn’t visible. “I am able to give back sight no more than I can give back youth.”

The clerk allowed himself to be led away. “It’s a hard piece of news,” he said to Rob. “Never to see again!”

A man standing nearby, thin and hawk-faced and with a Roman nose, overheard and peered at them. His hair and beard were white but he was still young, no more than twice Rob’s age.

He stepped forward and put his hand on the patient’s arm. “What is your name?” He spoke with a French accent; Rob had heard it many times from Normans on the London waterfront.

“I am Edgar Thorpe,” the clerk said.

“I am Benjamin Merlin, physician of nearby Tettenhall. May I look at your eyes, Edgar Thorpe?”

The clerk nodded and stood, blinking. The man lifted his eyelids with his thumbs and studied the white opacity.

“I can couch your eyes and cut away the clouded lens,” he said finally. “I’ve done it before, but you must be strong enough to endure the pain.”

“I care nothing for pain,” the clerk whispered.

“Then you must have someone deliver you to my house in Tettenhall, early in the morning on Tuesday next,” the man said, and turned away.

Rob stood as if stricken. It hadn’t occurred to him that anyone might attempt something that was beyond Barber.

“Master physician!” He ran after the man. “Where have you learned to do this … couching of the eyes?”

“At an academy. A school for physicians.”

“Where is this physicians’ school?”

Merlin saw before him a large youth in ill-cut clothing that was too small. His glance took in the garish wagon and the bank on which lay juggling balls and flagons of physick whose quality he could readily guess.

“Half the world away,” he said gently. He went to a tethered black mare and mounted her, and rode away from the barber-surgeons without looking back.

Rob told Barber of Benjamin Merlin later that day, as Incitatus pulled their wagon slowly out of Leicester.

Barber nodded. “I’ve heard of him. Physician of Tettenhall.”

“Yes. He spoke like a Frenchy.”

“He’s a Jew of Normandy.”

“What’s a Jew?”

“It’s another name for Hebrew, the Bible folk who slew Jesus and were driven from the Holy Land by the Romans.”

“He spoke of a school for physicians.”

“Sometimes they hold such a course at the college in Westminster. It’s widely said to be a piss-poor course that makes piss-poor physicians. Most of them just clerk for a physician in return for training, as you are apprenticing to learn the barber-surgeon trade.”

“I don’t think he meant Westminster. He said the school was far away.”

Barber shrugged. “Perhaps it’s in Normandy or Brittany. Jews are thick as thick in France, and some have made their way here, including physicians.”

“I’ve read of Hebrews in the Bible, but I had never seen one.”

“There’s another Jew physician in Malmesbury, Isaac Adolescentoli by name. A famous doctor. Perhaps you may glimpse him when we go to Salisbury,” Barber said.

Malmesbury and Salisbury were in the west of England.

“We don’t go to London, then?”

“No.” Barber had caught something in his apprentice’s voice and had long known that the youth pined for his kinsmen. “We go straight on to Salisbury,” he said sternly, “to reap the benefits of the crowds at the Salisbury Fair. From there we’ll go to Exmouth, for by then autumn will be on us. You understand?”

Rob nodded.

“But in the spring, when we set out again we’ll travel east and go by way of London.”

“Thank you, Barber,” he said in quiet exultation.

His spirits soared. What did delay matter, when finally he knew they would go to London!

He daydreamed about the children.

Eventually his thoughts returned to other things. “Do you think he’ll give the clerk back his eyes?”

Barber shrugged. “I’ve heard of the operation. Few are able to perform it and I doubt the Jew can. But people who would kill Christ will have no difficulty in lying to a blind man,” Barber said, and urged the horse to go a bit faster, for it was nearing the dinner hour.
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When they reached Exmouth it wasn’t like coming home but Rob felt far less lonely than he had two years before, when he had first seen the place. The little house by the sea was familiar and welcoming. Barber ran his hand over the great fireplace, with its cooking devices, and sighed.

They planned a splendid winter’s provision, as usual, but this time would bring no live hens into the house out of deference to the fierce stink chickens imparted.

Once again Rob had outgrown his clothing. “Your expanding bones lead me straight into penury,” Barber complained, but he gave Rob a bolt of brown-dyed woollen stuff he had bought at the Salisbury Fair. “I’ll take the wagon and Tatus and go to Athelny to select cheeses and hams, stopping overnight at the inn there. While I’m away you must clean the spring of leaves and begin to work up the season’s firewood. But take the time to bring this woven wool to Editha Lipton and ask her to sew for you. You recall the way to her house?”

Rob took the cloth and thanked him. “I can find her.”

“The new clothing must be expandable,” Barber said as a grumbled afterthought. “Tell her to leave generous hems which can be let out.”

He carried the fabric wrapped in a sheepskin against the chill rain that appeared to be Exmouth’s prevailing weather. He knew the way. Two years before, he had sometimes walked past her house, hoping for a glimpse.

She answered his knock on her door promptly. He nearly dropped his bundle as she took his hands, drawing him in from the wet.

“Rob J.! Let me study you. I’ve never seen such alterations as two years have made!”

He wanted to tell her she had scarcely changed at all, and was struck dumb. But she noted his glance and her eyes warmed. “While I have become old and gray,” she said lightly.

He shook his head. Her hair was still black and in every respect she was exactly as he had remembered, especially the fine and luminous eyes.

She brewed peppermint tea and he found his voice, telling her eagerly and at length where they had been and some of the things he had seen.

“As for me,” she said, “I’m better off than I had been. Times have become easier, and now people are again able to order garments.”

It reminded him why he had come. He unwrapped the sheepskin and showed the material, which she pronounced to be sound woollen cloth. “I hope there is sufficient quantity,” she said worriedly, “for you’ve grown taller than Barber.” She fetched her measuring strings and marked off the width of his shoulders, the girth of his waist, the length of his arms and legs. “I’ll make tight trousers, a loose kirtle, and an outer cloak, and you’ll be grandly clothed.”

He nodded and rose, reluctant to leave.

“Is Barber waiting for you, then?”

He explained Barber’s errand and she motioned him back. “It’s time to eat. I can’t offer what he does, being fresh out of aged royal beef and larks’ tongues and rich puddings. But you’ll join me in my country woman’s supper.”

She took a loaf from the cupboard and sent him into the rain to her small springhouse to fetch a piece of cheese and a jug of new cider. In the gathering dark he broke off two willow withes; back in the house, he sliced the cheese and the barley bread and impaled them on the wands to make cheese toast over the fire.

She smiled at that. “Ah, that man has left his mark on you for all time.”

Rob grinned back at her. “It’s sensible to heat food on such a night.”

They ate and drank and then sat and talked companionably. He added wood to the fire, which had begun to hiss and steam under the rain that came in through the smoke hole.

“It grows worse outside,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Folly to walk home in darkness through such a storm.”

He’d walked through blacker nights and a thousand worse rains. “It feels snow,” he said.

“Then I have company.”

“I’m grateful.”

He went numbly out to the spring with the cheese and the cider, not daring to think. When he came back into the house she was in the process of removing her gown. “Best peel the wet things off,” she said, and got calmly into the bed in her shift.

He removed the damp trousers and tunic and spread them on one side of the round hearth. Naked, he hastened to the bed and lay down next to her between the pelts, shivering. “Cold!”

She smiled. “You’ve been colder. When I took your place in Barber’s bed.”

“And I was sent to sleep on the floor, on a bitter night. Yes, that was cold.”

She turned to him. “‘Poor motherless child,’ I kept thinking. I so wished to let you into the bed.”

“You reached down and touched my head.”

She touched his head now, smoothing his hair and pressing his face into her softness. “I have held my own sons in this bed.” She closed her eyes. Presently she eased the loose top of her shift and gave him a pendulous breast.

The living flesh in his mouth made him seem to remember a longforgotten infant warmth. He felt a prickling behind his eyelids.

Her hand took his on an exploration. “This is what you must do.” She kept her eyes closed.

A stick snapped in the hearth but went unheard. The damp fire was smoking badly.

“Lightly and with patience. In circles as you’re doing,” she said dreamily.

He threw back the cover and her shift, despite the cold. He saw with surprise that she had thick legs. His eyes studied what his fingers had learned; her femaleness was like his dream, but now the firelight allowed him the details.

“Faster.” She would have said more but he found her lips. It was not a mother’s mouth, and he noted she did something interesting with her hungry tongue.

A series of whispers guided him over her and between heavy thighs. There was no need for further instruction; instinctively he bucked and thrust.

God was a qualified carpenter, he realized, for she was a warm and slippery moving mortise and he was a fitted tenon.

Her eyes snapped open and looked straight up at him. Her lips curled back from her teeth in a strange grin and she uttered a harsh rattling from the back of her throat that would have made him think she lay dying if he hadn’t heard such sounds before.

For years he had watched and heard other people making love—his father and his mother in their small and crowded house, and Barber with a long parade of doxies. He had become convinced that there had to be magic within a cunt for men to want it so. In the dark mystery of her bed, sneezing like a horse from the imperfect fire, he felt all anguish and heaviness pumping from him. Transported by the most frightening kind of joy, he discovered the vast difference between observation and participation.

Awakened next morning by a knocking, Editha padded on bare feet to open the door.

“He’s gone?” Barber whispered.

“Long since,” she said, letting him in. “He went to sleep a man and awoke a boy. He muttered something about needing to clean out the spring, and hurried away.”

Barber smiled. “All went well?”

She nodded with surprising shyness, yawning.

“Good, for he was more than ready. Far better for him to find kindness with you than a cruel introduction from the wrong female.”

She watched him take coins from his purse and set them on her table. “For this time only,” he cautioned practically. “If he should visit you again …”

She shook her head. “These days I’m much in the company of a wain-wright. A good man, with a house in the town of Exeter and three sons. I believe he will marry me.”

He nodded. “And did you warn Rob not to follow my pattern?”

“I said that when you drink, very often it makes you brutish and less than a man.”

“I don’t recall telling you to say that.”

“I offered it out of my own observation,” she said. She met his gaze steadily. “I also used your very words, as you instructed. I said his master had wasted himself on drink and worthless women. I advised him to be particular, and to ignore your example.”

He listened gravely.

“He wouldn’t suffer me to criticize you,” she said drily. “He said you were a sound man when sober, an excellent master who shows him kindness.”

“Did he really,” Barber said.

She was familiar with the emotions in a man’s face and saw that this one was suffused with pleasure.

He seated his hat and went out the door. As she put the money away and returned to bed, she could hear him whistling.

Men were sometimes comforters and often brutes but they were always puzzles, Editha told herself as she turned onto her side and went back to sleep.
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Charles Bostock looked more like a dandy than a merchant, his long yellow hair held back with bows and ribbons. He was dressed all in red velvet, obviously costly stuff despite its layer of soil from travel, and wore highpointed shoes of soft leather meant more for display than rough service. But there was a bargainer’s cold light in his eyes and he sat a great white horse surrounded by a troop of servants all heavily armed for defense against robbers. He amused himself by chatting with the barber-surgeon whose wagon he allowed to travel with his caravan of horses laden with salt from the brine works at Arundel.

“I own three warehouses along the river and rent others. We chapmen are making a new London and therefore are useful to the king and to all English people.”

Barber nodded politely, bored by this braggart but happy for the opportunity to travel to London under protection of his arms, for there was much crime on the road as one drew nearer to the city. “What do you deal in?” he asked.

“Within our island nation I mostly purchase and sell iron objects and salt. But I also buy precious things which are not produced in this land and bring them here from over the sea. Skins, silks, costly gems and gold, curious garments, pigments, wine, oil, ivory and brass, copper and tin, silver, glass, and such like.”

“Then you’re much traveled in foreign places?”

The merchant smiled. “No, though I plan to be. I’ve made one trip to Genoa and brought back hangings I thought would be bought by the richer of my fellow merchants. But before merchants could buy them for their manor houses, they were eagerly acquired for the castles of several earls who help our King Canute to govern the land.

“I’ll make at least two voyages more, for King Canute promises that any merchant who sails to foreign parts three times in the interests of English commerce will be made a thane. At present I pay others to travel abroad, while I tend to business in London.”

“Please tell us the news of the city,” Barber said, and Bostock agreed loftily. King Canute had built a large monarch’s house hard by the eastern side of the abbey at Westminster, he disclosed. The Danish-born king was enjoying great popularity because he had declared a new law that allowed any free Englishman the right to hunt on his own property—a right that previously had been reserved for the king and his nobles. “Now any landowner can kill himself a roebuck as if he were monarch of his own land.”

Canute had succeeded his brother Harold as King of Denmark and ruled that country as well as England, Bostock said. “It gives him dominance over the North Sea, and he’s built a navy of black ships that sweep the ocean of pirates and give England security and her first real peace in a hundred years.”

Rob scarcely heard the conversation. While they stopped for the dinner meal at Alton he put on an entertainment with Barber, paying the rent for their place in the merchant’s entourage. Bostock guffawed and wildly applauded their juggling. He presented Rob with tuppence. “It will come in handy in the metropolis, where fluff is dear as dear,” he said, winking.

Rob thanked him but his thoughts were elsewhere. The closer they drew to London, the more exquisite was his sense of anticipation.

They camped in a farmer’s field in Reading, scarcely a day’s journey from the city of his birth. That night he didn’t sleep, trying to decide which child to attempt to see first.

Next day he began to see landmarks he remembered—a stand of distinctive oaks, a great rock, a crossroads close by the hill on which he and Barber had first camped—and each made his heart leap and his blood sing. They parted with the caravan in the afternoon at Southwark, where the merchant had business. Southwark had more of everything than when last he had seen it. From the causeway they observed that new warehouses were being raised on the marshy Bank Side near the ancient ferry slip, and in the river foreign ships were crowded at their moorings.

Barber guided Incitatus across the London Bridge in a line of traffic. On the other side was a press of people and animals, so congested that he couldn’t turn the wagon onto Thames Street but was forced to proceed straight ahead to drive left at Fenchurch Street, crossing the Walbrook and then bumping over cobbles to Cheapside. Rob could scarcely sit still, for the old neighborhoods of small and weather-silvered wooden houses appeared not to have changed at all.

Barber turned the horse right at Aldersgate and then left onto Newgate Street, and Rob’s problem about which of the children to see first was solved, for the bakery was on Newgate Street and so he would visit Anne Mary.

He remembered the narrow house with the pastry shop on the ground floor and watched anxiously until he spotted it. “Here, stop!” he cried to Barber, and slid off the seat before Incitatus could come to a halt.

But when he ran across the street, he saw that the shop was a ship chandler’s. Puzzled, he opened the door and went inside. A red-haired man behind the counter looked up at the sound of the little bell on the door and nodded.

“What’s happened to the bakery?”

The proprietor shrugged, behind a pile of neatly coiled rope.

“Do the Haverhills still live upstairs?”

“No, it’s where I live. I heard there had formerly been bakers.” But the shop had been empty when he bought the place two years before, he said; from Durman Monk, who lived right down the street.

Rob left Barber waiting in the wagon and sought out Durman Monk, who proved to be lonesome and delighted at a chance to talk, an old man in a house full of cats.

“So you are brother to little Anne Mary. I recall her, a sweet and polite kitten of a girl. I knew the Haverhills well and thought them excellent neighbors. They have moved to Salisbury,” the old man said, stroking a tabby with savage eyes.

It made his stomach tighten to enter the guild house, which was the same as his memory in every detail, down to the chunk of mortar missing from the wattle-and-daub wall above the door. There were a few carpenters sitting about and drinking, but there were no faces Rob knew.

“Is Bukerel here?”

A carpenter set down his mug. “Who? Richard Bukerel?”

“Yes, Richard Bukerel.”

“Passed on, these two years.”

Rob felt more than a twinge, for Bukerel had shown him kindness. “Who is now Chief Carpenter?”

“Luard,” the man said laconically. “You!” he shouted to an apprentice. “Fetch Luard, there’s a lad.”

Luard came from the back of the hall, a chunky man with a seamed face, young to be Chief Carpenter. He nodded without surprise when Rob asked him to supply the whereabouts of a member of the Corporation.

It took a few minutes of turning the parchment pages of a great ledger. “Here it is,” he said finally, and shook his head. “I’ve an expired listing for a Companion Joiner named Aylwyn, but there’s been no entry for several years.”

Nobody in the hall knew Aylwyn or why he was no longer on the rolls.

“Members move away, often to join a guild elsewhere,” Luard said.

“What of Turner Horne?” Rob asked quietly.

“The Master Carpenter? He’s still there, at the house he’s always had.”

Rob sighed in relief; he would at any rate see Samuel.

One of the men who had been listening rose and drew Luard aside, and they whispered.

Luard cleared his throat. “Master Cole,” he said. “Turner Home is foreman of a crew that’s raising a house on Edred’s Hithe. May I suggest that you go there directly and speak with him?”

Rob looked from one face to another. “I don’t know Edred’s Hithe.”

“A new section. Do you know Queen’s Hithe, the old Roman port by the river wall?”

Rob nodded.

“Go to Queen’s Hithe. Anyone will direct you to Edred’s Hithe from there,” Luard said.

Hard by the river wall were the inevitable warehouses, and beyond them the streets of houses in which lived the common people of the port, makers of sails and ships’ gear and cordage, watermen, stevedores, lightermen, and boat builders. Queen’s Hithe was thickly populated and had its share of taverns. In a foul-smelling eating house Rob received directions to Edred’s Hithe. It was a new neighborhood that began just at the edge of the old, and he found Turner Home raising a house on a piece of marshy meadow.

Horne came down from the roof when he was hailed, looking displeased that his work was interrupted. Rob remembered him when he saw his face. The man had run to florid flesh and his hair had turned.

“It’s Samuel’s brother, Master Home,” he said. “Rob J. Cole.”

“So it is. But how you have grown!”

Rob saw pain flood into his decent eyes.

“He had been with us less than a year,” Home said simply. “He was a likely boy. Mistress Home was fairly smitten with him. We had told them again and again, ‘Don’t play on the wharves.’ It is worth a grown man’s life to get behind freight wagons when a driver is backing four horses, never mind a nine-year-old’s.”

“Eight.”

Home looked inquiringly.

“If it happened one year after you took him in, he was eight,” Rob said. His lips were stiff and didn’t seem to want to move, making talk difficult. “Two years younger than I, you see.”

“You would know best,” Horne said gently. “He’s buried in St. Botolph’s, on the right rear side of the churchyard. We were told it’s the section where your father was laid to rest.” He paused. “About your father’s tools,” he said awkwardly. “One of the saws has snapped but the hammers are quite sound. You may have them back.”

Rob shook his head. “Keep them, please. To remember Samuel,” he said.

They were camped in a meadow near Bishopsgate, close to the wetlands in the northeast corner of the city. Next day he fled the grazing sheep and Barber’s sympathy and went in the early morning to stand in their old street and recall the children, until a strange woman came out of Mam’s house and threw wash water next to the door.

He wandered the morning away and found himself in Westminster, where the houses along the river dwindled and then the fields and meadows of the great monastery became a new estate that could only be King’s House, surrounded by barracks for troops and outbuildings in which Rob supposed all manner of national business was conducted. He saw the fearsome housecarls, who were spoken of with awe in every public house. They were huge Danish soldiers, handpicked for their size and fighting ability to serve as King Canute’s protection. Rob thought there were too many armed guards for a monarch beloved of his people. He turned back toward the city and, without knowing how he reached it, eventually was close to St. Paul’s when a hand was laid on his arm.

“I know you. You’re Cole.”

Rob peered at the youth and for a moment was nine years old once more and unable to make up his mind whether to fight or take to his heels, for it was unmistakably Anthony Tite.

But there was a smile on Tite’s face and no henchmen were visible. Besides, Rob observed, he was now three heads taller and a good deal heavier than his old foe; he slapped Pissant-Tony on the shoulder, suddenly as glad to see him as if they had been best friends as small boys.

“Come into a tavern and talk of yourself,” Anthony said, but Rob hesitated, for he had only the tuppence given to him by the merchant Bostock for juggling.

Anthony Tite understood. “I buy the drink. I’ve had wages for the past year.”

He was an Apprentice Carpenter, he told Rob when they had settled into a corner of a nearby public house and were sipping ale. “In the sawpit,” he said, and Rob noted his voice was husky and his complexion sallow.

He knew the work. An apprentice stood in a deep ditch, across the top of which a log was laid. The apprentice pulled one end of a long saw and all day breathed the sawdust that showered him, while a Companion Joiner stood on a lip of the pit and managed the saw from above.

“Hard times appear to be at an end for carpenters,” Rob said. “I visited the guild house and saw few men lolling about.”

Tite nodded. “London grows. The city already has one hundred thousand souls, one-eighth of all Englishmen. There is building everywhere. It’s a good time to apply to prentice the guild, for it’s rumored that soon another Hundred will be established. And since you were son to a carpenter…”

Rob shook his head. “I already have a prenticeship.” He told of his travels with Barber and was gratified at the envy in Anthony’s eyes.

Tite spoke of Samuel’s death. “I’ve lost my mother and two brothers in recent years, all to the pox, and my father to a fever.”

Rob nodded somberly. “I must find those who are alive. Any London house I pass may contain the last child born to my mother before she died, and given away by Richard Bukerel.”

“Perhaps Bukerel’s widow would know something.”

Rob sat straighter.

“She has remarried, to a greengrocer named Buffington. Her new home is not far from here. Just past Ludgate,” Anthony said.

The Buffington house was in a setting not unlike the solitude in which the king had built his new residence, but it was hard by the dankness of the Fleet River marshes and was a patched shelter instead of a palace. Behind the shabby house were neat fields of cabbages and lettuces, and surrounding them was an undrained moor. He stood for a moment and watched four sulky children; carrying sacks of stones, they circled the mosquito-loud fields in a silent, deadly patrol against marsh hares.

He found Mistress Buffington in the house and she greeted him. She was sorting produce into baskets. The animals ate their profits, she explained, grumbling.

“I remember you and your family,” she said, examining him as if he were a select vegetable.

But when he asked, she couldn’t recollect her first husband ever mentioning the name or whereabouts of the wet nurse who had taken the infant christened Roger Cole.

“Did no one write down the name?”

Perhaps something showed in his eyes, for she bridled. “I cannot write. Why did you not obtain the name and write it, sirrah? Is he not your brother?”

He asked himself how such responsibility could have been expected of a young boy who had been in his circumstances; but he knew she was more right than wrong.

She smiled at him. “Let’s not be uncivil toward one another, for we have shared hard earlier days as neighbors.”

To his surprise she was studying him as a woman looks at a man, her eyes warm. Her body was slimmed by labor and he saw that at one time she had been beautiful. She was no older than Editha.

But he thought wistfully of Bukerel and remembered the terrible righteousness of her niggardly charity, reminding himself that this woman would have sold him for a slave.

He gave her a cool stare and muttered his thanks, and then he went away.

At St. Botolph’s Church the sacristan, an old pockmarked man with uncut hair of dirty gray, answered his knock. Rob asked for the priest who had buried his parents.

“Father Kempton is transferred to Scotland, these ten months now.”

The old man took him into the church graveyard. “Oh, we are become powerfully crowded,” he said. “You was not here two years past, for the scourge of pox?”

Rob shook his head.

“Lucky! So many died, we buried straight through every day. Now we are pressed for space. People flock to London from every place, and a man quickly reaches the two score of years for which he may reasonably pray.”

“Yet you are older than forty years,” Rob observed.

“I? I’m protected by the churchly nature of my work and have in all ways led a pure and innocent life.” He flashed a smile and Rob smelled liquor on his breath.

He waited outside the burial house while the sacristan consulted the Interment Book; the best the fuddled old man could do was lead him through a maze of leaning memorials to a general area in the eastern portion of the churchyard, close by the mossy rear wall, and declare that both his father and his brother Samuel had been buried “near to here.” He tried to recall his father’s funeral and thus remember the site of the grave, but couldn’t.

His mother was easier to find; the yew tree over her grave had grown in three years but still was familiar.

Suddenly purposeful, he hurried back to their camp. Barber went with him to a rocky section below the bank of the Thames, where they chose a small gray boulder with a surface flattened and smoothed by long years of tidal flow. Incitatus helped them drag it from the river.

He had planned to chisel the inscriptions himself, but was dissuaded. “We’re here overlong,” Barber said. “Let a stonecutter do it quickly and well. I’ll provide for his labor, and when you complete apprenticeship and work for wages you’ll repay me.”

They stayed in London only long enough to see the stone inscribed with all three names and dates and set in place in the churchyard beneath the yew.

Barber clapped a beefy hand on his shoulder and gave him a level glance. “We are travelers. We’re able at length to reach every place where you must inquire after the other three children.”

He spread out his map of England and showed Rob that six great roads left London: northeast to Colchester; north to Lincoln and York; northwest to Shrewsbury and Wales; west to Silchester, Winchester, and Salisbury; southeast to Richborough, Dover, and Lyme; and south to Chichester.

“Here in Ramsey,” he said, stabbing a finger at central England, “is where your widow neighbor, Della Hargreaves, went to live with her brother. She’ll be able to tell you the name of the wet nurse to whom she gave the infant Roger, and you will seek him when next we return to London. And down here is Salisbury, where, you are told, your sister Anne Mary has been taken by her family the Haverhills.” He frowned. “Pity we didn’t have that news when we were lately in Salisbury during the fair,” he said, and Rob felt a chill with the realization that he and the little girl may well have passed by one another in the crowds.

“No matter,” Barber said. “We’ll return to Salisbury on the way back to Exmouth, in the fall.”

Rob took heart. “And everywhere we go in the north,” he said, “I’ll ask priests and monks if they know of Father Lovell and his young charge, William Cole.”

Early next morning they abandoned London and took to the wide Lincoln Road leading to the north of England. When they left behind all houses and the stink of too many people and stopped for an especially lavish breakfast cooked by the side of a noisy stream, each agreed that a city was not the finest place to breathe God’s air and enjoy the sun’s warmth.
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On a day in early June the two of them lay on their backs by a brook near Chipping Norton, observing clouds through leafy branches and waiting for trouts to bite.

Propped onto two Y-shaped branches stuck into the ground, their willow poles were unmoving.

“Late in the season for trouts to be hungry for hackles,” Barber murmured contentedly. “In a fortnight, when hoppers are in the fields, fish will be caught faster.”

“How do male worms tell the difference?” Rob wondered.

Nearly dozing, Barber smiled. “Doubtless hackles are alike in the dark, like women.”

“Women aren’t alike, day or night,” Rob protested. “They appear similar, yet each is separate in scent, taste, touch, and feel.”

Barber sighed. “That’s the true wonder that lures man on.”

Rob got up and went to the wagon. When he came back he held a square of smooth pine on which he had drawn the face of a girl in ink. He squatted by Barber and held out the board. “Do you make her out?”

Barber peered at the drawing. “It’s the girl from last week, the little dolly in St. Ives.”

Rob took back the sketch and studied it, pleased.

“Why have you placed the ugly mark on her cheek?”

“The mark was there.”

Barber nodded. “I recall it. But with your quill and ink, you’re able to make her prettier than reality. Why not allow her to view herself more favorably than she’s seen by the world?”

Rob frowned, troubled without understanding why. He studied the likeness. “At any rate, she hasn’t seen this, since it was drawn after I left her.”

“But you could have drawn it in her presence.”

Rob shrugged and smiled.

Barber sat up, fully awake. “The time has come for us to make practical use of your capability,” he said.

Next morning they stopped at a woodcutter’s and asked him to saw thin rounds from the trunk of a pine. The slices of wood were a disappointment, being too grainy for easy drawing with quill and ink. But rounds from a young beech tree proved to be smooth and hard, and the woodcutter willingly sliced a medium-sized beech in exchange for a coin.

Following the entertainment that afternoon, Barber announced that his associate would draw free likenesses of half a dozen residents of Chipping Norton.

There was a rush and a flurry. A crowd gathered around Rob, watching curiously as he mixed his ink. But he was long since schooled as a performer and inured to scrutiny.

He drew a face on each of six wooden discs, in turn: an old woman, two youths, a pair of dairy maids who smelled of cows, and a man with a wen on his nose.

The woman had deepset eyes and a toothless mouth with wrinkled lips. One of the youths was plump and round-faced, so it was like drawing features on a gourd. The other boy was thin and dark, with baleful eyes. The girls were sisters and looked so much alike that the challenge was in trying to capture their subtle difference; he failed, for they could have exchanged their sketches without noticing. Of the six, he was satisfied only with the last drawing. The man was almost old, and his eyes and every line of his face contained melancholy. Without knowing how, Rob captured the sadness.

With no hesitation, he drew the wen on the nose. Barber didn’t complain, since all the subjects were visibly pleased and there was sustained applause from the onlookers.

“Buy six bottles and you may have—free, my friends!—a similar likeness,” Barber bawled, holding the Universal Specific aloft and launching into his familiar discourse.

Soon there was a line in front of Rob, who was drawing intently, and a longer line before the bank, on which Barber stood and sold his medicine.

Since King Canute had liberalized the hunting laws, venison began to appear in butchers’ stalls. In the market square of Aldreth town, Barber bought a great saddle of meat. He rubbed it with wild garlic and covered it with deep slashes that he filled with tiny squares of pork fat and onion, larding the outside richly with sweet butter and basting continually while it roasted with a mixture of honey, mustard, and brown ale.

Rob ate heartily, but Barber finished most of it himself along with a prodigious amount of mashed turnip and a loaf of fresh bread. “Perhaps just a bit more. To keep up my strength,” he said, grinning. In the time Rob had known him he had increased remarkably—perhaps, Rob thought, as much as six stone. Flesh ridged his neck, his forearms had become hams, and his stomach sailed before him like a loose sail in a stiff wind. His thirst was as prodigious as his appetite.

Two days after leaving Aldreth they arrived in the village of Ramsey, where in the public house Barber gained the proprietor’s attention by wordlessly swallowing two pitchers of ale before imitating thunder with a belch and turning to the business at hand.

“We’re looking for a woman, name of Della Hargreaves.”

The proprietor shrugged and shook his head.

“Hargreaves, her husband’s name. She’s a widow. Came four years ago to be with her brother. His name I don’t know, but I ask you to ponder, for this is a small place.” Barber ordered more ale, to encourage him.

The proprietor looked blank.

“Oswald Sweeter,” his wife whispered, serving the drink.

“Ah. Just so, Sweeter’s sister,” the man said, accepting Barber’s money.

Oswald Sweeter was Ramsey’s blacksmith, as large as Barber but all muscle. He listened to them with a slight frown and then spoke as though unwilling.

“Della? I took her in,” he said. “My own flesh.” With pincers he pushed a cherry-red bar deeper into glowing coals. “My wife showed her kindness, but Della has a talent for doing no work. The two women didn’t get on. Within half a year, Della left us.”

“To go where?” Rob asked.

“Bath.”

“What does she do in Bath?”

“Same as here before we threw her away,” Sweeter said quietly. “She left with a man like a rat.”

“She was our neighbor for years in London, where she was deemed respectable,” Rob was obligated to say, though he had never liked her.

“Well, young sir, today my sister is a drab who would sooner swive than labor for her bread. You may find her where there are whores.” Pulling a flaming white bar from the coals Sweeter ended the conversation with his hammer, so that a savage shower of sparks followed them through his door.

* * *

It rained for a solid week as they made their way up the coast. Then one morning they crawled from their damp beds beneath the wagon to find a day so soft and glorious that all was forgotten save their good fortune in being footloose and blessed. “Let us take a promenade through the innocent world!” Barber cried, and Rob knew exactly what he meant, for despite the dark urgency of his need to find the children he was young and healthy and alive on such a day.

Between blasts of the Saxon horn they sang exuberantly, hymns and raunchiness, a louder signal of their presence than any other. They drove slowly through a forested track that alternately gave them warm sunlight and fresh green shade. “What more could you ask,” Barber said.

“Arms,” he said at once.

Barber’s grin faded. “I’ll not buy you arms,” he said shortly.

“No need for a sword. But a dagger would seem sensible, for we could be set upon.”

“Any highwayman will think twice on it,” Barber said drily, “since we are two large folk.”

“It’s because of my size. I walk into a public house and smaller men look at me and think, ‘He’s big but one thrust can stop him,’ and their hands drift to their hilts.”

“And then they notice that you wear no arms and they realize you’re a puppy and not yet a mastiff despite your size. Feeling like fools, they leave you alone. With a blade on your belt you should be dead in a fortnight.”

They rode in silence.

Centuries of violent invasions had made every Englishman think like a soldier. Slaves weren’t allowed by law to bear arms and apprentices couldn’t afford them; but any other male who wore his hair long also signified his free birth by the weapons he displayed.

It was true enough that a small man with a knife could easily kill a large youth without one, Barber told himself wearily.

“You must know how to handle weapons when the time comes for you to own them,” he decided. “It’s a portion of your instruction that has been neglected. Therefore, I’ll begin to tutor you in the use of the sword and the dagger.”

Rob beamed. “Thank you, Barber,” he said.

In a clearing, they faced one another and Barber slipped his dagger from his belt.

“You mustn’t hold it like a child stabbing at ants. Balance the knife in your upturned palm as if you intended to juggle it. The four fingers close about the handle. The thumb can go flat along the handle or can cover the fingers, depending on the thrust. The hardest thrust to guard against is one that is made from below and moving upward.

“The knife fighter bends his knees and moves lightly on his feet, ready to spring forward or back. Ready to weave in order to avoid an assailant’s thrust. Ready to kill, for this instrument is for close and dirty work. It’s made of the same good metal as a scalpel. Once having committed yourself to either, you must cut as though life depends on it, for often it does.”

He returned the dagger to its scabbard and handed over his sword. Rob hefted it, holding it before him.

“Romanus sum,” he said softly.

Barber smiled. “No, you are not a bleeding Roman. Not with this English sword. The Roman sword was short and pointed, with two sharp steel edges. They liked to fight close and at times used it like a dagger. This is an English broadsword, Rob J., longer and heavier. The ultimate weapon, that keeps our enemies at a distance. It is a cleaver, an ax that cuts down human creatures instead of trees.”

He took back the sword and stepped away from Rob. Holding it in both hands he whirled, the broadsword flashing and glittering in wide and deadly circles as he severed the sunlight.

Presently he stopped and leaned on the sword, out of wind. “You try,” he told Rob, and handed him the weapon.

It gave Barber scant comfort to see how easily his apprentice held the heavy broadsword in one hand. It was a strong man’s weapon, he thought enviously, more effective when used with the agility of youth.

Wielding it in imitation of Barber, Rob whirled across the little clearing. The broadsword blade hissed through the air and a hoarse cry rose from his throat without volition. Barber watched, more than vaguely disturbed, as he swept through an invisible host, cutting a terrible swath.

The next lesson occurred several nights later at a crowded and noisy public house in Fulford. English drovers from a horse caravan moving north were there along with Danish drovers from a caravan traveling south. Both groups were overnighting in the town, drinking heavily and eyeing one another like packs of fighting dogs.

Rob sat with Barber and drank cider, not uncomfortably. It was a situation they had met before, and they knew enough not to be drawn into the competitiveness.

One of the Danes had gone outside to relieve his bladder. When he returned he carried a squealing shoat under his arm, and a length of rope. He tied one end of the rope to the pig’s neck and the other end to a pole in the center of the tavern. Then he hammered on a table with a mug.

“Who is man enough to meet me in a pig-sticking?” he shouted over to the English drovers.

“Ah, Vitus!” one of his mates called encouragingly, and began to hammer on his table, quickly joined by all his friends.

The English drovers listened sullenly to the hammering and the shouted taunts, then one of them walked to the pole and nodded.

Half a dozen of the more prudent patrons of the public house gulped their drinks and slipped outside.

Rob had started to rise, following Barber’s custom of leaving before trouble could begin, but to his surprise his master placed a staying hand on his arm.

“Tuppence here on Dustin!” an English drover called. Soon the two groups were busily placing bets.

The men were not unevenly matched. Both looked to be in their twenties; the Dane was heavier and slightly shorter, while the Englishman had the longer reach.

Cloths were bound across their eyes and then each was tethered to an opposite side of the pole by a ten-foot length of rope bound to his ankle.

“Wait,” the man named Dustin called. “One more drink!”

Hooting, their friends brought them each a cup of metheglin, which was quickly drained.

The blindfolded men drew their daggers.

The pig, which had been held at right angles to both of them, was now released to the floor. Immediately it tried to flee but, tethered as it was, it could only run in a circle.

“The little bastard comes, Dustin!” somebody shouted. The Englishman set himself and waited, but the sound of the animal’s scurrying was drowned out by the shouts of the men, and the pig was past him before he knew it.

“Now, Vitus!” a Dane called.

In its terror the shoat ran straight into the Danish drover. The man stabbed at it three times without coming close, and it fled the way it had come, squealing.

Dustin could home in on the sound, and he came toward the shoat from one direction while Vitus closed in from the other.

The Dane took a swipe at the pig and Dustin drew a sobbing breath as the sharp blade sliced into his arm.

“You Northern fuck.” He slashed out in a savage arc that didn’t come near to either the squealing pig or the other man.

Now the pig darted across Vitus’ feet. The Danish drover grasped the animal’s rope and was able to pull the pig toward his waiting knife. His first stab caught it on the right front hoof, and the pig screamed.

“Now you have him, Vitus!”

“Finish him off, we eat him tomorrow!”

The screaming pig had become an excellent target and Dustin lunged toward the sound. His striking hand skittered off the shoat’s smooth side and with a thud his blade was buried to his fist in Vitus’ belly.

The Dane merely grunted softly but sprang back, ripping himself open on the dagger.

The only sound in the public house was the crying of the pig.

“Put the knife down, Dustin, you’ve done him,” one of the Englishmen commanded. They surrounded the drover; his blindfold was ripped off and his tether was cut.

Wordlessly, the Danish drovers hurried their friend away before the Saxons could react or the reeve’s men could be summoned.

Barber sighed. “Let us through to him, for we’re barber-surgeons and may give him succor,” he said.

But it was clear that there was little they could do for him. Vitus lay on his back as if broken, his eyes large and his face gray. In the gaping wound of his open stomach they saw that his bowel had been cut almost in half.

Barber took Rob’s arm and drew him down to squat alongside. “Look on it,” he said firmly.

There were layers: tanned skin, pale meat, a rather slimy light lining. The bowel was the pink of a dyed Easter egg, the blood was very red.

“It is curious how an opened-up man stinks far worse than any openedup animal,” Barber said.

Blood welled from the abdominal wall and with a gush the severed bowel emptied itself of fecal matter. The man was speaking weakly in Danish, perhaps praying.

Rob retched but Barber held him close to the fallen man, like a man rubbing a young dog’s nose in its own waste.

Rob took the drover’s hand. The man was like a bag of sand with a hole in the bottom; he could feel the life running out. He squatted next to the drover and held his hand tightly until there was no sand left in the bag and the soul of Vitus made a dry rustling sound like an old leaf and simply blew away.

* * *

They continued to practice with arms, but now Rob was more thoughtful and not quite so eager.

He spent more time thinking about the gift, and he watched Barber and listened to him, learning whatever he knew. As he became familiar with ailments and their symptoms he began to play a secret game, trying to determine from outward appearances what bothered each patient.

In the Northumbrian village of Richmond they saw waiting in their line a wan man with rheumy eyes and a painful cough.

“What ails that one?” Barber asked.

“Most likely consumption?”

Barber smiled in approval.

But when it was the coughing patient’s turn to see the barber-surgeon, Rob took his hands to lead him behind the screen. It wasn’t the grasp of a dying person; Rob’s senses told him that this man was too strong to have consumption. He sensed that the man had taken a chill and soon would be rid of what was merely passing discomfort.

He saw no reason to contradict Barber; but thus, gradually, he became aware that the gift was not only for predicting death but could be useful in considering illness and perhaps in helping the living.

Incitatus pulled the red cart slowly northward across the face of England, village by village, some too small to have a name. Whenever they came to a monastery or church Barber waited patiently in the cart while Rob inquired after Father Ranald Lovell and the boy named William Cole, but nobody had ever heard of them.

Somewhere between Carlisle and Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Rob climbed onto a stone wall built nine hundred years before by Hadrian’s cohorts to protect England from Scottish marauders. Sitting in England and gazing out at Scotland, he told himself that his most likely chance of seeing someone of his own blood lay in Salisbury, where the Haverhills had taken his sister Anne Mary.

When finally they reached Salisbury, he received short shrift from the Corporation of Bakers.

The Chief Baker was a man named Cummings. He was squat and froglike, not so heavy as Barber but fleshy enough to advertise his trade. “I know no Haverhills.”

“Will you not seek them out in your records?”

“See here. It is fair time! Much of my membership is involved in Salisbury Fair and we are harried and distraught. You must see us after the fair.”

All through the fair, only part of him juggled and drew and helped to treat patients, while he kept watch constantly for a familiar face, a glimpse of the girl he imagined she had grown to be.

He didn’t see her.

The day after the fair he returned to the building of the Salisbury Corporation of Bakers. It was a neat and attractive place, and despite his nervousness he wondered why the houses of other guilds were always built more soundly than those of the Corporations of Carpenters.

“Ah, the young barber-surgeon.” Cummings was kinder in his greeting and more composed, now. He searched thoroughly through two great ledgers and then shook his head. “We’ve never had a baker name of Haverhill.”

“A man and his wife,” Rob said. “They sold their pastry shop in London and declared they were coming here. They have a little girl, sister to me. Name of Anne Mary.”

“It’s obvious what has happened, young surgeon. After selling their shop and before coming here, they found better opportunity elsewhere, heard of a place more in need of bakers.”

“Yes. That’s likely.” He thanked the man and returned to the wagon.

Barber was visibly troubled but advised courage. “You mustn’t give up hope. Someday you’ll find them again, you will see.”

But it was as if the earth had opened and swallowed the living as well as the dead. The small hope he had kept alive for them now seemed too innocent. He felt the days of his family were truly over, and with a chill he forced himself to recognize that whatever lay ahead for him, most likely he would face it alone.
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A few months before the end of Rob’s apprenticeship they sat over pitchers of brown ale in the public room of the inn at Exeter and warily discussed terms of employment.

Barber drank in silence, as if lost in thought, and eventually offered a small salary. “Plus a new set of clothing,” he said, as if overcome by a burst of generosity.

Rob hadn’t been with him six years for nothing. He shrugged doubtfully. “I feel drawn to go back to London,” he said, and refilled their cups.

Barber nodded. “A set of clothing every two years whether needed or not,” he added after studying Rob’s face.

They ordered a supper of rabbit pie, which Rob ate with gusto. Barber tore into the publican instead of the food. “What meat I find is overly tough and stupidly seasoned,” he grumbled. “We might make the salary higher. Slightly higher,” he said.

“It is poorly seasoned,” Rob said. “That’s something you never do. I’ve always been taken by your way with game.”

“How much salary do you hold to be fair? For a chap of sixteen years?”

“I wouldn’t want a salary.”

“Not have a salary?” Barber eyed him with suspicion.

“No. Income is gotten from sale of the Specific and treatment of patients. Therefore, I want the income from every twelfth bottle sold and every twelfth patient treated.”

“Every twentieth bottle and every twentieth patient.”

He hesitated only a moment before nodding. “These terms to run one year, when they may be renewed upon mutual agreement.”

“Done!”

“Done,” Rob said calmly.

Each of them lifted his mug and grinned.

“Hah!” said Barber.

“Hah!” said Rob.

Barber took his new expenses seriously. One day when they were in Northampton, where there were skilled craftsmen, he hired a joiner to make a second screen, and when they reached the next place, which was Huntington, he set it up not far from his own.

“Time you stood on your own limbs,” he said.

After the entertainment and the portraits, Rob sat himself behind the screen and waited.

Would they look at him and laugh? Or, he wondered, would they turn away and go back to stand in Barber’s line?

His first patient winced when Rob took his hands, for his old cow had trod upon his wrist. “Kicked over the pail, the bitchy thing. Then, as I was reaching to set it right, the cursed animal stepped on me, you see?”

Rob held the joint tenderly and at once forgot about anything else. There was a painful bruise. There was also a bone broken, the one that ran down from the thumb. An important bone. It took him a little time to bind the wrist right and fix a sling.

The next patient was the personification of his fears, a slim and angular woman with stern eyes. “I have lost my hearing,” she declared.

Upon examination, her ears did not seem to be plugged with wax. He knew nothing that could be done for her. “I cannot help you,” he said regretfully.

She shook her head.

“I CANNOT HELP YOU!” he shouted.

“THEN ASK TH’OTHER BARBER.”

“HE CANNOT HELP YOU EITHER.”

The woman’s face had grown choleric. “BE DAMNED TO HELL. I SHALL ASK HIM MYSELF.”

He was aware both of Barber’s laughter and the amusement of other patients as she stomped away.

He was waiting behind the screen, red-faced, when he was joined by a young man perhaps a year or two older than he. Rob restrained an impulse to sigh as he looked at a left forefinger in an advanced stage of mortification.

“Not a beautiful sight.”

The young man was whitish in the corners of his mouth but managed a smile nevertheless. “I mashed it chopping wood for the fire all of a fortnight ago. It hurt, of course, but appeared to be mending nicely. And then …”

The first joint was black, running into an area of angry discoloration that became blistered flesh. The large blisters gave off a bloody flux and a gaseous stink.

“How was it treated?”

“A neighbor man cautioned me to pack it with moist ashes mixed with goose shit, to draw the pain.”

He nodded, for it was a common remedy. “Well. It’s now a consuming sickness that, if allowed, will eat into the hand and then the arm. Long before it gets into the body, you will die. The finger must come off.”

The young man nodded gamely.

Rob allowed the sigh to escape. He had to be doubly certain; to take an appendage was a serious step, and this one would miss the finger for the rest of his life as he tried to earn his living.

He walked to Barber’s screen.

“Something?” Barber’s eyes twinkled.

“Something I need to show you,” Rob said, and led the way back to his patient, the fat man following at a more labored pace.

“I’ve told him it must come off.”

“Yes,” Barber said, and the smile was gone. “That was correct. You wish assistance, chappy?”

Rob shook his head. He gave the patient three bottles of the Specific to drink and then carefully collected everything he would need, so he wouldn’t have to go searching in the middle of the procedure or shout for Barber’s help.

He took two sharp knives, a needle and waxed thread, a short piece of board, rag strips for binding, and a little fine-toothed saw.

The youth’s arm was lashed to the board so that his hand was palm up. “Make a fist without the mortified finger,” Rob said, and wrapped the hand with bandages and tied it off so the sound digits were out of the way.

He enlisted three strong men from the nearby loungers, two to hold the youth and one to grasp the board.

A dozen times he had witnessed Barber doing this and twice had done it himself under Barber’s supervision, but never before had he attempted it alone. The trick was to cut far enough away from the mortification to stop its progress, while at the same time leaving as much of a stub as possible.

He picked up a knife and sliced into sound flesh. The patient screamed and tried to rise out of his chair.

“Hold him.”

He sliced a circle all around the finger and paused for a moment to soak up the bleeding with a rag before slitting the healthy section of finger on both sides and carefully flaying the skin toward the knuckle, making two flaps.

The man holding the board let go and began to vomit.

“Take the board,” Rob told the one who had been holding the shoulders. There was no trouble with the transfer, for the patient had fainted.

Bone was an easy substance to cut, and the saw made a reassuring rasping as he took off the finger.

He trimmed the flaps carefully and made a neat stump as he had been taught, neither so tight as to give pain nor so loose as to give trouble, then took up the needle and thread and made a good job of it with small, thrifty stitches. There was a bloody ooze that he washed away by pouring the Universal Specific over the stump. Rob helped carry the groaning youth to where he could recover in the shade under a tree.

After that in quick succession he bound a sprained ankle, dressed a deep sickle cut in a child’s arm, sold three bottles of the physick to a widow cursed with the headache and another half dozen bottles to a man with the gout. He was beginning to feel cocky when a woman came behind the screen with the wasting sickness.

There was no mistaking it; she was gaunt and her skin was waxy, with a sheen of perspiration on her cheeks. He had to force himself to look at her, having sensed her fate through his hands.

“ … do not desire to eat,” she was saying, “nor can I keep anything I eat, for what is not spewed forth rushes through me in the form of bloody stools.”

He placed his hand on her poor abdomen and felt the bumpy rigidity, to which he guided her palm.

“Bubo.”

“What is bubo, sirrah?”

“A lump that grows by feeding on healthy flesh. You feel a number of buboes beneath your hand.”

“There is terrible pain. Is there no medicine?” she said calmly.

He loved her for her courage and was not tempted to lie for mercy’s sake. He shook his head, for Barber had told him that many persons suffered from bubo of the stomach and each died of the sickness.

When she had left him wishing he had become a carpenter, he saw the severed finger on the ground. Picking it up and wrapping it in a rag, he carried it to where the recovering youth lay under the tree and placed it in his good hand.

Puzzled, he looked at Rob. “What shall I do with it?”

“The priests say you must bury lost parts to await you in a churchyard, so you may rise whole again on Judgment Day.”

The young man thought on it and then nodded. “Thank you, barbersurgeon,” he said.

When they reached Rockingham the first thing they saw was the white hair of the unguent seller named Wat. Next to Rob on the wagon seat, Barber grunted in disappointment, assuming that the other mountebank had preempted their right to put on an entertainment there. But after they had exchanged greetings, Wat put their minds to rest.

“I give no performance here. Instead, let me invite you both to a baiting.”

He took them to see his bear, a large scarred beast with an iron ring through its black nose. “It is sickly and would soon die of natural causes, so bruin shall make me a final profit tonight.”

“Is this Bartram, whom I wrestled?” Rob asked, in a voice that sounded strange in his ears.

“No, Bartram is long gone, baited four years past. This is a sow, name of Godiva,” Wat said, and replaced the cloth over the cage.

That afternoon Wat observed their entertainment and the subsequent sale of physick; with Barber’s permission, the unguent peddler climbed onto their bank and announced the bear-baiting that would take place that evening in the pit behind the tannery, admission half a penny.

By the time he and Barber arrived, dusk had fallen and the meadow surrounding the pit was illumined by the leaping flames of a dozen pitch torches. The field was loud with profanity and male laughter. Trainers held back three muzzled dogs that strained against their short leashes: a rawboned brindle mastiff, a red dog that looked like the mastiff’s smaller cousin, and a large Danish elkhound.

Godiva was led in by Wat and a pair of handlers. The shambling bear was hooded, but she smelled the dogs and instinctively turned to face them.

The men led her to a thick post in the center of the pit. Stout leather fastenings were attached to the top and the bottom of the pole, and the pitmaster used the lower set to tether the bear by her right hind.

Immediately there were cries of protest. “The upper strap, the upper strap!”

“Tether the beast’s neck!”

“Fasten her by the nose ring, you bloody fool!”

The pitmaster was unmoved by calls or insults, for he was experienced. “The bear is declawed. Therefore it would be a dull show indeed if her head were tied. I allow her the use of her fangs,” he said.

Wat untied the hood from Godiva’s head and sprang back.

The bear looked about in the flickering light, staring with small puzzled eyes at the men and the dogs.

She was obviously an old beast and far from her prime, and the men shouting the wagering odds received few bets until they offered three to one on the dogs, which looked savage and fit as they were led to the lip of the pit. Their trainers scratched their heads and massaged their necks, then slipped off the muzzles and leashes and stepped away.

At once the mastiff and the smaller red dog went low on their bellies, their eyes fixed on Godiva. Growling, they darted in to snap at air and then retreated, for they were not yet aware that the bear’s claws were gone and they feared and respected them.

The elkhound loped around the perimeter of the pit, and the bear cast nervous glances at him over her shoulder.

“You must watch the small red dog,” Wat shouted in Rob’s ear.

“He would seem the least fearsome.”

“He is from a remarkable line, bred down from the mastiff to kill bulls in the pit.”

Blinking, the bear stood erect on her hind paws with her back against the pole. Godiva appeared confused; she saw the real threat of the dogs but she was a performing animal and accustomed to tethers and the screams of human beings, and she wasn’t angry enough to suit the pitmaster. The man picked up a long lance and jabbed one of her wrinkled dugs, slicing off a dark nipple.

The bear howled in pain.

Encouraged, the mastiff flew in. What he wanted to tear was soft underbelly, but the bear turned and the dog’s terrible teeth ripped into her left haunch. Godiva bellowed and swiped. If her claws had not been cruelly removed when she was a cub, the mastiff would have been disemboweled, but the paw brushed harmlessly. The dog sensed it was not the danger he had expected and spat out hide and meat and bore in for more, maddened now by the taste of blood.

The small red dog had launched himself through the air at Godiva’s throat. His teeth were as awful as the mastiff’s; his long underjaw locked into the upper jaw and the dog hung beneath the bear’s muzzle like a great ripe fruit from a tree.

At last the elkhound saw it was time, and he leaped at Godiva from the left, climbing over the mastiff in his eagerness to get at her. Godiva’s left ear and left eye were taken out in the same slashing bite, and crimson gobbets flew as the beast shook her ruined head.

The bull dog had locked into a great fold of thick fur and loose skin; its gripping jaws placed enough relentless pressure on the bear’s windpipe so that she began to suck for air. And now the mastiff had found her stomach and was tearing at it.

“A poor fight,” Wat shouted, disappointed. “They already have the bear.”

Godiva brought a great right forepaw down on the mastiff’s back. The crack of the dog’s spine wasn’t heard above the other sounds but the dying mastiff wriggled away over the sand, and the bear turned its fangs against the elkhound.

The men roared their delight.

The elkhound was thrown almost out of the pit and lay where it fell, for its throat was rent. Godiva pawed at the smallest dog, which was spattered redder than ever with the blood of the bear and the mastiff. The stubborn jaws were locked in Godiva’s throat. The bear folded her forelimbs and squeezed crushingly while she stood and swayed.

Not until the small red dog was lifeless did the jaws relax. Finally the bear was able to brush the bull dog against the pole again and again until it fell off her into the trampled sand like a dislodged burr.

Godiva dropped onto all fours next to the dead dogs but took no interest in them. Agonized and trembling, she began to lick her own raw and bleeding flesh.

There was a murmur of conversation as spectators paid up or collected their wagers. “Too soon, too soon,” a man next to Rob grumbled.

“The damned beast still lives and we can yet have some pleasure,” another said.

A drunken youth had picked up the pitmaster’s lance and began to harry Godiva with it from the rear, poking her in the anus. The men cheered as the bear whirled, roaring, but was jerked up short by the tether on her leg.

“The other eye,” someone cried at the rear of the crowd. “Blind the other eye!”

The bear rose again to stand shakily on two limbs. The good eye looked out at them with defiance but with a calm foreknowledge, and Rob was reminded of the woman who had come to him in Northampton with the wasting sickness. The drunkard was jabbing the point of the lance toward the huge head when Rob went to him and ripped the lance from his hands.

“Here, you fucking fool!” Barber called sharply to Rob, and started after him.

“Good Godiva,” Rob said. He leveled the lance and drove it deep into the torn chest, and almost at once blood sprang from a corner of the contorted muzzle.

A sound rose from the men that was similar to the snarling made by the dogs when they had closed in.

“He’s addled and we shall tend him,” Barber called quickly.

Rob allowed Barber and Wat to jostle him out of the pit and beyond the ring of light.

“What kind of stupid shitepoke is this lump of a barber’s assistant?” Wat asked, enraged.

“I confess I don’t know.” Barber’s breathing sounded like a bellows. These days his breathing was heavier, Rob realized.

Within the ring of torchlight, the pitmaster was announcing soothingly that there remained a strong badger waiting to be baited, and the complaints turned to ragged cheers.

Rob walked away while Barber apologized to Wat.

He was seated near the wagon by the fire when Barber came lumbering in. Barber opened a bottle of liquor and drank half of it off. Then he dropped heavily into his bed on the other side of the fire and stared.

“You are an arsehole,” he said.

Rob smiled.

“If the bets hadn’t already been settled they’d have had your blood and I shouldn’t have blamed them.”

Rob’s hand went to the bearskin on which he slept. The pelt had grown rattier than ever and must soon be discarded, he thought, stroking it.

“Goodnight, then, Barber,” he said.
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It didn’t occur to Barber that he and Rob J. would come to disagreement. At seventeen years of age the former apprentice was exactly what he’d been as a whelp, full of work and sweet agreeability.

Except he drove a bargain like a fishwife.

At the end of the first year of employment he asked for one-twelfth share instead of one-twentieth. Barber grumbled but finally agreed because Rob clearly was deserving of larger reward.

Barber noted he scarcely spent his wages and knew he was saving his money to buy arms. One winter’s night in the tavern at Exmouth, a gardener tried to sell Rob a dagger.

“Your opinion?” Rob asked, handing it to Barber.

It was a gardener’s weapon. “The blade is bronze and will break. The hilt is adequate perhaps, but a handle so gaudily painted can hide defects.”

Rob J. handed back the cheap knife.

When they set forth in the spring they traveled the coast and Rob haunted the harbor docks seeking Spaniards, for the best steel weapons came from Spain. But he had bought nothing by the time they had to turn inland.

July found them in upper Mercia. In the township of Blyth their spirits belied the village’s name; they awoke one morning to see Incitatus lying on the ground nearby, stiff and unbreathing.

Rob stood and looked bitterly at the dead horse while Barber vented his feelings through cursing.

“You think a disease did him?”

Barber shrugged. “We saw no sign yesterday, but he was old. He wasn’t young when I came by him a long time ago.”

Rob spent half a day breaking ground and shoveling, for they didn’t want Incitatus eaten by dogs and crows. While he dug the great hole, Barber went out and searched for a replacement. It took him all day and cost him dear, for their horse was vital to them. Finally he bought a baldfaced brown mare, three years old and not quite fully grown.

“Shall we also name her Incitatus?” he asked, but Rob shook his head and they never called her anything but Horse. She was sweet-stepping, but the first morning they had her she threw a shoe, and they returned to Blyth for a new one.

The blacksmith was named Durman Moulton and they found him finishing a sword that made their eyes glisten.

“How much?” Rob asked, with too much eagerness for Barber’s bargaining taste.

“This is bought,” the craftsman said, but he allowed them to hold it and feel its balance. It was an English broadsword entirely without ornamentation, sharp and true and beautifully forged. If Barber had been younger and not so wise he would have been tempted to bid for it.

“How much for its exact twin, and a matching dagger?”

The total came to more than a year’s income for Rob. “And you must pay one-half now, should you place the order,” Moulton said.

Rob went to the wagon and returned with a pouch from which he promptly paid over the money.

“We return in one year to claim the arms and pay the balance,” he said, and the smith nodded and told him the weapons would be ready.

Despite the loss of Incitatus they enjoyed a prosperous season, but when it was nearly over, Rob asked him for one-sixth.

“One-sixth of my income! To a young herring not yet eighteen years of age?” Barber was genuinely outraged, though Rob took his outburst calmly and said no more.

As the date of their annual agreement approached it was Barber who fretted, since he was aware how greatly his situation had been improved by his journeyman.

In the village of Sempringham he heard a woman patient hiss to her friend: “Get into the line which awaits the younger barber, Eadburga, for they do say he touches you behind the screen. They do say he has healing hands.”

They do say he sells a shitload of the Specific, Barber reminded himself wryly.

He didn’t fret that the younger man’s screen usually had the longer lines in front of it. Indeed, to an employer Rob J. was gold in his pocket.

“One-eighth,” he offered finally.

Though he suffered to do so he would have gone to one-sixth, but to his relief Rob nodded.

“One-eighth is just,” Rob said.

The Old Man was born out of Barber’s mind. Always seeking to improve the entertainment, he invented an old lecher who drinks the Universal Specific Physick and goes after every woman in sight. “And you must play him,” he told Rob.

“I’m too large. And too young.”

“No, you shall play him,” Barber said stubbornly. “For I’m so fat that one look at me would reveal who I am.”

They both watched old men for a long time, studying how they walked in pain and the kind of clothing they wore, and they listened when old people spoke.

“Imagine what it must be like to feel your life disappearing,” Barber said. “You believe you’ll always be able to get hard with a woman. Think about growing old and not being able to do that.”

They fashioned a gray wig and a false gray mustache. They couldn’t give him wrinkles but Barber covered his face with cosmetics and simulated an old skin made dry and rough by years of sun and wind. Rob bent his long body and developed a hobbling walk, dragging his right leg. When he spoke he made his voice higher and hesitant, as if he had learned to be a little afraid.

The Old Man, dressed in a shabby coat, made his first appearance in Tadcaster, while Barber was discoursing on the remarkable regenerative powers of the Universal Specific. Walking painfully, he tottered up and bought a bottle.

“Doubtless I’m an old fool for wasting my money,” the dry old voice said. Opening the container with some difficulty, he drank the physick then and there and made his slow way to the side of a barmaid who had already been instructed and paid.

“Oh, you are a pretty,” he sighed, and the girl glanced away quickly as if abashed. “Would you do a kindness, my dear?”

“If I’m able.”

“Just place your hand upon my face. Merely a soft warm palm on an old man’s cheek. Aaah,” he breathed as she complied shyly.

There were titters as he closed his eyes and kissed her fingers.

In a moment his gaze opened wide. “By the blessed St. Anthony,” he breathed. “Oh, it’s most remarkable.”

He limped back to the bank as quickly as possible. “Let me have an other,” he told Barber, and drank it at once. This time when he returned to the barmaid she moved away and he followed.

“I’m your servant,” he said eagerly. “Mistress …” Leaning forward, he whispered into her ear.

“Oh, sirrah, you mustn’t talk so!” She moved again, and the crowd was convulsed as he followed.

When, a few minutes later, the Old Man limped away with the barmaid on his arm, they roared approval and then, still laughing, hurried to pay Barber their pennies.

Eventually they didn’t have to pay a female to play against the Old Man, for Rob quickly learned to manipulate women in the crowd. He could sense when a good wife was taking offense and must be abandoned, or when a more venturesome woman would not feel abused by a juicy compliment or even a quick pinch.

One night in the town of Lichfield he wore the Old Man costume into the public house and soon had the drinkers howling and wiping their eyes over his amorous memories.

“Once I was a rutter. I well recall swiving a plump beauty … hair like black fleece, teats you would milk. A sweet thatch like dark swansdown. While on the other side of the wall her fierce father, half my age, slept all gentle and unknowing.”

“And what age were you then, Old Man?”

He carefully straightened an aguish back. “Three days younger than now,” he said in his dry and dusty voice.

All evening, fools quarreled for the right to furnish him tipple.

That night, for the first time Barber aided his assistant back to their camp instead of being supported there himself.

Barber took refuge in victualing. He spitted capons and barded ducks, gorging on fowl. In Worcester he came upon the slaughtering of a pair of oxen and bought their tongues.

Here was eating!

He boiled the great tongues briefly before trimming and skinning them, then roasted them with onion and wild garlic and turnip, basting with thyme honey and melted lard until outside they were glazed sweet and crisp, and inside were so tender and yielding that the meat scarcely needed to be chewed.

Rob barely tasted the fine rich food, being in a hurry to find a new tavern in which to play the old ass. In each new place the drinkers kept him continually supplied. Barber knew he best liked ale or beer but presently recognized uneasily that Rob would accept mead, pigment, or morat—whatever there was.

Barber watched closely for signs that the hard drinking would hurt his own pocketbook. But no matter how puky or sodden Rob had been the night before, he appeared to do everything as previously, save in one detail.

“I note you no longer take their hands when they come behind your screen,” Barber said.

“Nor do you.”

“It’s not I who has the gift.”

“The gift! You have always held that there is no gift.”

“Now I think that there is a gift,” Barber said. “I believe that it’s dulled by drink, and that it flees before the regular use of liquor.”

“It was all our fancy, as you said.”

“Listen well. Whether or not the gift has fled, you shall take each person’s hands when they come behind your screen, for it’s evident they like it. Do you understand?”

Rob J. nodded sullenly.

Next morning, on a wooded track they met a fowler. He carried a long cleft stick which he baited with doughballs imbedded with seeds. When birds came to feed on the bait, by pulling on a rope he was able to close the cleft on their legs and capture them, and he was so clever with the device that his belt was hung all around with little white plovers. Barber bought the flock. Plovers were deemed such a delicacy they were commonly roasted without being drawn, but Barber was too picky. He cleaned and dressed each little bird and made a breakfast that was memorable, so that even Rob’s thunderous visage lightened.

In Great Berkhamstead they presented their entertainment before a good audience and sold a lot of physick. That night Barber and Rob went to the tavern together to make peace. For a portion of the evening all was well, but they were drinking strong morat that tasted faintly of bitter mulberries, and Barber watched Rob’s eyes grow bright and wondered if his own face reddened that way with drink.

Soon Rob went out of his way to jostle and insult a great burly woodcutter.

In a moment they were trying to maim one another. They were of a size and their brawling was savagely earnest, a form of madness. Benumbed with morat, they stood close and struck again and again with all their strength, using fists and knees and feet, and the blows and kicks sounded like hammers on oak.

Finally exhausted, each was able to be dragged apart by a small army of peacemakers, and Barber took Rob J. away.

“Drunken fool!”

“Look who talks,” Rob said.

Trembling with rage, Barber sat and regarded his assistant.

“It’s true I may also be a drunken fool,” he said, “but I have ever known how to avoid trouble. I have never sold poisons. I have nothing to do with magic that casts spells or raises evil spirits. I just buy large amounts of liquor and put on entertainment that allows me to sell small flasks at fine profit. It’s a living that depends upon not calling attention to ourselves. Therefore your stupidity must cease and your fists must stay unclenched.”

They glared at one another, but Rob nodded.

From that day Rob appeared to do Barber’s bidding almost against his will as they moved southward, racing the migrating birds into autumn. Barber chose to bypass the Salisbury Fair, understanding that it would aggravate old wounds for Rob. His effort was to no avail, for when they camped in Winchester instead of Salisbury, that night Rob returned to the campfire reeling. His face had the look of bruised meat and it was evident he’d been brawling.

“We passed an abbey this morning while you were driving the wagon, yet you didn’t stop to inquire after Father Ranald Lovell and your brother.”

“It does no good to ask. Whenever I ask, no one ever knows them.”

Nor did Rob speak any more of finding his sister Anne Mary or Jonathan or Roger, the brother he had last seen as an infant.

He had given them up and now sought to forget them, Barber told himself, struggling to comprehend. It was as if Rob had turned himself into a bear and offered himself anew for baiting in every public house. Meanness was growing in him like a weed; he welcomed the pain brought by drink and fighting, to drive out the pain he suffered when his brothers and sister entered his mind.

Barber couldn’t decide whether Rob’s acceptance of the loss of the children was a healthy thing or not.

That winter was the most unpleasant they spent in the little house in Exmouth. In the beginning, he and Rob went to the tavern together. Usually they drank and exchanged talk with the local men, and then found women and brought them home. But he couldn’t match the younger man’s unflagging appetites, nor, to his surprise, did he wish to do so. Now it was Barber, many a night, who lay and watched the shadows and listened, wishing they would for Christ’s sweet sake get it over with and shut up and go to sleep.

There was no snow at all that year but it rained incessantly, and the hiss and spatter soon offended the ear and the spirit. On the third day of Christmas week, Rob came home in a fury.

“The damned publican! He’s barred me from the Exmouth Inn.”

“For no good reason, I trust?”

“For fighting,” Rob muttered, scowling.

Rob spent more time in the house but was moodier than ever, and so was Barber. They didn’t have long or pleasant conversation. Mostly Barber drank, his familiar answer to the season of bleakness. When he was able, he imitated the hibernating beasts. When he was awake he lay like a great rock in the sagging bed, feeling his flesh pulling him down and listening to his breath whistling and rasping out of his mouth. He had taken a dim view of many a patient whose breathing sounded better than his own.

Made anxious by such thoughts, he rose from bed once a day to cook an enormous meal, seeking in fatty meats protection against chill and foreboding. Usually next to his bed he kept an opened flask and a platter of fried lamb congealed in its own grease. Rob still cleaned house when he was of a mind, but by February the place smelled like a fox’s den.

They welcomed the spring eagerly and in March packed the wagon and drove out of Exmouth, moving across the Salisbury Plain and through the low scarpland where begrimed slaves dug through limestone and chalk to grub out iron and tin. They didn’t stop in the slave camps because there wasn’t a halfpenny to be earned there. It was Barber’s thought to travel the border with Wales until Shrewsbury, there to find the River Trent and follow it northeastward. They stopped in all the by-now-familiar villages and little towns. Horse didn’t step into a parade prance with anything like the verve that had been shown by Incitatus, but she was handsome and they dressed her mane with scores of ribbons. Business by and large was very good.

At Hope-Under-Dinmore they found a craftsman in leather who had clever hands and Rob bought two scabbards in soft leather to hold the weapons he had been promised.

When they reached Blyth they went at once to the smithy, where Durman Moulton made them a satisfied greeting. The artisan went to a shelf in the dim recesses of his shop and came back carrying two bundles wrapped in soft animal skins.

Rob undid them eagerly and caught his breath.

If it was possible, the broadsword was better than the one they had so admired the previous year. The dagger was equally wrought. While Rob exulted in the sword, Barber hefted the knife and felt its exquisite balancing.

“It is clean work,” he told Moulton, who accepted the compliment for what it was.

Rob slipped each blade into its scabbard on his belt, testing the unfamiliar weight. He placed his hands on their hilts and Barber couldn’t resist studying him.

He had presence. At eighteen he finally had reached full growth and stood a double span higher than Barber. He was broad in the shoulder and lean, with a mane of curling brown hair, wide-set blue eyes that changed their mood more swiftly than the sea, a large-boned face and a square jaw he kept scraped clean. He half pulled from its sheath the sword that advertised him as freeborn, and slid it down again. Watching, Barber felt a chill of pride and an overpowering apprehension to which he couldn’t give a name.

Perhaps it was not incorrect to call it fear.
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A NEW ARRANGEMENT
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The first time Rob walked into a public house wearing arms—it was in Beverley—he felt the difference. It was not that men showed him any more respect, but they were more careful with him, and more watchful. Barber kept telling him that he had to be more careful, too, since violent anger was one of Holy Mother Church’s eight capital crimes.

Rob grew weary of hearing what would happen if reeve’s men should drag him into churchly court, but Barber repeatedly described trials by ordeal, in which the accused were made to test their innocence by grasping heated rocks or white-hot metal, or drinking boiling water.

“Conviction for murder means hanging or beheading,” Barber said severely. “Often when someone does manslaughter, thongs are passed under the sinews of his heels and tied to the tails of wild bulls. The beasts are then hunted to death by hounds.”

Merciful Christ, Rob thought, Barber has become an elderly lady complete with faint sighs. Does he believe I’ll go out and slay the populace?

In the town of Fulford he discovered he had lost the Roman coin he’d carried with him since his father’s work crew had dredged it from the Thames. In the blackest of humors, he drank until it was easy to be provoked by a pockmarked Scot who jostled his elbow. Instead of apologizing, the Scot muttered nastily in Gaelic.

“Speak English, you damned dwarf,” Rob snarled, for the Scot, though powerfully built, was two heads shorter than he.

Barber’s cautions may have taken hold, for he had the sense to unbuckle his weapons. The Scot did likewise at once, and then they closed with one another. Despite the man’s lack of height it was a rude surprise to find him unbelievably skillful with his hands and feet. His first kick cracked a rib and then a fist like a rock broke Rob’s nose with an unpleasant sound and worse agony.

Rob grunted. “Whoreson,” he gasped, and called upon pain and rage to extend his strength. He was barely able to stay in the fight until the Scot was sufficiently used up to make mutual withdrawal possible.

He limped his way back to the camp feeling and looking as though he had been set upon and beaten mercilessly by a band of giants.

Barber was not overly gentle when he set the broken nose with a crackling of gristle. He dabbed liquor on the scrapes and bruises, but his words stung more than the alcohol.

“You’re at a crossroads,” he said. “You’ve learned our trade. You’ve a quick mind and there’s no reason you shouldn’t prosper, except the quality of your own spirit. For if you continue along your present path, you’ll soon be a hopeless drunkard.”

“Pronounced so by one who will himself die of the drink,” Rob said disdainfully. He grunted as he touched his swollen and bleeding lips.

“I doubt you’ll live long enough to die of the drink,” Barber said.

No matter how hard Rob searched, the Roman coin was not to be found. The only possession that remained to link him with his childhood was the arrowhead his father had given him. He had a hole bored through the flint and wore it on a short deerskin thong tied around his neck.

Now men tended to move out of his way, for in addition to his size and the professional look of his weapons, he had a motley nose that wandered slightly on a face in various stages of discoloration. Perhaps Barber had been too angry to do his best when he had set the nose, which was never to be straight again.

The rib hurt for weeks whenever he breathed. Rob was subdued as they traveled from the region of Northumbria to Westmoreland, and then back again to Northumbria. He didn’t go to public houses or taverns where it was easy to get into fights, but stayed close to the wagon and the evening fire. Whenever they were camped far from a town he took to sampling the physick and developed a taste for metheglin. But on a night when he had drunk heavily of their stock he found himself about to open a flask on whose neck was scratched the letter B. It was a container from the Special Batch of pissed-in liquor, put up to provide revenge on those who became Barber’s enemies. Shuddering, Rob threw the flask away; from then on he bought liquor when they stopped at a town and stowed it carefully in a corner of the wagon.

In the town of Newcastle he played the Old Man, taking refuge behind a false beard that hid his bruises. They had a good crowd and sold a lot of physick. After the entertainment, Rob came behind the wagon to remove his disguise so he could set up his screen and begin his examinations; Barber was already there, arguing with a tall, bony man.

“I have followed you from Durham, where I observed you,” the man was saying. “Where you go, you draw a crowd. A crowd is what I need, and I propose we travel together and share all earnings.”

“You have no earnings,” Barber said.

The man smiled. “I do, for my task is hard work.”

“You are a fingersmith and a cutpurse, and you’ll be caught one day with your hand in a stranger’s pocket and that will be the end of you. I do not work with thieves.”

“Perhaps the choice isn’t yours.”

“The choice is his,” Rob said.

The man scarcely favored him with a glance. “You must be silent, old man, lest you attract the attention of those able to do you harm.”

Rob stepped toward him. The pickpocket’s eyes widened in surprise, and he drew a long, narrow knife from inside his clothing and made a little movement toward them both.

Rob’s fine dagger seemed to leave the scabbard of its own accord and slip into the man’s arm. He wasn’t conscious of effort but the thrust must have been forceful, for he could feel the point grate against bone. When he pulled the blade from the flesh it was at once replaced by spouting blood. Rob was amazed that so much gore should appear so quickly from such a skinny crane of a person.

The pickpocket backed away, holding his wounded arm.

“Come back,” Barber said. “Let us bind it up for you. We shan’t cause you further harm.”

But the man was already edging around the wagon and in a moment had scurried off.

“So much bleeding will be noticed. If there are reeve’s men in the town they’ll take him, and he may well lead them to us. We must leave here quickly,” Barber said.

They fled as they had when they had feared the death of patients, not stopping until they were certain they weren’t pursued.

Rob made a fire and sat by it, still dressed as the Old Man and too tired to change, eating cold turnip from yesterday’s meal.

“There were two of us,” Barber said in disgust. “We could have rid ourselves of him.”

“He needed a lesson.”

Barber faced him. “Listen to me,” he said. “You’ve become a risk.”

Rob bridled at the injustice, for he had acted to protect Barber. He felt new anger bubbling in him, and old resentment. “You’ve never risked anything on me. You no longer provide our money—I do. I earn more for you than that thief could have gathered with his pinching fingers.”

“A risk and a liability,” Barber said tiredly, and turned away.

They reached the northernmost leg of their route and stopped in border hamlets where the residents didn’t rightly know whether they were English or Scots. When he and Barber were playing before an audience they joshed and worked in apparent harmony, but when they weren’t on the bank they settled into a cold silence. If they attempted conversation it soon became a quarrel.

The day was past when Barber dared raise a hand to him, but when he was drunk he still had a filthy and abusive tongue that knew no caution.

On a night in Lancaster, camped next to a pond from which moonpainted mist rose like pale smoke, they were plagued by an army of small flylike insects and took refuge in drink.

“Always were a great clumsy lout. Young Sir Dunghill.”

Rob sighed.

“I took an orphaned arsehole … molded him … would be less than nought without me.”

One day soon he would begin to practice barber-surgery on his own, Rob decided; he’d been a long time coming to the conclusion that his path must separate from Barber’s.

He had found a merchant with a store of sour wine and had bought in quantity; now he tried to drink the abrasive voice silent. But it went on.

“… ham-handed and slow of wit. How I did labor to teach him to juggle!”

Soon Rob crawled into the wagon to refill his goblet but was followed by the terrible voice.

“Fetch me a bloody stoup.”

Fetch it for your miserable self, he was about to answer.

Instead, taken by an irresistible notion, he crept to where the flagons of Special Batch were kept.

He took one and held it to his eyes until he saw the scratch marks that identified what it was. Then he crawled from the wagon, unstoppered the clay bottle, and handed it to the fat man.

Wicked, he thought fearfully. Yet no more wicked than Barber’s giving Special Batch to so many through the years.

He watched in fascination as Barber took the flagon, tilted his head back, opened his mouth, and lifted the drink to his lips.

There was yet time to redeem himself. He almost heard his voice calling upon Barber to wait. He would say the bottle had a broken lip and easily replace it with an unmarked bottle of metheglin.

But he kept his silence.

The neck of the bottle entered Barber’s mouth.

Swallow it, Rob urged cruelly.

The fleshy neck worked as Barber drank. Then, throwing away the empty flask, he fell back into sleep.

Why did he feel no glee? Through a long and sleepless night he thought on it.

When Barber was sober he could be two men, one of them kindly and with a merry heart, the other a baser person who didn’t hesitate to dispense the Special Batch. When he was drunk there was no question, the baser man emerged.

Rob saw with sudden clarity, like a spear of light across a dark sky, that he was transforming himself into the baser Barber. He shivered, and a desolation crept over him as he moved closer to the fire.

Next morning he rose with first light and found the discarded marked bottle and hid it in the woods. Then he restored the fire and by the time Barber stirred, a lavish breakfast awaited him.

“I haven’t been a proper man,” Rob said when Barber had eaten. He hesitated and then forced himself to go on. “I ask your pardon and absolution.”

Barber nodded, astonished into silence.

They harnessed Horse and rode without speaking through half the morning, and at times Rob was aware of the other man’s thoughtful eyes on him.

“I have long dwelt on it,” Barber said at last. “Next season you must go out as barber-surgeon without me.”

Feeling guilty because only the day before he had reached the same conclusion, Rob protested. “It’s the damned drink. The stuff transforms each of us cruelly. We must abjure it and we’ll get on as before.”

Barber appeared moved but shook his head. “It’s partly the drink, and partly it is that you’re a young hart needing to try his antlers and I’m an old stag. Further, for a stag I am exceedingly huge and breathless,” he said drily. “It takes all my strength for me simply to climb the bank, and each day it’s more difficult for me to get through the entertainment. I would happily remain in Exmouth forever, to enjoy the soft summer and tend a salad garden, to say nothing of the pleasures I’ll gain from my kitchen. While you are gone I can put up a plentiful store of the physick. Too, I’ll pay for maintenance of wagon and Horse as heretofore. You shall keep for yourself the proceed from every patient whom you treat, as well as from every fifth bottle of physick sold the first year and every fourth bottle sold each year thereafter.”

“Every third bottle the first year,” Rob said automatically. “And every second bottle thereafter.”

“That’s excessive for a youth of nineteen years,” Barber said severely. His eyes gleamed. “Let us dwell on it together,” he said, “for we are reasonable men.”

In the end they agreed on the income from every fourth bottle over the first year, and on every third bottle in years following. The agreement would run for a period of five years, after which they would take stock of it.

Barber was jubilant and Rob couldn’t believe his good fortune, for his earnings would be remarkable for one his age. They traveled southward through Northumbria in the highest of spirits and with a renewal of good feeling and comradeship. In Leeds, after their work they spent several hours at marketing; Barber bought prodigiously and declared that he must make a dinner suitable to celebrate their new arrangement.

They left Leeds along a track that rode low beside the River Aire, through mile on mile of ancient trees towering high above green thickets and twisted groves and heathy glades. They camped early among alder beds and willows where the river widened, and for hours he helped Barber create a great meat pie. In it Barber placed the minced and mingled meat of the leg of a roe deer and a loin of veal, a plump capon and a pair of doves, six boiled eggs and half a pound of fat, covering all with a crust that was thick and flaky and oozing oil.

They ate it at great length, and nothing would suit Barber but to begin drinking metheglin when the pie raised his thirst. Remembering his recent vow, Rob drank water and watched as Barber’s face reddened and his eyes grew surly.

Presently Barber demanded that Rob carry two boxes of flasks out of the wagon and set them close to him, that he might help himself at will. Rob did so and watched uneasily while Barber drank. Soon Barber began to mutter untowardly about the terms of their agreement, but before things could go thwartly he sank into a sodden sleep.

In the morning, which was bright and sunny and filled with the song of birds, Barber was pale and querulous. He didn’t appear to recall his overweening behavior of the previous evening.

“Let’s go after trouts,” he said. “I could do well with a breakfast of crisp fish and the Aire appears to be likely water.” But when he rose from his bed he complained of an ague in his left shoulder. “I’ll load the wagon,” he decided, “for labor often works to grease an aching joint.”

He carried one of the boxes of metheglin back to the wagon, then returned and picked up the other. He was halfway to the wagon when he dropped the box with a thump and a clatter. A puzzled look crept into his face.

He put his hand to his chest and grimaced. Rob saw that pain was making him hunch his shoulders. “Robert,” he said politely. It was the first time Rob had heard Barber pronounce his formal name.

He took one step toward Rob, thrusting out both his hands.

But before Rob could reach him he stopped breathing. Like a great tree—no, like an avalanche, like the death of a mountain—Barber toppled and fell, crashing to the earth.
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“I did not know him.”

“He was my friend.”

“Nor ever have I seen you,” the priest said dourly.

“You see me now.” Rob had unloaded their belongings from the wagon and hidden them behind a copse of willows, in order to make room for Barber’s body. He had driven six hours to reach the small village of Aire’s Cross, with its ancient church. Now this mean-eyed cleric asked suspicious and surly questions, as if Barber had pretended to die, solely for his inconvenience.

The priest sniffed in open disapproval when his inquiry revealed what Barber had been in life. “Physician, surgeon, or barber—all of these flout the obvious truth that only the Trinity and the saints have true power to heal.”

Rob was burdened with strong emotions and not disposed to listen to such sounds. Enough, he snarled silently. He was conscious of the weapons on his belt but it was as though Barber counseled him to forbear. He spoke softly and pleasingly to the priest and made a sizable contribution to the church.

Finally the priest sniffed. “Archbishop Wulfstan has forbidden priests to entice away another priest’s parishioner with his tithes and dues.”

“He wasn’t another priest’s parishioner,” Rob said. In the end burial in sacred ground was arranged.

It was fortunate he had taken a full purse with him. The matter couldn’t be delayed, for already there was the smell of death. The joiner in the village was shocked when he saw how large a box he must construct. The hole had to be correspondingly generous, and Rob dug it himself in a corner of the churchyard.

Rob had thought Aire’s Cross was so named because it marked a ford on the River Aire, but the priest said the hamlet was called after a great rood of polished oak within the church. Before the altar at the foot of this enormous cross was placed Barber’s rosemary-strewn coffin. By chance the day was Feast of St. Callistus and the Church of the Rood was well attended. When the Kyrie Eleison was said, the little sanctuary was almost filled.

“Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy,” they chanted.

There were only two small windows. Incense fought with the stink, but some air came through the walls of split trees and the thatched roof, causing the rush lights to flicker in their sockets. Six tall tapers struggled against the gloom in a circle around the casket. A white pall covered all but Barber’s face. Rob had closed his eyes and he looked asleep, or perhaps very drunk.

“He was father to you?” an old woman whispered. Rob hesitated, then it seemed easiest to nod. She sighed and touched his arm.

He had paid for a Mass of Requiem in which the people participated with touching solemnity, and he saw with satisfaction that Barber wouldn’t have been better attended had he belonged to a guild, nor more respectfully prayed away if his pall had been the purple of royalty.

When the Mass was done and the people departed, Rob approached the altar. He knelt four times and signed the cross upon his breast as he had been taught by Mam so long ago, bowing himself separately to God, His Son, Our Lady, and finally to the Apostles and all holy souls.

The priest went about the church and thriftily extinguished the rush lights, and then left him mourning by the bier.

Rob departed neither to eat nor to drink but remained kneeling, seemingly suspended between dancing candlelight and the heavy blackness.

Time passed without his knowledge.

He was startled when loud bells chimed the hour of matins, and he rose to lurch down the aisle on benumbed legs.

“Make your reverence,” the priest said coldly, and he did so.

Outside, he walked down the road. Under a tree he passed water, then returned and washed hands and face from the bucket by the door while within the church the priest completed Midnight Office.

Some time after the priest went away for the second time the tapers burned down, leaving Rob alone in darkness with Barber.

Now he allowed himself to think of how the man had saved him when he was a boy in London. He remembered Barber when he was gentle and when he was not; his tender pleasure at preparing and sharing food, and his selfishness; his patience in instruction, and his cruelty; his raunchiness, and his sober advice; his laughter, and his rages; his warm spirit, and his drunkenness.

What had passed between them wasn’t love, Rob knew. Yet it had been something that substituted for love sufficiently that, as first light grayed the waxen face, Rob J. wept bitterly, and not entirely for Henry Croft.

Barber was buried after lauds. The priest didn’t spend overly long at the graveside. “You may fill it in,” he told Rob. As the stone and gravel rattled onto the lid, Rob heard him mutter in Latin, something about the sure and certain hope of the Resurrection.

Rob did what he would have done for family. Remembering his lost graves, he paid the priest to order a stone and specified how it was to be marked.

Henry Croft.
Barber-surgeon.
Died Jul 11 in the yr A.D. 1030.

“Mayhap Requiescat in Pace, or some such?” the priest said.

The only epitaph true to Barber that came to him was Carpe Diem, “Enjoy the Day.” Yet, somehow …

And then he smiled.

The priest was annoyed when he heard the selection. But the formidable young stranger was paying for the stone and insisted, so the cleric carefully wrote it down.

Fumum vendidi. “I sold smoke.”

Watching this cold-eyed priest putting away his profit with a satisfied mien, Rob realized that it wouldn’t be remarkable if no stone were raised to a dead barber-surgeon. With no one in Aire’s Cross to care.

“I shall be back one day soon to see that all is to my satisfaction.”

A veil came over the priest’s eyes. “Go with God,” he said shortly, and went back into the church.

Weary to the bone and hungry, Rob drove Horse to where he had left their things in the willow copse.

Nothing had been disturbed. When he had loaded it all back into the wagon, he sat in the grass and ate. What remained of the meat pie was spoiled, but he chewed and swallowed a stale loaf Barber had baked four days before.

It occurred to him that he was the heir. It was his horse and his wagon. He had inherited the instruments and techniques, the ratty fur blankets, the juggling balls and the magic tricks, the dazzle and the smoke, the decisions about where to go tomorrow and the day after tomorrow.

The first thing he did was remove the flasks of Special Batch and throw them against a rock, smashing them one by one.

He would sell Barber’s weapons; his own were better. But he hung the Saxon horn around his neck.

He clambered onto the front seat of the wagon and sat there, solemn and erect, as though it were a throne.

Perhaps, he thought, he would look around and get himself a boy.
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He traveled on as they always had done, “taking a promenade through the innocent world,” Barber would have said. For the first days he couldn’t force himself to unpack the wagon or give an entertainment. In Lincoln he bought himself a hot meal at the public house but he did no cooking, mostly feeding on bread and cheese made by others. He didn’t drink at all. Evenings, he sat by his campfire and was assailed by a terrible loneliness.

He was waiting for something to happen. But nothing did, and after a bit he came to understand that he would have to live his life.

In Stafford he decided to return to work. Horse picked up her ears and pranced as he banged the drum and announced their presence in the town square.

It was as though he had always worked alone. The people who gathered didn’t know there should have been an older man who signaled when to start and stop the juggling and who told the best stories. They gathered about and listened and laughed, watched enthralled as he drew likenesses, bought his doctored liquor, and waited in line to seek treatment behind the screen. When Rob took their hands he discovered the gift was back. A burly blacksmith who looked as though he could lift the world had something in him that was consuming his life, and he wouldn’t last long. A thin girl whose wan appearance might have suggested illness had a reservoir of strength and vitality that filled Rob with joy when he felt it. Perhaps, as Barber had declared, the gift had been stifled by alcohol and liberated by abstinence. Whatever the reason for its return, he found himself astir with excitement and eager to be linked to the next pair of hands.

Leaving Stafford that afternoon, he stopped at a farm to buy bacon and saw the barn mouser with a litter of kittens. “Take your pick of the lot,” the farmer told him hopefully. “I’ll have to drown most of them, for they all consume food.”

Rob played with them, dangling a piece of rope in front of their noses, and they were each winsome save for one disdainful little white cat that remained haughty and scornful.

“Do you not wish to come with me, eh?” The kitten was composed and looked to be the goodliest, but when he tried to hold her she scratched him on the hand.

Strangely, it made him all the more determined to take her. He whispered to her soothingly, and it was a triumph when he was able to pick her up and smooth her fur with his fingers.

“This one will do,” he said, and thanked the farmer.

Next morning he cooked his own breakfast and fed the cat bread soaked in milk. When he gazed into her greenish eyes he recognized the feline bitchiness there, and he smiled. “I’ll name you after Mistress Buffington,” he told her.

Perhaps feeding her was the necessary magic. Within hours she was purring to him, lying in his lap as he sat in the wagon seat.

In the middle of the morning he set the cat aside when he drove around a curve in Tettenhall, and came upon a man standing over a woman in the road. “What ails her?” he called, and pulled Horse short. He saw she was breathing; her face was bright with exertion and she had an enormous belly.

“Come her time,” the man said.

In the orchard behind him, half a dozen baskets were filled with apples. He was dressed in rags and didn’t appear the man to own rich property. Rob guessed he was a cottager, doubtless laboring on a large tract for a landlord in return for a small soccage piece he could work for his own family.

“We were picking earliest fruit when her pains came upon her. She started for home but was quickly caught out. There is no midwife here, for the woman died this spring. I sent a boy running to fetch the leech when it was clear she was in a hard place.”

“Well, then,” Rob said, and picked up his reins. He was prepared to move on because it was precisely the kind of situation Barber had taught him to avoid; if he could help the woman there would be tiny payment, but if he could not, he might be blamed for what happened.

“It’s been time and more now,” the man said bitterly, “and still the physician doesn’t come. He’s a Jew doctor.”

Even as the man spoke, Rob saw his wife’s eyes roll back in her head as she went into convulsions.

From what Barber had told him of Jew physicians he thought it likely the leech might not come at all. He was snared by the stolid misery in the cottager’s eyes and by memories he would have liked to forget.

Sighing, he climbed down from the wagon.

He knelt over the dirty, worn woman and took her hands. “When did she last feel the child move?”

“It’s been weeks. For a fortnight she’s been feeling poorly, as if she was poisoned.” She had had four previous pregnancies, he said. There was a pair of boys at home but the last two babies had been born still.

Rob felt that this child was dead too. He put his hand lightly on the distended stomach and wished devoutly to leave, but in his mind he saw Mam’s white face when she had lain on the shitty stable floor, and he had a disturbing knowledge that the woman would die quickly unless he acted.

In the jumble of Barber’s gear he found the speculum of polished metal, but he didn’t use it as a mirror. When the convulsion had passed he positioned her legs and dilated the cervix with the instrument as Barber had described its use. The mass inside her slid out easily, more putrefaction than baby. He was scarcely aware of her husband sucking in his breath and walking away.

His hands told his head what to do, instead of the other way around.

He got the placenta out and cleansed and washed her. When he looked up, to his surprise he saw that the Jew doctor had arrived.

“You will want to take over,” he said. He felt great relief, for there was steady bleeding.

“There is no hurry,” the physician said. But he listened interminably to her breathing and examined her so slowly and thoroughly that his lack of faith in Rob was apparent.

Eventually the Jew appeared satisfied. “Place your palm on her abdomen and rub firmly, like this.”

Rob massaged her empty belly, wondering. Finally, through the abdomen he could feel the big, spongy womb snap back into a small hard ball, and the bleeding stopped.

“Magic worthy of Merlin and a trick I’ll remember,” he said.

“There is no magic in what we do,” the Jew doctor said calmly. “You know my name.”

“We met some years ago. In Leicester.”

Benjamin Merlin looked at the garish wagon and then smiled. “Ah. You were a boy, the apprentice. The barber was a fat man who belched colored ribbons.”

“Yes.”

Rob didn’t tell him Barber was dead, nor did Merlin inquire of him. They studied one another. The Jew’s hawk face was still framed by a full head of white hair and his white beard, but he was not so thin as he had been.

“The clerk with whom you spoke, that day in Leicester. Did you couch his eyes?”

“Clerk?” Merlin appeared puzzled and then his gaze cleared. “Yes! He is Edgar Thorpe of the village of Lucteburne, in Leicestershire.”

If Rob had heard of Edgar Thorpe he had forgotten. It was a difference between them, he realized; much of the time he didn’t learn his patients’ names.

“I did operate on him and removed his cataracts.”

“And today? Is he well?”

Merlin smiled ruefully. “Master Thorpe cannot be called well, for he grows old and has ailments and complaints. But he sees through both eyes.”

Rob had hidden the ruined fetus in a rag. Merlin unwrapped it and studied it, then he sprinkled it with water from a flask. “I baptize you in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,” the Jew said briskly, then he rewrapped the little bundle and carried it to the cottager. “The infant has been christened properly,” he said, “and doubtless will be allowed to enter the Kingdom of Heaven. You must tell Father Stigand or that other priest at the church.”

The husbandman took out a soiled purse, the stolid misery on his face mingling with apprehension. “What do I pay, master physician?”

“What you can,” Merlin said, and the man took a penny from the purse and gave it to him.

“Was it a man-child?”

“One cannot tell,” the physician said kindly. He dropped the coin into the large pocket of his kirtle and fumbled until he came up with a halfpenny, which he gave to Rob. They had to help the cottager carry her home, a hard ha’penny’s worth of work.

When finally they were free they went to a nearby stream and washed off the blood.

“You’ve watched similar deliveries?”

“No.”

“How did you know what to do?”

Rob shrugged. “It had been described to me.”

“They say some are born healers. Selected.” The Jew smiled at him. “Of course, others are simply lucky,” he said.

The man’s scrutiny made him uncomfortable. “If the mother had been dead and the babe alive, …” Rob said, forcing himself to ask.

“Caesar’s operation.”

Rob stared.

“You don’t know of what I speak?”

“No.”

“You must cut through the belly and the uterine wall and take the child.”

“Open the mother?”

“Yes.”

“Have you done this?”

“Several times. When I was a medical clerk I saw one of my teachers open a live woman to get at her child.”

Liar! he thought, ashamed to be listening so eagerly. He remembered what Barber had said about this man and all his kind. “What happened?”

“She died, but she would have died at any rate. I do not approve of opening live women, but I was told of men who had done so with both mother and child surviving.”

Rob turned away before this French-sounding man could laugh at him for a fool. But he had taken only two steps when he was compelled to come back.

“Where to cut?”

In the dust of the road the Jew drew a torso and showed two incisions, one a long straight line on the left side, the other up the middle of the belly. “Either,” he said, and threw the stick far.

Rob nodded and went away, unable to give him thanks.
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He moved out of Tettenhall at once but something was already happening to him.

He was running low on Universal Specific and next day bought a keg of liquor from a farmer, pausing to mix a new batch of physick which that afternoon he began to rid himself of in Ludlow. The Specific sold as well as ever, but he was preoccupied and a little frightened.

To hold a human soul in the palm of your hand like a pebble. To feel somebody slip away, yet by your actions to bring her back! Not even a king had such power.

Selected.

Could he learn more? How much could be learned? What must it be like, he asked himself, to learn all that could be taught?

For the first time he recognized in himself a desire to become a physician.

Truly to be able to fight death! He was having new and disturbing thoughts that at times produced rapture and at other times were almost an agony.

Next morning he set out for Worcester, the next town to the south along the Severn River. He didn’t remember seeing the river or the track, or recollect guiding Horse, or recall anything else of the journey. When he reached Worcester, the townsfolk gaped as they watched the red wagon; it rolled into the square, made a complete circuit without stopping, and then left the town and traveled back in the direction whence it had come.

The village of Lucteburne in Leicestershire wasn’t large enough to support a tavern, but haysel was in progress and when he stopped at a meadow in which four men wielded scythes, the cutter in the swath closest to the road ceased his rhythmic swinging long enough to tell him how to reach Edgar Thorpe’s house.

Rob found the old man on his hands and knees in his small garden, harvesting leeks. He perceived at once, with a strange sense of excitement, that Thorpe was able to see. But he was suffering sorely from rheum sickness and, although Rob helped him to regain his feet amid groans and anguished exclamations, it was a few moments before they were able to speak calmly.

Rob brought several bottles of Specific from the wagon and opened one, which pleased his host greatly.

“I am here to inquire into the operation which gave you back your sight, Master Thorpe.”

“Indeed? And what is your interest?”

Rob hesitated. “I have a kinsman in need of such treatment, and I inquire in his name.”

Thorpe took a swallow of liquor and then sighed. “I hope that he’s a strong man with bountiful courage,” he said. “Tied to a chair hands and feet, I was. Cruel bindings cut into my head, fixing it against the high back. I’d been fed many a stoup and was close to senseless from drink, but then small hooks were placed beneath my eyelids and lifted by assistants so I couldn’t blink.”

He closed his eyes and shuddered. The tale obviously had been told many times, for the details were fixed in his memory and related without hesitation, but Rob found them no less fascinating for that.

“Such was my affliction that I could only see, fuzzily, what was directly before me. There swam into my vision Master Merlin’s hand. It was holding a blade, which grew larger as it descended, until it cut into my eye.

“Oh, the pain of it sobered me instantly! I was certain he had cut out my eye instead of merely removing the cloudiness and I shrieked at him and importuned him to do nothing more to me. When he persisted I rained curses on his head and said that at last I understood how his despised folk could have killed our gentle Lord.

“When he cut into the second eye the pain was so great that I lost all knowledge. I awoke to the darkness of wrapped eyes and for almost a fortnight suffered grievously. But at length I was able to see as I hadn’t done for overly long. So great was the improvement of my sight that I spent two more full years as clerk before the rheum made it sensible to curtail my duties.”

So it was true, Rob thought dazedly. Then perhaps the other things Benjamin Merlin had told him were fact as well.

“Master Merlin is the goodliest doctor ever I did see,” Edgar Thorpe said. “Except,” he added crossly, “for so competent a physician he seems to be meeting untoward difficulty in ridding my bones and joints of great discomfort.”

He went to Tettenhall again and camped in a little valley, staying near the town three days like a lovesick swain who lacked the courage to visit a female but couldn’t bring himself to leave her alone. The first farmer from whom he bought provision told him where Benjamin Merlin lived, and several times he drove Horse slowly past the place, a low farmhouse with well-kept barn and outbuilding, a field, an orchard, and a vineyard. There were no outward signs that here lived a physician.

On the afternoon of the third day, miles from Merlin’s house, he met the physician on the road.

“How do I find you, young barber?”

Rob said he was well and asked after the physician’s health. They chatted of weather for a grave moment and then Merlin nodded his dismissal. “I may not tarry, for I must still go to the homes of three sick persons before my day’s work is done.”

“May I accompany you, and observe?” Rob forced himself to say.

The physician hesitated. He seemed less than pleased by the request. But he nodded, however reluctantly. “Kindly see that you stay out of the way,” he said.

The first patient lived not far from where they had met, in a small cottage by a goose pond. He was Edwin Griffith, an old man with a hollow cough, and Rob saw at once that he was failing of advanced chest sickness and soon would be in his grave.

“How do I find you this day, Master Griffith?” Merlin asked.

The old man quailed beneath a paroxysm of coughing and then gasped and sighed. “I am same and with few regrets, save that I wasn’t able today to feed my geese.”

Merlin smiled. “Perhaps my young friend here might tend to them,” he said, and Rob could do nothing but agree. Old Griffith told him where fodder was kept, and soon he was hurrying to the side of the pond with a sack. He was annoyed because this visit was a loss to him, since surely Merlin wouldn’t spend time overly with a dying man. He approached the geese gingerly, for he knew how vicious they could be; but they were hungry and single-mindedly made for the feed with a great squabble, allowing him a quick escape.

To his surprise, Merlin was still talking with Edwin Griffith when he reentered the little house. Rob never had seen a physician work so deliberately. Merlin asked interminable questions about the man’s habits and diet, about his childhood, about his parents and his grandparents and what they had died of. He felt the pulse at the wrist and again on the neck, and he placed his ear against the chest and listened. Rob hung back, watching intently.

When they left, the old man thanked him for feeding the fowl.

It appeared to be a day devoted to tending the doomed, for Merlin led him two miles away to a house off the town square, in which the reeve’s wife lay wasting away in pain.

“How do I find you, Mary Sweyn?”

She didn’t answer but looked at him steadily. It was answer enough, and Merlin nodded. He sat and held her hand and spoke quietly to her; as he had done with the old man, he spent a surprising amount of time.

“You may help me to turn Mistress Sweyn,” he said to Rob. “Gently. Gently, now.” When Merlin lifted her bedgown to bathe her skeletal body they noted, on her pitiful left flank, an angry boil. The physician lanced it at once to give her comfort and Rob saw to his satisfaction that it was accomplished as he would have done it himself. Merlin left her a flask filled with a pain-dulling infusion.

“One more to see,” Merlin said as they closed Mary Sweyn’s door. “He is Tancred Osbern, whose son brought word this morning that he has done himself an injury.”

Merlin tied his horse’s reins to the wagon and sat on the front seat next to Rob, for the company.

“How fare your kinsman’s eyes?” the physician asked blandly.

He might have known that Edgar Thorpe would mention his inquiry, Rob told himself, and felt the blood rushing into his cheeks. “I didn’t intend to deceive him. I wished to see for myself the results of your couching,” he said. “And it seemed the simplest way to explain my interest.”

Merlin smiled and nodded. As they rode he explained the surgical method he had used to remove Thorpe’s cataracts. “It is not an operation I would advise anyone doing on his own,” he said pointedly, and Rob nodded, for he had no intention of going off to operate on any person’s eyes!

Whenever they came to a crossroads Merlin pointed the way, until finally they drew near a prosperous farm. It had the orderly look produced by constant attention, but inside they found a massive and muscular farmer groaning on the straw-filled pallet that was his bed.

“Ah, Tancred, what have you done to yourself this time?” Merlin said.

“Hurt t’bloody leg.”

Merlin threw back the cover and frowned, for the right limb was twisted at the thigh, and swollen. “You must be in frightful pain. Yet you told the boy to say, ‘whenever I arrived.’ Next time you are not to be stupidly brave, that I may come at once,” he said sharply.

The man closed his eyes and nodded.

“How did you do yourself, and when?”

“Yesterday noon. Fell off damn roof while fixing cursed thatch.”

“You will not be fixing the thatch for a while,” Merlin said. He looked at Rob. “I shall need help. Find us a splint, somewhat longer than his leg.”

“Not to tear up buildings or fences,” Osbern growled.

Rob went to see what he could find. In the barn there were a dozen logs of beech and oak, as well as a piece of pine that had been worked by hand into a board. It was too wide, but the wood was soft and it took him little time to split it lengthwise using the farmer’s tools.

Osbern glowered when he recognized the splint but said nothing.

Merlin looked down and sighed. “He has thighs like a bull’s. We have our work before us, young Cole,” he said. Grasping the injured leg by the ankle and the calf, the physician tried to exert a steady pressure, at the same time turning and straightening the twisted limb. There was a small crackling, like the sound made when dried leaves are crushed, and Osbern emitted a great bellowing.

“It is no use,” Merlin said in a moment. “His muscles are huge. They have locked themselves to protect the leg and I do not have sufficient strength to overcome them and reduce the fracture.”

“Let me try,” Rob said.

Merlin nodded, but first he fed a full mug of liquor to the farmer, who was trembling and sobbing with the agony induced by the unsuccessful effort.

“Give me another,” Osbern gasped.

When he had swallowed the second cup, Rob grasped the leg as Merlin had done. Careful not to jerk, he exerted steady pressure, and Osbern’s deep voice changed to a shrill prolonged scream.

Merlin had grabbed the big man beneath the armpits and was pulling the other way, his face contorted and his eyes popping with the effort.

“I think we’re getting it,” Rob shouted so Merlin could hear him over the anguished sounds. “It’s going!” Even as he spoke, the ends of the broken bone grated past one another and locked into place.

There was a sudden silence from the man in the bed.

Rob glanced to see if he had fainted, but Osbern was lying back limply, his face wet with tears.

“Keep up the tension on the leg,” Merlin said urgently.

He fashioned a sling out of strips of rag and fastened it around Osbern’s foot and ankle. He tied one end of a rope to the sling and the other end tautly to the door handle, then he applied the splint to the extended limb. “Now you may let go of him,” he told Rob.

For good measure, they tied the sound leg to the splinted one.

Within minutes they had comforted the trussed and exhausted patient, left instructions with his pale wife, and taken leave of his brother, who would work the farm.

They paused in the barnyard and looked at one another. Each of them wore a shirt soaked through with perspiration, and both faces were as wet as Osbern’s tear-streaked cheeks had been.

The physician smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “You must come home with me now and share our evening meal,” he said.

“My Deborah,” Benjamin Merlin said.

The doctor’s wife was a plump woman with a figure like a pigeon’s, a sharp little nose, and very red cheeks. She had blanched when she saw him and she acknowledged their introduction stiffly. Merlin carried a bowl of spring water into the yard so Rob could refresh himself. As he bathed he could hear the woman inside the house haranguing her husband in a language he had never heard before.

The physician grimaced when he came out to wash. “You must forgive her. She is fearful. Law says we must not have Christians in our homes during holy feasts. This will scarcely be a holy feast. It is a simple supper.” He glanced at Rob levelly as he wiped himself dry. “However, I can bring food outside to you, if you choose not to sit at table.”

“I’m grateful to be allowed to join you, master physician.”

Merlin nodded.

A strange supper.

There were the parents and four small children, three of them males. The little girl was Leah and her brothers were Jonathan, Ruel, and Zechariah. The boys and their father wore caps to table! When the wife brought in a hot loaf Merlin nodded to Zechariah, who broke off a piece and began to speak in the guttural tongue Rob had heard previously.

His father stopped him. “Tonight, brochot will be in English as courtesy to our guest.”

“Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe,” the boy said sweetly, “Who brings forth bread from the earth.” He gave the loaf directly to Rob, who found it good and passed it to others.

Merlin poured red wine from a decanter. Rob followed their example and lifted his goblet as the father nodded to Ruel.

“Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, Who creates the fruit of the vine.”

The meal was a fish soup made with milk, not as Barber had made it, but hot and zesty. Afterward they ate apples from the Jew’s orchard. The youngest boy, Jonathan, told his father with great indignation that rabbits were wasting their cabbages.

“Then you must waste the rabbits,” Rob said. “You must snare them so your mother may serve a savory stew.”

There was a strange little silence and then Merlin smiled. “We do not eat rabbit or hare, for they are not kasher.”

Rob saw that Mistress Merlin appeared apprehensive, as if she feared he wouldn’t comprehend or sympathize with their ways.

“It is a set of dietary laws, old as old.” Merlin explained that Jews were not allowed to eat animals that didn’t chew their cud and have cloven hooves. They couldn’t eat flesh together with milk, because the Bible admonished that lamb mustn’t be seethed in the flow of its milch-mother’s teats. And they were not permitted to drink blood, or to eat meat that had not been thoroughly bled and salted.

Rob’s blood turned cold and he told himself that Mistress Merlin had been right: he could not comprehend Jews. Jews were pagans indeed!

His stomach churned as the physician thanked God for their bloodless and meatless food.

Nonetheless he asked if he might camp in their orchard that night. Benjamin Merlin insisted that he sleep under shelter, in the barn which was attached to the house, and presently Rob lay on fragrant straw and listened through the thin wall to the sharp rise and fall of the wife’s voice. He smiled mirthlessly in the gloom, knowing the essence of her message despite the unintelligible language.

You do not know this great young brute, yet you bring him here. Can you not see his bent nose and battered face, and the expensive weapons of a criminal? He will murder us in our beds!

Presently Merlin came out to the barn with a great flask and two wooden goblets. He handed Rob a cup and sighed. “She is otherwise a most excellent woman,” he said, and poured. “It is difficult for her here, for she feels cut off from many she holds dear.”

It was good strong drink, Rob discovered. “What section of France are you from?”

“Like this wine we drink, my wife and I were made in the village of Falaise, where our families live under the benevolent surety of Robert of Normandy. My father and two brothers are vintners and suppliers to the English trade.”

Seven years before, Merlin said, he had returned to Falaise from studying in Persia at an academy for physicians.

“Persia!” Rob had no idea where Persia was, but he knew it was very far away. “In what direction does Persia lie?”

Merlin smiled. “It is in the East. Far to the east.”

“How came you to England?”

When he returned to Normandy as a new physician, Merlin said, he found that within the protectorate of Duke Robert there were medical practitioners in too goodly a number. Outside of Normandy there was constant strife and the uncertain dangers of war and politics, duke against count, nobles against king. “Twice in my youth I had been to London with my wine merchant father. I remembered the beauty of the English countryside, and all Europe knows of King Canute’s gift of stability. So I decided to come to this green and peaceful place.”

“And has Tettenhall proved to be a sound choice?”

Merlin nodded. “But there are difficulties. Without those who share our faith we cannot pray to God properly and it is hard to keep the laws of victuals. We speak to our children in their own tongue but they think in the language of England, and despite our efforts, they’re ignorant of many of the customs of their people. I am seeking to attract other Jews here from France.”

He moved to pour more wine, but Rob covered his cup with his hand. “I’m undone by more than a little drink, and I’ve need of my head.”

“Why have you sought me out, young barber?”

“Tell me about the school in Persia.”

“It’s in the town of Ispahan, in the western part of the country.”

“Why did you go so far?”

“Where else was I to go? My family had no desire to apprentice me to a physician, for though the admission grieves me, over most of Europe my profession is composed of a poor lot of leeches and knaves. There is a large hospital in Paris, the Hôtel Dieu, that is merely a pesthouse for the poor into which screaming men are dragged to die. There is a medical school in Salerno, a sorry place. Through communication with other Jewish merchants my father was aware that in the countries of the East the Arabs have made a fine art of the science of medicine. In Persia the Muslims have a hospital at Ispahan that is truly a healing center. It is in this hospital and in a small academy there that Avicenna makes his doctors.”

“Who?”

“The outstanding physician in the world. Avicenna, whose Arab name is Abu Ali at-Husain ibn Abdullah ibn Sina.”

Rob made Merlin repeat the foreign melodiousness of the name until he had it memorized.

“Is it hard to reach Persia?”

“Several years of dangerous travel. Sea voyages, then a land voyage over terrible mountains and vast desert.” Merlin looked at his guest keenly. “You must put the Persian academies out of mind. How much do you know of your own faith, young barber? Are you familiar with the problems of your anointed Pope?”

He shrugged. “John XIX?” In truth, beyond the Pontiff’s name and the fact that he led Holy Church, Rob knew nothing.

“John XIX. He is a Pope who stands astride two giant churches instead of one, like a man seeking to ride two horses. The Western Church ever shows him fealty, but in the Eastern Church there is constant muttering of discontent. Two hundred years ago Photius became a rebellious Patriarch of the Eastern Catholics in Constantinople, and ever since, the movement toward a schism in the Church has gathered strength.

“You may have observed in your own dealings with priests that they mistrust and dislike physicians, surgeons, and barbers, believing that through prayer they themselves are the rightful guardians of men’s bodies as well as their souls.”

Rob grunted.

“The antipathy of these English priests toward medical men is nothing compared to the hatred which Eastern Catholic priests hold for the Arab physicians’ schools and other Muslim academies. Living cheek by jowl with the Muslims, the Eastern Church is engaged in a constant and earnest war with Islam to win men into the grace of the one true faith. The Eastern hierarchy sees in the Arab centers of learning incitement to heathenism and a grievous threat. Fifteen years ago Sergius II, who was then Patriarch of the Eastern Church, declared any Christian attending a Muslim school east of his patriarchate to be sacrilegious and a breaker of the faith, and guilty of heathen practice. He applied pressure on the Holy Father in Rome to join him in this declaration. Benedict VIII was newly elevated to the Seat of Peter, with forebodings of becoming the Pope who oversaw the dissolution of the Church. To appease the discontented Eastern element, he readily granted Sergius’ request. The penalty for heathenism is excommunication.”

Rob pursed his lips. “It is severe punishment.”

The physician nodded. “More severe in that it carries with it terrible retribution under secular law. The legal codes adopted under both King Aethelred and King Canute deem heathenism a principal crime. Those convicted of it have met with awful punishments. Some have been clothed in heavy chains and sent to wander as pilgrims for years until the shackles rust and fall away from their bodies. Several have been burned. Some were hanged, and others were cast into prison where they remain to this day.

“For their part, the Muslims do not yearn to educate members of a hostile and threatening religion, and Christian students have not been admitted to academies in the Eastern Caliphate for years.”

“I see,” Rob said bleakly.

“Spain may be possible for you. It is in Europe, the absolute western fringe of the Western Caliphate. Both religions are easier there. There are a few Christian students from France. The Muslims have established great universities in cities like Cordova, Toledo, Seville. If you are graduated from one of these, you’ll be acknowledged a scholar. And though Spain is hard to reach, it is not nearly so hard as the journey to Persia.”

“Why did you not go to Spain?”

“Because Jews are permitted to study in Persia.” Merlin grinned. “And I wanted to touch the hem of Ibn Sina’s garment.”

Rob scowled. “I don’t wish to travel across the world to become a scholar. I want only to become a sound physician.”

Merlin poured more wine for himself. “It puzzles me—you are so young a roebuck, yet wearing a suit of fine stuff and weapons with which I cannot indulge myself. The life of a barber has its rewards. Then why would you become a physician, which will offer more arduous labor and questionable advantage of wealth?”

“I’ve been taught to dose several ailments. I can snip off a mangled finger and leave a neat stump. But so many people come to me and pay over their coins, and I know nothing of how to help them. I’m ignorant. I tell myself that some might be saved if I knew more.”

“And though you study medicine for a score of lifetimes, there will come to you people whose illnesses are mysteries, for the anguish of which you speak is part and parcel of the profession of healing and must be lived with. Still, it’s true that the better the training, the more good a doctor may do. You give the best possible reason for your ambition.” Merlin drained his cup reflectively. “If the Arab schools are not for you, you must sift the doctors of England until you find the best of the poor, and perhaps you may persuade someone to take you as prentice.”

“Do you know of any such physician?”

If Merlin recognized the hint, it went unacknowledged. He shook his head and got to his feet.

“But each of us has earned his rest, and tomorrow we shall face the question refreshed. A good night to you, young barber.”

“A good night, master physician.”

In the morning there was hot pea gruel in the kitchen and more blessings in Hebrew. The family sat and broke their night’s fast together, scrutinizing him covertly while he examined them. Mistress Merlin appeared perpetually cross and in the cruel new light a faint line of dark hairs was visible on her upper lip. He could see fringes peeping out from under the kirtles of Benjamin Merlin and the boy named Ruel. The porridge was good quality.

Merlin inquired politely whether he had had a good night. “I have given thought to our discussion. Unfortunately, I can think of no physician I’m able to recommend as a master and an example.” His wife brought to the table a basket of large blackberries, and Merlin beamed. “Ah, you must help yourself to these with your gruel, for they are flavorsome.”

“I would like you to take me as your apprentice,” Rob said.

To his great disappointment, Merlin shook his head.

Rob said quickly that Barber had taught him a great deal. “I was helpful to you yesterday. Soon I could go alone to visit your patients during severe weather, making things easy for you.”

“No.”

“You’ve observed that I’ve a sense of healing,” he said doggedly. “I’m strong and could do heavy work as well, whatever is necessary. A seven-year apprenticeship. Or longer, as long as you like.” In his agitation he rose to his feet, jogging the table and sloshing the gruel.

“It is impossible,” Merlin said.

He felt baffled; he’d been certain Merlin liked him. “Do I lack the qualities necessary?”

“You have excellent qualities. From what I have seen, you would make an excellent physician.”

“What, then?”

“In this most Christian of nations I would not be suffered as your master.”

“Who would care?”

“The priests here would care. They already resent me as one forged by the Jews of France and tempered at an Islamic academy, seeing this as cooperation between dangerous pagan elements. Their eyes are on me. I live in dread of the day when my words are interpreted as bewitchery or I forget to christen a newborn.”

“If you won’t have me,” Rob said, “at least suggest a physician to whom I should apply.”

“I’ve told you, I recommend no one. But England is large and there are many doctors I do not know.”

Rob’s lips tightened and his hand settled on the hilt of his sword. “Last night you told me to sift the best of the poor. Who is the best of the physicians of your acquaintance?”

Merlin sighed and acceded to the bullying. “Arthur Giles of St. Ives,” he said coldly, and resumed eating his breakfast.

Rob had no intention of drawing, but the wife’s eyes were on his sword and she was unable to stifle a shuddering moan, certain her prophecy was being fulfilled. Ruel and Jonathan were looking at him somberly, but Zechariah began to cry.

He was sick with the shame of how he had repaid their hospitality. He tried to fashion an apology but couldn’t, and finally he turned away from the Frenchy Hebrew spooning his gruel and left their house.
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A few weeks earlier he would have sought to rid himself of shame and anger through studying the bottom of a cup, but he had learned to be wary of the drink. It seemed clear that the longer he did without drunkenness, the stronger were the emanations he received from people when he took their hands, and he was placing an increasing value on the gift. So instead of liquor he spent a day with a woman in a glade on the banks of the Severn, a few miles beyond Worcester. The sun had made the grass almost as warm as their blood. She was a seamstress’s helper with poor needle-pricked fingers and a hard little body that became slippery when they swam in the river.

“Myra, you feel like an eel!” he shouted, and felt better.

She was trout-quick but he was clumsy, like some great sea monster, when they went down together through the green water. Her hands parted his legs and as she swam through them he stroked the pale tight flanks. The water was chill but they made love twice in the warmth on the bank and he left his ire in her, while a few feet away Horse cropped the grass and Mistress Buffington sat and watched them calmly. Myra had tiny pointed breasts and a bush of the silkiest brown hair. More a plant than a bush, he thought wryly; she was more girl than woman, although it was certain she had been with men before.

“How old are you, dolly?” he asked idly.

“Fifteen year, I’m told.”

She was exactly of an age with his sister Anne Mary, he realized, and was saddened to think that somewhere that girl was all grown but unfamiliar to him.

He was struck suddenly by a thought so monstrous that it left him weak and seemed to dim the sunlight.

“Has your name always been Myra?”

The question produced an astonished smile. “Why, of course that is my name, Myra Felker. What else would it be?”

“And were you born hereabouts, dolly?”

“Dropped by my mother in Worcester, and here I have lived,” she said cheerfully.

He nodded and patted her hand.

Still, he thought in gloomy revulsion, given the situation it wasn’t impossible that someday he could bed his own sister all unknowingly. He resolved that in the future he must have nothing to do with young females who might be Anne Mary’s age.

The depressing thought ended his holiday mood, and he began to gather up his clothing.

“Ah, must we leave, then?” she said regretfully.

“Yes,” he said, “for I must go a long way to get to St. Ives.”

Arthur Giles of St. Ives turned out to be a crashing disappointment, although Rob had had no right to high expectation, for clearly Benjamin Merlin had made the recommendation only under duress. The physician was a fat and filthy old man who appeared to be at least slightly mad. He kept goats and must have maintained them within his house part of the time, for the place stank abominably.

“It’s the bleeding that cures, young stranger. You must remember that. When all else fails, a good purifying drainage of the blood, and then another and another. That’s what cures the bastards,” Giles cried. He answered questions willingly, but when they discussed any mode of treatment other than bleeding, it became clear that Rob might profitably have taught the old man. Giles possessed no medical lore, no store of knowledge that might be tapped by a disciple. The physician offered an apprenticeship, and appeared to become furious when it was politely declined. Rob was happy to ride away from St. Ives, for he was better off remaining a barber than becoming a medical creature such as this.

For several weeks he believed he had renounced the impractical dream of becoming a physician. He worked hard at his entertainments, he sold a good deal of the Universal Specific, and was gratified by the thickness of his purse. Mistress Buffington throve on his prosperity as he had benefited from Barber’s; the cat ate fine leavings and grew to full size as he watched, a large white feline with insolent green eyes. She thought she was a lioness and got into fights. When they were in the town of Rochester she disappeared during the entertainment and came back into Rob’s camp at dusk, badly bitten in the right fore and with most of her left ear gone, her white fur matted with crimson.

He bathed her wounds and tended her like a lover. “Ah, mistress. You must learn to avoid brawling, as I have done, for it avails you nothing.” He fed her milk and held her in his lap before the fire.

She rasped his hand with her tongue. It may be that there was a drop of milk on his fingers, or the smell of supper, but he chose to see it as a caress, and he stroked her soft fur in return, grateful for her company.

“If the way were open for me to attend the Muslim school,” he told the cat, “I would take you in the wagon and point Horse toward Persia, and nothing would prevent our eventual arrival in that pagan place.”

Abu Ali at-Husain ibn Abdullah ibn Sina, he thought wistfully. “To hell with you, you Arab,” he said aloud, and went to bed.

The syllables ran through his mind, a haunting and taunting litany. Abu Ali at-Husain ibn Abdullah ibn Sina, Abu Ali at-Husain ibn Abdullah ibn Sina … until the mysterious repetition overcame the restlessness in his blood and he sank into sleep.

That night he dreamed he was locked in combat with a loathsome old knight, struggling hand to hand with daggers.

The old knight farted and mocked him. He could see rust and lichens on the other’s black armor. Their heads were so close that he saw corruption and snot hanging from the bony nose, and looked into terrible eyes and smelled the sickening stench of the knight’s breath. They fought desperately. Despite Rob’s youth and strength he knew the dark specter’s knife to be merciless and his armor infallible. Beyond them could be seen the knight’s victims: Mam, Da, sweet Samuel, Barber, even Incitatus and Bartram the bear, and Rob’s rage lent him strength, though he could already feel the inexorable blade entering his body.

He awoke to find the outside of his clothing damp with dew and the inside wet from the fear-sweat of the dream. Lying in the morning sun, with a robin singing its exhilaration not five feet away, he knew that although the dream was done, he was not. He was unable to give up the struggle.

Those who were gone wouldn’t come back, and that was the way of it. But what better way to spend a lifetime than fighting the Black Knight? The study of medicine was, in its own way, something to love in place of a missing family. He determined, as the cat came and rubbed against him with her good ear, that he would make it come to pass.

The problem was discouraging. He presented entertainments in Northampton and Bedford and Hertford in turn, and in each place he sought out physicians and spoke with them and saw that their combined knowledge of healing was less than Barber’s had been. In the town of Maldon the physician’s reputation for butchery was so deadly that when Rob J. asked people to give directions to the leech’s home they paled and crossed themselves.

It wouldn’t do to apprentice to such as these.

It occurred to him that another Hebrew doctor might be more willing to take him on than Merlin had been. In Maldon’s square he stopped where workmen were raising a brick wall.

“Do you have knowledge of any Jews in this place?” he asked the master mason.

The man stared at him, spat, and turned away.

He asked several other men in the square without better results. Finally there was one who examined him curiously. “Why do you seek Jews?”

“I seek a Jew physician.”

The man nodded in sympathetic understanding. “May Christ be merciful to you. There are Jews in the town of Malmesbury, and they have a physician there named Adolescentoli,” he said.

It was a five-day trip from Maldon to Malmesbury, with stops in Oxford and Alveston to put on entertainments and sell physick. Rob seemed to remember that Barber had spoken of Adolescentoli as a famous physician, and he made his way into Malmesbury hopefully as evening shadows fell over the small and formless village. The inn gave him a plain but heartening supper. Barber would have found the mutton stew unseasoned but it contained plenty of meat, and afterward he was able to pay to have fresh straw spread in a corner of the sleeping room.

Next morning at breakfast he asked the publican to tell him about Malmesbury’s Jews.

The man shrugged as if to say, What is there to tell?

“I am curious, for until lately I knew no Jews.”

“That is because they are scarce in our land,” the publican said. “My sister’s husband, who is a ship’s captain and has traveled to all places, says they are plentiful in France. He says they are found in every country, and that the farther east one travels, the more thickly are they sprinkled.”

“Does Isaac Adolescentoli live among them here? The physician?”

The publican grinned. “No, indeed. It is they who live around Isaac Adolescentoli, basking in his eminence.”

“He’s celebrated, then?”

“He’s a great physician. People come from afar to consult him and stay at this inn,” the publican said proudly. “The priests speak against him, of course, but”—he put a finger to his nose and leaned forward—“I know at least two occasions when he was collected in dark of night and bundled off to Canterbury to tend to Archbishop Aethelnoth, who was thought to be dying last year.”

He gave directions to the Jewish settlement and soon Rob was riding past the gray stone walls of Malmesbury Abbey, through woods and fields and a steep vineyard in which monks picked grapes. A coppice separated the abbey land from the Jews’ homes, perhaps a dozen clustered houses. These must be Jews: men like crows, in loose black caftans and bell-shaped leather hats, were sawing and hammering, raising a shed. Rob drove to a building that was larger than the others, where a wide courtyard was filled with tethered horses and wagons.

“Isaac Adolescentoli?” Rob asked one of several boys attending the animals.

“He’s in the dispensary,” the boy said, and deftly caught the coin Rob threw to make certain Horse was well tended.

The front door opened into a large waiting room filled with wooden benches, all crammed with ailing humanity. It was like the lines that waited beyond his own treatment screen, but many more people. There were no empty seats, but he found a place against the wall.

Now and again a man came through the little door that led to the rest of the house and collected the patient who sat at the end of the first bench. Everyone would then move one space forward. There appeared to be five physicians. Four were young and the other was a small, quick-moving man of middle age, whom Rob supposed to be Adolescentoli.

It was a very long wait. The room remained crowded, for it seemed that each time someone was led through the waiting room door by a physician, new arrivals entered the front door from the outside. Rob passed the time trying to diagnose the patients.

By the time he was first on the front bench it was midafternoon. One of the young men came through the door. “You may come with me.” He had a French accent.

“I want to see Isaac Adolescentoli.”

“I am Moses ben Abraham, an apprentice of Master Adolescentoli. I’m able to take care of you.”

“I’m certain you would treat me skillfully were I sick. I must see your master on another matter.”

The apprentice nodded and turned to the next person on the bench.

Adolescentoli came out in a while and led Rob through the door and down a short corridor; through a door left ajar he glimpsed a surgery with an operating couch, buckets, and instruments. They ended in a tiny room bare of furniture save for a small table and two chairs. “What is your trouble?” Adolescentoli said. He listened in some surprise as, instead of describing symptoms, Rob spoke nervously of his desire to study medicine.

The physician had a dark, handsome face that didn’t smile. Doubtless the interview wouldn’t have ended differently if Rob had been wiser but he was unable to resist a question: “Have you lived in England long, master physician?”

“Why do you ask?”

“You speak our language so well.”

“I was born in this house,” Adolescentoli said quietly. “In 70 A.D., five young Jewish prisoners of war were transported from Jerusalem to Rome by Titus following the destruction of the great Temple. They were called adolescentoli, Latin for ‘the youths.’ I am descended from one of these, Joseph Adolescentoli. He won his freedom by enlisting in the Second Roman Legion, with which he came to this island when its inhabitants were little dark coracle men, the black Silures who were the first to call themselves Britons. Has your own family been English that long?”

“I don’t know.”

“You yourself speak the language adequately,” Adolescentoli said silkily.

Rob told him of meeting with Merlin, mentioning only that they had spoken together of medical education. “Did you, too, study with the great Persian physician in Ispahan?”

Adolescentoli shook his head. “I attended the university in Baghdad, a larger medical school with a greater library and faculty. Except, of course, we didn’t have Avicenna, whom they call Ibn Sina.”

They chatted of his apprentices. Three were Jews from France and the other a Jew from Salerno.

“My apprentices have chosen me over Avicenna or some other Arab,” Adolescentoli said proudly. “They don’t have a library such as students have in Baghdad, of course, but I own the Leech Book of Bald, which lists remedies after the method of Alexander of Tralles and tells how to make salves, poultices, and plasters. They’re required to study it with great attention, as well as some Latin writings of Paul of Aegina and certain works of Pliny. And before I’m done with them, each shall know how to perform phlebotomy, cautery, incision of arteries, and the couching of cataracts.”

Rob felt an overpowering yearning, not unlike the emotion of a man who gazes upon a woman for whom, instantly, he longs. “I’ve come to ask you to take me as prentice.”

Adolescentoli inclined his head. “I guessed that is why you’re here. But I won’t take you.”

“Can I not persuade you, then?”

“No. You must find yourself a Christian physician as master, or stay a barber,” Adolescentoli said, not cruelly but with firmness.

Perhaps his reasons were the same as Merlin’s but Rob wasn’t to know, for the physician would speak no more. He rose and led the way to the door, and nodded without interest as Rob left his dispensary.

Two towns away, in Devizes, he put on an entertainment and dropped a juggled ball for the first time since he had mastered the knack. People laughed at his banter and bought the physick but there came behind his screen a young fisherman from Bristol, roughly his own age, who was pissing blood and had lost most of his flesh. He told Rob he knew he was dying.

“Is there naught you can do for me?”

“What is your name?” Rob asked him quietly.

“Hamer.”

“I think perhaps you have bubo in your insides, Hamer. But I’m not at all certain. I don’t know how to cure you or ease your pain.” Barber would have sold him more than a few bottles. “This stuff is mostly spirits, bought cheaper elsewhere,” he said without knowing why. He had never told that to a patient before.

The fisherman thanked him and went away.

Adolescentoli or Merlin would have known how to do more for him, Rob told himself bitterly. Timorous bastards, he thought, refusing to teach him while the bloody Black Knight grinned.

That evening he was caught out by a sudden wild storm with fierce winds and drenching rain. It was the second day of September and early for fall rains, but that didn’t make it less wet or chill. He made his way to the only shelter, the inn at Devizes, fastening Horse’s reins to the limb of a great oak in the yard. When he pushed inside he found that too many others had preceded him. Every piece of floor space was taken.

In a dark corner huddled an exhausted man who sat with his arms around a swollen pack such as merchants used for their goods. If Rob had not gone to Malmesbury he wouldn’t have given the fellow a second glance, but now he saw from the black caftan and pointed leather cap that this was a Jew.

“It was on such a night that our Lord was slain,” Rob said loudly.

Conversation in the inn dwindled as he went on to speak of the Passion story, for travelers love a tale and a diversion. Someone brought him a stoup. When he told of how the populace had denied that Jesus was King of the Jews, the weary man in the corner appeared to shrink.

By the time Rob had reached the part about Calvary, the Jew had taken his pack and slipped out into the night and the storm. Rob broke off the tale and took his place in the warm corner.

But he found no more pleasure in driving away the merchant than he had gained from giving the Special Batch to Barber. The common room of the inn was full of the reek of damp wool clothing and unwashed bodies, and he was soon nauseated. Even before the rain had ceased, he left the inn and went out to his wagon and his animals.

He drove Horse to a nearby clearing and unhitched her. There was dry kindling in the wagon and he managed to light a fire. Mistress Buffington was too young to breed but perhaps she already exuded female scent, for beyond the shadows cast by the fire a tomcat yowled. Rob threw a stick to drive it away and the white cat rubbed against him.

“We are a fine lonely pair,” he said.

If it took his lifetime, he would search until he found a worthy physician to whom he might apprentice, he decided.

As for the Jews, he had spoken to only two of their doctors. No doubt there were others. “Perhaps one would apprentice me if I pretended to him that I were a Jew,” he told the cat.

Thus it began, as less than a dream—a fantasy in idle chatter; he knew he couldn’t be a Jew convincingly enough to undergo the daily scrutiny of a Jewish master.

But he sat before the fire and stared into the flames, and it took form.

The cat offered up her silken belly. “Could I not be a Jew well enough to satisfy Muslims?” Rob asked her, and himself, and God.

Well enough to study with the greatest physician in the world?

Stunned by the enormity of the thought, he dropped the cat and she sprang away into the wagon. In a moment she was back, dragging what appeared to be a furry animal. It proved to be the false beard he’d worn during the Old Man nonsense. Rob picked it up. If he could be an old man for Barber, he asked himself, why could he not be a Hebrew? The merchant at the inn in Devizes, and others, could be imitated …

“I shall become a counterfeit Jew!” he cried.

It was fortunate no one was passing, to hear him speak aloud and at length to a cat, for it would have been declared that he was a wizard addressing his succubus.

He had no fear of the Church. “I piss on child-stealing priests,” he told the cat.

He could grow a full Jew’s beard, and he already had the prick for it.

He’d tell folk that, like Merlin’s sons, he had been raised isolated from his people, ignorant of their tongue and customs.

He would make his way to Persia!

He would touch the hem of Ibn Sina’s garment!

He was excited and terrified, shamed to be a grown man and trembling so. It was like the moment when he’d known he would pass beyond Southwark for the first time.

It was said they were everywhere, damn their souls. On the journey he would cultivate them and study their ways. By the time he reached Ispahan he would be ready to play the Jew, and Ibn Sina would have to take him in and share the precious secrets of the Arab school.


PART TWO
The Long Journey
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More shipping left London for France than from any other port in England, so he made for the city of his birth. All along the way he stopped to work, wanting to set out on such an adventure with as much gold as possible. By the time he reached London he had missed the shipping season. The Thames bristled with the masts of anchored vessels. King Canute had drawn upon his Danish origins and built a great fleet of Viking ships that rode the water like tethered monsters. The fearsome war craft were surrounded by an assorted assemblage: fat knorrs converted to deep-sea fishing boats; the private trireme galleys of the wealthy; squat, slow-sailing grain ships; two-masted merchant packets with triangular lateen-rigged sails; two-masted carracks from Italy; and long, single-masted vessels, the workhorses of the merchant fleets of the northern countries. None of the ships held cargo or passengers, for frigid windstorms already had begun. During the next terrible six months on many mornings salt spray would freeze in the Channel, and sailors knew that to venture out where the North Sea met and merged with the Atlantic Ocean was to ask for drowning in the churning waters.

In the Herring, a mariners’ hole on the waterfront, Rob stood and thumped his mug of mulled cider against the tabletop. “I’m searching for snug, clean lodging until spring sailing,” he said. “Is anyone here who knows of such?”

A short, wide man, built like a bull dog, studied him as he drained his cup and then nodded. “Aye,” he said. “My brother Tom died last voyage. His widow, name of Binnie Ross, is left with two small ones to feed. If you’re willing to pay fair I know she would welcome you.”

Rob bought him a drink and then followed him a short way to a tiny house near the marketplace at East Chepe. Binnie Ross turned out to be a thin mouse of a girl, all worried blue eyes in a thin, pale little face. The place was clean enough but very small.

“I have a cat and a horse,” Rob said.

“Oh, I would welcome the cat,” she said anxiously. It was clear she was desperate for the money.

“You might put up the horse for the winter,” her brother-in-law said. “There is Egglestan’s stables on Thames Street.”

Rob nodded. “I know the place,” he said.

“She is with young,” Binnie Ross said, picking up the cat and stroking her.

Rob could see no extra roundness in the sleek stomach. “How do you know?” he asked, thinking her mistaken. “She’s still a young one herself, just born this past summer.”

The girl shrugged.

She was right, for within a few weeks Mistress Buffington bloomed. He fed the cat tidbits and provided good food for Binnie and her son. The little daughter was an infant who still took milk at her mother’s breast. It pleasured Rob to walk to the marketplace and buy for them, remembering the miracle of eating well after a long time with a rumbling-empty belly.

The infant was named Aldyth and the little boy, less than two years old, was Edwin. Every night Rob could hear Binnie crying. He had been in the house less than a fortnight when she came to his bed in the dark. She said not a word but lay down and put her slender arms around him, silent all through the act. Curious, he tasted her milk and found it sweet.

When they were finished she slipped back to her own bed and next day made no reference to what had happened.

“How did your husband die?” he asked her as she was dishing out the breakfast gruel.

“A storm. Wulf—that is his brother, who brought you here—said my Paul was washed away. He could not swim,” she said.

She used him one more night, grinding to him desperately. Then her dead husband’s brother, who doubtless had been marshaling his courage to speak to her, came to the house one afternoon. After that Wulf came every day with small gifts; he played with his niece and nephew but it became clear he was paying court to their mother, and one day Binnie told Rob that she and Wulf would be married. It made the house an easier place in which Rob could do his waiting.

During a blizzard he delivered Mistress Buffington of a fine litter: a white female miniature of herself, a white male, and a pair of black and white toms that presumably resembled their sire. Binnie offered to drown the four kittens as a service, but as soon as they were weaned Rob lined a basket with rags and took them to public houses, buying a number of drinks in order to give each of them away.

In March, the slaves who did the brute work of the port were moved back to the waterfront, and long lines of men and drays again began to crowd Thames Street, loading the warehouses and the ships with exports.

Rob asked innumerable questions of traveling men and determined his journey was best started by way of Calais. “That is where my ship is bound,” Wulf told him, and took him down to the slip to see the Queen Emma. She was not as grand as her name, a great old wooden tub with one towering mast. The stevedores were loading her with slabs of tin mined in Cornwall. Wulf brought Rob to the master, an unsmiling Welshman who nodded when asked if he would take a passenger, and named a price that seemed to be fair.

“I have a horse and a wagon,” Rob said.

The captain frowned. “It will cost you dear to move them by sea. Some travelers sell their beasts and carts on this side of the Channel and buy new ones on the other side.”

Rob did some pondering, but at length he decided to pay the freight charges, high as they were. It was his plan to work as a barber-surgeon during his travels. Horse and the red wagon were a good rig and he had no faith that he would find another that pleased him as much.

April brought softer weather and finally the first ships began to depart. The Queen Emma raised her anchor from the Thames mud on the eleventh day of the month, sent off by Binnie with much weeping. There was a fresh but gentle wind. Rob watched Wulf and seven other sailors haul on the lines, raising an enormous square sail that filled with a crack when it was barely up, and they floated into the outgoing tide. Laden low with its metal cargo, the big boat moved out of the Thames, slipped heavily through the narrows between the Isle of Thanet and the mainland, crept along the coast of Kent, and then doggedly crossed the Channel before the wind.

The green coast became darker as it receded, until England was a blue haze and then a purple smudge that was swallowed by the sea. Rob had no chance to think noble thoughts, for he was pukingly ill.

Wulf, passing him on deck, stopped and spat contemptuously over the side. “God’s blood! We are too low in the water to pitch or roll, it is the kindest of weather and the sea is calm. So what ails you?”

But Rob couldn’t answer, for he was leaning over in order not to sully the deck. Part of his problem was terror, for he had never been to sea and now was haunted by a lifetime of tales of drowned men, from the husband and sons of Editha Lipton to the unfortunate Tom Ross who had left Binnie a widow. The oily water onto which he was sick appeared inscrutable and bottomless, the likely home of every evil monster, and he rued the recklessness with which he had ventured into this strange environment. To make matters worse the wind quickened and the sea developed deep billows. Soon he confidently expected to die and would have welcomed the release. Wulf sought him out and offered dinner of bread and cold fried salt pork. He decided that Binnie must have confessed her visits to Rob’s bed and this was her future husband’s revenge, to which he hadn’t the strength to reply.

The voyage had lasted seven endless hours when another haze lifted itself out of the heaving horizon and slowly became Calais.

Wulf said a hasty goodbye, for he was busy with the sail. Rob led the horse and cart down the gangway and onto firm land that appeared to rise and fall like the sea. He reasoned that the ground in France could not go up and down or he would surely have heard of this oddity; indeed, after he had walked for a few minutes, the earth seemed firmer. But where was he bound? He had no idea as to destination or what his next action should be. The language was a blow. People around him spoke in a rattle of sound, and he could make no sense of it. Finally he stopped and climbed onto his cart and clapped his hands.

“I will hire somebody who has my language,” he shouted.

A pinch-faced old man came forward. He had thin shanks and a skeletal frame that warned he wouldn’t be of much use in lifting or carrying. But he noted Rob’s pale complexion and his eyes twinkled. “May we talk over a soothing glass? Apple spirits do wonders to settle the stomach,” he said, and the familiar English was benison to Rob’s ears.

They stopped at the first public house and sat at a rough pine table outside the front door.

“I am Charbonneau,” the Frenchman said above the waterfront din. “Louis Charbonneau.”

“Rob J. Cole.”

When the apple brandy came they drank to one another’s health and Charbonneau was proven right, for the spirits warmed Rob’s stomach and made him one of the living again. “I believe I can eat,” he said wonderingly.

Pleased, Charbonneau spoke an order and presently a serving girl brought to their table a crusty bread, a platter of small green olives, and a goat’s cheese of which even Barber would have approved.

“You can see why I’m in need of someone’s help,” Rob said ruefully, “for I can’t even ask for food.”

Charbonneau smiled. “All my life I’ve been a sailor. I was a boy when my first ship put into London, and I well remember my longing to hear my native tongue.” Half of his time ashore had been spent on the other side of the Channel, he said, where the language was English.

“I’m a barber-surgeon, traveling to Persia to buy rare medicines and healing herbs that will be sent to England.” It was what he had decided to tell people, to avoid discussing the fact that his real reason for going to Ispahan was considered a crime by the Church.

Charbonneau lifted his eyebrows. “A long way.”

Rob nodded. “I need a guide, someone who can also translate for me, so that I may present entertainments and sell physick and treat the ill as we travel. I’ll pay a generous wage.”

Charbonneau took an olive from the plate and set it on the sun-warmed table. “France,” he said. He took another. “The Saxon-ruled five duchies of Germany.” Then another and another, until there were seven olives in a line. “Bohemia,” he said, indicating the third olive, “where live the Slavs and the Czechs. Next is the territory of the Magyars, a Christian country but full of wild barbarian horsemen. Then the Balkans, a place of tall, fierce mountains and tall, fierce people. Then Thrace, about which I know little save that it marks the final limit of Europe and contains Constantinople. And finally Persia, where you want to go.”

He regarded Rob contemplatively. “My native city is on the border between France and the land of the Germans, whose Teutonic languages I have spoken since childhood. Therefore, if you will hire me, I’ll accompany you past—” He picked up the first two olives and popped them into his mouth. “I must leave you in time to return to Metz by next winter.”

“Done,” Rob said in relief.

Then, while Charbonneau grinned at him and ordered another brandy, Rob solemnly consumed the other olives in the line, eating his way through the remaining five countries, one by one.
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France was not as determinedly green as England but there was more sun. The sky seemed higher, the color of France was deep blue. Much of the land was woods, as at home. It was a country of fiercely neat farms, with here and there a somber stone castle similar to the ones Rob was accustomed to seeing in the countryside; but some of the lords lived in great wooden manor houses such as were uncommon in England. There were cattle in the pastures and peasants sowing wheat.

Already Rob saw some wonders. “Many of your farm buildings are roofless,” he observed.

“There is less rain here than in England,” Charbonneau said. “Some of our farmers thresh the grain in the open barns.”

Charbonneau rode a big, placid horse, light gray, almost white. His arms were used-looking and well kept. Each night he tended the mount carefully and cleaned and polished the sword and the dagger. He was good company at the campfire and on the road.

Every farm had orchards, glorious with blossom. Rob stopped at several, seeking to buy spirits; he could find no metheglin but bought a barrel of apple brandy similar to the tipple he had enjoyed in Calais, and found that it made superior Universal Specific.

The best roads here, as everywhere, had been built in earlier times by the Romans for their marching armies, broad highways, connecting and as straight as spear shafts. Charbonneau remarked on them lovingly. “They’re everywhere, a network that covers the world. If you wished, you could travel on just this kind of road all the way to Rome.”

Nevertheless, at a signpost pointing to a village called Caudry, Rob turned Horse off the Roman road. Charbonneau disapproved.

“Dangerous, these wooded tracks.”

“I must travel them to ply my trade. They’re the only way to the smaller villages. I blow my horn. It’s what I’ve always done.”

Charbonneau shrugged.

Caudry’s houses were cone-shaped on top, with roofs of brush or thatched straw. Women were cooking out of doors and most houses had a plank table and benches near the fire, beneath a rude sun shelter laid on four stout poles cut from young trees. It couldn’t be mistaken for an English village, but Rob went through the routine as if he were at home.

He handed Charbonneau the drum and told him to thump it. The Frenchman looked amused and then was intently interested as Horse began to prance to the sound of the drum.

“Entertainment today! Entertainment!” Rob called.

Charbonneau got the idea at once and thereafter translated everything as soon as Rob said it.

Rob found the entertainment a droll experience in France. The spectators laughed at the same stories but in different places, perhaps because they had to wait for the translation. During Rob’s juggling, Charbonneau stood transfixed, and his sputtered comments of delight seemed to infect the crowd, which applauded vigorously.

They sold a great deal of Universal Specific.

That night at their campfire Charbonneau kept urging him to juggle, but he refused. “You’ll get your fill of watching me, never fear.”

“It’s amazing. You say you’ve done this since you were a boy?”

“Yes.” He told of how Barber had taken him in after his parents had died.

Charbonneau nodded. “You were fortunate. In my twelfth year my father died and my brother Etienne and I were given to a pirate crew as ship’s boys.” He sighed. “My friend, that was a hard life.”

“I thought you said your first voyage took you to London.”

“My first voyage on a merchant ship, when I was seventeen. For five years before, I sailed with pirates.”

“My father helped defend England against three invasions. Twice when Danes invaded London. And once when pirates invaded Rochester,” Rob said slowly.

“My pirates didn’t attack London. Once we landed at Romney and burned two houses and took a cow that we killed for meat.”

They stared at one another.

“They were bad men. It was what I did to stay alive.”

Rob nodded. “And Etienne? What happened to Etienne?”

“When he was old enough he ran from them, back to our town, where he apprenticed himself to the baker. Today he’s an old man too, and makes exceptional bread.”

Rob grinned and wished him a good night.

Every few days they drove into a different village square, where it was business as usual—the dirty songs, the flattering portraits, the liquorish cures. At first Charbonneau translated Rob’s barber-surgeon enticements, but soon the Frenchman was so accustomed to them that he could assemble a crowd on his own. Rob worked hard, driven to fill his cash box because he knew money was protection in foreign places.

June was warm and dry. They bit tiny pieces out of the olive called France, traversing its northern edge, and by early summer were almost at the German border.

“We’re getting close to Strasbourg,” Charbonneau told him one morning.

“Let us go there, so you may see your people.”

“If we do, we’ll lose two days’ time,” Charbonneau said scrupulously, but Rob smiled and shrugged, for he had come to like the elderly Frenchman.

The town proved to be beautiful, abustle with craftsmen who were building a great cathedral that already showed the promise of surpassing the general grace of Strasbourg’s wide streets and handsome houses. They rode straight to the bakery, where a voluble Etienne Charbonneau clasped his brother in floury embrace.

Word of their arrival spread on a family intelligence system and that evening Etienne’s two handsome sons and three of his dark-eyed daughters, all with children and spouses, came to celebrate; the youngest girl, Charlotte, was unmarried and still lived at home with her father. Charlotte prepared a lavish dinner, three geese stewed with carrots and dried plums. There were two kinds of fresh bread. A round loaf that Etienne called Dog Bread was delicious despite its name, being composed of alternate layers of wheat and rye. “It is inexpensive, the bread of the poor,” Etienne said, and urged Rob to try a costlier long loaf baked from meslin, flour blended from many grains ground fine. Rob liked the Dog Bread best.

It was a merry evening, with both Louis and Etienne translating for Rob to the general hilarity. The children danced, the women sang, Rob juggled for his dinner, and Etienne played the pipes as well as he baked bread. When finally the family left, everyone kissed both travelers farewell. Charlotte sucked in her stomach and stuck out her newly ripened chest, and her great warm eyes invited Rob outrageously. That evening as he lay in bed he wondered what life would be like if he were to settle into the bosom of such a family, and in such pleasant surroundings.

In the middle of the night he rose.

“Something?” Etienne asked softly. The baker was sitting in the dark not far from where his daughter lay.

“I have to piss.”

“I join you,” Etienne said, and the two of them walked outside together and plashed companionably against the side of the barn. When Rob returned to his bed of straw, Etienne settled into the chair and sat watching over Charlotte.

In the morning the baker showed Rob his great round ovens and gave them a sack full of Dog Bread baked twice so it was hard and unspoilable, like ship’s biscuit.

Strasbourgians would have to wait for their loaves that day; Etienne shut the bakery and rode with them a little of the way. The Roman road took them to the Rhine River a short ride from Etienne’s home and then turned downstream for a few miles to a ford. The brothers leaned from their saddles and kissed. “Go with God,” Etienne told Rob, and turned his horse toward home while they splashed across. The swirling water was cold and still faintly brown from the earth that had been washed into it by the spring floods far upstream. The trail up the opposite bank was steep, and Horse had to labor to pull the wagon into the land of the Teutons.

They were in mountains very soon, riding between high forests of spruce and fir. Charbonneau grew ever quieter, which at first Rob attributed to the fact that he hadn’t wanted to leave his family and his home, but at length the Frenchman spat. “I do not like Germans, nor do I like to be in their land.”

“Yet you were born as near to them as a Frenchman can be.”

Charbonneau scowled. “A man can live hard by the sea and still have no love for the shark,” he said.

It appeared to Rob to be a pleasant land. The air was cold and good. They went down a long mountain and at the bottom saw men and women cutting and turning the valley hay and getting fodder in, just as farmers were doing in England. They ascended another mountain to small high pastures where children tended cows and goats brought up for summer grazing from the farms below. The track was a high trail, and presently they looked down on a great castle of dark gray stone. Mounted men jousted with padded lances in the tiltyard.

Charbonneau spat again. “It’s the keep of a terrible man, landgrave of this place. Count Sigdorff the Even-Handed.”

“The Even-Handed? It doesn’t seem the name of a man who is terrible.”

“He is old now,” Charbonneau said. “He earned the name when young, riding against Bamberg and taking two hundred prisoners. He ordered the right hands cut from one hundred and the left hands cut from the other hundred.”

They cantered their horses until the castle could no longer be seen.

Before noon they came to a sign that pointed off the Roman road to the village of Entburg and they decided to go there and put on an entertainment. They were only a few minutes along the detour when they came around a bend and saw a man blocking the middle of the track, sitting a skinny brown horse with runny eyes. He was bald, with folds of fat in his short neck. He wore rough homespun over a body that was both fleshy and hard-looking, as Barber had been when Rob first knew him. There was no room to drive the wagon around him, but his weapons were sheathed and Rob reined Horse while they inspected one another.

The bald man said something.

“He wants to know if you have liquor,” Charbonneau said.

“Tell him no.”

“The whoreson isn’t alone,” Charbonneau said without altering his tone, and Rob saw that two more men had worked their mounts out from behind the trees.

One was a youth on a mule. When he rode up to the fat man Rob saw a similarity in their features and guessed they were father and son.

The third man sat a huge, clumsy animal that looked like a workhorse. He took a position directly behind the wagon, cutting off escape to the rear. Perhaps he was thirty years old. He was small and mean-looking and was missing his left ear, like Mistress Buffington.

Both of the newcomers were holding swords. The bald man spoke loudly to Charbonneau.

“He says you’re to climb down from the wagon and remove your clothing. Know that when you do, they’ll kill you,” Charbonneau said. “Garments are expensive and they don’t want them ruined with blood.”

He didn’t observe from where Charbonneau had taken the knife. The old man threw it with a grunt of effort and a practiced flip that sent it hard and fast, and it thumped into the chest of the young man with the sword.

Shock came into the fat man’s eyes but the smile still hadn’t fully faded from his lips when Rob left the wagon seat.

He took a single step onto Horse’s broad back and launched himself, dragging the man from the saddle. They struck the ground rolling and clawing, each trying desperately for a crippling hold. Finally Rob was able to jam his left arm under the chin from behind. A meaty fist began to smash at his groin but he twisted and was able to take the hammer blows on a thigh. They were terrible punches that numbed his leg.

Always before he had fought drunk and half mad with rage. Now he was sober, fixing on one cold, clear thought.

Kill him.

Sobbing, he grabbed his left wrist with his free hand and pulled back, trying to throttle the man or crush his windpipe.

Then he moved to the forehead and attempted to pull the head back far enough to ruin the spine.

Break! he begged.

But it was a short, thick neck, padded with fat and ridged with muscle.

A hand with long, black fingernails moved up his face. He strained his head away but the hand raked his cheek, drawing blood.

They grunted and strained, banging one another like obscene lovers.

The hand came back. The man was able to reach a little higher this time, trying for the eyes.

His sharp nails gouged, making Rob scream.

Then Charbonneau was standing over them. He placed the point of his sword deliberately, finding a place between the ribs. He shoved the sword deep.

The bald man sighed, as if in satisfaction. He stopped grunting and moving, and lay heavy. Rob smelled him for the first time.

In a moment he was able to move away from the body. He sat up, nursing his ruined face.

The youth hung over the mule’s rump, dirty bare feet cruelly caught. Charbonneau salvaged the knife and wiped it. He eased the dead feet out of the rope stirrups and lowered the body to the ground.

“The third prick?” Rob gasped. He couldn’t keep his voice from quavering.

Charbonneau spat. “He ran at first indication we wouldn’t become nicely dead.”

“Perhaps to the Even-Handed, for reinforcements?”

Charbonneau shook his head. “These are dunghill cutthroats, not a landgrave’s men.” He searched the bodies, looking as if he had done it before. Around the man’s neck was a little bag containing coins. The youth carried no money but wore a tarnished crucifix. Their weapons were poor but Charbonneau threw them into the wagon.

They left the highwaymen where they lay in the dirt, the bald corpse face down in his own blood.

Charbonneau tied the mule to the back of the cart and led the bony captured horse, and they returned to the Roman road.
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When Rob asked Charbonneau where he had learned to throw a knife, the old Frenchman said he had been taught by the pirates of his youth. “It was a handy skill to have while fighting the damned Danish and seizing their ships.” He hesitated. “And while fighting the damned English and seizing their ships,” he said slyly. By that time they weren’t bothered by the old national rivalries and neither had any doubts left about his companion’s worthiness. They grinned at one another.

“Will you show me?”

“If you’ll teach me to juggle,” Charbonneau said, and Rob agreed eagerly. The bargain was one-sided, for it was too late in life for Charbonneau to master a new and difficult dexterity, and in the little time they had left together he learned only to pop two balls, although he derived much pleasure from tossing and catching them.

Rob had the advantage of youth, and years of juggling had given him strong and wiry wrists, as well as a sharp eye and balance and timing.

“It takes a special knife. Your dagger has a fine blade which would soon be snapped if you started throwing it, or the hilt would be ruined, for the hilt is the center of an ordinary dagger’s weight and balance. A throwing knife is weighted in the blade, so that a quick snap of the wrist sends it easily on its way point first.”

Rob quickly learned how to throw Charbonneau’s knife so it presented its sharp blade first. It was harder to become skilled at hitting targets where he aimed, but he was accustomed to the discipline of practice and threw the knife at a mark on a broad tree whenever he had a chance.

They kept to the Roman roads, which were crowded with a polyglot mixture of people. A French cardinal’s party once forced them off the road. The prelate rode past surrounded by two hundred mounted troops and a hundred and fifty servants, and wearing scarlet shoes and hat and a gray cope over a once-white chasuble made darker than the cope by the dust of the road. Pilgrims moved in the general direction of Jerusalem singly or in small or large groups; sometimes they were led or lectured by palmers, religious votaries who signaled that they had accomplished sacred travel by wearing two crossed palm leaves picked in the Holy Land. Bands of armored knights galloped by with shouts and war cries, often drunk, usually pugnacious and always hungry for glory, loot, and deviltry. Some of the religious zealots wore hair shirts and crawled toward Palestine on bloody hands and knees to fulfill vows made to God or a saint. Exhausted and defenseless, they were easy prey. Criminals abounded on the highways, and law enforcement by officials was perfunctory at best; when a thief or highwayman was caught in the act he was executed on the spot by the travelers themselves, without trial.

Rob kept his weapons loose and ready, half expecting the man with the missing ear to lead a pack of riders down on them for vengeance. His size, the broken nose, and the striped facial wounds combined to make him appear formidable, but he realized with amusement that his best protection was the frail-looking old man he had hired because of his knowledge of English.

They bought provision in Augsburg, a bustling trade center founded by the Roman emperor Augustus in 12 B.C. Augsburg was a center of transactions between Germany and Italy, crowded with people and busy with its preoccupation, which was commerce. Charbonneau pointed out Italian merchants, conspicuous in shoes of expensive fabric which rose to curling points at the toes. For some time Rob had seen Jews in increasing number, but in Augsburg’s markets he noticed more of them than ever, instantly identifiable in their black caftans and narrow-brim, bell-shaped leather hats.

Rob put on an entertainment in Augsburg but didn’t sell as much Specific as he had previously, perhaps because Charbonneau translated with less zest when forced to use the guttural language of the Franks.

It didn’t matter, for his purse was fat; at any rate, ten days later when they reached Salzburg, Charbonneau told him that the entertainment in that town would be their final one together.

“In three days’ time we come to the Danube River, and there I leave you and turn back to France.”

Rob nodded.

“I’m of no further use to you. Beyond the Danube is Bohemia, where the people speak a language strange to me.”

“You’re welcome to come with me, whether or not you translate.”

But Charbonneau smiled and shook his head. “Time for me to go home, this time to stay.”

At an inn that night they bought a farewell feast of the food of the land: smoked meat stewed with lard, pickled cabbage, and flour. They didn’t like it and got mildly drunk on heavy red wine. He paid off the old man handsomely.

Charbonneau had a last, sobering piece of advice. “A dangerous countryside lies ahead of you. It’s said that in Bohemia one can’t tell the difference between wild bandits and the hirelings of the local lords. In order to pass through such a land unharmed, you must have the company of others.”

Rob promised he would seek to join a strong group.

When they saw the Danube it was a more muscular river than he had expected, fast-flowing and with the menacing oily surface that he knew denoted deep and dangerous water. Charbonneau stayed a day longer than promised, insisting on riding downstream with him to the wild and halfsettled village of Linz, where a large log-raft ferry took passengers and freight across a quiet stretch of the wide waterway.

“Well,” the Frenchman said.

“Perhaps one day we’ll see each other again.”

“I don’t think so,” Charbonneau said.

They embraced.

“Live forever, Rob J. Cole.”

“Live forever, Louis Charbonneau.”

He got down from the wagon and went to arrange his passage as the old man rode away, leading the bony brown horse. The ferryman was a sullen hulk with a bad cold who kept removing the snot from his upper lip with his tongue. The matter of the fare was difficult because Rob didn’t have the Bohemian language, and in the end he felt he had been overcharged. When he returned to the wagon after hard sign-language bargaining, Charbonneau had already ridden out of sight.

On his third day of moving into Bohemia he met up with five fat and ruddy Germans and tried to convey the idea that he wanted to travel with them. His manner was polite; he offered gold and indicated he’d be willing to cook and do other camp chores, but there wasn’t a smile from any of them, only hands on the hilts of five swords.

“Fucks,” he said finally, and turned away. But he couldn’t blame them, for their party already had some strength and he was unknown, a danger.

Horse drew him from the mountains into a great saucer-shaped plateau ringed by green hills. There were cultivated fields of gray earth in which men and women toiled over wheat, barley, rye, and beets, but most of it was mixed forest. In the night, not far away, he heard the howling of wolves. He kept a fire burning although it wasn’t cold, and Mistress Buffington mewed at the wild animal sounds, sleeping with the spiny ridge of her back hard against him.

He had depended on Charbonneau for many things, but he found that not the least of these had been companionship. Now he drove down the Roman road and knew the meaning of the word alone, for he couldn’t speak to any of the people he met.

A week after he and Charbonneau had parted, one morning he came upon the stripped and mutilated body of a man hanging from a tree by the side of the road. The hanged man was slight and ferret-faced and was missing his left ear.

Rob regretted that he wasn’t able to inform Charbonneau that others had caught up with their third highwayman.
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Rob crossed the wide plateau and reentered mountains. They weren’t as high as those he had already crossed but they were rugged enough to slow his progress. Twice more he approached groups of travelers on the road and attempted to join with them, but each time he was refused permission to do so. One morning a group of horsemen dressed in rags rode past him and shouted something at him in their strange language, but he nodded a greeting and looked away, for he could see they were wild and desperate. He felt if he were to travel with them he would soon be dead.

Arriving at a large town, he went into the tavern and was overjoyed to find that the publican knew a few words of English. From this man he learned that the town was called Brünn. The people through whose territory he traveled were mostly members of a tribe called the Czechs. He could learn little else, not even where the man had gotten his tiny store of English words, for the simple exchange had overtaxed the publican’s linguistic ability. When Rob left the tavern he found a man in the back of his wagon, going through his belongings.

“Get out,” he said softly. He pulled his sword but the fellow had leaped from the cart and was off before he could stop him. Rob’s money purse was still nailed safely beneath the floor of the wagon, and the only thing missing was a cloth bag full of the paraphernalia used in tricks of magic. It gave him no small comfort to think of the thief’s face when he opened the bag.

After that he polished his weapons daily, keeping a thin coat of grease on his blades so they slipped from the scabbards at the slightest pull. At night he slept lightly or not at all, listening for any sound that would indicate someone creeping up on him. He knew he would have little hope if he were attacked by a pack such as the horsemen in rags. He remained alone and vulnerable for nine more long days, until one morning the road emerged from the woods and, to his wonder and delight and burgeoning hope, he saw before him a tiny town that had been engulfed by a large caravan.

The sixteen houses of the village were surrounded by several hundred animals. Rob saw horses and mules of every size and description, saddled or harnessed to wagons, carts, and vans of wide variety. He tethered Horse to a tree. People were everywhere, and as he pushed among them his ears were assaulted by a babble of incomprehensible tongues.

“Please,” he said to a man engaged in the arduous task of changing a wheel. “Where is the caravan master?” He helped lift the wheel to the hub but won only a grateful smile and a blank headshake.

“The caravan master?” he asked the next traveler, who was in the process of feeding two span of great oxen with wooden balls fixed to the points of their long horns.

“Ah, der Meister? Kerl Fritta,” the man said, and gestured down the line.

After that it was easy, for the name Kerl Fritta seemed to be known by all. Whenever Rob uttered it he received a nod and a pointing finger, until finally he came to a place where a table had been set in a field next to a large wagon hitched to six of the largest matched chestnut draft horses he had ever seen. On the table was a naked sword and behind it sat a personage who wore his long brown hair in two thick plaits and was engrossed in conversation with the first of a long line of travelers waiting to speak with him.

Rob stood at the end of the line. “That is Kerl Fritta?” he asked.

“Yes, that is he,” answered one of the men.

They stared at one another in delight.

“You’re English!”

“Scotch,” said the man, with only slight disappointment. “Well met! Well met!” he murmured, grasping both of Rob’s hands. He was tall and spare, with long gray hair, and clean-shaven in the Britons’ style. He wore a traveling suit of rough black stuff but it was good cloth, and well cut.

“James Geikie Cullen,” he said. “Sheep breeder and wool factor, journeying to Anatolia with my daughter in search of better varieties of rams and ewes.”

“Rob J. Cole, barber-surgeon. Bound for Persia to buy precious medicinals.”

Cullen gazed at him almost fondly. The line moved, but they had enough time to exchange information, and English words never had sounded more euphonious.

Cullen was accompanied by a man dressed in stained brown trousers and a ragged gray kirtle; he said this was Seredy, whom he had hired as servant and interpreter.

To Rob’s surprise, he learned that he was no longer in Bohemia but unknowingly had crossed into the country of Hungary two days before. The village they had so transformed was called Vac. Though bread and cheese were available from the inhabitants, provision and other supplies were dear.

The caravan had originated in the town of Ulm, in the duchy of Schwaben.

“Fritta is a German,” Cullen confided. “He doesn’t appear to go out of his way to be pleasant but it’s advisable to get along with him, for there are reliable reports that Magyar bandits are preying on lone travelers and small parties, and there’s not another large caravan in this vicinity.”

News of the bandits appeared to be general knowledge, and as they moved toward the table other applicants joined the line. Directly behind Rob, to his interest, there were three Jews.

“In such a caravan one must travel with both gentlefolk and vermin,” Cullen said loudly. Rob was watching the three men in their dark caftans and leather hats. They were conversing with one another in still another strange language, but it seemed that the eyes of the man closest to him flickered when Cullen spoke, as if he understood what had been said. Rob looked away.

When they reached Fritta’s table Cullen took care of his own business and then was kind enough to offer Seredy as Rob’s translator.

The caravan master, experienced and quick in conducting such interviews, efficiently learned his name, business, and destination.

“He wants you to understand that the caravan doesn’t go to Persia,” Seredy said. “Beyond Constantinople you must make another arrangement.”

Rob nodded, then the German spoke at length.

“The fee you must pay to Master Fritta is the equal of twenty-two English silver pennies, but he wishes no more of these, for it is in English pennies that my Master Cullen will pay and Master Fritta says he can’t easily dispose of too many. Are you able to pay in deniers, he asks.”

“I am.”

“He’ll take twenty-seven deniers,” Seredy said too smoothly.

Rob hesitated. He had deniers because he had sold the Specific in France and Germany, but he was ignorant of the fair rate of exchange.

“Twenty-three,” a voice said directly behind him, so low he thought he had imagined it.

“Twenty-three deniers,” he said firmly.

The caravan master accepted the offer icily, looking straight into his eyes.

“You must provide your own provision and supply. Should you lag or be forced to drop out you’ll be left behind,” the translator said. “He says the caravan will leave here composed of some ninety separate parties totaling more than one hundred and twenty men. He demands one sentry for each ten parties, so every twelve days you will have to stand guard all night.”

“Agreed.”

“Newcomers must take a place at the end of the line of march, where the dust is worst and the traveler is most vulnerable. You’ll follow Master Cullen and his daughter. Each time somebody ahead of you drops out, you may move up a single place. Each party to join the caravan hereafter will travel behind you.”

“Agreed.”

“And should you practice your profession of barber-surgeon to the members of the caravan, you must share all earnings equally with Master Fritta.”

“No,” he said at once, for it was unjust that he should have to give one-half of his earnings to this German.

Cullen cleared his throat. Glancing at the Scot, Rob saw apprehension in his face and remembered what he had said about the Magyar bandits.

“Offer ten, take thirty,” the low voice behind him said.

“I’ll agree to give up ten percent of my earnings,” Rob said.

Fritta uttered a single laconic word which Rob took to be the Teutonic equivalent of “goose shit”; then he made another short sound.

“Forty, he says.”

“Tell him twenty.”

They agreed on thirty percent. As he thanked Cullen for the use of the interpreter and walked away, Rob glanced quickly at the three Jews. They were men of medium height, with faces tanned to swarthiness. The man who had stood directly behind him had a fleshy nose and large lips over a full brown beard shot with gray. He didn’t look at Rob but stepped toward the table with the total concentration of someone who has already tested an adversary.

The newcomers were ordered to take their positions in the line of march during the afternoon and make camp in place that night, for the caravan would set off right after dawn. Rob found his location between Cullen and the Jews, unhitched Horse, and led him to grass a few rods away. The inhabitants of Vac were taking their last opportunity to profit from the windfall by selling provision, and a farmer came by and held up eggs and yellow cheese for which he wanted four deniers, a shocking price. Instead of paying, Rob bartered away three bottles of the Universal Specific and gained his supper.

While he ate he watched his neighbors watching him. In the camp in front of his, Seredy fetched the water but Cullen’s daughter did the cooking. She was very tall and had red hair. There were five men in the campsite behind his. When he had finished cleaning up after the meal, he walked to where the Jews were brushing their animals. They had good horses as well as two pack mules, one of which presumably carried the tent they had raised. They watched silently as Rob walked to the man who had stood behind him during his dealing with Fritta.

“I am Rob J. Cole. I wish to thank you.”

“For nothing, for nothing.” He lifted the brush from the horse’s back. “I am Meir ben Asher.” He introduced his companions. Two had been with him when Rob had first seen them in the line: Gershom ben Shemuel, who had a wen on his nose and was short and looked as tough as a chunk of wood, and Judah haCohen, sharp-nosed and small-mouthed, with a bear’s glossy black hair and the same sort of beard. The other two were younger. Simon ben ha-Levi was thin and serious, almost a man, a beanpole with a wispy beard. And Tuveh ben Meir was a boy of twelve, large for his age as Rob had been.

“My son,” Meir said.

No one else talked. They watched him very carefully.

“You are merchants?”

Meir nodded. “Once our family lived in the town of Hameln in Germany. Ten years ago we all moved to Angora, in the Byzantine, from which we travel both east and west, buying and selling.”

“What do you buy and sell?”

Meir shrugged. “A little of this, a bit of that.”

Rob was delighted with the answer. He had spent hours thinking of spurious details to tell about himself, and now he saw it was unnecessary; businessmen didn’t reveal too much.

“Where do you travel?” the young man named Simon said, startling Rob, who had decided only Meir knew English.

“Persia.”

“Persia. Excellent! You have family there?”

“No, I go there to buy. One or two herbs, perhaps a few medicinals.”

“Ah,” Meir said. The Jews looked at one another, accepting it instantly.

It was the moment to leave, and he bade them good night.

Cullen had been staring over at them while he talked to the Jews, and when Rob approached his camp the Scot seemed to have lost most of his initial warmth.

He introduced his daughter Margaret without enthusiasm, although the girl greeted Rob politely enough.

Up close, her red hair was something that would be pleasant to touch. Her eyes were cool and sad. Her high round cheekbones seemed large as a man’s fist and her nose and jaw were comely but not delicate. Her face and arms were unfashionably freckled and he wasn’t accustomed to a woman being so tall.

While he was trying to decide whether she was beautiful, Fritta came along and spoke briefly to Seredy.

“He wishes Master Cole to be a sentry this night,” the interpreter said.

So as dusk fell Rob began to walk his post, which started with the Cullens’ site and extended through eight camps beyond his own.

As he walked, he saw what a strange mixture the caravan had brought together. Next to a covered cart an olive-skinned woman with yellow hair nursed a baby while her husband squatted near the fire and greased his harnesses. Two men sat and cleaned weapons. A boy fed grain to three fat hens in a crude wooden cage. A cadaverous man and his fat woman glared at one another and quarreled in what Rob believed to be French.

On his third circuit of the area, as he passed the Jews’ camp he saw that they stood together and swayed, chanting what he realized was their evening prayer.

A large white moon began to ride up from the forest beyond the village and he felt tireless and confident, for suddenly he was part of an army of more than one hundred and twenty men, and that wasn’t the same as traveling through a strange and hostile land by yourself.

Four times during the night he challenged somebody and found it was one of the men going beyond the camp to answer a call of nature.

Toward morning, when he was becoming unbearably sleepy, the Cullen girl came out of her father’s tent. She passed close by him without acknowledging his presence. He saw her clearly in the washed light of the moon. Her dress looked very black and her long feet, which must have been wet with dew, looked very white.

He made as much noise as possible while walking in the opposite direction from the one she had taken, but he watched from afar until he saw her safely back, and then he began to walk again.

At first light he quit his post and made a hurried breakfast of bread and cheese. While he ate, the Jews assembled outside their tent for sunrise devotions. Perhaps they would be an annoyance, for they seemed an exceedingly worshipful people. They strapped little black boxes on their foreheads and wound thin leather strips around their forearms until their limbs resembled the barber poles on Rob’s wagon, then they lost themselves alarmingly in reverie, covering their heads with prayer shawls. He was relieved when they were done.

He had Horse harnessed too early, and had to wait. Although those at the head of the caravan set out shortly after daybreak, the sun was well up before it was his turn. Cullen led on a rawboned white horse, followed by his servant Seredy riding a scruffy gray mare and leading three packhorses. Why did two people need three pack animals? The daughter sat a proud black. Rob thought the haunches of both the horse and the woman were admirable, and he followed them gladly.
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They settled at once into the routine of the journey. For the first three days both the Scots and the Jews regarded him politely and left him alone, perhaps made uneasy by his battered face and the bizarre markings on the wagon. Privacy had never displeased him, and he was content to be left to his thoughts.

The girl rode in front of him constantly, and inevitably he watched her even after they made camp. She appeared to have two black dresses, one of which she washed whenever there was opportunity. She was obviously a sufficiently seasoned traveler not to fret over discomforts but there was about her, and about Cullen, an air of barely concealed melancholy; he assumed from their clothing that they were in mourning.

Sometimes she sang softly.

On the fourth morning, when the caravan was slow to move, she dismounted and led her horse, stretching her legs. He looked down at her walking close by his wagon and smiled at her. Her eyes were enormous, as deep a blue as irises can be. Her high-boned face had long, sensitive planes. Her mouth was large and ripe like everything about her, yet curiously quick and expressive.

“What’s the language of your songs?”

“Gaelic. What we call the Erse.”

“I thought so.”

“Och. How is a Sassenach to recognize the Erse?”

“What is a Sassenach?”

“It’s our name for those who live south of Scotland.”

“I sense the word isn’t a compliment.”

“Ah, it is not,” she admitted, and this time smiled.

“Mary Margaret!” her father called sharply. She moved to him at once, a daughter accustomed to obeying.

Mary Margaret?

She must be near the age Anne Mary would be now, he realized uneasily. His sister’s hair was brown when she was a little girl, but there had been reddish tints …

The girl was not Anne Mary, he reminded himself firmly. He knew he must stop seeing his sister in every woman who wasn’t elderly, for it was the sort of pastime that might become a form of madness.

There was no need to dwell on it, since he had no real interest in James Cullen’s daughter. There were more than enough soft things in the world, and he decided that he’d stay away from this one.

Her father evidently determined to give him a second chance at conversation, perhaps because he hadn’t seen him talking again to the Jews. On their fifth night on the road James Cullen came to visit, bearing a jug of barley liquor, and Rob said words of welcome and accepted a friendly pull from the bottle.

“You know sheep, Master Cole?”

Cullen beamed when he said he didn’t, ready to educate him.

“There are sheep and there are sheep. In Kilmarnock, site of the Cullen holding, ewes often run as small as twelve stone in weight. I’m told that in the East we’ll find ewes twice that size, with long hair instead of short—denser fleece than the beasts of Scotland, so full of richness that when the wool is spun and made up into goods, it will shed rain.”

Cullen said he planned to buy breeding stock when he found the best, and bring it back to Kilmarnock with him.

That would take ready capital, a goodly amount of trading money, Rob told himself, and realized why Cullen needed packhorses. It might be better if the Scot also had bodyguards, he reflected.

“It’s a far journey you’re on. You’ll be a long time away from your sheep holding.”

“I left it in the reliable care of trusted kinsmen. It was a hard decision, but … Six months before I left Scotland I buried my wife of twenty-two years.” Cullen grimaced and put the jug to his mouth for a long swallow.

That would explain their rue, Rob thought. The barber-surgeon in him made him ask what had caused her to die.

Cullen coughed. “There were growths in both her breasts, hard lumps. She just grew pale and weak, lost appetite and will. Finally there was terrible pain. She took a time to die but was gone before I believed it could be so. Her name was Jura. Well… I stayed drunk for six weeks but found it no escape. For years I’d engaged in idle talk about buying fine stock in Anatolia, never thinking it would come to pass. I just decided to go.”

He offered the jug and didn’t seem offended when Rob shook his head. “Piss time,” he said, and smiled gently. He had already finished a large amount of the jug’s contents and when he attempted to clamber to his feet and leave, Rob had to assist him.

“A good night, Master Cullen. Please come again.”

“A good night, Master Cole.”

Watching him walk away unsteadily, Rob reflected that he hadn’t once mentioned his daughter.

The following afternoon a French factor named Felix Roux, thirty-eighth in the line of march, was thrown when his horse shied at a badger. He struck the ground badly, with the full weight of his body on his left forearm, breaking the bone so the limb hung askew. Kerl Fritta sent for the barber-surgeon, who set the bone and immobilized the arm, a painful procedure. Rob struggled to inform Roux that although the arm would give him hell’s pain when he rode, he would still be able to travel with the caravan. Finally he had to send for Seredy to tell the patient how to handle the sling.

He was thoughtful on his way back to his own wagon. He had agreed to treat sick travelers several times a week. Although he tipped Seredy generously, he knew he couldn’t continue to use James Cullen’s manservant as interpreter.

Back at his wagon, he saw Simon ben ha-Levi sitting on the ground nearby, mending a saddle cinch, and he walked up to the thin young Jew.

“Do you have French and German?”

The youth nodded while holding a saddle strap close to his mouth and biting off the waxed thread.

Rob talked and ha-Levi listened. In the end, since the terms were generous and the time required wasn’t great, he agreed to interpret for the barber-surgeon.

Rob was pleased. “How do you have so many languages?”

“We’re merchants between nations. We travel constantly, with family connections in the markets of many countries. Languages are part of our business. For example, young Tuveh is studying the language of the Mandarins, for in three years he’ll travel the Silk Road and go to work with my uncle’s firm.” His uncle, Issachar ben Nachum, he said, headed a large branch of their family in Kai Feng Fu, from which every three years he sent a caravan of silks, pepper, and other Oriental exotics to Meshed, in Persia. And every three years since he was a small boy, Simon and other males of his family had traveled from their home in Angora to Meshed, from which they accompanied a caravan of the rich goods back to the East Frankish Kingdom.

Rob J. felt a quickening within him. “You know the Persian language?”

“Of course. Parsi.”

Rob looked at him blankly.

“It’s called Parsi.”

“Will you teach it to me?”

Simon ben ha-Levi hesitated, because this was a different matter. This could take a good deal of his time.

“I’ll pay well.”

“Why do you want Parsi?”

“I’ll need the language when I reach Persia.”

“You want to do business on a regular basis? Return to Persia again and again to buy herbs and pharmaceuticals, the way we do for silks and spices?”

“Perhaps.” Rob J. shrugged, a gesture worthy of Meir ben Asher. “A bit of this, a little of that.”

Simon grinned. He began to scratch out a first lesson in the dirt with a stick, but it was unsatisfactory and Rob went to the wagon and got his drawing things and a clean round of beechwood. Simon started him in the Parsi language exactly as Mam had taught him to read English many years earlier, by teaching him the alphabet. Parsi letters were composed of dots and squiggly lines. Christ’s blood! The written language resembled pigeon shit, bird tracks, curled wood shavings, worms trying to fuck each other.

“I’ll never learn this,” he said, his heart sinking.

“You shall,” Simon said placidly.

Rob J. took the piece of wood back to the wagon. He ate his supper slowly, buying time in which to control his excitement, then he sat on the wagon seat and at once began to apply himself.
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They emerged from the mountains to flat land that the Roman road divided with absolute straightness as far as the eye could see. On both sides of the road were fields with black soil. People were beginning to harvest grain and late vegetables; summer was over. They came to an enormous lake and followed its shoreline for three days, stopping overnight to buy provision at a shoreside town called Siofok. Not much of a town, sagging buildings and a crafty, cheating peasantry, but the lake—it was named Balaton—was an unworldly dream, water dark and hard-looking as a gem, giving off white mist as he waited early in the morning for the Jews to say their prayers.

The Jews were funny to watch. Strange creatures, they bobbed while they prayed and it seemed that God was juggling their heads, which went up and down at different times but seemed to work with a mysterious rhythm. When they were finished and he suggested that they swim with him, they made faces because of the chill but suddenly they were babbling to each other in their language. Meir said something and Simon nodded and turned away; he was camp guard. The others and Rob ran to the shore and threw off their clothes, splashing into the shallows like screaming children. Tuveh wasn’t a good swimmer and wallowed. Judah haCohen paddled feebly and Gershom ben Shemuel, who had a shocking-white round belly despite his sun-darkened face, floated on his back and bellowed incomprehensible songs. Meir was a surprise. “Better than the mikva!” he shouted, gasping.

“What’s the mikva?” Rob asked, but the stocky man plunged beneath the surface and then began to move out from shore with strong, even strokes. Rob swam after him, thinking he would rather be with a female. He tried to recall women with whom he had swum. There were perhaps half a dozen and he had made love to each, before or after the swimming. Several times it had been in the water with the wetness lapping all around them …

He hadn’t touched a woman for five months, his longest period of abstention since Editha Lipton had guided him into the sexual world. He kicked and flailed in the water, which was very cold, trying to rid himself of the ache to fuck.

When he overtook Meir, he sent a great splash into the other man’s face.

Meir sputtered and coughed. “Christian!” he shouted ominously.

Rob splashed him again and Meir closed with him. Rob was taller but Meir was strong! He pushed Rob under, but Rob locked his fingers in the full beard and pulled the Jew under with him, down and down. As they sank it seemed as though tiny flecks of rime left the brown water and clung to him, cold on cold, until he felt clothed in a skin of icy silver.

Down.

Until, at the same moment, each panicked and decided he would drown for playfulness. They pushed apart to rise, and broke the surface gasping for air. Neither vanquished, neither victor, they swam back to shore together. When they left the water they trembled with a foretaste of autumn chill as they struggled to force wet bodies into their clothes. Meir had noted his circumcised penis and looked at him.

“A horse bit the tip off,” Rob said.

“A mare, no doubt,” Meir said solemnly; he muttered something to the others in their language, causing them to grin at Rob. The Jews wore curiously fringed garments next to their flesh. Naked, they had been as other men; clad, they reassumed their foreignness and were exotic creatures again. They caught Rob studying them but he didn’t ask them to explain the strange undergarments, and no one volunteered.

After they left the lake behind, the scenery suffered. Traveling down a straight and unending road, passing mile after mile of unchanging forest or a field that looked like all the other fields, soon became almost unbearable in its monotony. Rob J. took refuge in his imagination, visualizing the road as it had been soon after it was built, one via in a vast network of thousands that had allowed Rome to conquer the world. First there would have come scouts, an advance cavalry. Then the general in his chariot driven by a slave, surrounded by trumpeters both for panoply and signaling. Then on horseback the tribuni and the legati, the staff officers. They were followed by the legion, a forest of bristling javelins—ten cohorts of the most efficient fighting killers in history, six hundred men to a cohort, each one hundred legionnaires led by a centurion. And finally thousands of slaves doing what other brutes of labor could not, hauling the tormenta, the giant machinery of war that was the real reason for building the roads: enormous battering rams for leveling walls and fortifications, wicked catapulta to make the sky rain darts on an enemy, giant ballista, the slings of the gods, to send boulders through the air or launch great beams as if they were arrows. Finally, the carts laden with impedimenta, the baggage, would be trailed by wives and children, whores, traders, couriers, and government officials, the ants of history, living off the spoils of the Roman feast.

Now that army was legend and dream, those camp followers ancient dust, that government long gone, but the roads remained, indestructible highways that were sometimes so straight as to lull the mind.

The Cullen girl was walking near his wagon again, her horse tied to one of the pack animals.

“Will you join me, mistress? The wagon will be a change for you.”

She hesitated, but when he extended his hand she took it and allowed him to pull her up.

“Your cheek has healed nicely,” she observed. She colored but seemed unable to keep from talking. “There’s only the slightest silver line from the last of the scratches. With luck it will fade so there will be no scar.”

He felt his own face go hot and wished she wouldn’t examine his features.

“How did you come by the injury?”

“An encounter with highwaymen.”

Mary Cullen drew a deep breath. “I pray God to preserve us from such.” She looked at him thoughtfully. “Some are saying that Kerl Fritta himself started the rumors of Magyar bandits, in order to put fear into travelers and bring them flocking to join his caravan.”

Rob shrugged. “It’s not beyond Master Fritta to have done so, I think. The Magyars don’t appear threatening.” On either side of the road, men and women were harvesting cabbages.

They fell into a silence. Each bump in the road jostled them so he was constantly aware of the possibility of a soft hip and a firm thigh, and the scent of the girl’s flesh was like a faint warm spice lured out of berry bushes by the sun.

He who had cozened females the length and breadth of England heard his voice thicken when he tried to talk. “Have you always had your middle name of Margaret, Mistress Cullen?”

She regarded him in astonishment. “Always.”

“Can’t ever remember another name?”

“When I was a child my father called me Turtle, because sometimes I did this.” She blinked both her eyes slowly.

He was unnerved from wanting to touch her hair. Under the broad cheekbone of the left side of her face was a tiny scar, unseen unless you studied her, and it didn’t mar her appearance. He looked quickly away.

Ahead, her father twisted in the saddle and saw his daughter riding in the wagon. Cullen had witnessed Rob several more times in the company of the Jews, and his displeasure was in his voice when he called Mary Margaret’s name.

She prepared to leave. “What is your middle name, Master Cole?”

“Jeremy.”

Her nod was serious but her eyes mocked him. “Has it always been Jeremy, then? You can’t remember any other name?”

She gathered her skirts in one hand and leaped to the ground lightly as an animal. He caught a glimpse of white legs and slapped the reins against Horse’s back, furious with the knowledge that he was an object of amusement to her.

That evening after supper he sought out Simon for his second lesson and discovered that the Jews owned books. St. Botolph’s school, which he had attended as a boy, had owned three books, a Canon of the Bible and a New Testament, both in Latin, and in English a menology, a list of holy feast days prescribed for general observance by the King of England. Every page was vellum, made by treating the skins of lambs, calves, or kids. Each letter had been transcribed by hand, a monumental task that caused books to be expensive and rare.

The Jews appeared to have a great number of books—later he found that there were seven—in a small chest of worked leather.

Simon selected one that was written in Parsi and they spent the lesson examining it, Rob searching out specific letters in the text as Simon called for them. He had learned the Parsi alphabet quickly and well. Simon praised him and read a passage of the book so Rob could hear the melodiousness of the language. He stopped after each word and had Rob repeat it.

“What is this book called?”

“It is the Qu’ran, their Bible,” Simon said, and he translated:

“Glory to God Most High, full of Grace and Mercy;

He created All, including Man.

To Man He gave a special place in His Creation.

He honored Man to be His Agent,

And to that end, imbued him with understanding,

Purified his affections, and gave him spiritual insight.

“I shall give you a list each day, ten Persian words and expressions,” Simon said. “You must commit them to your memory for the following day’s lesson.”

“Give me twenty-five words every day,” Rob said, for he knew he would have his teacher only as far as Constantinople.

Simon smiled. “Twenty-five, then.”

Next day Rob learned the words easily, for the road was still straight and smooth and Horse was able to plod with loose reins while his master sat in the driver’s seat and studied. But Rob saw a wasted opportunity, and after that day’s lesson he asked Meir ben Asher’s permission to carry the Persian book to his own wagon, so he might study it all through the empty day of travel.

Meir refused firmly. “The book must never leave our sight. You may read it only in our close company.”

“May not Simon ride in the wagon with me?”

He felt certain Meir was about to say no again, but Simon spoke up. “I could use the time to prove the account books,” he said.

Meir considered.

“This one is going to be a fierce scholar,” Simon said quietly. “There’s already in him a ravenous appetite for study.”

The Jews regarded Rob in a way that was somehow different than heretofore. Finally Meir nodded. “You may take the book to your wagon,” he said.

That night he fell asleep wishing it were the next day, and in the morning he awoke early and eager, with a sense of anticipation that was almost painful. The waiting was more difficult because he could witness every one of the Jews’ slow preparations for the day: Simon going into the woods to empty bladder and bowels, yawning Meir and Tuveh ambling to the brook to wash, all of them bobbing and muttering at morning prayer, Gershom and Judah serving up their bread and gruel.

No lover ever awaited maiden with more yearning impatience. “Come, come, you slow-foot, you Hebrew dawdler,” he muttered, going over his day’s lesson of Persian vocabulary one final time.

When finally Simon came he was laden with the Persian book, a heavy account ledger, and a peculiar wooden frame containing columns of beads strung on narrow wooden rods.

“What’s that?”

“An abacus. A counting device, useful when doing sums,” Simon said.

After the caravan got under way it was apparent that the new arrangement was workable. Despite the relative smoothness of the road, the wagon wheels rolled over stones and writing was impractical; but it was easy to read, and each of them settled into his work as they moved through mile after mile of countryside.

The Persian book made no sense at all to him, but Simon had told him to read the Parsi letters and words until he felt at ease with the pronunciations. Once he came upon a phrase Simon had given him on the list, Koc-homedy, “You come with good intent,” and he felt triumphant, as if he had scored a minor victory.

Sometimes he looked up and watched Mary Margaret Cullen’s back. Now she rode close to her father’s side, no doubt at his insistence, for Rob had noted Cullen glowering at Simon when he climbed onto the wagon. She rode with a very straight back and her head erect, as if she had balanced on a saddle all her life.

He learned his list of words and phrases by noon. “Twenty-five isn’t enough. You must give me more.”

Simon smiled and gave him another fifteen words to learn. The Jew spoke little, and Rob became accustomed to the click-click-click of the abacus beads flying under Simon’s fingers.

In the middle of the afternoon, Simon grunted and Rob knew he had discovered an error in one of the accounts. The ledger obviously contained the record of a great many transactions; it dawned on Rob that these men were bringing home to their family the profits of the mercantile caravan they had taken from Persia to Germany, which explained why they never left their campsite unguarded. In the line of march in front of him was Cullen, taking a considerable amount of cash to Anatolia in order to buy sheep. Behind him were these Jews, almost certainly carrying a greater sum. If bandits knew about rich plums such as these, he thought uneasily, they would raise an army of outlaws and even so large a caravan wouldn’t be safe from attack. But he wasn’t tempted to leave the caravan, for to travel alone was to ask for death. So he put all such fears from his mind and day after day sat on the wagon seat with the reins loose and his eyes fixed, as if eternally, on the Sacred Book of Islam.

There followed a special time. The weather held, with skies so autumnal that their blue depth minded him of Mary Cullen’s eyes, of which he saw little because she kept her distance. Doubtless she was so ordered by her father.

Simon finished checking the account book and had no excuse for coming to sit on his wagon seat each day, but their routine had been established and Meir had become relaxed about parting with the Persian book.

Simon trained him assiduously to become a merchant prince.

“What is the basic Persian unit of weight?”

“It is the man, Simon, about one-half of a European stone.”

“Tell me the other weights.”

“There is the ratel, the sixth part of a man. The dirham, the fiftieth part of a ratel. The mescal, half a dirham. The dung, the sixth part of a mescal. And the barleycorn, which is one-fourth of a dung.”

“Very good. Good, indeed!”

When he wasn’t being quizzed, Rob couldn’t refrain from eternal questions.

“Simon, please. What is the word for money?”

“Ras.”

“Simon, if you would be so kind … what is this term in the book, Sonab a caret?”

“Merit for the next life, that is to say, in Paradise.”

“Simon—”

Simon groaned and Rob knew he was becoming a nuisance, whereupon he held back the questions until the need to ask another popped into his head.

Twice a week they saw patients, Simon interpreting for him and watching and listening. When Rob examined and treated he was the expert and Simon became the one who asked questions.

A foolishly grinning Frankish drover came to see the barber-surgeon and complained about tenderness and pain behind his knees, where there were hard lumps. Rob gave him a salve of soothing herbs in sheep’s fat and told him to come back again in a fortnight, but within a week the drover was back in line. This time he reported the same kind of lumps in both armpits. Rob gave him two bottles of the Universal Specific and sent him away.

When everyone else had gone, Simon turned to him. “What is the matter with the big Frank?”

“Perhaps the lumps will go away. But I think they won’t, I think he’ll get more lumps because he has the bubo. If that is so, soon he’s going to die.”

Simon blinked. “Is there nothing you can do?”

He shook his head. “I’m an ignorant barber-surgeon. Perhaps somewhere there is a great physician who could help him.”

“I wouldn’t do what you do,” Simon said slowly, “unless I could learn everything there is to know.”

Rob looked at him but said nothing. It shocked him that the Jew could see at once and so clearly what it had taken him such a long time to realize.

That night he was awakened roughly by Cullen. “Hurry, man, for Christ’s sake,” the Scot said. A woman was screaming.

“Mary?”

“No, no. Come with me.”

It was a black night, no moon. Just past the Jews’ camp somebody had lighted pitch torches and in the flickering illumination Rob saw that a man lay dying.

He was Raybeau, the cadaverous Frenchman who occupied the position three places behind Rob in the line of march. In his throat was an open, grinning rictus and next to him on the ground was a dark and glistening puddle, his escaped life.

“He was our sentry tonight,” Simon said.

Mary Cullen was with the shrieking female, Raybeau’s ponderous wife with whom he had constantly quarreled. Her husband’s slit throat was slippery under Rob’s wet fingers. There was a liquid rattling and Raybeau strained for a moment toward the sound of her anguished calling before he twisted and died.

In a moment they started at the sound of galloping. “It’s only mounted pickets sent out by Fritta,” Meir said quietly from the shadows.

The entire caravan was aroused and armed, but soon Fritta’s riders returned with word that there had been no large raiding party. Perhaps the murderer had been a lone thief, or a scout for the bandits; in either case, the cutthroat was gone.

For the remainder of the night they slept little. In the morning Gaspar Raybeau was buried hard by the Roman road. Kerl Fritta intoned the Service of Interment in hurried German, and then people left the grave and nervously prepared to resume their journey. The Jews loaded their pack mules so their burdens wouldn’t tear loose if the animals had to be galloped. Rob saw that among the things packed on each mule was a narrow leather bag that appeared to be heavy; he thought he could guess the contents of the bags. Simon didn’t come to the wagon but rode his horse next to Meir, ready to fight or flee if either was necessary.

The following day they came to Novi Sad, a bustling Danube River town where they learned that a group of seven Frankish monks traveling to the Holy Land had been set upon by bandits three days before and robbed, sodomized, and killed.

For the next three days they traveled as if attack were imminent, but they followed the wide, sparkling river to Belgrade without incident and took on provision in the farmers’ market there, including small sour red plums of exceptional flavor and little green olives that Rob ate with relish. He had his supper at a tavern but found it not to his liking, being a mixture of many greasy meats chopped together and tasting of rancid fats.

A number of persons had left the caravan at Novi Sad and more at Belgrade, and others joined it, so that the Cullens, Rob, and the party of Jews moved forward in the line of march and no longer were part of the vulnerable rear.

Soon after they left Belgrade they entered foothills that quickly became meaner mountains than any they hitherto had crossed, the steep slopes studded with boulders like bared teeth. In the higher elevations, sharper air brought winter suddenly into their minds. These mountains would be hell in the snow.

Now he couldn’t drive with slack reins. Going up inclines he had to urge Horse with gentle little flicks of the leather and going downhill he helped by holding her back. When his arms ached and his spirits were raw he reminded himself that the Romans had moved their tormenta over this range of brooding peaks, but the Romans had had hordes of expendable slaves and Rob J. had one tired mare who required the most skillful driving. At night, dull with weariness, he dragged himself to the Jews’ camp and sometimes there was a lesson of sorts. But Simon didn’t ride in the wagon again and some days Rob did not succeed in learning ten Persian words.
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Now Kerl Fritta came into his own and for the first time Rob looked at him with admiration, for the caravan leader seemed to be everywhere, helping with wagon breakdowns, urging and exhorting people the way a good drover encourages dumb beasts. The way was stony. On October first they lost half a day while men of the caravan were impressed to remove rocks that had fallen across the trail. Accidents happened frequently now and Rob set two broken arms in the space of a week. A Norman merchant’s horse bolted and his wagon overturned on him, smashing his leg. He had to be carried on a litter slung between two horses until they came to a farmhouse whose occupants agreed to nurse him. They left the injured man there, Rob devoutly hoping that the farmer didn’t murder him for his belongings as soon as the caravan was out of sight.

“We’ve passed beyond the land of the Magyar and are now in Bulgaria,” Meir told him one morning.

It mattered little, since the hostile nature of the rocks was unchanged and the wind continued to batter them on the high places. As the weather grew raw the people of the caravan began to wear a variety of outer garments, most of them warmer than they were fashionable, until they were a strange-looking collection of ragged and padded creatures.

On a sunless morning, the pack mule Gershom ben Shemuel was leading behind his horse stumbled and fell, front limbs splayed painfully until the left one snapped audibly under the considerable weight of the pack on the animal’s back. The doomed mule screamed in agony like a human being.

“Help him!” Rob called, and Meir ben Asher drew a long knife and helped him in the only way possible, by slitting the quivering throat.

They began at once to unpack the bundle that was on the dead mule. When they came to the narrow leather bag Gershom and Judah had to lift it off together, and an argument ensued in their own language. The remaining  pack mule already bore one of the heavy leather bags and Rob was able to see that Gershom was protesting, with justification, that the second bag would quickly overtax the animal.

In the stalled caravan to their rear there were outraged shouts from those who didn’t countenance falling behind the main body.

Rob ran back to the Jews. “Throw the bag into my wagon.”

Meir hesitated, then he shook his head. “No.”

“Then go to hell,” Rob said roughly, enraged at the implied lack of trust.

Meir said something and Simon ran after him. “They’ll lash the pack onto my horse. May I ride in the wagon? Only until we’re able to buy another mule.”

Rob motioned him onto the seat and climbed up himself. He drove for a long time in silence, for he wasn’t in a mood for Persian lessons.

“You don’t understand,” Simon said. “Meir must keep the bags with him. It isn’t his money. Some belongs to the family and most is owed to investors. The money is his responsibility.”

The words made him feel better. But it continued to be a bad day. The way was hard and the presence of a second person in the wagon increased Horse’s labor so that she was visibly fatigued when dusk caught them on a mountaintop and they were required to make camp.

Before he or Simon could eat their supper they had to go to see patients. The wind was so strong it forced them behind Kerl Fritta’s wagon. Only a handful of people were there to see him, and to his surprise, and Simon’s, among them was Gershom ben Shemuel. The tough, chunky Jew lifted his caftan and dropped his trousers and Rob saw an ugly purple boil on the right cheek of his arse.

“Tell him to bend over.”

Gershom grunted as the point of Rob’s scalpel bit, making yellow pus spurt, and he groaned and cursed in his own language as Rob squeezed the boil until all the putrescence was gone and only bright blood appeared.

“He won’t be able to sit a saddle. Not for several days.”

“He must,” Simon said. “We can’t leave Gershom.”

Rob sighed. The Jews were proving to be a trial today. “You can take his horse and he’ll ride in the back of my wagon.”

Simon nodded.

The smiling Frankish drover was next. This time new tiny buboes covered his groin. The lumps in his armpits and behind his knees were larger and more tender than they had been, and when Rob asked, the big Frank said they had begun to pain him.

He took the drover’s hand into his own. “Tell him he’s going to die.”

Simon glared. “Be damned,” he said.

“Tell him I say he’s going to die.”

Simon swallowed and began to speak softly in German. Rob watched the smile dwindle from the big, stupid face, then the Frank pulled his hands from Rob’s grasp and raised the right one, turning it into a fist the size of a small ham. He spoke in a growl.

“Says you’re a fucking liar,” Simon said.

Rob stood and waited, his eyes meeting the drover’s, and finally the man spat at his feet and shambled away.

Rob sold spirits to two men with ragged coughs and then treated a whimpering Magyar with a disjointed thumb—he had caught it in the saddle girth and his horse had moved.

Then he left Simon, wanting to escape this place and these people. The caravan was spread out; everyone had sought a large boulder to camp behind, as protection from the wind. He walked beyond the final wagon and saw Mary Cullen standing on a rock above the trail.

She was unearthly. She stood holding open her heavy sheepskin coat with both arms spread wide, her head back and her eyes closed as if she were being purified by the full wash of the wind that swept against her with all the strength of water in full flow. The coat billowed and flapped. Her black gown was plastered against her long body, outlining heavy breasts and rich nipples, a soft roundness of belly and a wide navel, a sweet cleft joining strong thighs. He felt a strange warm tenderness that surely was part of a spell, for she looked like a witch. Her long hair streamed behind her, playing like writhing red fire.

He couldn’t tolerate the thought of her opening her eyes and seeing him watching her, and he turned and walked away.

At his own wagon he gloomily contemplated the fact that its interior was too fully packed to carry Gershom lying on his stomach. The only way to supply the needed space was to abandon the bank. He carried out the three sections and stared at them, remembering the countless times he and Barber had stood on the little stage and entertained their audience. Then he shrugged and, picking up a large rock, smashed the bank into firewood. There were coals in the firepot and he coaxed a fire to life in the lee of the wagon. In the growing darkness he sat and fed the pieces of the bank to the flames.

It was unlikely that the name Anne Mary would have been changed to Mary Margaret. And a baby’s brown hair, even though it had reddish tints, wouldn’t have grown into such an auburn magnificence, he told himself as Mistress Buffington came and mewed and lay next to him close to the fire and out of the wind.

* * *

Midmorning on October twenty-second, hard white grains filled the air, flying before the wind and stinging when they struck bare skin.

“Early for this shit,” Rob said morosely to Simon, who was back in the wagon seat, Gershom having toughened his cheek and returned to his horse.

“Not for the Balkans,” Simon said.

They were into loftier and more rugged steeps, mostly forested with beech, oak, and pine, but with entire slopes as bare and rocky as though an angry deity had wiped away part of the mountain. There were tiny lakes made by high waterfalls that plummeted into deep gorges.

Ahead of him, Cullen father and Cullen daughter were twin figures in their long sheepskin coats and hats, indistinguishable save that he was able to watch the bulky figure on the black horse and know it was Mary.

The snow didn’t accumulate and the travelers struggled against it and made headway, but not fast enough for Kerl Fritta, who raged up and down the line of march, urging greater speed.

“Something has put fear of Christ in Fritta,” Rob said.

Simon gave him the quick, guarded glance Rob had noted among the Jews whenever he mentioned Jesus. “He must get us to the town of Gabrovo before the heavy snows. The way through these mountains is the great pass called the Balkan Gate, but it’s already closed. The caravan will winter in Gabrovo, close to the entrance to the gate. In that town there are inns and houses which take in travelers. No other town near the pass is large enough to harbor a caravan as large as this one.”

Rob nodded, able to see advantages. “I can study my Persian all winter.”

“You won’t have the book,” Simon said. “We shan’t stay in Gabrovo with the caravan. We go to the town of Tryavna, a short distance away, where there are Jews.”

“But I must have the book. And I need your lessons!”

Simon shrugged.

That evening, after he had tended to Horse, Rob went to the Jews’ camp and found them examining some special cleated horseshoes. Meir handed one to Rob. “You should have a set made for your mare. They keep the animal from slipping on snow and ice.”

“Can I not come to Tryavna?”

Meir and Simon exchanged a glance; it was apparent they had discussed him. “It’s not in my power to grant you the hospitality of Tryavna.”

“Who has such power?”

“The Jews there are led by a great sage, the rabbenu Shlomo ben Eliahu.”

“What is a rabbenu?”

“A scholar. In our language rabbenu means ‘our teacher’ and is a term of the highest honor.”

“This Shlomo, this sage. Is he a haughty man, cold to strangers? Stiff and unapproachable?”

Meir smiled and shook his head.

“Then may I not go to him and ask to be allowed to stay near your book and Simon’s lessons?”

Meir looked at Rob and didn’t pretend to be happy with the question. He was silent for a long moment, but when it was clear that Rob was prepared to wait stubbornly for a reply, he sighed and shook his head. “We will take you to the rabbenu,” he said.
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Gabrovo was a bleak town of makeshift stick buildings. For months Rob had been yearning for a meal he hadn’t cooked himself, a fine meal served to him at the table of a public house. The Jews paused in Gabrovo to visit a merchant, just long enough for Rob to visit one of the three inns. The meal was a terrible disappointment, the meat heavily salted in a vain attempt to hide the fact it was spoiled, and the bread hard and stale, with holes in it from which, no doubt, weevils had been picked. The accommodations were as unsatisfactory as the fare. If the remaining two hostelries were no better, the other members of the caravan faced a hard winter, for every available room was crammed with sleeping pallets and they would slumber cheek by jowl.

It took Meir’s group less than an hour to travel to Tryavna, which proved to be much smaller than Gabrovo. The Jewish quarter—a group of thatch-roofed buildings of weather-silvered boards, huddling together as if for mutual comfort—was separated from the rest of the town by hibernating vineyards and brown fields in which cows cropped the stubs of coldwithered grass. They turned into a dirt courtyard, where boys took charge of their animals. “You’d best wait here,” Meir told Rob.

It wasn’t a long wait. Soon Simon came for him and led him into one of the houses, down a dark corridor that smelled of apples and into a room furnished only with a chair and a table piled with books and manuscripts. In the chair sat an old man with snowy hair and beard. He was roundshouldered and stout, with drooping dewlaps and large brown eyes that were watery with age but managed to peer into Rob’s very core. There were no introductions; it was like coming before a lord.

“The rabbenu has been told you’re traveling to Persia and need the language of that country for business,” Simon said. “He asks whether the joy of scholarship isn’t reason enough to study.”

“Sometimes there is joy in study,” Rob said, speaking directly to the old man. “For me, mostly there is hard work. I’m learning the language of the Persians because I hope it will get me what I want.”

Simon and the rabbenu jabbered.

“He asked if you are generally so honest. I told him you’re sufficiently forthright to tell a dying man he is dying, and he said, ‘That is honest enough.’”

“Tell him I have money and will pay for food and shelter.”

The sage shook his head. “This isn’t an inn. Those who live here must work,” Shlomo ben Eliahu said through Simon. “If the Ineffable One is merciful, we’ll have no need for a barber-surgeon this winter.”

“I don’t have to work as a barber-surgeon. I’m willing to do anything useful.”

The rabbenu’s long fingers rooted and scrabbled in his beard while he considered. Finally he announced his decision.

“Whenever slaughtered beef is declared not to be kasher,” Simon said, “you’ll take the meat and sell it to the Christian butcher in Gabrovo. And during the Sabbath, when Jews may not labor, you’ll tend the fires in the houses.”

Rob hesitated. The elderly Jew looked at him with interest, caught by the gleam in his eyes.

“Something?” Simon murmured.

“If Jews may not labor on your Sabbath, isn’t he damning my soul by arranging for me to do so?”

The rabbenu smiled at the translation.

“He says he trusts you do not yearn to become a Jew, Master Cole?” Rob shook his head.

“Then he is certain you may work without fear on Jews’ Sabbath, and bids you welcome to Tryavna.”

The rabbenu led them to where Rob would bed at the rear of a large cow barn. “There are candles in the study house. But no candles may be lighted for reading here in the barn, because of the dry hay,” the rabbenu said sternly through Simon, and put him to work at once mucking out stalls.

That night he lay on the straw with his cat on guard at his feet like a lion. Mistress Buffington deserted him occasionally to terrorize a mouse but always came back. The barn was a dark, moist palace, warmed to comfort by the great bovine bodies, and as soon as he became accustomed to the eternal lowing and the sweet stench of cow shit he slept contentedly.

* * *

Winter came to Tryavna three days after Rob did. Snow began to fall during the night and for the next two days alternated between a winddriven bitter sleet and fat flakes that floated down so big they looked like sweet things to eat. When it ended he was given a great wooden snow shovel and helped remove the drifts from before all the doors, wearing a leather Jew’s hat he found on a peg in the barn. Above him the looming mountains glittered white in the sun and the exertion in the cold air made him optimistic. When the shoveling was done there was no other work and he was free to go to the study house, a frame building into which the cold oozed and was pitifully fought by a token fire so inadequate that it wasn’t unusual for people to forget to feed it. The Jews sat around rough tables and studied hour after hour, quarreling loudly and sometimes bitterly.

They called their language the Tongue. Simon told him it was a mixture of Hebrew and Latin, plus a few idioms from the countries in which they traveled or lived. It was a language designed for disputants; when they studied together they hurled words at one another.

“What are they arguing about?” he asked Meir, amazed.

“Points of the law.”

“Where are their books?”

“They don’t use books. Those who know the laws have memorized them from hearing them from the mouths of their teachers. Those who haven’t yet memorized the laws are learning them by listening. It’s always been thus. There is Written Law, of course, but it is there only to be consulted. Every man who knows Oral Law is a teacher of legal interpretations as his own teacher taught them, and there are a multitude of interpretations because there are so many different teachers. That’s why they argue. Each time they debate, they learn a little bit more about the law.”

From the start in Tryavna they called him Mar Reuven, Hebrew for Master Robert. Mar Reuven the Barber-Surgeon. Being called Mar set him apart from them as much as anything else, for they called each other Reb, an honorific indicating commendable scholarship but ranking below that of someone designated a rabbenu. In Tryavna there was but one rabbenu.

They were a strange people, different from him in appearance as well as custom. “What’s the matter with his hair?” a man named Reb Joel Levski the Herdsman asked Meir. Rob was the only one in the study house without peoth, the ceremonial hair locks that curled beside each ear.

“He knows no better. He’s a goy, an Other,” Meir explained.

“But Simon told me this Other is circumcised. How can that be?” said Reb Pinhas ben Simeon the Dairyman.

Meir shrugged. “An accident,” he said. “I’ve discussed it with him. It has nothing to do with the covenant of Abraham.”

For several days Mar Reuven was stared at. In turn he did some staring of his own, for they seemed more than passing strange to him with their headwear and earlocks and bushy beards and dark clothing and heathenish ways. He was fascinated with their habits during prayer. They were so individualized. Meir donned his prayer shawl modestly and unobtrusively. Reb Pinhas unfolded his tallit and shook it out almost arrogantly, held it in front of him by two corners, and with an upward motion of his arms and a flick of his wrists sent it billowing over his head, to settle over his shoulders as soft as a blessing.

When Reb Pinhas prayed he bobbed back and forth with the urgency of his desire to send his supplication to the Almighty. Meir swayed gently when he recited the prayers. Simon rocked with a tempo somewhere in between, ending each forward motion with a little shudder and a slight shaking of the head.

Rob read and studied his book and the Jews, behaving too much like the rest of them to stay a novelty. For six hours every day—three hours following the morning prayer service, which they called shaharit, and three hours after the evening service, ma’ariv —the study house was jammed, for most of the men studied before and after completing the day’s work by which they earned their living. Between these two periods, however, it was relatively quiet, with only one or two tables occupied by fulltime scholars. Soon he sat among them at ease and unnoticed, oblivious to the Jewish babble as he worked on the Persian Qu’ran, beginning to make real progress at last.

When their Sabbath came he tended the fires. It was his heaviest day of work since the snow shoveling but still so easy he was able to study for part of the afternoon. Two days later he helped Reb Elia the Carpenter put new rungs into wooden chairs. Other than that there was no labor but the study of Persian until, near the end of his second week in Tryavna, the rabbenu’s granddaughter Rohel taught him to milk. She had white skin and long black hair that she wore braided about her heart-shaped face, a small mouth with a womanly swelling of the lower lip, a tiny birthmark on her throat, and large brown eyes that always seemed to be on him.

While they were in the dairy one of the cows, a foolish thing that believed she was a bull, mounted another cow and began to move as if she owned a penis and had entered the other beast.

The color mounted from Rohel’s neck into her face, but she smiled and gave a little laugh. She leaned forward on her stool and placed her head against a milch cow’s warm flank, her eyes closed. Skirt tautened, she reached between her spread knees and grasped the thick teats beneath the swollen udders. Her fingers rippled, pressing swiftly in turn. When milk drummed into the bucket Rohel drew a breath and sighed. Her pink tongue crept out to wet her lips and she opened her eyes and looked at Rob.

Rob stood alone in the shadowy gloom of the cow barn, holding a piece of blanket. It smelled strongly of Horse and was only a little larger than a prayer shawl. With a quick movement he sent the blanket over his head to settle about his shoulders as nicely as if it were Reb Pinhas’ tallit. Repetition was giving him a confident motion in donning the prayer shawl. Cattle lowed as he stood and practiced a prayerful swaying, sedate but purposeful. He preferred to emulate Meir in prayer rather than more energetic worshipers like Reb Pinhas.

That was the easy part. Their language, strange-sounding and complex, would take a long time to master, especially while he was exerting such an effort to learn Persian.

They were a people of amulets. On the upper third of the right-hand doorpost of every door in every house was nailed a little wooden tube called a mezuzah. Simon said each tube contained a tiny rolled parchment; inscribed on the front in square Assyrian letters were twenty-two lines from Deuteronomy 6:4-9 and 11:13-21, and on the back was the word Shaddai, “Almighty.”

As Rob had observed during the journey, each morning except on the Sabbath each adult male strapped two small leather boxes to his arm and head. These were called tefillin and contained portions of their holy book, the Torah, the box bound to the forehead being close to the mind, the other fastened to the arm, hard by the heart.

“We do it to obey the instructions in Deuteronomy,” Simon said. “‘And these words, which I command thee this day, shall be upon thy heart … And thou shalt bind them for a sign upon thy hand, and they shall be for frontlets between thine eyes.’”

The trouble was Rob couldn’t tell, simply by watching, how the Jews put on the tefillin. Nor could he ask Simon to show him, for it would have been strange for a Christian to want to be taught a rite of Jewish worship. He was able to count that they wrapped ten loops of the leather around their arms, but what they did with the hand was complicated, for the leather strip was wound between the fingers in special ways he couldn’t determine.

Standing in the cold, ripe-smelling barn, he wrapped his left arm with a piece of old rope instead of the leather tefillin strip, but what he did to his hand and fingers with the rope never made any sense.

Still, the Jews were natural teachers and he learned something new every day. In the school of St. Botolph’s Church the priests had taught him that the God of the Old Bible was Jehovah. But when he referred to Jehovah, Meir shook his head.

“Know that for us the Lord our God, Blessed be He, has seven names. This is the most sacred.” With a piece of charcoal from the fireplace he drew on the wooden floor, writing the word in both Persian and in the Tongue: Yahweh. “It is never spoken, for the identity of the Most High is inexpressible. It is mispronounced by Christians, as you’ve done. But the name isn’t Jehovah, do you understand?”

Rob nodded.

At night on his bed of straw he reviewed new words and customs, and before sleep overwhelmed him he remembered a phrase, a fragment of a blessing, a gesture, a pronunciation, an expression of ecstasy on a face during prayer, and he stored these things into his mind against the day when they would be needed.

“You must stay away from the rabbenu’s granddaughter,” Meir told him, frowning.

“I have no interest in her.” Days had passed since they had talked in the dairy, and he hadn’t been near her since.

In truth, he had dreamed of Mary Cullen the night before and had awakened at dawn to lie stunned and hot-eyed, trying to recall details of the dream.

Meir nodded, his face clearing. “Good. One of the women has observed her watching you with too much interest, and told the rabbenu. He asked me to have a talk with you.” Meir placed a forefinger against his nose. “One quiet word to a wise man is better than a year of pleading with a fool.”

Rob was alarmed and disturbed, for he had to stay in Tryavna to observe the ways of the Jews and study Persian. “I don’t want trouble over a woman.”

“Of course not.” Meir sighed. “The problem is the girl, who should be married. She has been betrothed since childhood to Reb Meshullum ben Moses, the grandson of Reb Baruch ben David. You know Reb Baruch? A tall, spare man? Long face? Thin, pointed nose? He sits just beyond the fire in the study house?”

“Ah, that one. An old man with fierce eyes.”

“Fierce eyes because he’s a fierce scholar. If the rabbenu weren’t the rabbenu, Reb Baruch would be the rabbenu. They were always rival scholars and the closest of friends. When their grandchildren were still babies they arranged a match with great joy, to unite their families. Then they had a terrible falling-out that ended their friendship.”

“Why did they quarrel?” asked Rob, who was beginning to feel sufficiently at home in Tryavna to enjoy a bit of gossip.

“They slaughtered a young bull in partnership. Now, you must understand that our laws of kashruth are ancient and complex, with rules and interpretations about how things must be and how things must not be. A tiny blemish was discovered on the lung of the animal. The rabbenu quoted precedents that said the blemish was insignificant and in no way spoiled the meat. Reb Baruch cited other precedents that indicated the meat was ruined by the blemish and couldn’t be eaten. He insisted he was right and resented the rabbenu for questioning his scholarship.

“They argued until finally the rabbenu lost patience. ‘Cut the animal in half,’ he said. ‘I’ll take my portion, and let Baruch do whatever he pleases with his.’

“When he brought his half of the bull home, he intended to eat it. But after deliberating, he complained, ‘How can I eat the meat of this animal? One half lies on Baruch’s garbage pile, and I should eat the other half?’ So he threw away his half of the beef as well.

“After that, they seemed to oppose each other all the time. If Reb Baruch said white, the rabbenu said black, if the rabbenu said meat, Reb Baruch said milk. When Rohel was twelve and a half years old, the age when her elders should have begun talking seriously about a wedding, the families did nothing because they knew that any meetings would end in quarreling between the two old men. Then young Reb Meshullum, the prospective bridegroom, went on his first foreign business trip with his father and other men of his family. They traveled to Marseilles with a stock of copper kettles and stayed almost a year, trading and making a fine profit. Counting the time of traveling they were gone two years before they returned last summer, bringing a caravan shipment of well-made French garments. And still the two families, held apart by the grandfathers, do not arrange for the marriage to take place!

“By now,” Meir said, “it’s common knowledge that the unfortunate Rohel might as well be considered an agunah, a deserted wife. She has breasts but suckles no babies, she’s a woman grown but she has no husband, and it has become a major scandal.”

They agreed that it would be best for Rob to avoid the dairy during the hours of milking.

* * *

It was well that Meir had spoken to him, for who knew what might have happened if he had not been made to see clearly that their winter’s hospitality didn’t include the use of their women. At night he had tortured voluptuous visions of long, full thighs, red hair, and pale young breasts with tips like berries. He felt certain the Jews would have a prayer asking forgiveness for spilled seed—they had a prayer for everything—but he had none and he hid the evidence of his dreams under fresh straw and tried to lose himself in his work.

It was hard. All around him was a humming sexuality encouraged by their religion—they believed it a special blessing to make love on the eve of the Sabbath, for instance, perhaps explaining why they so dearly loved the end of the week! The young men talked freely of such matters, groaning to one another if a wife was untouchable; Jewish married couples were forbidden to copulate for twelve days after the flow of menses began, or seven days after it ceased, whichever period was longer. Their abstinence wasn’t over until the wife marked its end by purifying herself through immersion in the ritual pool, called the mikva.

This was a brick-lined tank in a bathhouse built over a spring. Simon told Rob that to be ritually fit, the mikva water had to come from a natural spring or a river. The mikva was for symbolic purification, not cleanliness. The Jews bathed at home, but each week just before the Sabbath, Rob joined the males in the bathhouse, which contained only the pool and a great roaring fire in a round hearth over which hung cauldrons of boiling water. Bathing stripped to the skin in the steamy warmth, they vied for the privilege of pouring water over the rabbenu while they questioned him at length.

“Shi-ailah, Rabbenu, shi-ailah!” A question, a question!

Shlomo ben Eliahu’s answer to each problem was deliberate and thoughtful, full of scholarly precedents and citations, sometimes translated for Rob in far too much detail by Simon or Meir.

“Rabbenu, is it truly written in the Book of Guidance that every man must dedicate his oldest son to seven years of advanced study?”

The naked rabbenu explored his navel reflectively, tugged at an ear, scrabbled in his full white beard with long pale fingers. “It is not so written, my children. On the one hand”—he poked upward with his right forefinger—“Reb Hananel ben Ashi of Leipzig was of this opinion. On the other hand”—up went his left forefinger—“according to the rabbenu Joseph ben Eliakim of Jaffa, this applies only to the first sons of priests and Levites. But”—he pushed the air at them with both palms—“both of these sages lived hundreds of years ago. Today we are modern men. We understand that learning is not just for a firstborn, with all other sons to be treated as if they were mere women. Today we are accustomed to every youth spending his fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth year in the advanced study of Talmud, twelve to fifteen hours a day. After that, those few who are called may devote their lives to scholarship, while the others may go into business and study only six hours a day thereafter.”

Well. Most of the questions that were translated for the visiting Other were not the sort that would start his heart to hammering or even, in truth, maintain his constant attention. Nevertheless, Rob enjoyed Friday afternoons in the bathhouse; never had he felt so at home in the company of unclothed men. Perhaps it had something to do with his bobbed prick. If he had been among his own kind, by now his organ would have been the subject of rude stares, snickering, questions, lewd speculation. An exotic flower growing by itself is one thing, but it is quite another when it is surrounded by an entire field of other flowers of similar configuration.

In the bathhouse the Jews were lavish in feeding wood to the fire and he liked the combination of wood smoke and steamy dampness, the sting of the strong yellow soap whose manufacture was supervised by the rabbenu’s daughter, the careful mixing of boiling water with cold spring water to create a lovely warmth for bathing.

He never went into the mikva, understanding that it was forbidden. He was content to loll in the vaporous bathhouse, watching the Jews steel themselves to enter the tank. Muttering the blessing that accompanied the act or singing it loudly, according to their personalities, they walked down the six dank stone steps into the water, which was deep. As it covered their faces they blew vigorously or held their breath, for the act of purification made it necessary to immerse oneself so totally that every hair of the body was wet.

Even if invited, nothing could have convinced Rob to enter the chill dark mystery of the water, a place of their religion.

If the God called Yahweh truly existed, then perhaps He was aware that Rob Cole was planning to pass himself off as one of His children.

He felt that if he entered the inscrutable waters something would pull him into the world beyond, where all the sins of his nefarious plan were known and Hebrew serpents would gnaw his flesh, and perhaps he would be personally chastised by Jesus.
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WINTER IN THE STUDY HOUSE
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That Christmas was the strangest in his twenty-one years. Barber hadn’t raised him to be a true believer, but the goose and the pudding, the nibbling of the headcheese called brawn, the singing, the toasting, the holiday slap on the back—these were a part of him, and this year he felt a yawning loneliness. The Jews didn’t ignore him on that day from meanness; Jesus was simply not in their world. Doubtless Rob could have found his way to a church, but he didn’t. Strangely, the fact that no one wished him a joyous Christ’s Day made him more of a Christian in his own mind than ever he had been.

A week later, at dawn of Our Lord’s new year of 1032, he lay on his bed of straw and wondered at what he had become, and where it would take him. When he wandered the British isle he had thought himself the very devil of a traveler, but already he had traveled a far greater distance than was encompassed by his home island, and an endless unknown world still lay before him.

The Jews celebrated that day, but because it was a new moon, not because it was a new year! He learned to his befuddlement that by their heathen calendar it was mid-annum of the year 4792.

It was a country for snow. He welcomed each snowfall and soon it was an accepted fact that after each storm the big Christian with his great wooden shovel would do the work of several ordinary shovelers. It was his only physical activity; when he wasn’t shoveling snow he was learning Parsi. He was sufficiently advanced to be able to think slowly in the Persian language now. A number of the Jews of Tryavna had been to Persia and he spoke Parsi with anyone he could trap. “The accent, Simon. How is my accent?” he asked, irritating his tutor.

“Any Persian who wishes to laugh will do so,” Simon snapped, “because to Persians you’ll be a foreigner. Do you expect miracles?” The Jews in the study house exchanged smiles at the foolishness of the giant young goy.

Let them smile, he thought; he found them a more interesting study than they found him. For example, he quickly learned that Meir and his group weren’t the only strangers in Tryavna. Many of the other males in the study house were travelers waiting out the rigors of the Balkan winter. To Rob’s surprise, Meir told him that none of them paid as much as a single coin in return for more than three months’ food and shelter.

Meir explained. “It is this system that allows my people to trade among the nations. You’ve seen how difficult and dangerous it is to travel the world, yet every Jewish community sends merchants abroad. And in any Jewish village in any land, Christian or Muslim, a Jewish traveler is taken in by Jews and given food and wine, a place in the synagogue, a stable for his horse. Each community has men in foreign parts sustained by someone else. And next year, the host will be the guest.”

The strangers quickly fit into the life of the community, even to relishing the local babble. Thus it was that one afternoon in the study house, while Rob was conversing in the Persian tongue with an Anatolian Jew named Ezra the Farrier—gossip in Parsi!—he learned that a dramatic confrontation would take place the next day. The rabbenu served as shohet, the community slaughterer of meat animals. Next morning he would slaughter two beasts of his own, young beeves. A small group of the community’s most prestigious sages served as mashgiot, ritual inspectors who saw to it that the complicated law, down to the finest detail, was observed during the butchering. And scheduled to preside as a mashgiah during the rabbenu’s slaughtering was his onetime friend and latter-day bitter antagonist, Reb Baruch ben David.

That evening Meir gave Rob a lesson from the Book of Leviticus. These were the animals Jews were allowed to eat of all those on earth: any creature that both chewed its cud and had a split hoof, including sheep, cattle, goats, and deer. Animals that were treif—not kasher—included horses, donkeys, camels, and pigs.

Of birds they were permitted to eat pigeons, chickens, tame doves, tame ducks, and tame geese. Winged creatures which were an abomination included eagles, ostriches, vultures, kites, cuckoos, swans, storks, owls, pelicans, lapwings, and bats.

“Never in my life have I tasted so fine a meat as cygnet lovingly larded, barded in salt pork, and then roasted slowly over the fire.”

Meir looked faintly repulsed. “You won’t get it here,” he said.

The next morning dawned clear and cold. The Study House was nearly empty after shaharit, the early prayer service, for many wandered to the rabbenu’s barnyard to watch shehitah, the ritual butchering. Their breath made small clouds that hung in the still, frosty air.

Rob stood with Simon. There was a small stir when Reb Baruch ben David arrived with the other mashgiah, a bent old man named Reb Samson ben Zanvil, whose face was set and stern.

“He’s older than either Reb Baruch or the rabbenu but is not as learned,” Simon whispered. “And now he fears he’ll be caught between the two if an argument should arise.”

The rabbenu’s four sons led the first animal from the barn, a black bull with a deep back and heavy hindquarters. Lowing, the bull tossed his head and pawed the earth, and they had to enlist help from the bystanders in controlling him with ropes while the inspectors went over every inch of his body.

“The tiniest sore or break in the skin will disqualify an animal for meat,” Simon said.

“Why?”

Simon looked at Rob in annoyance. “Because it is the law,” he said.

Finally satisfied, they led the bull to a feeding trough filled with sweet hay. The rabbenu picked up a long knife. “See the blunt, square end of the knife,” Simon said. “It’s made without a point so there’s less likelihood it will scratch the animal’s skin. But the knife is razor-sharp.”

They all stood in the cold while nothing happened. “What are they waiting for?” Rob whispered.

“The precisely right moment,” Simon said, “for the animal must be motionless at the instant of the death cut, or it is not kasher.”

Even as he spoke, the knife flashed. The single clean stroke severed the gullet and the windpipe and the carotid arteries in the neck. A red stream sprang in its wake, and the bull’s consciousness vanished as the blood supply to the brain was cut off at once. The bovine eyes dimmed and the bull went to its knees, and in a moment was dead.

There was a pleased murmur from those who watched but it was as quickly stilled, for Reb Baruch had taken the knife and was examining it.

Watching, Rob could see a struggle that tightened the fine old features. Baruch turned to his elderly rival.

“Something?” the rabbenu said coldly.

“I fear,” Reb Baruch said. He proceeded to show, midway down the cutting edge of the blade, an imperfection, the tiniest of nicks in the keenly honed steel.

Old and gnarled, his face dismayed, Reb Samson ben Zanvil hung back, certain that as the second mashgiah he would be called upon for a judgment he didn’t want to make.

Reb Daniel, the father of Rohel and the rabbenu’s oldest son, began a blustering argument. “What nonsense is this? Everyone knows of the care with which the rabbenu’s ritual knives are sharpened,” he said, but his father put up his hand for silence.

The rabbenu held the knife up to the light and ran a practiced finger just beneath the razor-sharp edge. He sighed, for the nick was there, a human error that made the meat ritually unfit.

“It’s a blessing that your eyes are sharper than this blade and continue to protect us, my old friend,” he said quietly, and there was a general relaxing, like a releasing of pent-up breath.

Reb Baruch smiled. He reached out and patted the rabbenu’s hand, and the two men looked at one another for a long moment.

Then the rabbenu turned away and called for Mar Reuven the Barber-Surgeon.

Rob and Simon stepped forward and listened attentively. “The rabbenu asks you to deliver this treif bull’s carcass to the Christian butcher of Gabrovo,” Simon said.

He took Horse, for she was in sore need of the exercise, hitching her to their flatbed sleigh onto which a number of willing hands loaded the slaughtered bull. The rabbenu had used an approved knife for the second animal, which was judged to be kasher, and the Jews already were dismembering it when Rob shook the reins and directed Horse away from Tryavna.

He drove to Gabrovo slowly and with great enjoyment. The butcher shop proved to be exactly where it had been described, three houses below the town’s most prominent building, which was an inn. The butcher was large and heavy, an advertisement of his trade. Language did not prove a barrier.

“Tryavna,” Rob said, pointing to the dead bull.

The fat red face became wreathed in smiles. “Ah. Rabbenu,” the butcher said, and nodded vigorously. Uncarting the creature proved to be hard but the butcher went off to a tavern and returned with a pair of helpers, and with rope and effort at length the bull was unloaded.

Simon had told him the price was fixed and there would be no haggling. When the butcher handed Rob the few paltry coins it became clear why the man smiled with joy, for he had practically stolen a whole excellent beef, simply because there had been a nick in the slaughtering blade! Rob would never be able to understand people who, for no valid reason, could treat good cowflesh as if it were trash. The stupidity of it made him angry and filled him with a kind of shame; he wanted to explain to the butcher that he was a Christian and not one of those who behaved so foolishly. But he could only accept the coins in the name of the Hebrews and place them in his purse pocket for safekeeping.

His business done, he went directly to the tavern of the nearby inn. The dark public house was long and narrow, more like a tunnel than a room, its low ceiling blackened by the smoky fire around which nine or ten men loafed, drinking. Three women sat at a small table nearby and waited watchfully. Rob inspected them while he had a drink—a brown raw whiskey that wasn’t at all to his liking. They were clearly tavern whores. Two were well past their prime, but the third was a young blonde with a wicked-innocent face. She saw the purpose of his glance and smiled at him.

Rob finished his drink and went to their table. “I don’t suppose you have English,” he murmured, and it was a safe guess. One of the older women said something and the other two laughed. But he took out a coin and gave it to the younger one. It was all the communication they needed. She tucked the coin into her pocket, left the table without another word to her companions, and went to where her cloak hung on a peg.

He followed her outside and in the snowy street he met Mary Cullen.

“Hello! Are you and your father having a good winter?”

“We are having a wretched winter,” she said, and he noted that she looked it. Her nose was reddened and there was a cold sore on the tender fullness of her upper lip. “The inn is always freezing and the food is very bad. Are you really living with Jews?”

“Yes.”

“How can you?” she said thinly.

He had forgotten the color of her eyes and their effect on him was disarming, as if he had chanced upon bluebirds in the snow. “I sleep in a warm barn. The food is excellent,” he told her with great satisfaction.

“My father tells me there is a special Jew’s stink called foetor judaicus. Because they rubbed Christ’s body with garlic after he died.”

“Sometimes we all smell. But to immerse themselves from head to foot each Friday is the custom of their kind. I trust that they bathe more often than most.”

She colored, and he knew that it must be difficult and rare to obtain bath water in an inn such as there was in Gabrovo.

She regarded the woman who patiently waited for him a short distance away. “My father says that anyone who will consent to live with Jews never can be a proper man.”

“Your father seemed a nice man. But perhaps,” he said thoughtfully, “he is an arse.” They began walking away from one another at the same moment.

He followed the blond woman to a room nearby. It was untidy with the soiled garments of women and he suspected that she shared the room with the two others. He watched her as she undressed. “It’s cruelty to look on you after seeing that other one,” he said, knowing she knew not a word of what he said. “She may not always have a pleasant tongue, but … it’s not beauty, exactly, yet few women can compare to Mary Cullen in appearance.”

The woman smiled at him.

“You’re a young whore but already you look old,” he said to her. The air was cold, and she shucked her clothing and slipped quickly between the filthy fur covers to escape the chill, but not before he saw more than he liked. He was a man who appreciated the musk-lure of women but what rose from her was sour stink, and her body hair had a hard and plastered look as if juices had dried and redried untold times without feeling the plain honest wetness of water. Abstinence had produced such hunger in him that he would have fallen on her, but the brief glimpse of her bluish body had shown him overused, caked flesh he didn’t want to touch.

“God damn that red-haired witch,” he said morosely.

The woman looked up at him in puzzlement.

“It isn’t your fault, dolly,” he told her, reaching into his purse. He gave her more than she would have been worth even if value-giving had been attempted, and she pulled the coins under the furs and clutched them next to her body. He hadn’t begun to take anything off, and he straightened his clothing and nodded to her and went out into fresher air.

As February waned he spent more time than ever in the study house, poring over the Persian Qu’ran. He found himself constantly amazed by the Qu’ran’s unremitting hostility toward Christians and bitter loathing of Jews.

Simon explained it. “Mohammed’s early teachers were Jews and Syriac Christian monks. When first he reported that the Angel Gabriel had visited him, and that God had named him Prophet and instructed him to found a new and perfect religion, he expected these old friends to flock after him with glad cries. But the Christians preferred their own religion and the Jews, startled and threatened, actively joined those who disclaimed Mohammed’s preachings. For the rest of his life he never forgave them, but spoke and wrote of them with revilement.”

Simon’s insights made the Qu’ran come alive for Rob. He was almost halfway through the book and he labored over it, aware that soon they would travel again. When they reached Constantinople he and Meir’s group would go different ways, not only separating him from his teacher Simon but, more important, depriving him of the book. The Qu’ran gave him intimations of a culture remote from his own, and the Jews of Tryavna gave him a glimpse of still a third way of life. As a boy he had thought that England was the world, but now he saw that there were other peoples; in some traits they were alike, but they differed from one another in important ways.

The encounter at the slaughtering had reconciled the rabbenu with Reb Baruch ben David, and their families began at once to plan for the wedding of Rohel to young Reb Meshullum ben Nathan. The Jewish Quarter hummed with excited activity. The two old men walked about in the highest spirits, often together.

The rabbenu made Rob a gift of the old leather hat and loaned him, for study, a tiny section of the Talmud. The Hebrew Book of Laws had been translated into Parsi. Though Rob welcomed the opportunity to see the Persian language in another document, the meaning of the segment was beyond him. The fragment dealt with a law called shaatnez: although Jews were allowed to wear linen and to wear wool, they weren’t allowed to wear a mixture of linen and wool, and Rob couldn’t understand why.

Anyone he asked either didn’t know or shrugged and said it was the law.

That Friday, naked in the steamy bathhouse, Rob found his courage as the men gathered about their sage.

“Shi-ailah, Rabbenu, shi-ailah!” he cried. A question, a question!

The rabbenu paused in soaping his great sloping belly and grinned at the young stranger, and then spoke.

“He says, ‘Ask it, my son,’” Simon said.

“You are forbidden to eat meat with milk. You are forbidden to wear linen with wool. You are forbidden to touch your wives half the time. Why is so much forbidden?”

“To necessitate faith,” the rabbenu said.

“Why should God make such strange demands of the Jews?”

“To keep us separate from you,” the rabbenu said, but his eyes twinkled and there was no malice in the words, and Rob gasped as Simon poured water over his head.

* * *

Everyone participated when Rohel, the granddaughter of the rabbenu, was married to Reb Baruch’s grandson, Meshullum, on the second Friday of the month of Adar.

Early that morning everyone assembled outside the house of Daniel ben Shlomo, the bride’s father. Inside, Meshullum paid a handsome bride price of fifteen gold pieces. The ketubah, or wedding contract, was signed and Reb Daniel presented a handsome dowry, returning the bride price to the couple and adding an additional fifteen gold pieces, a wagon, and a span of horses. Nathan, the groom’s father, gave the fortunate couple a pair of milch cows. When they left the house, a radiant Rohel walked past Rob as if he were invisible.

The entire community escorted the pair to the synagogue, where they recited seven blessings under a canopy. Meshullum stamped on a fragile glass to illustrate that happiness is transient and Jews must not forget the destruction of the Temple. And then they were man and wife, and a day-long celebration was under way. A flutist, a fifer, and a drummer provided music and the Jews sang lustily, My beloved is gone down to his garden, to the beds of spices, to feed in the gardens and to gather lilies, which Simon told Rob was from the Scriptures. The two grandfathers spread their arms in joy, snapped their fingers, closed their eyes, threw back their heads and danced. The wedding celebration lasted until the early hours of the morning and Rob ate too heavily of meat and rich puddings and had too much to drink.

That night he brooded as he lay on his straw in the warm blackness of the barn, his cat at his feet. He remembered the blond woman in Gabrovo with less and less disgust and willed himself not to think of Mary Cullen. He thought resentfully of skinny young Meshullum, lying at that moment with Rohel, and hoped the boy’s prodigious scholarship would enable him to appreciate his good fortune.

He woke well before dawn and felt rather than heard the changes in his world. By the time he had slept again and awakened and risen from his bed, the sounds were clearly audible: a dripping, a tinkling, a rushing, a roar that grew in volume as more and more ice and snow gave way and joined the waters of the unlocked earth, sweeping down the mountainsides and signifying the coming of spring.
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THE WHEAT FIELD
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When her mother died, Mary Cullen’s father had told her he would mourn Jura Cullen for the rest of his life. She had willingly joined him in wearing black and avoiding public pleasures, but when a full year of mourning ended on the eighteenth of March, she told her father it was time for them to return to the routines of ordinary living.

“I continue to wear black,” James Cullen said.

“I shall not,” she said, and he nodded.

She had carried all the way from home a bolt of light woollen stuff woven from their own fleece, and she inquired carefully until she found a fine seamstress in Gabrovo. The woman nodded when she conveyed what she wanted, but indicated that the cloth, of a nondescript natural color, had best be dyed before cutting. The roots of the madder plant could give red shades, but with her hair that would make her stand out like a beacon. The center wood of oak would give gray, but after her steady diet of black, gray was too subdued. Maple or sumac bark would give yellow or orange, frivolous colors. It would have to be brown.

“I’ve gone all my life wearing nut-husk brown,” she grumbled to her father.

Next day he brought her a small pot of a yellowish paste, like slightly turned butter. “It is dye, and fiercely expensive.”

“Not a color I admire,” she said carefully.

James Cullen smiled. “It’s called India blue. It dissolves in water and you must be careful not to get it on your hands. When the wet cloth is taken from the yellow water it changes color in the air and thereafter the dye is fast.”

It produced a rich, deep blue cloth such as she had never seen, and the seamstress cut and sewed a dress and a cloak. She was pleased with the garments but folded them and put them away until the morning of the tenth of April, when hunters brought the news to Gabrovo that the way through the mountains was open at last.

By early afternoon, people who had been awaiting the thaw throughout the countryside had begun to hasten into Gabrovo, the departure town for the great pass known as the Balkan Gate. Provisioners set up their wares, and milling mobs began to shout for the right to buy supplies.

Mary had to make the innkeeper’s wife a gift of money to persuade her to heat water over the fire at such a frenzied time and carry it upstairs to the women’s sleeping chambers. First Mary knelt over the wooden tub and washed her hair, now long and thick as a winter pelt, then she squatted in the tub and scrubbed herself until she glowed.

She dressed in the newly made garments and went to sit outside. Drawing a wooden comb through her hair as it dried sweet in the sun, she saw that the principal street of Gabrovo was crowded with horses and wagons. Presently a large pack of men, wildly drunk, galloped their horses through the town, uncaring about the havoc caused by the pounding hooves of their mounts. A wagon was overturned as horses bucked and shied, their eyes rolling in fright. While men cursed and fought to hold the reins and horses whickered and screamed, Mary ran inside before her hair was fully dried.

She had their belongings packed and ready by the time her father appeared with his manservant, Seredy.

“Who were the men who stormed through the town?” she asked.

“They call themselves Christian knights,” her father said coldly. “There are almost eighty of them, Frenchmen from Normandy on pilgrimage to Palestine.”

“They are very dangerous, lady,” Seredy said. “They wear mail vests but they travel with wagons laden with full armor. They stay drunk and …” He averted his eyes. “They ill-treat women of all sorts. You must stay close to us, lady.”

She thanked him gravely, but the thought of having to depend upon Seredy and her father to protect her from eighty drunken and brutal knights would have been amusing were it not grim.

Mutual protection was the best reason for traveling in a large caravan, and they lost no time in loading the pack animals and leading them to a large field on the eastern edge of the town, where the caravan was assembling. When they rode past Kerl Fritta’s wagon, Mary saw that he had already set up a table and was doing a brisk business in recruiting.

It was something of a homecoming, for they were greeted by a number of people they had known on the earlier portion of the trip. The Cullens found their place well toward the middle of the line of march because so many new travelers had formed up behind them.

She kept a careful watch, but it was almost nightfall before she saw the party for which she’d been waiting. The same five Jews with whom he had left the caravan returned on horseback. Behind them she saw the little brown mare; Rob J. Cole drove the garish wagon toward her and suddenly she could feel her heart beating in her chest.

He looked as well as ever and appeared glad to be back, and he greeted the Cullens as cheerfully as if he and she had not walked angrily away from one another last time they had met.

When he had taken care of his horse and came into their camp, it was only neighborly of her to mention that the local merchants had scarcely anything left to sell, lest he was short of provision.

He thanked her kindly but said he had bought supplies in Tryavna with no difficulty. “Do you have enough yourself?”

“Yes, for my father bought early.” She was vexed that he made no mention of the new dress and cloak, though he studied her for the longest time.

“They are the exact shade of your eyes,” he said finally.

She wasn’t certain but took it for a compliment. “Thank you,” she said gravely and, as her father approached, forced herself to turn away to study Seredy setting up the tent.

Another day went by without the caravan’s departure, and up and down the line there was grumbling. Her father went to see Fritta and came back to tell her the caravan master was waiting for the Norman knights to leave. “They have caused great mischief and Fritta wisely prefers to have them ahead of us instead of harrying our rear,” he said.

But the following morning the knights hadn’t departed and Fritta decided he had waited long enough. He gave the signal that started the caravan on the last long leg toward Constantinople, and finally the ripple of forward movement reached the Cullens. The previous autumn they had followed a young Frank and his wife and two small children. The Frankish family had wintered away from the town of Gabrovo; it had been their declared intent to resume the trip with the caravan, but they hadn’t appeared. Mary knew that something terrible must have occurred and prayed Christ to watch over them. She now rode behind two fat French brothers who had told her father they hoped to make their fortunes buying Turkish rugs and other treasures. They chewed garlic for health and often twisted in the saddle to stare stupidly at her body. It entered her mind that, driving his wagon behind her, the young barber-surgeon might be watching her too, and at times she was wicked enough to move her hips more than demanded by the motion of the horse.

The giant serpent of travelers soon wound to the pass that led through the high mountains. The sheer mountainside fell away below the twisting trail, down to the glittering river, swollen with the melt of snows that had imprisoned them all winter.

On the other side of the great defile were foothills that gradually turned into rolling land. They slept that night in a vast plain of shrubby growth. Next day they traveled due south and it became clear that the Balkan Gate separated two unique climes, for the air was softer this side of the pass and with every hour they traveled it grew warmer.

That night they stopped outside the village of Gornya, camping in plum orchards with the permission of the farmers, who sold some of the men a fiery plum liquor as well as green onions and a fermented milk drink so thick it had to be eaten with a spoon. Early the following morning, while they were still encamped, Mary heard a rumbling as of distant thunder. But it quickly grew louder and soon the wild screams and shouts of men were part of the noise.

As she came out of the tent she saw that the white cat had left the barber-surgeon’s wagon and stood transfixed in the road. The French knights galloped past like demons in a nightmare and the cat was lost in a dust cloud, but not before Mary had seen what the first hooves had done. She wasn’t conscious of screaming but knew she was running toward the road before the dust had settled.

Mistress Buffington no longer was white. The cat had been trodden into the dust and Mary lifted the poor broken little body and for the first time became aware that he’d come out of his wagon and stood over her.

“You’ll ruin your new dress with the blood,” he said roughly, but his pale face was stricken.

He took the cat and a spade and went away from the camp. When he returned she didn’t approach him, but she noted from afar that his eyes were reddened. Putting a dead animal into the ground wasn’t the same as burying a person, but it wasn’t strange to her that he was able to weep over a cat. Despite his size and strength, his vulnerable gentleness was the quality that drew her.

For the next several days she let him be. The caravan stopped heading due south and turned east again, but the sun continued to shine hotter each day. It was already clear to Mary that the new clothing which had been made for her in Gabrovo was largely a waste, for the weather was too warm for wool. She rummaged through the summer clothing in her baggage and found some lighter garments but they were too fine for traveling and would quickly be ruined. She settled on a cotton undergarment and a rough, sacklike work dress to which she gave a minimum of form by knotting a cord around her waist. She placed a broadbrimmed leather hat upon her head, although her cheeks and nose were already freckled.

That morning, when she got off her horse and started to walk for exercise as she was wont to do, he smiled at her. “Come ride with me in my wagon.”

She came without fuss. This time there was no awkwardness, just a deep gladness to sit on the seat next to him.

He dug behind the seat and came up with a leather hat of his own, but such a head covering as the Jews wore.

“Wherever did you get it?”

“It was given me in Tryavna by their holy man.”

Presently they saw her father sending him such a sour look they both began to laugh.

“I’m surprised he allows you to visit,” he said.

“I’ve convinced him you are harmless.”

They looked at one another comfortably. His was a handsome face despite the homely fact of his broken nose. She realized that however impassive his large features might remain, the key to his feelings was his eyes, deep and steady and somehow older than his years. She felt in them a great loneliness to match her own. How old was he? Twenty-one years? Twenty-two?

She realized with a start that he was speaking of the farming plateau over which they were passing.

“… mostly fruits and wheat. Winters here must be short and mild, for the crops are advanced,” he said, but she wasn’t to be robbed of the intimacy they had gained in the last moments.

“I hated you that day in Gabrovo.”

Another man might have protested or smiled, but he made no response.

“Because of the Slav woman. How could you go with her? I hated her, too.”

“Don’t waste your hatred on either of us, for she was pitiable and I didn’t lie with her. Seeing you spoiled such for me,” he said simply.

She never doubted he would tell her truth, and something warm and triumphant started to grow in her like a flower.

Now they could talk about trifles—their route, the way animals must be driven to make them endure, the difficulty of finding cooking wood. They sat together all afternoon and talked quietly about everything except the white cat and themselves, and his eyes said other things to her without words.

She knew it. She was frightened for several reasons but there was no place on earth she would rather be than sitting next to him on the uncomfortable, swaying wagon under the battering sun, and she went obediently but reluctantly when at last her father’s peremptory call summoned her away.

Now and again they passed a small flock of sheep, which were mostly scruffy, though her father invariably stopped to inspect them and went with Seredy to interrogate the owners. Always the shepherds advised that for truly wonderful sheep he must go beyond to Anatolia.

By early May they were a week’s travel from Turkey, and James Cullen made no attempt to conceal his excitement. His daughter was dealing with an excitement of her own, but she was making every effort to conceal it from him. Although there was always a chance to cast a smile or a glance in the barber-surgeon’s direction, sometimes she forced herself to steer clear of him two days in a row, for she was afraid that if her father sensed her feelings he would order her to stay away from Rob Cole.

One night as she was cleaning up after supper, Rob appeared in their camp. He nodded to her politely and went directly to her father, holding out a flask of brandy as a peace offering.

“Sit you down,” her father said reluctantly. But after the two men had shared a drink her father became friendlier, no doubt because it was pleasant to sit in fellowship and converse in English, and also because it was difficult not to warm to Rob J. Cole. Before long, James Cullen was telling their visitor what lay before them.

“I’m told of a breed of Eastern sheep, lean and narrow-backed, but with tails and rear legs so fat the animal may live on stored reserves when food is scarce. Their lambs have a silky fleece of rare and unusual luster. Wait a moment, man, let me show you!” He disappeared into the tent and came out with a hat made of lambskin. The fleece was gray and tightly curled.

“Finest quality,” he said eagerly. “The fleece stays this curly only until the fifth day of the lamb’s life, but then the fur remains wavy until the beastie is two months old.”

Rob inspected the hat and assured her father it was a fine skin.

“Oh, it is,” Cullen said, and put the hat on his head, which made them laugh because it was a warm night and a fur hat was made for snow. He put it back in the tent and then the three of them sat before the fire and her father gave her a sip or two from his glass. The brandy was hard to swallow but made the world safe for her.

Thunder rumbled and shook the purpled sky and sheet lightning illuminated them for long seconds during which she could see the hard planes of Rob’s face, but the vulnerable eyes that made him beautiful were hidden from her.

“A strange land, with regular thunder and lightning and never a drop of rain,” her father said. “I well mark the morning you were born, Mary Margaret. There was thunder and lightning then as well, but there was a teeming Scots rain that fell as though the heavens had opened and were never to close.”

Rob leaned forward. “That would have been in Kilmarnock, where you have your family holding?”

“No, it was not, ‘twas in Saltcoats. Her mother was a Tedder of Saltcoats. I had taken Jura to her old Tedder home because in her heaviness she had a great longing for her mother, and we were celebrated and coddled for weeks and overstayed her time. She was caught out with labor, and so it was that instead of in Kilmarnock like a proper Cullen, Mary Margaret was born in her grandfather Tedder’s house overlooking the Firth of Clyde.”

“Father,” she said gently. “Master Cole can have no interest in the day of my birth.”

“On the contrary,” Rob said, and he asked question after question of her father and listened at length.

She sat and prayed that the lightning would not resume, for she had no wish for her father to see that the barber-surgeon’s hand rested on her bare arm. His touch was like thistledown but her flesh was all stirred feelings and dither bumps, as though the future had brushed her or the night were chill.

On the eleventh of May the caravan reached the western bank of the Arda River and Kerl Fritta decided to camp there an extra day to allow for wagon repairs and the buying of supplies from nearby farmers. Her father took Seredy and paid a guide to go with them across the river into Turkey, impatient as a boy to begin his search for the fat-tailed sheep.

An hour later, she and Rob mounted double on her saddleless black horse and rode away from the noise and confusion. As they passed the Jews’ encampment she saw the thin young one ogling. Simon it was, the youth who served as Rob’s teacher; he grinned and nudged one of the others in the ribs to watch them ride by.

She scarcely cared. She felt dizzy, perhaps because of the heat, for the morning sun was a fireball. She put her arms around his chest so as not to fall off the horse and closed her eyes and leaned her head against his broad back.

A distance from the caravan they passed two sullen peasants leading a donkey laden with firewood. The men stared but didn’t return their greeting. Perhaps they had come from afar, for there were no trees in that place, only broad fields empty of workers because planting was long since over and the crops weren’t yet ripe enough to be reaped.

When they came to a brook, Rob tethered the horse to a bush and they left their shoes and waded down a dazzling brightness. On both sides of the reflecting water grew a wheat field and he showed her how the tall stalks shaded the ground and made it invitingly dark and cool.

“Come,” he said, “it’s like a cave,” and crawled into it as if he were a great child.

She followed more slowly. Nearby a small living thing rustled through the tall ripening grain and she gave a start.

“Just a tiny mouse, already frightened off,” he said. As he moved to her in the cool, dappled place, they contemplated one another.

“I don’t want to, Rob.”

“Well, then you won’t, Mary,” he said, although she could see in his eyes how thwarted he felt.

“Could you merely kiss me, please?” she asked humbly.

So their first overt intimacy became a clumsy, moody kiss doomed by her apprehension.

“I don’t like the other. I’ve done it, you see,” she said all in a rush, and the moment she had dreaded was accomplished.

“You’ve experience, then?”

“Only once, with my cousin in Kilmarnock. He hurt me awfully.”

He kissed her eyes and her nose, her mouth softly, while she fought her doubts. After all, who was this? Stephen Tedder had been someone she had known all her life, her cousin and her friend, and he had caused her true agony. And afterward had roared with laughter at her discomfort, as if it were clumsily funny of her to have let him do such a thing to her, like allowing him to push her onto her bottom in a mud slough.

And while she was thinking these unpleasant thoughts, this Englishman had changed the nature of his kisses, his tongue caressing the inside of her lips. It was not unpleasant and when she tried to imitate him, he sucked her tongue! But she began to tremble again when he undid her bodice.

“I just want to kiss them,” he said urgently, and she had the odd experience of looking down at his face moving toward her teats, which she had to acknowledge with grudging satisfaction were heavy but high and firm, already flushed with rosy color.

His tongue gently rasped the pink border and made it all bumps. It moved in narrowing circles until it was flicking her hardened rose-colored nipple, which he drew on as if he were a babe when it was between his lips, all the while stroking her behind the knees and inside her legs. But when his hand went to the mound she went all rigid. She could feel the muscles in her thighs and stomach lock, she was that tense and fearful until he took his hand away.

He fumbled his clothing and then found her hand and made her a gift. She had glimpsed men before by accident, coming upon her father or one of the workers urinating behind a bush. And she had witnessed more on those occasions than when she had been with Stephen Tedder; so she had never seen, and now she couldn’t refrain from studying him. She hadn’t expected it to be so … thick, she thought accusingly, as if it were his fault. Gaining courage, she stroked the cods and gave a low laugh when it made him twitch. It was the bonniest thing!

So she was soothed as they fondled each other, until she was trying on her own to consume his mouth. Soon their bodies were all warm fruits and it wasn’t so terrible when his hand left off making her buttocks feel firm and round and came back between her legs to dabble richly.

She was at a loss about what to do with her hands. She put a finger between his lips and felt his saliva and teeth and tongue, but he pulled away to suck her breasts again and kiss her belly and thighs. He found his way into her first with one finger and then with two, wooing the little pea in quickening circles.

“Ah,” she said faintly, lifting her knees.

But instead of the martyrdom for which her mind was prepared, she was amazed to feel the warmth of his breath on her. And his fish of a tongue swam into her wetness between the hairy folds she herself was shamed to touch! How ever shall I face this man again? she asked herself, but the question was quickly gone, strangely and wonderfully vanished, for she was already shuddering and bucking wickedly, her eyes closed and her silent mouth half open.

Before she had returned to her senses he had insinuated himself. They were truly linked, he was an extension of snug, silken warmth in her very core. There was no pain, only a certain feeling of tightness that presently eased as he moved slowly.

Once, he stopped. “All right?”

“Yes,” she said, and he resumed.

Directly she found herself moving her body to meet his. Soon it became impossible for him to exercise restraint and he moved faster and from a greater distance, jarringly. She wanted to reassure him, but as she studied him through slitted eyes she saw him rear his head back and arch into her.

How singular to feel his great trembling, to hear his snarl of what seemed to be overwhelming relief as he emptied into her!

For a long time then in the dimness of the man-tall grain they scarcely moved. They were quiet together, one of her long limbs flung across him and the sweat and the liquids drying.

“You might get to like it,” he said finally. “Like malt ale.”

She pinched his arm as sharply as she could. But she was pensive. “Why do we like it?” she asked. “I have watched horses. Why do animals like it?”

He appeared startled. Years later, she would understand that the question separated her from any woman he had known, but now all she knew was that he was studying her.

She couldn’t bring herself to say so, but he was already separated from other males in her mind. She sensed he had been remarkably kind to her in a way she didn’t fully comprehend, save that she had a prior boorishness as comparison.

“You thought more of me than of yourself,” she said.

“I didn’t suffer.”

She stroked his face and held her hand there while he kissed her palm. “Most men … most people are not so. I know it.”

“You must forget the damned cousin in Kilmarnock,” he told her.
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Rob gained some patients from among the newcomers and was amused when he was told that when Kerl Fritta had recruited them he boasted that his caravan was doctored by a masterful barber-surgeon.

It gave his spirits a special lift to see those he had treated during the first part of the journey, for never before had he tended to the health needs of anyone for so long a time.

People told him the big grinning Frankish drover whom he had treated for bubo had died of the disease in Gabrovo in midwinter. He had known it would happen and had told the man of his coming fate, yet the news threw him into gloom.

“What’s gratifying is an injury I know how to mend,” he told Mary. “A broken bone, a gaping wound, when the person is hurt and I’m secure in what must be done to make him well. It’s the mysteries I loathe. Diseases about which I know nothing at all, perhaps less than the afflicted. Ailments that appear out of the air and defy all reasonable explanation or plan of treatment. Ah, Mary, I know so little. I know nothing at all, yet I’m all they have.”

Without understanding everything he said, she comforted him. For her part, she drew no small comfort from him; one night she came to him bleeding and racked with cramp, and she spoke of her mother. Jura Cullen had started her monthly course on a fine summer’s day and the flow had turned to gush and then to hemorrhage. When she died Mary had been too torn by grief to cry, and now each month when her flux came she expected it to kill her.

“Hush! It wasn’t ordinary monthly bleeding, it had to be something more. You know that’s true,” he said, holding a warm and soothing palm to her belly and solacing her with kisses.

A few days later, riding with her on the wagon, he found himself talking of things he had never told anyone: the deaths of his parents, the separation of the children and their loss. She wept as though she could never stop, twisting in the seat so her father wouldn’t see.

“How I love you!” she whispered.

“I love you,” he said slowly and to his own amazement. He had never said the words to anyone.

“I never want to leave you,” she said.

After that, when they were on the trail often she turned in the saddle on her black gelding and looked at him. Their secret sign was the fingers of the right hand touched to the lips, as if to brush away an insect or a bit of dust.

James Cullen still sought forgetfulness in the bottle and sometimes she came to Rob after her father had been drinking and was sleeping soundly. He tried to discourage her from doing this because the sentries usually were nervous and it was dangerous to move about the camp at night. But she was a headstrong woman and came anyway, and he was always glad.

She was a quick learner. Very soon they knew each other’s every feature and blemish like old friends. Their largeness was part of the magic and sometimes when they moved together he thought of mammoth beasts coupling to thunder. It was as new to him as to her, in a way; he had had a lot of females but never had made love before. Now he wanted only to give her pleasure.

He was troubled and struck dumb, unable to understand what had befallen him in so short a time.

They pushed ever deeper into European Turkey, a part of the country known as Thrace. The wheat fields became rolling plains of rich grasslands and they began to see flocks of sheep.

“My father is coming alive,” Mary told him.

Whenever they came to sheep Rob saw James Cullen and the indispensable Seredy galloping out to talk with the shepherds. The brown-skinned men carried long crooks and wore long-sleeved shirts and loose trousers pulled tight at the knees.

One evening Cullen came alone to call on Rob. He settled himself by the fire and cleared his throat uncomfortably.

“I wouldn’t have you think me blind.”

“I hadn’t supposed you were,” Rob said, but with respect.

“Let me tell you about my daughter. She has some learning. She has Latin.”

“My mother had Latin. She taught some to me.”

“Mary has a good deal of Latin. It is an excellent thing to have in foreign lands, because with it one can talk with officials and churchmen. I sent her to the nuns at Walkirk for teaching. They took her because they thought they would lure her into the order, but I knew better. She doesn’t take to languages, but after I told her she must have Latin, she worked at it. Even then I dreamed of traveling to the East for fine sheep.”

“Can you get sheep back to your home alive?” Rob doubted it.

“I can do it. I’m a good man with the sheep,” Cullen said with pride. “It was always just a dream, but when my wife died I decided we would go. My kinsmen said I was fleeing because I was mad with grief, but it was more than that.”

They sat in a thick silence.

“You’ve been to Scotland, boy?” Cullen asked finally.

He shook his head. “Closest I’ve come is the English north and the Cheviot Hills.”

Cullen snorted. “Close to the border perhaps, but not even close to the real Scotland. Scotland is higher, you see, and the rocks are bonier. The mountains have good streams full of fish and plenty of water left over for grass. Our holding is in rugged hills, a very large holding. Vast flocks.”

He paused, as though to choose his words carefully. “The man who marries Mary will take them over, be he the right sort,” he said finally.

He leaned toward Rob. “In four days’ time we’ll reach the town of Babaeski. There my daughter and I shall leave the caravan. We’ll swing due south to the town of Malkara, where there is a large animal market at which I expect to buy sheep. And then travel to the Anatolian Plateau, where I place my highest hopes. I would be content if you were to accompany us.” He sighed and gave Rob a level look. “You’re strong and in health. You’ve courage, else you wouldn’t venture so far to do business and better your position in the world. You are not what I would have chosen for her, but she wants you. I love her and wish her happiness. She is all I have.”

“Master Cullen,” he said, but the sheep raiser stopped him.

“It’s not something to be offered or acted upon lightly. You want to think on it, man, as I have.”

Rob thanked him politely, as if he had been offered an apple or a sweetmeat, and Cullen returned to his own camp.

He spent a sleepless night, staring at the sky. He was not so great a fool not to recognize that she was rare. And miraculously, she loved him. He would never meet such a woman again.

And land. Good God, land.

He was offered a life such as his father had never dreamed, nor any of their forebears. There would be assured labor and income, respect and responsibilities. Property to be handed down to sons. A different existence than he had ever known was being handed to him—a loving female with whom he was besotted, and an assured future as one of the world’s few, those who owned land.

He tossed and turned.

Next day she came with her father’s razor and proceeded to trim his hair.

“Not near the ears.”

“It is there it has gotten especially unruly. And why don’t you shave? The stubble makes you look wild.”

“I’ll trim it when it’s longer.” He pulled the cloth from his neck. “You know that your father spoke to me?”

“He spoke to me first, of course.”

“I’m not going to Malkara with you, Mary.”

Only her mouth indicated what she was feeling, and her hands. Her hands appeared to be in repose against her skirt but grasped the razor so tightly the knuckles showed white through her translucent skin.

“Will you be joining us elsewhere?”

“No,” he said. It was difficult. He was unaccustomed to speaking honestly to women. “I’m going to Persia, Mary.”

“You do not want me.”

The stunned bleakness in her voice made him realize how unprepared she was for such an eventuality.

“I want you, but I’ve turned it over and over in my mind and it isn’t possible.”

“Why, impossible? Have you already a wife?”

“No, no. But I’m going to Ispahan, in Persia. Not to seek opportunity in commerce, as I had told you, but to study medicine.”

Her confusion was in her face, asking what medicine was, compared to the Cullen holding.

“I must be a physician.” It seemed an unlikely excuse. He felt a strange kind of shame, as though he were acknowledging a vice or other weakness. He made no attempt to explain, for it was complicated and he didn’t understand it himself.

“Your work gives you misery. You know that to be fact. You came to me and told me so, complaining that it torments you.”

“What torments me is my own ignorance and inability. In Ispahan, I can learn to help those for whom now I do nothing.”

“Cannot I be with you? My father could come with us and buy sheep there.” The pleading in her voice and the hope in her eyes caused him to steel himself against comforting her.

He explained the Church’s ban against attending Islamic academies, and he told her what he intended to do.

She had paled as she gained understanding. “You are risking eternal damnation.”

“I cannot believe my soul will be forfeit.”

“A Jew!” She wiped the razor clean on the cloth with preoccupied movements and returned it to its little leather bag.

“Yes. So you see, it’s something I must do alone.”

“What I see is a man who is mad. I have closed my eyes to the fact that I know nothing about you. I think you have said farewells to many women. It is true, is it not?”

“This is not the same.” He wanted to explain the difference but she wouldn’t allow it. She had listened well and now he saw the depth of the wound he had made.

“Do you not fear I’ll tell my father you’ve used me, so he may pay to see your death? Or that I’ll hasten to the first priest I meet and whisper the destination of a Christian who makes mockery of Holy Mother Church?”

“I’ve given you truth. I could neither cause your death nor betray you, and I’m certain you must treat me the same way.”

“I’ll not be waiting for any physician,” she said.

He nodded, loathing himself for the bitter veil over her eyes as she turned away.

All day he watched her riding very erect in the saddle. She didn’t turn around to look at him. That evening he observed Mary and Master Cullen talking seriously and at length. Evidently she told her father only that she had decided not to marry, for a while later Cullen shot a grin at Rob that was both relieved and triumphant. Cullen conferred with Seredy, and just before dark the servant brought two men into the camp, whom Rob took to be Turks from their clothing and appearance.

Later he guessed they had been guides, for when he awoke the next morning, the Cullens were gone.

As was customary in the caravan, everyone who had traveled behind them moved up one place. That day, instead of following her black gelding, he now drove behind the two fat French brothers.

He felt guilt and sorrow but also experienced a sense of relief, for he had never considered marriage and had been ill prepared. He pondered whether his decision had been made out of true commitment to medicine or if he had merely fled matrimony in weak panic, as Barber would have done.

Perhaps it was both, he decided. Poor stupid dreamer, he told himself in disgust. You’ll grow tired one day, older and needier of love, and doubtless you will settle for some slovenly sow with a terrible tongue.

Conscious of a great loneliness, he yearned for Mistress Buffington to be alive again. He tried not to think of what he had destroyed, hunching over the reins and staring in distaste at the obscene arses of the French brothers.

Thus for a week he felt as he had after a death had occurred. When the caravan reached Babaeski he experienced a deepening of guilty grief, realizing that here they would have turned off together to accompany her father and start a new life. But when he thought of James Cullen he felt better about being alone, for he knew the Scot would have been a troublesome father-in-law.

Still, he didn’t stop thinking of Mary.

He began to come out of his moodiness two days later. Traveling through a countryside of grassy hills, he heard a distinctive noise coming toward the caravan from far away. It was a sound such as angels might make and eventually it drew near and he saw his first camel train.

Each camel was hung with bells that chimed with every strange, lurching step the beasts took.

Camels were larger than he had expected, taller than a man and longer than a horse. Their comic faces seemed both serene and sinister, with great open nostrils, floppy lips, and heavily lidded liquid eyes half hidden behind long lashes that gave them an oddly feminine appearance. They were tied to one another and laden with enormous bundles of barley straw piled between their twin humps.

Perched atop the straw bundle of every seventh or eighth camel was a skinny, dark-skinned drover wearing only a turban and a ragged breech-cloth. Occasionally one of these men urged the beasts forward with a “Hut! Hut! Hut!” that his ambling charges seemed to ignore.

The camels took possession of the rolling landscape. Rob counted almost three hundred animals before the last of them diminished into specks in the distance and the wonderful tinkling whisper of their bells faded away.

The undeniable sign of the East hurried the travelers along their way as they began to follow a narrow isthmus. Although Rob couldn’t see water, Simon told him that to their south lay the Sea of Marmara and to their north the great Black Sea, and the air had taken on an invigorating salt tang that reminded him of home and filled him with a new sense of urgency.

The following afternoon, the caravan crested a rise and Constantinople lay before him like a city of his dreams.
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The moat was wide and as they clattered across the drawbridge Rob could see carp large as pigs in the green depths. On the inside bank was an earthen breastwork and twenty-five feet beyond, a massive wall of dark stone, perhaps a hundred feet high. Sentries walked the top from battlement to battlement.

Fifty feet farther and there was a second wall, identical to the first! This Constantinople was a fortress with four lines of defense.

They passed through two sets of great portals. The huge gate of the inside wall was triple-arched and adorned with the noble statue of a man, doubtless an early ruler, and some strange animals in bronze. The beasts were massive and bulky, with big floppy ears raised in anger, short tails to the rear, and what appeared to be longer tails growing rampantly out of their faces.

Rob pulled at Horse’s reins so he could study them, and behind him Gershom hooted and Tuveh groaned. “You must move your arse, Inghiliz,” Meir shouted.

“What are these?”

“Elephants. You have never seen elephants, you poor foreigner?”

He shook his head, twisting on the wagon seat as he drove away so he could study the creatures. So it was that the first elephants he saw were the size of dogs and frozen in metal that bore the patina of five centuries.

Kerl Fritta led them to the caravanserai, an enormous transportation yard through which travelers and freight entered and left the city. It was a vast level space containing warehouses for the storage of the varied goods, and pens for animals and rest houses for humans. Fritta was a veteran guide and, bypassing the noisy horde in the caravanserai yard, he directed his charges into a series of khans, man-made caverns dug into adjoining hillsides to provide coolness and shelter for caravans. Most of the travelers would spend only a day or two at the caravanserai, recuperating, making wagon repairs or swapping horses for camels, then they would follow a Roman road south to Jerusalem.

“We’ll be gone from here within hours,” Meir told Rob, “for we are within ten days’ travel of our home in Angora and eager to be freed of our responsibility.”

“I’ll stay a while, I think.”

“When you decide to leave, go to see the kervanbashi, the Chief of Caravans here. His name is Zevi. When he was a young man he was a drover and then a caravan master who took camel trains over all the routes. He knows the travelers and,” Simon said proudly, “he is a Jew and a good man. He’ll see that you journey in safety.”

Rob grasped wrists with each of them in turn.

Farewell, chunky Gershom, whose tough arse I lanced.

Farewell, sharp-nosed, black-bearded Judah.

Goodbye, friendly young Tuveh.

Thank you, Meir.

Thank you, thank you, Simon!

He said goodbye to them with regret, for they had shown him kindness. The parting was more difficult because it took him from the book that had led him into the Persian language.

Presently he drove alone through Constantinople, an enormous city, perhaps larger than London. When seen from afar it had appeared to float in the warm clear air, framed between the dark blue stone of the walls and the different blues of the sky above and the Sea of Marmara to the south. Seen from within, Constantinople was a city full of stone churches that loomed over narrow streets crowded with riders on donkeys, horses, and camels, as well as sedan chairs and carts and wagons of every description. Burly porters dressed in a loose uniform of rough brown stuff carried incredible burdens on their backs or on platforms that they wore on their heads like hats.

In a public square Rob paused to study a lone figure that stood atop a tall column of porphyry, overlooking the city. From the Latin inscription he was able to learn that this was Constantine the Great. The teaching brothers and priests of St. Botolph’s school in London had given him a thorough grounding in the subject of this statue; priests were greatly taken with Constantine, for he was the first Roman emperor to become a Christian. Indeed, his conversion had been the making of the Christian Church, and when he had captured the metropolis called Byzantium from the Greeks by force of arms and made it his own—Constantinople, city of Constantine—it became the jewel of Christianity in the East, a place of cathedrals.

Rob left the area of commerce and churches and entered the neighborhoods of narrow wooden houses built cheek by jowl, with overhanging second stories that might have been transported from any number of English towns. It was a city rich in nationalities, as befit a place that marked the end of one continent and the beginning of another. He drove through a Greek quarter, an Armenian market, a Jewish sector, and suddenly, instead of listening to one impenetrable babble after another, he heard words in Parsi.

Straightaway he asked for and found a stable, run by a man named Ghiz. It was a good stable and Rob saw to Horse’s comfort before leaving her, for she had served him well and deserved a lazy rest and lots of grain. Ghiz pointed Rob toward his own home at the top of the Path of the Three Hundred and Twenty-nine Steps, where a room was for rent.

The room proved worth the climb, for it was light and clean and a salt breeze blew through the window.

From it he looked down over the hyacinth Bosporus, on which sails were like moving blossoms. Past the far shore, perhaps half a mile away, he could see looming domes and minarets keen as lances and realized they were the reason for the earthworks, the moat, and the two walls surrounding Constantinople. A few feet from his window the influence of the Cross ended and the lines were manned to defend Christendom from Islam. Across the strait, the influence of the Crescent began.

He stayed at the window and stared over at Asia, into which he would delve deep and soon.

That night Rob dreamed of Mary. He awoke to melancholy and fled the room. Off a square called August’s Forum he found public baths, where he took the chill waters briefly and then sat lolling in the tepidarium’s hot water like Caesar, soaping himself and breathing steam.

When he emerged, toweled dry and glowing from the last cold plunge, he was enormously hungry and more optimistic. In the Jewish market he bought little fishes fried brown and a bunch of black grapes that he ate while he searched for what he needed.

In many of the booths he saw the short linen undergarments every Jew had worn at Tryavna. The little vests bore the braided embellishments called tsitsith which, Simon had explained, allowed Jews to carry out the biblical admonition that all their lives they must wear fringes on the corners of garments.

He found a Jewish merchant who spoke Persian. He was a doddering man with a down-turned mouth and there were food stains on his caftan, but in Rob’s eyes he was the first threat of exposure.

“It’s a gift for a friend, he is my size,” Rob muttered. The old man paid him small attention, intent on the sale. Finally he came up with a fringed undergarment that was large enough.

Rob didn’t dare buy everything at once. Instead, he went to the stables and saw that Horse was fine.

“Yours is a decent wagon,” Ghiz said.

“Yes.”

“I might be willing to buy.” “Not for sale.”

Ghiz shrugged. “An adequate wagon, though I would have to paint it. But a poor beast, alas. Without spirit. Without the proud look in her eyes. You would be fortunate to have that animal off your hands.”

He saw at once that Ghiz’s interest in the wagon was a diversion to direct attention from the fact that he had taken a fancy to Horse.

“Neither is for sale.”

Still, he had to fight a smile at the idea that so clumsy a diversion had been attempted on one for whom diversion had been a stock in trade. The wagon was close at hand and it amused him, while the stableman was busy in a stall, to make certain unobtrusive preparations.

Presently he drew a silver coin from Ghiz’s left eye.

“O Allah!”

He convinced a wooden ball to vanish when covered by a kerchief, then he caused the kerchief to change color, and change color again, green to blue to brown.

“In the Prophet’s name …”

Rob drew a red ribbon from between his teeth and presented it with as pretty a flourish as if the stableman were a blushing girl. Caught between wonderment and fear of this infidel djinni, Ghiz gave in to delight. And thus part of the day was spent pleasantly in magic and juggling, and before he was through, he could have sold Ghiz anything.

With his evening meal he was served a flask of fiery brown drink, too thick and cloying and too plentiful. At the next table was a priest, and Rob offered him some of the drink.

Priests here wore long flowing black robes and tall, cylindrical cloth hats with stiff little brims. This one’s robe was fairly clean but his hat bore the greasy story of a long career. He was a red-faced, pop-eyed man of middle age, eager to converse with a European and improve his facility with Western languages. He knew no English but tried Rob in the Norman and Frankish tongues and finally settled for speaking Persian, a trifle sulkily.

His name was Father Tamas and he was a Greek priest.

His mood sweetened over the liquor, which he drank in large draughts.

“Are you to settle in Constantinople, Master Cole?”

“No, in a few days I’ll travel East in hopes of acquiring medicinal herbs to take back to England.”

The priest nodded. It would be best to venture East without delay, he said, for the Lord had ordained that one day there would be a righteous war between the One True Church and the Islamic savage. “Have you visited our Cathedral of St. Sofia?” he demanded, and was aghast when Rob smiled and shook his head. “But, my new friend, you must, before you leave! You must! For it is the churchly marvel of the world. It was raised at the order of Constantine himself, and when that worthy emperor first entered the cathedral he fell upon his knees and exclaimed, ‘I have built better than Solomon.’

“It is not without reason that the head of the Church makes his quarters within the magnificence of the Cathedral of St. Sofia,” Father Tamas said.

Rob looked at him in surprise. “Has Pope John moved to Constantinople from Rome, then?”

Father Tamas contemplated him. When he seemed satisfied that Rob was not laughing at his expense, the Greek priest smiled frostily. “John XIX remains Patriarch of the Christian Church in Rome. But Alexius IV is Patriarch of the Christian Church in Constantinople, and here he is our only shepherd,” he said.

The liquor and the ocean air combined to give him a deep and dreamless sleep. Next morning he allowed himself to repeat the luxury of the Augustine Baths, and in the street bought a breakfast of bread and fresh plums as he walked to the Jews’ bazaar. At the market he selected carefully, for he had given thought to each item. He had observed a few linen prayer shawls in Tryavna but the men he had respected most there had worn wool; now he bought wool for himself, a four-cornered shawl adorned with fringes similar to those on the undergarment he had found the day before.

Feeling passing strange, he bought a set of phylacteries, the leather straps they placed on their forehead and wound around an arm during the morning prayers.

He had made each of the purchases from a different merchant. One of them, a sallow young man with gaps in his mouth from missing teeth, had a particularly large display of caftans. The man didn’t know Parsi but gestures served them well. None of the caftans was large enough, but the merchant motioned that Rob must wait, and then he hurried to the booth of the old man who had sold Rob the tsitsith. Here there were larger caftans, and within a few moments Rob had purchased two of them.

Leaving the bazaar with his possessions in a cloth bag, he took a street on which he hadn’t walked and soon saw a church so magnificent it could only be the Cathedral of St. Sofia. He entered enormous brazen doors and found himself in a huge openness of lovely proportion, with a reaching of pillar into arch, of arch into vault, of vault into a dome so high it made him smaller than life. The vast space of the nave was illuminated by thousands of wicks whose soft clear burning in cups of oil was reflected by more glitter than he was accustomed to in a church, icons framed in gold, walls of precious marbles, too much gilt and blaze for an English taste. There was no sign of the Patriarch but, looking down the nave, he saw priests at the altar in richly brocaded chasubles. One of the figures was swinging a censer and they were singing a Mass but were so far away that Rob couldn’t smell the incense or make out the Latin.

The greater part of the nave was deserted and he sat in the rear surrounded by empty carven benches, beneath the contorted figure hanging from a cross that loomed in the lamp-lit gloom. He felt that the staring eyes penetrated his depths and knew the contents of the cloth bag. He hadn’t been raised in piety, yet in this calculated rebellion he was strangely moved to religious feeling. He knew he had entered the cathedral precisely for this moment, and he rose to his feet and for a time stood in silence and met the challenge of those eyes.

Finally he spoke aloud. “It needs be done. But I am not forsaking you,” he said.

He was less certain a short time later, after he had climbed the hill of stone steps and was again in his room.

On the table he propped the small square of steel in whose polished surface he had been accustomed to shaving, and he took his knife to the hair that now fell long and tangled over his ears, trimming until what was left were the ceremonial earlocks they called peoth.

He disrobed and put on the tsitsith fearfully, half expecting to be stricken. It seemed to him that the fringes crawled over his flesh.

The long black caftan was less intimidating. It was only an outer garment, with no connection to their God.

The beard was still undeniably sparse. He arranged his earlocks so they hung loosely beneath the bell-shaped Jew’s hat. The leather cap was a fortunate touch because it was so obviously old and used.

Still, when he had left the room again and entered the street he knew it was madness and it wouldn’t work; he expected anyone who looked at him to howl with laughter.

I shall need a name, he thought.

It wouldn’t do to be called Reuven the Barber-Surgeon as he had been known in Tryavna; to succeed in the transformation he required more than a piss-weak Hebrew version of his goy identity.

Jesse …

A name he remembered from Mam’s reading the Bible aloud. A strong name he could live with, the name of the father of King David.

For his patronymic he chose Benjamin, in honor of Benjamin Merlin, who had, albeit unwillingly, shown him what a physician could be.

He would say he came from Leeds, he decided, because he remembered the look of the Jewish-owned houses there and could speak in detail of the place if need should arise.

He resisted an urge to turn and flee, for coming toward him were three priests and with something akin to panic he recognized that one of them was Father Tamas, his dining companion of the previous evening.

The three proceeded as unhurriedly as pacing crows, deep in conversation.

He forced himself to walk toward them. “Peace be unto you,” he said when they were abreast.

The Greek priest slid his glance disdainfully over the Jew and then turned back to his companions without replying to the greeting.

When they had passed him, Jesse ben Benjamin of Leeds indulged in a smile. Calmly now and with more confidence he continued on his way, striding with his palm pressed against his right cheek, as the rabbenu of Tryavna had been wont to walk when deep in thought.
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Despite the change in his appearance he still felt like Rob J. Cole when he went to the caravanserai at midday. A large train to Jerusalem was in the process of organization and the great open space was a confusing maelstrom of drovers leading laden camels and asses, men trying to back wagons into line, riders on horseback milling dangerously close, while animals screamed their protests and harried humans raised their voices in condemnation of the beasts and one another. A party of Norman knights had claimed the only shade, on the northern side of the storehouses, where they lounged on the ground and hurled drunken insults at passers-by. Rob J. didn’t know if they were the men who had killed Mistress Buffington, but they might well have been, and he avoided them with distaste.

He sat on a bale of prayer rugs and watched the Chief of Caravans. The kervanbashi was a burly Turkish Jew who wore a black turban over grizzled hair that still contained traces of its former red color. Simon had told him that this man, name of Zevi, could be invaluable in helping to arrange safe travel. Certainly, all quailed before him.

“Woe be unto you!” Zevi roared at an unfortunate drover. “Hie you from this place, dullard. Lead your animals away, for are they not to follow the beasts of the merchants of the Black Sea? Have I not told you twice? Cannot you ever recall your true place in the line of march, O misbegotten?”

It seemed to Rob that Zevi was everywhere, settling arguments between merchants and transporters, conferring with the caravan master concerning the route, checking bills of lading.

As Rob sat and watched, a Persian sidled up to him, a small man, so skinny he had hollows in his cheeks. From his beard, to which flecks of food still clung, it was evident he had eaten millet gruel that morning, and he wore a dirty orange turban, too small for his head.

“Where do you travel, Hebrew?” “I hope to leave soon for Ispahan.”

“Ah, Persia! You wish a guide, effendi? For I was born in Qum, a hart hunt from Ispahan, and I know every stone and bush along the way.” Rob hesitated.

“Everyone else will take you the long, hard way, along the coast. Then through the Persian mountains. That is because they avoid the shortest route through the Great Salt Desert, fearing it. But I can take you straight across the desert to water, avoiding all robbers.”

He was strongly tempted to agree and leave at once, remembering how well Charbonneau had served. But there was something furtive about the man and in the end he shook his head.

The Persian shrugged. “If you change your mind, master, I am a bargain as a guide, very cheap.”

A moment later one of the highborn French pilgrims, passing the bale where Rob was sitting, staggered and fell against him.

“You shit,” he said, and spat. “You Jew.”

Rob stood, his color mounting. He saw that the Norman was already reaching for his sword.

Suddenly Zevi was upon them. “A thousand pardons, my lord, ten thousand pardons! I shall tend to this one,” he said, and shoved the astonished Rob away before him.

When they were clear, Rob listened to the rattle of words that came from Zevi and shook his head.

“I don’t speak the Tongue well. Nor did I need your help with the Frenchman,” he said, searching for the words in Parsi.

“Indeed? You’d have been killed, young ox.”

“It was my own affair.”

“No, no! In a place crowded with Muslims and drunken Christians, killing a single Jew would be like eating a single date. They would have killed many of us and therefore it was very much my affair.” Zevi stared at him furiously. “What kind of Yahud is it who speaks Persian like a camel, doesn’t speak his own tongue, and seeks to brawl? What is your name and where are you from?”

“I am Jesse, son of Benjamin. A Jew of Leeds.”

“Where in hell is Leeds?”

“England.”

“An Inghiliz!” Zevi said. “Never before have I met a Jew who was an Inghiliz.”

“We’re few and scattered. There is no community there. No rabbenu, no shohet, no mashgiah. No study house or synagogue, so we seldom hear the Tongue. That is why I have so little of it.”

“Bad, to raise your children in a place where they don’t feel their own God or hear their own language.” Zevi sighed. “Often it is hard to be a Jew.”

When Rob asked whether he knew of a large, protected caravan bound for Ispahan, he shook his head.

“I have been approached by a guide,” Rob said.

“A Persian turd with a little turban and a dirty beard?” Zevi snorted. “That one would take you straight into the hands of evil men. You would be left lying in the desert with your throat cut and your belongings stolen. No,” he said, “you will be better off in a caravan of our own people.” He thought for a long moment. “Reb Lonzano,” he said finally.

“Reb Lonzano?”

Zevi nodded. “Yes, it may be that Reb Lonzano is the answer.” Not far away an altercation broke out between drovers and someone called his name. He grimaced. “Those sons of camels, those diseased jackals! I have no time now, you must come back after this caravan has departed. Come to my office late in the afternoon, in the hut behind the main hostelry. All things may be decided then.”

When he returned a few hours later he found Zevi in the hut that served as his retreat in the caravanserai. With him were three Jews. “This is Lonzano ben Ezra,” he told Rob.

Reb Lonzano, middle-aged and the senior, was clearly the leader. He had brown hair and a brown beard that hadn’t yet grayed, but any youthfulness gained thereby was offset by his lined face and serious eyes.

Both Loeb ben Kohen and Aryeh Askari were perhaps ten years younger than Lonzano. Loeb was tall and lanky and Aryeh stockier and square-shouldered. Both had the dark, weather-beaten faces of traveling merchants but they kept them carefully neutral, awaiting Lonzano’s verdict concerning him.

“They are tradesmen bound for their home in Masqat, across the Persian Gulf,” Zevi said, and then turned to Lonzano. “Now,” he said sternly, “this pitiable one has been brought up like a goy, all unknowing in a far-away Christian land, and he needs to be shown that Jews can be kind to Jews.”

“What is your business in Ispahan, Jesse ben Benjamin?” Reb Lonzano asked.

“I go there to study, to become a physician.”

Lonzano nodded. “The madrassa in Ispahan. Reb Aryeh’s cousin, Reb Mirdin Askari, is a student of medicine there.”

Rob leaned forward eagerly and would have asked questions, but Reb Lonzano would suffer no diversions. “Are you solvent and able to pay fair portion of the expenses of travel?”

“I am”.

“Willing to share work and responsibilities along the way?”

“Most willing. In what do you trade, Reb Lonzano?”

Lonzano scowled. Clearly, he felt that the interviewing should be directed by him, not at him. “Pearls,” he said unwillingly.

“How large is the caravan with which you travel?”

Lonzano allowed the barest hint of a smile to twitch the corners of his mouth. “We are the caravan with which we travel.”

Rob was confounded. He turned to Zevi. “How can three men offer me protection from bandits and other perils?”

“Listen to me,” Zevi said. “These are traveling Jews. They know when to venture and when not. When to hole up. Where to go for protection or help, any place along the way.” He turned to Lonzano. “What say you, friend? Will you take him along, or will you not?”

Reb Lonzano looked at his two companions. They were silent and their bland expressions didn’t change, but they must have conveyed something, for when he looked back at Rob he nodded.

“All right, you are welcome to join us. We leave at dawn tomorrow from the Bosporus slip.”

“I’ll be there with my horse and wagon.”

Aryeh snorted and Loeb sighed.

“No horse, no wagon,” Lonzano said. “We sail on the Black Sea in small boats, to eliminate a long and dangerous land journey.”

Zevi placed a huge hand on his knee. “If they are willing to take you, it is an excellent opportunity. Sell the horse and wagon.”

Rob made up his mind, and nodded.

“Mazel!” Zevi said in quiet satisfaction, and poured red Turkish wine to seal their bargain.

From the caravanserai he made straight for the stable, and Ghiz gasped when he saw him. “You are Yahud?” “I am Yahud.”

Ghiz nodded fearfully, as if convinced that this magician was a djinni who could alter his identity at will.

“I have changed my mind, I shall sell you the wagon.”

The Persian threw him a sullen offer, a fraction of the cart’s worth.
 
“No, you shall pay a fair price.”

“You may keep your frail wagon. Now, should you wish to sell the horse …”

“I am making you a gift of the horse.”

Ghiz narrowed his eyes, trying to see danger.

“You must pay a fair price for the wagon, but the horse is a gift.”

He went to Horse and rubbed her nose for the last time, thanking her silently for the faithful way in which she had served him. “Bear this in mind always. This animal works willingly but she must be fed well and regularly and kept clean so she is never afflicted with sores. If she is in health when I return here, all will go well with you. But if she has been abused …”

He held Ghiz’s gaze, and the stableman blanched and looked away. “I shall treat her well, Hebrew. I shall treat her very well!”

The wagon had been his only home for these many years. And it was like saying goodbye to the last of Barber.

It was necessary to leave most of its contents, a bargain for Ghiz. He took his surgical instruments and an assortment of medicinal herbs. The little pine grasshopper box with the perforated lid. His arms. A few other things.

He thought he had exerted discipline, but he was less certain the following morning when he carried a great cloth bag through the still-dark streets. He reached the Bosporus slip as light was graying, and Reb Lonzano looked sourly at the bundle that bowed his back.

They were taken across the Bosporus Strait in a teimil, a long, low skiff that was little more than a hollowed tree trunk that had been oiled and outfitted with a single pair of oars manned by a sleepy youth. On the far shore they were landed at Uskudar, a town of shacks clustered along the waterfront, facing slips whose moorings were crowded with boats of all sizes and descriptions. To Rob’s dismay he learned that they faced an hour’s walk to the little bay where the boat was moored that would take them through the Bosporus and along the coast of the Black Sea. He shouldered his ponderous bundle and followed after the other three men.

Presently he found himself walking alongside Lonzano.

“I have heard from Zevi what happened between you and the Norman at the caravanserai. You must keep a tighter rein on your temper, lest you endanger the rest of us.”

“Yes, Reb Lonzano.”

At length he heaved a sigh as he shifted his bag.

“Is anything wrong, Inghiliz?”

Rob shook his head. Holding his bundle on his aching shoulder as the salt sweat ran into his eyes, he thought of Zevi and grinned.

“It is hard to be a Jew,” he said.

Finally they reached a deserted inlet and Rob saw, bobbing on the swell, a wide, squat cargo vessel with a mast and three sails, one large and two small.

“What sort of boat is that?” he asked Reb Aryeh.

“A keseboy. A good boat.”

“Come!” called the captain. He was Ilias, a homely blond Greek with a sun-darkened face in which a gap-toothed grin gleamed whitely. Rob thought him too indiscriminating a businessman, for already waiting to board were nine shaven-headed scarecrows with no eyebrows or lashes.

Lonzano groaned. “Dervishes, Muslim begging monks.”

Their cowls were filthy rags. From the girdle of rope tied around each waist hung a cup and a sling. In the center of each forehead was a round dark mark like a scabby callus; Reb Lonzano told Rob later that it was the zabiba, common to devout Muslims who pressed their heads into the ground during prayer five times a day.

One of them, perhaps the leader, placed his hands to his breast and bowed to the Jews. “Salaam.”

Lonzano returned the bow. “Salaam aleikbem.”

“Come! Come!” the Greek called, and they waded into the welcoming coolness of the surf to where the boat crew, two youths in loincloths, waited to help them up the rope ladder into the shallow-draft keseboy. There was no deck or structure, simply an open space taken up by the cargo of lumber, pitch, and salt. Since Ilias insisted that a center aisle be left to allow the crew to manipulate the sails, little room remained for the passengers, and after their bundles had been stowed, the Jews and the Muslims were jammed together like so many salt herrings.

As the two anchors were lifted the dervishes began to bellow. Their leader, whose name was Dedeh—he had an aged face and, in addition to the zabiba, three dark marks on his forehead that appeared to have been made by burning—threw back his head and cried into the sky, “Allah Ek-beeeer.” The drawn-out sound seemed to hover over the sea.

“La ilah illallah,” chorused his congregation of disciples.

“Allah Ek-beeer.”

The keseboy drifted offshore, found the wind with much flapping of her sails, and then moved steadily eastward.

* * *

He was jammed in between Reb Lonzano and a skinny young dervish with a single burn mark on his forehead. The young Muslim smiled at him presently and, digging into his pouch, came up with four battered bits of bread, which he distributed to the Jews.

“Thank him for me,” Rob said. “I don’t want any.”

“We must eat it,” Lonzano said. “Otherwise they will take grave offense.”

“It is made of a noble flour,” the dervish said easily in Persian. “Truly an excellent bread.”

Lonzano glared at Rob, doubtless peeved because he didn’t speak the Tongue. The young dervish watched them eat the bread, which tasted like solidified sweat.

“I am Melek abu Ishak,” the dervish said.

“I am Jesse ben Benjamin.”

The dervish nodded and closed his eyes. Soon he was snoring, which Rob saw as a sign of his wisdom, for traveling in a keseboy was exceedingly dull. Neither the seascape nor the nearby land ever appeared to change in any detail.

Still, there were things to think about. When he asked Ilias why they hugged the shoreline, the Greek smiled. “They cannot come and get us in shallow water,” he explained. Rob followed his pointing finger and saw, far out, tiny white puffs that were the great sails of a ship.

“Pirates,” the Greek said. “They hope perhaps we’ll be blown out to sea. Then they would kill us and take my cargo and your money.”

As the sun grew higher a stench of unwashed bodies began to dominate the atmosphere in the boat. Much of the time it was dissipated by the sea breeze but when it wasn’t, it was markedly unpleasant. He determined that it came from the dervishes and tried to lean away from Melek abu Ishak, but there was no place to go. Still, there were advantages to traveling with Muslims, for five times a day Ilias brought the keseboy to the shore in order to allow them to prostrate themselves in the direction of Mecca. These intervals were opportunities for the Jews to have hurried meals ashore or to scurry behind bushes and dunes to empty bladders and bowels.

His English skin had long since been tanned on the trail, but now he felt the sun and the salt curing it into leather. As night fell the absence of the sun was a blessing, but sleep soon threw the sitters from their perpendicular positions and he was pinned between the dead weights of a noisily slumbering Melek on his right and an oblivious Lonzano on his left. When finally he could take no more he used his elbows and received fervent imprecations from both sides.

The Jews prayed in the boat. Rob put on his tefillin each morning when the others did, winding the leather strip around his left arm the way he had practiced with the rope in the barn at Tryavna. He wrapped the leather around every other finger, bending his head over his lap and hoping no one would notice he didn’t know what he was doing.

Between landings, Dedeh led his dervishes in prayer afloat:

“God is greatest! God is greatest! God is greatest! God is greatest!”

“I confess that there is no God but God! I confess that there is no God but God!”

“I confess that Mohammed is the Prophet of God! I confess that Mohammed is the Prophet of God!”

They were dervishes of the Order of Selman, the Prophet’s barber, sworn to lives of poverty and piety, Melek told Rob. The rags they wore signified renunciation of the luxuries of the world. To wash them would indicate abnegation of their faith, which explained the stink. The shaving of all body hair symbolized removing the veil between God and his servants. The cups carried in their rope belts were a sign of the deep well of meditation, their slings were to drive away the devil. The burns in the forehead aided in penitence, and they gave bits of bread to strangers because Gabriel had brought bread to Adam in Paradise.

They were on ziaret, pilgrimage to the saintly tombs in Mecca.

“Why do you wind leather about your arms in the morning?” Melek asked him.

“It’s the Lord’s commandment,” he said, and he told Melek of how the order was given in the Book of Deuteronomy.

“Why do you cover your shoulders with shawls when you pray, sometimes but not always?”

He knew too few answers; he had picked up only superficial knowledge from observing the Jews of Tryavna. He fought to conceal his agony at being questioned. “Because the Ineffable One, Blessed be He, has instructed us to do these things,” he said gravely, and Melek nodded and smiled.

When he turned away from the dervish he saw that Reb Lonzano was studying him with his heavily lidded eyes.


35

SALT

[image: image]

The first two days were calm and easy, but on the third day the wind freshened and produced a heavy sea. Ilias skillfully maintained the keseboy between the dangers of the pirate ship and the pounding surf. At sunset sleek dark shapes rose from the blood-colored waters and curved and lunged alongside and under their boat. Rob shuddered and knew genuine fear, but Ilias laughed and said they were porpoises, harmless and playful creatures.

By dawn the swells rose and fell in steep hills and seasickness returned to Rob like an old friend. His retching was contagious even to hardened sailors and soon the boat was filled with sick and heaving men praying in a variety of languages for God to put an end to their misery.

At the worst of it Rob begged to be abandoned ashore, but Reb Lonzano shook his head.

“Ilias will no longer stop to allow the Muslims to pray on land, for here there are Turkoman tribes,” he said. “Any strangers they don’t kill are made their slaves, and in each of their tents are one or two mistreated unfortunates who are in chains for life.”

Lonzano told the story of his cousin who, along with two strapping sons, had attempted to move a caravan of wheat into Persia. “They were taken. They were bound and buried up to their necks in their own wheat and left to starve, not a pretty way to die. Finally the Turkomans sold the wasted bodies to our family for Jewish burial.”

So Rob stayed in the boat and thus, like a series of bad years, passed an interminable four days.

Seven days after they had left Constantinople, Ilias piloted the keseboy into a tiny harbor around which were clustered some forty houses, a few of them rickety wooden structures but most built of sun-hardened clay blocks. It was an inhospitable-looking port, but not to Rob, who ever after would remember the town of Rize with gratitude.

“Imshallah! Imshallah!” exclaimed the dervishes as the keseboy touched the dock. Reb Lonzano recited a blessing. With darkened skin, a thinner body, and a concave belly, Rob leaped from the boat and walked carefully over the heaving earth away from the hated sea.

Dedeh bowed to Lonzano, Melek blinked his eyes at Rob and smiled, and the dervishes went away.

“Come,” Lonzano said. The Jews plodded as though they knew where they were going. Rize was a sorry place. Yellow dogs ran out and barked at them. They passed giggling children with sores in their eyes, a slatternly woman cooking something over an open fire, two men asleep in the shade as close as lovers. An old man spat as they went by.

“Their main business is selling livestock to people who arrive by boat and continue through the mountains,” Lonzano said. “Loeb has a perfect knowledge of beasts and will buy for all.”

So Rob gave over money to Loeb, and presently they came to a small hut next to a large pen containing donkeys and mules. The dealer was a wall-eyed man. The third and fourth fingers of his left hand were missing and in removing them somebody had done a crude job, but he had stumps that were useful to him as he pulled halters, separating the animals for Loeb’s inspection.

Loeb didn’t bargain or fuss. Often he scarcely seemed to glance at an animal. Sometimes he paused to check eyes, teeth, withers, and hocks.

He proposed to buy only one of the mules and the seller gasped at his offer. “Not enough!” he said angrily, but when Loeb shrugged and walked away, the sullen man stopped him and accepted his money.

At another dealer’s they bought three animals. The third dealer they visited took a long look at the beasts they led and nodded slowly. He separated animals from his herd for them.

“They know each other’s stock and he sees that Loeb will take only the best,” Aryeh said. Soon all four members of the Jewish party had a tough, durable little donkey for riding and a strong mule to serve as pack animal.

Lonzano said they were only one month’s travel from Ispahan if all went well, and the knowledge gave Rob new strength. They spent a day traversing the coastal plain and three days in foothills. Then they were in the higher hills. Rob liked mountains, but these were arid and rocky peaks where foliage was sparse. “It is because most of the year there is no water,” Lonzano said. “In the spring there are wild and dangerous floods and then the rest of the time it is dry. When there is a lake, it is likely to be salt water, but we know where to find sweet water.”

In the morning they prayed, and afterward Aryeh spat and looked at Rob in contempt. “You don’t know shit. You are a stupid goy.”

“You are the stupid one and you speak like a swine,” Lonzano told Aryeh.

“He doesn’t even know how to lay on the tefillin!” Aryeh said sullenly.

“He has been brought up among strangers and if he doesn’t know, this is our opportunity to teach. I, Reb Lonzano ben Ezra ha-Levi of Masqat, shall give him some of the ways of his people.”

Lonzano showed Rob how to lay on the phylacteries correctly. The leather was wound three times around the upper arm, making the Hebrew letter shin, then it was wrapped seven times down the forearm and across the palm and around the fingers in such a way as to spell out two more letters, dalet and yud, forming the word Shaddai, one of the Unutterable’s seven names.

During the wrapping there were prayers, among them a passage from Hosea 2:21-22: And I will betroth thee unto Me forever … in righteousness and in justice, and in loving kindness and in compassion. And I will betroth thee unto Me in faithfulness, and thou shalt know the Lord.

Repeating them, Rob began to tremble, for he had promised Jesus that despite donning the outer appearance of a Jew he would remain faithful. Then he recalled that Christ had been a Jew and doubtless during his lifetime had laid on the phylacteries thousands of times while saying these same prayers. The heaviness in his heart lifted and so did his fear, and he repeated the words after Lonzano while the straps around his arm empurpled his hand in a way that was most interesting, for it indicated that blood had been trapped in the fingers by the tight binding, and he found himself wondering whence the blood had traveled and where it would go from the hand when the straps were removed.

“Another thing,” Lonzano said as they unwrapped the phylacteries. “You mustn’t neglect to seek divine guidance because you don’t have the Tongue. It is written that if a person cannot say a prescribed supplication, he should at least think of the Almighty. That, too, is prayer.”

They were not a dashing sight, for if a man isn’t short there is a certain lack of proportion when he rides an ass. Rob’s feet barely cleared the ground, but the donkey was easily capable of bearing his weight over long distances and was an agile beast, perfectly suited for going up and down mountains.

He didn’t like Lonzano’s pace, for the leader had a thornbush switch and kept tapping his donkey’s flanks with it, urging it on.

“Why so fast?” he growled finally, but Lonzano didn’t bother to turn.

It was Loeb who answered. “Bad people live near here. They’ll kill any travelers and especially have a hatred for Jews.”

The route was all in their heads; Rob knew nothing of it and if any mishap should occur to the other three, it was doubtful he would survive this bleak and hostile environment. The trail rose and fell precipitously, writhing between the dark and brooding peaks of eastern Turkey. Late in the afternoon of the fifth day they reached a small stream moving moodily between rock-strewn banks.

“The Coruh River,” Aryeh said.

The water in Rob’s flask was almost gone but Aryeh shook his head when he started for the river.

“It runs salty,” he said bitingly, as if Rob should have known, and they rode on.

Rounding a bend at dusk, they came upon a boy tending goats. He sprang away when he saw them.

“Shall we go after him?” Rob said. “Perhaps he runs to tell bandits we are here.”

Now Lonzano looked at him and smiled, and Rob saw that the tension was leaving his face. “That was a Jewish boy. We’re coming to Bayburt.”

The village had less than a hundred people, about one-third of them Jews. They lived behind a stout, high wall built into the mountainside. By the time they reached the gate in the wall it had been opened. It closed behind them at once and was locked, and when they dismounted they had security and hospitality within the walls of the Jewish quarter.

“Shalom,” the Bayburt rabbenu said without surprise. He was a small man who would have looked perfectly natural astride a donkey. He had a full beard and a wistful expression about the mouth.

“Shalom aleikhum,” Lonzano said.

Rob had been told in Tryavna of the Jewish system of travel, but now he saw it as a participant. Boys led their animals away for care, other boys collected their flasks to wash them and fill them with sweet water from the town well. Women brought wet cloths that they might wash, and they were led to fresh bread and soup and wine before gathering in the synagogue with the men of the town for ma ‘ariv. After the prayers they sat with the rabbenu and some of the town leaders.

“Your face is familiar, no?” the rabbenu said to Lonzano.

“I’ve enjoyed your hospitality before. I was here six years ago with my brother Abraham and our father of blessed memory, Jeremiah ben Label. Our father was taken four years ago when a small scratch on his arm mortified and poisoned him. The will of the Most High.”

The rabbenu nodded and sighed. “May he rest.”

A grizzled Jew scratched his chin and broke in eagerly. “Do you recall me, perhaps? Yosel ben Samuel of Bayburt? I stayed with your family in Masqat, ten years ago this spring. I brought copper pyrites on a caravan of forty-three camels and your uncle … Issachar?… helped me sell the pyrites to a smelter and obtain a load of sea sponges to take back with me for a fine profit.”

Lonzano smiled. “My Uncle Jehiel. Jehiel ben Issachar.”

“Jehiel, just so! It was Jehiel. Is he in health?”

“He was in health when I left Masqat,” Lonzano said.

“Well,” the rabbenu said, “the road to Erzurum is controlled by a scourge of Turkish bandits, may the plague take them and all forms of catastrophe dog their steps. They murder, they exact ransom, whatever they please. You must go around them, over a small track through the highest mountains. You won’t lose your way, for one of our youths will guide you.”

So it was that early the next day their animals turned off the traveled track shortly after leaving Bayburt and picked their way over a stony path that in places was only a few feet wide, with sheer drops down the mountainside. The guide stayed with them until they were safely back on the main trail.

The following night they were in Karakose, where there were only a dozen Jewish families, prosperous merchants who were under the protection of a strong warlord, Ali ul Hamid. Hamid’s castle was built in the shape of a heptagon on a high mountain overlooking the town. It had the appearance of a galleon-of-war, dismantled and dismasted. Water was brought to the fortress from the town on asses, and cisterns were kept full in case of siege. In return for Hamid’s protection, the Jews of Karakose were pledged to keep the castle’s magazines full of millet and rice. Rob and the three Jews didn’t glimpse Hamid but left Karakose gladly, not wishing to remain where safety lay at the caprice of a single powerful man.

They were passing through territory that was extremely difficult and dangerous, but the travel network was working. Each night they had a renewed supply of sweet water, good food and shelter, and advice about the countryside ahead. The worry lines in Lonzano’s face all but disappeared.

On a Friday afternoon they reached the tiny mountainside village of Igdir and stayed an extra day in the small stone houses of the Jews there in order that they need not travel on the Sabbath. Fruit was grown in Igdir and they gorged gratefully on black cherries and quince preserves. Now even Aryeh relaxed and Loeb was gracious to Rob, showing him a secret sign language with which Jewish merchants in the East conducted their negotiations without speaking. “It’s done with the hands,” Loeb said. “The straight finger stands for ten, the bent finger for five. The finger grasped so only the tip is showing is one, the whole hand counts for one hundred, the fist for one thousand.”

He and Loeb rode side by side the morning they left Igdir, bargaining silently with their hands, making deals for nonexistent shipments, buying and selling spices and gold and kingdoms to while away the time. The trail was rocky and difficult.

“We’re not far from Mount Ararat,” Aryeh said.

Rob considered the towering, unwelcoming peaks and the sere terrain. “What must Noah have thought on leaving the ark?” he said, and Aryeh shrugged.

At Nazik, the next town, they were delayed. The community was built down the length of a large rocky defile, with eighty-four Jews living there and perhaps thirty times as many Anatolians. “There will be a Turkish wedding in this town,” they were told by the rabbenu, a skinny old man with stooped shoulders and strong eyes. “They have already begun to celebrate and they are excited in a mean way. We do not dare leave our quarter.”

Their hosts kept them locked within the Jewish section for four days. There was plenty of food in the quarter, and a good well. The Jews of Nazik were pleasant and polite, and although the sun was fierce there the travelers slept in a cool stone barn on clean straw. From the town Rob heard sounds of fighting and drunken revelry and the breaking of furniture, and once a hail of stones came raining down on the Jews from the other side of the wall, but no one was injured.

At the end of four days all was quiet and one of the rabbenu’s sons ventured forth to find that the Turks were exhausted and docile following the wild celebration, and the following morning Rob left Nazik gladly with his three fellow travelers.

There followed a trek through country devoid of Jewish settlement or protection along the way. Three mornings after they left Nazik they came to a plateau containing a great body of water surrounded by a wide perimeter of white cracked mud. They got down from their donkeys.

“This is Urmiya,” Lonzano told Rob, “a shallow salt lake. In the spring, streams carry minerals here from the mountainsides. But no stream empties the lake, and so the summer sun drinks the water and leaves the salt around the edges. Take a pinch of salt and place it on your tongue.”

He did, gingerly, and made a face.

Lonzano grinned. “You are tasting Persia.”

It took him a moment to get the meaning. “We are in Persia?”

“Yes. This is the border.”

He was disappointed. It seemed a long way to travel for … this. Lonzano was perceptive. “Never mind, you will be enamored of Ispahan, I guarantee it. We had best remount, we still have long days to ride.”

But first Rob pissed into Lake Urmiya, adding his English Special Batch to Persia’s saltiness.
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Aryeh made his loathing plain. He was careful to watch his words in front of Lonzano and Loeb, but when the other two were out of earshot his comments to Rob were apt to be cutting. Even when speaking to the other two Jews, he was often less than pleasant.

Rob was larger and stronger. Sometimes it took an act of will to keep from striking Aryeh.

Lonzano was perceptive. “You must ignore him,” he told Rob.

“Aryeh is a …” He didn’t know the Persian word for bastard.

“Even at home Aryeh wasn’t the most pleasant of men, but he does not have the soul to be a traveler. When we departed from Masqat he’d been married less than a year and he had a new son he didn’t want to leave. He has been sullen ever since.” He sighed. “Well, we all have families, and often it is hard to be a traveler far from home, especially on the Sabbath or a holy day.”

“How long have you been gone from Masqat?” Rob asked.

“This time it is twenty-seven months.”

“If this merchant’s life is so hard and lonely, why do you follow it?” Lonzano looked at him. “It is how a Jew survives,” he said.

They circled the northeast corner of Lake Urmiya and soon were in high, bare-earth mountains again. They stayed overnight with Jews in Tabriz and Takestan. Rob could see little difference between most of these places and the villages he had seen in Turkey. They were bleak mountain towns built on stony rubble, with people sleeping in the shade and stray goats near the community well. Kashan was like that too, but Kashan had a lion on its gate.

A real lion, huge.

“This is a famous beast, measuring forty-five spans from nose to tail,” Lonzano said proudly, as if it were his lion. “It was slain twenty years ago by Abdallah Shah, father of the present ruler. It played havoc on the cattle of this countryside for seven years and finally Abdallah tracked and killed it. In Kashan there is a celebration each year on the anniversary of the hunt.”

Now the lion had dried apricots instead of eyes and a piece of red felt for a tongue, and Aryeh scornfully pointed out that it was stuffed with rags and dried weeds. Generations of moths had eaten the sun-hardened pelt down to bare leather in spots, but its legs resembled columns and its teeth were still its own, large and sharp as lance-heads, so that when Rob touched them he felt a chill.

“I wouldn’t like to meet him.”

Aryeh smiled his superior smile. “Most men go through life without seeing a lion.”

The rabbenu of Kashan was a chunky man with sandy hair and beard. His name was David ben Sauli the Teacher, and Lonzano said he already had a reputation as a scholar despite the fact that he was still a young man. He was the first rabbenu Rob had seen wearing a turban instead of a leather Jew’s hat. When he spoke to them the worry lines came back into Lonzano’s face.

“It isn’t safe to follow the route south through the mountains,” the rabbenu told them. “A strong force of Seljuks is in your way.”

“Who are the Seljuks?” Rob said.

“They are a herdsmen nation that lives in tents instead of towns,” Lonzano said. “Killers and fierce fighters. They raid the lands on both sides of the border between Persia and Turkey.”

“You can’t go through the mountains,” the rabbenu said unhappily. “Seljuk soldiers are crazier than bandits.”

Lonzano looked at Rob and Loeb and Aryeh. “Then we have but two choices. We can remain here in Kashan and wait for the trouble with the Seljuks to pass, which may take many months, perhaps a year. Or we can skirt the mountains and the Seljuks, approaching Ispahan through desert and then forest. I haven’t traveled on that desert, the Dasht-i-Kavir, but I have been over other deserts and know them to be terrible.” He turned to the rabbenu. “Can it be crossed?”

“You would not have to cross the entire Dasht-i-Kavir. Heaven forbid,” the rabbenu said slowly. “You need only to cut across a corner, a journey of three days, going east and then south. Yes, it is sometimes done. We can tell you how to go.”

The four regarded one another. Finally Loeb, the inarticulate one, broke the thick silence. “I don’t want to stay here for a year,” he said, speaking for all of them.

Each of them bought a large goatskin waterbag and filled it before leaving Kashan. It was heavy when full. “Do we need this much water for three days?” Rob asked.

“Accidents occur. We could be on the desert a longer time,” Lonzano said. “And you must share your water with your beasts, for we are taking donkeys and mules into the Dasht-i-Kavir, not camels.”

A guide from Kashan rode with them on an old white horse as far as the point where an almost invisible track branched off from the road. The Dasht-i-Kavir began as a clay ridge that was easier to travel over than the mountains. At first they made good time, and for a little while their spirits lifted. The nature of the ground changed so gradually it disarmed them, but by midday, when the sun beat on them like brass, they were struggling through deep sand so fine that the hooves of the animals sank into it. All the riders dismounted, and men and beasts floundered forward in equal misery.

It was dreamlike to Rob, an ocean of sand extending in every direction as far as he could see. Sometimes it formed into hills like the great sea waves he dreaded, elsewhere it was like the flat smooth waters of a still lake, merely rippled by the west wind. There was no life he could detect, no bird in the air, no beetle or worm on the earth, but in the afternoon they passed bleaching bones heaped like a careless pile of kindling behind an English cottage, and Lonzano told Rob the remains of animals and men had been collected by nomadic tribes and piled there as a reference point. This sign of people who could be at home in such a place was unnerving and they tried to keep their animals quiet, knowing how far a donkey’s braying would carry on the still air.

It was a salt desert. At times the sand they walked on wound between morasses of salt mud like the shores of Lake Urmiya. Six hours of such a march thoroughly exhausted them and when they came to a small hill of sand which cast a shadow before the shallow sun, men and beasts crowded together to fit into the well of comparative coolness. After an hour of shade they were able to resume walking until sunset.

“Perhaps we had best travel by night and sleep in the heat of day,” Rob suggested.

“No,” Lonzano said quickly. “When I was young, once I crossed the Dasht-i-Lut with my father and two uncles and four cousins. May the dead rest. Dasht-i-Lut is a salt desert, like this one. We decided to travel by night and soon had trouble. During the hot season, the salt lakes and swamps of the wet season dry quickly, in places leaving a crust on the surface. We found that men and animals broke through the crust. Sometimes beneath it there is brine or quicksand. It is too dangerous to go by night.”

He wouldn’t answer questions about his youthful experience on the Dasht-i-Lut, and Rob didn’t press him, sensing it was a subject best left alone.

As darkness fell they sat or sprawled on the salty sand. The desert that had broiled them by day became cold by night. There was no fuel, nor would they have kindled a fire lest it be seen by unfriendly eyes. Rob was so tired that despite his discomfort he fell into a deep sleep that lasted until first light.

He was struck by the fact that what had seemed like ample water in Kashan had dwindled in the dry wilderness. He limited himself to small sips as he ate his breakfast of bread, giving far more to his two animals. He poured their portions into the leather Jew’s hat and held it while they drank, enjoying the sensation of placing the wet hat on his hot head when they were finished.

It was a day of dogged plodding. When the sun was highest, Lonzano began to sing a phrase from the Scriptures: Arise, shine, for thy light is come, and the glory of the Lord is risen upon thee. One by one the others picked up the refrain, and for a while they praised God with juiceless throats.

Presently there was an interruption. “Horsemen coming!” Loeb shouted.

Far off to the south they saw a cloud such as would be raised by a large host and Rob was afraid that these were the desert people who had left the travel marker of bones. But as the sight swept nearer they saw that it was only a cloud.

By the time the hot desert wind reached them the donkeys and the mules had turned their backs to it with the wisdom of instinct. Rob huddled as best he could behind the beasts and the wind clattered over them. Its first effects were those of fever. The wind carried sand and salt that burned his skin like flakes of hot ash. The air became even heavier and more oppressive than before, and the men and the animals waited doggedly as the storm made them part of the land, coating them with a frosting of sand and salt two fingers thick.

That night he dreamed of Mary Cullen. He sat with her and knew tranquility. There was happiness on her face and he was aware her fulfillment came from him, which made him glad. She began to work embroidery and, without his understanding how or why, it turned out that she was Mam, and he experienced a rush of warmth and security he hadn’t known since he was nine years old.

Then he awoke, hawking and spitting drily. There was sand and salt in his mouth and ears, and when he got up and walked it rubbed abrasively between his buttocks.

It was the third morning. Rabbenu David ben Sauli had instructed Lonzano to walk east for two days and then south for a day. They had gone in the direction Lonzano believed to be east, and now they turned in the direction Lonzano believed to be south.

Rob had never been able to tell east from south, north from west. He asked himself what would become of them if Lonzano didn’t truly know south or truly know east, or if the Kashan rabbenu’s directions weren’t accurate.

The piece of the Dasht-i-Kavir they had set out to cross was like a small cove in a great ocean. The main desert was vast and, for them, uncrossable.

Supposing that, instead of crossing the cove, they were heading straight toward the heart of the Dasht-i-Kavir?

If that was the case, they were doomed.

It occurred to him to wonder whether the God of the Jews was claiming him because of his masquerade. But Aryeh, although less than likable, wasn’t evil, and both Lonzano and Loeb were most worthy; it wasn’t logical that their God would destroy them to punish one goy sinner.

He was not the only one entertaining thoughts of despair. Sensing their mood, Lonzano attempted to start them singing again. But Lonzano’s was the only voice raised in the refrain and eventually he stopped singing, too.

Rob poured a sparing final portion for each of his animals and let them drink from his hat.

What remained in his leathern bottle was about six mouthfuls of water. He reasoned that if they were nearing the end of Dasht-i-Kavir it wouldn’t matter, while if they were traveling in the wrong direction this small amount of water was insufficient to save his life.

So he drank it. He forced himself to take it in small sips, but it was gone in a very brief time.

As soon as the goatskin was empty he began to suffer thirst more severely than ever. The swallowed water seemed to scald him internally, followed by a terrible headache.

He willed himself to walk but found his steps faltering. I cannot, he realized with horror.

Lonzano began to clap his hands fiercely. “Ai, di-di-di-di-di-di, ai, di-di di, di!” he sang, and went into a dance, shaking his head, whirling, lifting his arms and knees to the rhythm of the song.

Loeb’s eyes glinted with tears of anger. “Stop it, you fool!” he shouted. But in a moment he grimaced and joined in the singing and clapping, cavorting along behind Lonzano.

Then Rob. And even sour Aryeh.

“Ai, di-di-di-di-di-di, ai, di-di di, di!”

They sang through dry lips and danced on feet that no longer had feeling. Eventually they fell silent and ceased the mad prancing, but they continued to plod, moving one numbed leg after the other, not daring to face the possibility that they were indeed lost.

Early in the afternoon they began to hear thunder. It rumbled in the distance for a long time before it heralded a few drops of rain, and shortly afterward they saw a gazelle and then a pair of wild asses.

Their own animals suddenly quickened. The beasts moved their legs faster and then began to trot of their own volition, scenting what lay ahead, and the men mounted the donkeys and rode again as they left the extreme boundary of the sand over which they had struggled for three days.

The land evolved into a plain, first with sparse growth and then more verdant. Before dusk they came to a pond where reeds grew and swallows dipped and wheeled. Aryeh tasted the water and nodded. “It is good.”

“We mustn’t let the beasts drink too much at once or they will founder,” Loeb cautioned.

They watered the animals carefully and tied them to trees, then they drank and tore off their clothes and lay in the water, soaking among the reeds.

“When you were in the Dasht-i-Lut did you lose men?” Rob said.

“We lost my cousin Calman,” Lonzano said. “A man of twenty-two years.”

“Did he fall through the salt crust?”

“No. He abandoned all self-discipline and drank his water. Then he died of thirst.”

“May he rest,” Loeb said.

“What are the symptoms of a man dying of thirst?”

Lonzano was obviously offended. “I don’t wish to think on it.”

“I ask because I’m to be a physician, and not out of curiosity,” Rob said, and saw that Aryeh was gazing at him with dislike.

Lonzano waited a long moment and then nodded. “My cousin Calman became confused with the heat and drank with abandon until his water was gone. We were lost and every man took care of his own water. We weren’t allowed to share. After a while, he began to vomit weakly but there was no liquid to bring up. His tongue turned quite black and the roof of his mouth was a grayish white. His mind wandered, he believed he was in his mother’s house. His lips were shriveled, his teeth were exposed, and his mouth hung open in a wolfish grin. He alternately panted and snored. That night under cover of darkness I disobeyed and dripped a little water on a rag and squeezed it into his mouth, but it was too late. After the second day without water, he died.”

They lay silent in the brown water.

“Ai, di-di-di-di-di-di, ai, di-di di, di!” Rob sang finally. He looked into Lonzano’s eyes and they grinned at one another.

A mosquito settled on Loeb’s leathery cheek and he slapped himself. “The beasts are ready for more water, I think,” he said, and they left the lake and finished tending to their animals.

Next day they were back on their donkeys at dawn, and to Rob’s intense pleasure they soon found themselves passing countless little lakes surrounded by garlands of meadow. The lakes exhilarated him. The grass was as high as a tall man’s knee and had a delicious odor. It was full of grasshoppers and crickets, as well as tiny gnats that burned when they bit him and immediately left an itching welt. A few days earlier, he would have rejoiced at seeing any insect, but now he ignored the large and brilliant butterflies of the meadows while he slapped at bites and called down heaven’s curses on gnats and mosquitoes.

“Oh, God, what is that?” Aryeh cried.

Rob followed his pointing finger and in full sunlight he perceived an immense cloud rising to the east. He watched with growing alarm as it approached, for it looked like the dust cloud they had seen when the hot wind struck them in the desert.

But from this cloud came the unmistakable sound of hooves, as of a great army sweeping down on them.

“The Seljuks?” he whispered, but no one answered.

Pale and expectant, they waited and watched as the cloud came nearer and the sound grew deafening.

At a distance of about fifty paces there was a clatter as if a thousand practiced horsemen had reined up at a word of command.

At first he could see nothing. Then the dust thinned and he saw wild asses, in countless number and in prime condition, and ranged in a well-formed line. The asses stared in intent curiosity at the men and the men gazed at them.

“Hai!” Lonzano shouted, and the herd wheeled as one and renewed its flight, moving northward and leaving behind a message about the multiplicity of life.

They passed smaller herds of asses and enormous herds of gazelles, sometimes feeding together and obviously seldom hunted, because they paid the men little mind. More ominous were the wild pigs that seemed to abound. Occasionally Rob glimpsed a hairy sow or a boar with wicked tusks, and on all sides he heard the animals grunting as they rustled and rooted in the tall grass.

Now they all sang when Lonzano suggested it, in order to warn the pigs of their approach and prevent startling them and provoking a charge. Rob’s skin crawled and his long legs, hanging over the sides of the little donkey and dragging through the deep grass, felt exposed and vulnerable, but the pigs gave way before the male loudness of the singing and made them no trouble.

They came to a swift-moving stream that was like a great ditch, its sides almost vertical and rampant with fennel, and though they traveled upstream and downstream there was no easy place to cross; finally they just drove their animals into the water. It was very difficult, with donkeys and mules trying to climb the overgrown far bank and slipping back. The air was rich with curses and the sharp smell of crushed fennel, and it took them a while to complete the fording. Beyond the river they entered a forest, following a track like the ones Rob had known at home. The country was wilder than English woods; the high canopy of treetops interlocked and shut out the sun, yet the undergrowth was greenly rank and teeming with wildlife. He identified deer and rabbits and a porcupine, and in the trees were doves and what he thought was a kind of partridge.

It was the sort of track Barber would have liked, he thought, and wondered how the Jews would react if he were to blow the Saxon horn.

They had rounded a curve in the track and Rob was taking his turn in the lead when his donkey shied. Above them, on a large branch, crouched a wildcat.

The donkey reared and behind them the mule caught the scent and screamed. Perhaps the panther could sense overwhelming fear. As Rob scrabbled for a weapon the animal, which appeared monstrous to him, sprang.

A bolt, long and heavy and fired with tremendous force, slammed into the beast’s right eye.

The great claws raked the poor donkey as the cat crashed into Rob and unseated him. In a moment he was stretched on the ground choking on the muskiness of the cat. The animal lay athwart him so that he was facing the hindquarter, noting the lustrous black fur, the matted arsehole, and the great right rear paw that rested inches from his face, with obscenely large, swollen-looking footpads. The claw somehow had been ripped recently from the second of the four toes, which was raw and bloody and indicated to him that at the other end of the cat there were eyes that were not dried apricots and a tongue that was not red felt.

People came out of the forest. Nearby stood their master, still holding his longbow.

The man was dressed in a plain red calico coat quilted with cotton, rough hose, shagreen shoes, and a carelessly wound turban. He was perhaps forty years old, with a strong build, erect bearing, short dark beard, aquiline beak of a nose, and a killer’s light still in the eyes as he watched his beaters pulling the dead panther off the huge young man.

Rob scrambled to his feet, trembling, willing himself to control his bowels. “Catch the fucking donkey,” he demanded of no one in particular. Neither the Jews nor the Persians understood, for he had spoken in English. At any rate the donkey was turned back by the strangeness of the woods, in which perhaps other dangers lurked, and now returned to stand and quiver like her owner.

Lonzano came to his side and grunted in recognition. Then everyone was kneeling in the prostration rite that later was described to Rob as ravi zemin, “face upon the ground,” and Lonzano pulled him down without gentleness and made certain, with a hand on the back of his neck, that his head was properly lowered.

The sight of this instruction gained the hunter’s attention; Rob heard the sound of his footsteps and then glimpsed the shagreen shoes, stopped a few inches from his obeisant head.

“It is a large dead panther and a large untutored Dhimmi,” an amused voice said, and the shoes moved away.

The hunter and the servants bearing his prey departed without another word, and after a time the kneeling men rose.

“You are all right?” Lonzano said.

“Yes, yes.” His caftan was ripped but he was unharmed. “Who is he?”

“He is Alā-al-Dawla, Shahanshah. The King of Kings.”

Rob stared at the road down which they had departed. “What is a Dhimmi?”

“It means ‘Man of the Book.’ It is what they call a Jew here,” Lonzano said.
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He and the three Jews parted ways two days later at Kupayeh, a crossroads village of a dozen crumbling brick houses. The detour through Dasht-i-Kavir had taken them a bit too far east, but he had less than a day’s journey west to Ispahan, while they still faced three weeks of hard travel south and a crossing of the Straits of Hormuz before they were home.

He knew that without these men and the Jewish villages that had given him haven, he wouldn’t have reached Persia.

Rob and Loeb embraced. “Go with God, Reb Jesse ben Benjamin!”

“Go with God, friend.”

Even sour Aryeh affected a crooked smile as they wished each other a safe journey, no doubt as happy to say goodbye as Rob was.

“When you attend the school for physicians you must tender our love to Aryeh’s kinsman, Reb Mirdin Askari,” Lonzano said.

“Yes.” He took Lonzano’s hands. “Thank you, Reb Lonzano ben Ezra.”

Lonzano smiled. “For one who is almost an Other you’ve been an excellent companion and a worthy man. Go in peace, Inghiliz.”

“Go you in peace.”

To a chorus of good wishes they went in different directions.

Rob rode the mule, for after the attack by the panther he had transferred his bundle to the back of the poor frightened donkey and now led the beast. He made slower time with this arrangement but excitement was rising in him and he wished to travel the last portion deliberately, in order to savor it.

It was well he was in no hurry, for it was a trafficked road. He heard the sound that pleased him so, and soon he overtook a column of belled camels, each burdened with great twin baskets of rice. He traveled behind the rearmost camel, glorying in the musical tinkling of the bells.

The forest ascended to an open plateau; wherever there was sufficient water there were fields of ripened rice and opium poppies, separated by expanses of flat, dry rockiness. The plateau in turn became white limestone hills, cast in a variety of changeable hues by sun and shadow. In several places the limestone had been deeply quarried.

Late in the afternoon the mule crested a hill and Rob looked down upon a little river valley and—twenty months after he had left London!—he saw Ispahan.

His first and predominant impression was of dazzling whiteness with touches of deep blue. It was a voluptuous place full of hemispheres and curves, with great domed buildings glittering in the sunlight, mosques with minarets like airy lances, green open spaces, and mature cyprus and plane trees. The southern quarter of the city was a warm pink where the sun’s rays were reflected from sand hills instead of limestone.

Now he couldn’t hang back. “Hai!” he shouted, and heeled the mule’s flanks. The donkey clattering behind, they swung out of line and passed the camels at a fast trot.

A quarter of a mile from the city, the trail turned into a spectacular cobblestoned avenue, the first paved road he had seen since leaving Constantinople. It was very broad, with four wide lanes separated from one another by rows of tall matched plane trees. The avenue crossed the river over a bridge that was really an arched dam creating an irrigation pool. Near a sign that proclaimed the stream to be Zayandeh, the River of Life, naked brown-skinned youths splashed and swam.

The avenue brought him to the great stone wall and a unique arched city gate.

Inside the wall were the large homes of the wealthy, with terraces, orchards, and vineyards. Pointed arches were everywhere—arched doorways, arched windows, arched garden gates. Beyond the rich neighborhood were mosques and larger buildings with vaulted domes, white and round with little points on top, as though their architects had fallen madly in love with the female breast. It was easy to see where the quarried rock had gone; everything was white stone trimmed with dark blue tile set to form geometric designs or quotations from the Qu’ran:

There is no God but He, the most merciful.

Fight for the religion of God.

Woe be unto those who are negligent at their prayer.

The streets were full of turbaned men, but no women. He passed a huge open square; and then, perhaps half a mile later, another. He relished the sounds and the smells. It was unmistakably a municipium, a large warren of humanity such as he had known as a boy in London, and for some reason he felt it right and fitting to be riding slowly through this city on the north bank of the River of Life.

From the minarets male voices, some of them distant and thin, others near and clear, began to call the faithful to prayer. All traffic ceased as men faced what was apparently southwest, the direction of Mecca. All the men in the city had fallen to their knees, caressing the ground with their palms and dropping forward so their foreheads were pressed into the cobbles.

Rob stopped the mule and alighted out of respect.

When the prayers were done he approached a man of middle age who was briskly rolling up a small prayer rug he had taken from his nearby oxcart. Rob asked how he might find the Jewish quarter.

“Ah. It is called Yehuddiyyeh. You must continue on down the Avenue of Yazdegerd, until you come to the Jews’ market. At the far end of the market there is an arched gate, and on the other side you will find your quarter. You cannot miss it, Dhimmi.”

The place was lined with stalls that sold furniture, lamps and oil, breads, pastries giving off the scent of honey and spices, clothing, utensils of every sort, vegetables and fruits, meats, fish, chickens plucked and dressed or alive and squawking—everything necessary to material life. He saw displays of prayer shawls, fringed garments, phylacteries. In a letter-writer’s booth an old man with a lined face sat hunched over inkpot and quills, and a woman told fortunes under an open tent. Rob knew he was in the Jewish quarter because there were women vending in the stalls and shopping in the crowded market with baskets over their arms. They wore loose black dresses and their hair was bound in cloths. A few had face veils, like Muslim women, but most did not. The men were dressed like Rob, with full, bushy beards.

He wandered slowly, enjoying the sights and sounds. He passed two men arguing over the price of a pair of shoes, as bitterly as enemies. Others were joking, shouting at one another. It was necessary to talk loud in order to be heard.

On the other side of the market he passed through the arched gate and wandered down close, narrow bystreets, then descended a winding and rugged declivity to a large district of wretched houses, irregularly built, divided by small streets with no attempt at uniformity. Many of the houses were attached to one another, but here and there a house was set apart, with a small garden; although these were humble by English standards, they stood out from the neighboring structures as though they were castles.

Ispahan was old, but Yehuddiyyeh seemed much older. The streets were convoluted, and from them ran alleys. The houses and synagogues were of stone or ancient brick that had faded to a pale rose. Some children led a goat past him. People stood in groups, laughing and talking. Soon it would be time for the evening meal, and the cooking smells from the houses made his mouth water.

He wandered through the quarter until he found a stable, where he arranged for the animals’ care. Before he left them he cleaned the claw scratches on the donkey’s flank, which were healing nicely.

Not far from the stable he found an inn run by a tall old man with a handsome smile and a crooked back, named Salman the Lesser.

“Why the Lesser?” Rob couldn’t refrain from asking.

“In my native village of Razan my uncle was Salman the Great. A renowned scholar,” the old man explained.

Rob rented a pallet in a corner of the large sleeping room.

“You wish food?”

It enticed him, small pieces of meat broiled on skewers, thick rice that Salman called pilah, small onions blackened by the fire.

“Is it kasher?” he asked cleverly.

“Of course it is kasher, you need not fear to eat it!”

After the meat Salman served honey cakes and a pleasing drink he called a sherbet. “You come from afar,” he said.

“Europe.”

“Europe! Ah.”

“How did you know?”

The old man grinned. “The way you speak the language.” He saw Rob’s face. “You’ll learn to speak it better, I’m certain. How is it to be a Jew in Europe?”

Rob didn’t know how to answer, then he thought of what Zevi had said. “It’s hard to be a Jew.”

Salman nodded soberly.

“How is it to be a Jew in Ispahan?”

“Oh, it’s not bad here. The people are instructed in the Qu’ran to revile us, and so they call us names. But they’re accustomed to us and we’re used to them. There have always been Jews in Ispahan,” Salman said. “The city was started by Nebuchadnezzar, who, according to legend, settled Jews here after taking them prisoner when he conquered Judea and destroyed Jerusalem. Then, nine hundred years later, a shah named Yazdegerd be came enamored of a Jewess who lived here, name of Shushan-Dukht, and made her his queen. She made things easier for her own people, and more Jews settled in this place.”

Rob told himself he couldn’t have chosen a better disguise; he could blend in among them like an ant in an anthill, once he had learned their ways.

So that after dinner he accompanied the innkeeper to the House of Peace, one of the dozens of synagogues. It was a square building of ancient stone whose cracks were filled with a soft brown moss, though there was no dampness. It had only narrow loopholes instead of windows, and a door so low that Rob had to stoop to enter. A dark passage led to the interior, where lamps showed pillars supporting a roof too high and dark for his eyes to make it out. Men sat in the main portion, while women worshiped behind a wall in a small recess at the side of the building. Rob found it easier to perform the ma’ariv worship in the synagogue than in the company of only a few Jews on the trail. Here there was a hazzan to lead the prayer and an entire congregation to mumble or sing as each individual chose, so he joined in the swaying with less self-consciousness about his poor Hebrew and the fact that often he couldn’t keep up with the prayers.

On the way back to the inn, Salman smiled at him shrewdly. “Perhaps you would like some excitement, a young man such as yourself, eh? At night here the maidans, the public squares in the Muslim sections of the city, come alive. There are females and wine, and music and entertainments such as you cannot imagine, Reb Jesse.”

But Rob shook his head. “I should like that, another time,” he said. “Tonight I keep my head clear, for tomorrow I transact a matter of the utmost importance.”

That night he didn’t sleep but tossed and turned, wondering whether Ibn Sina was a man with whom one could talk easily.

In the morning he found a public bath, a brick structure built over a natural warm spring. With strong soap and clean cloths, he scrubbed himself free of the accumulated grime of travel, and when his hair had dried he took a surgical knife and trimmed his beard, peering at the reflection in his polished steel square. The beard had filled out, and he thought he looked a proper Jew.

He wore the better of his two caftans. Setting his leather hat squarely on his head, he went into the street and asked a man with withered limbs to direct him to the school for physicians.

“You mean the madrassa, the place of teaching? It is next to the hospital,” the beggar said. “On the Street of Ali, near the Friday Mosque in the center of the city.” In return for a coin the lame man blessed his children down to the tenth generation.

It was a long walk. He had opportunity to observe that Ispahan was a place of business, for he glimpsed men laboring over their crafts, shoemakers and metalsmiths, potters and wheelwrights, glass blowers and tailors. He passed several bazaars in which goods of all sorts were sold. Eventually he came to the Friday Mosque, a massive square structure with a splendid minaret on which birds fluttered. Beyond it was a marketplace with a preponderance of bookstalls and small eating places, and presently he saw the madrassa.

On the outer perimeters of the school, nestled among more bookshops placed to serve the needs of the scholars, were long, low buildings that contained living quarters. Around them children ran and played. Young men were everywhere, most of them wearing green turbans. The madrassa buildings were constructed of blocks of white limestone, after the manner of most of the mosques. They were widely spaced, with gardens in between. Beneath a chestnut tree heavy with unopened spiky fruit, six young men sat on folded legs and gave their attention to a white-bearded man who wore a sky-blue turban.

Rob drifted close to them. “… Socrates’ syllogisms,” the lecturer was saying. “A proposition is logically inferred to be true from the fact that two other propositions are true. For example, from the fact that, one, all men are mortal, and, two, Socrates is a man, it can be logically concluded that, three, Socrates is mortal.”

Rob grimaced and moved on, touched by doubt; there was much he didn’t know, too much he didn’t understand.

He paused before a very old building with an attached mosque and lovely minaret to ask a green-turbaned student in which building medicine was taught.

“Third building down. Here, they teach theology. Next door, Islamic law. There is where they teach medicine,” he said, pointing to a domed building of white stone. It was so slavishly similar to the prevailing architecture of Ispahan that ever after Rob was to think of it as the Big Teat. Next to it was a large one-story building whose sign proclaimed it to be the maristan, “the place for sick people.” Intrigued, instead of entering the madrassa he walked up the maristan’s three marble steps and through its wrought-iron portal.

There was a central courtyard containing a pool in which colored fish swam, and benches under fruit trees. Corridors radiated from the courtyard like the rays of the sun, with large rooms off each corridor. Most of the rooms were filled. He had never seen so many ill and injured people gathered in one place, and he wandered in amazement.

The patients were grouped according to affliction: here, a long room filled with men who suffered from fractured bones; here, victims of fevers; here—he wrinkled his nose, for clearly this was a room reserved for patients with diarrhea and other diseases of the excretory process. Yet even in this room the atmosphere wasn’t as oppressive as it might have been, for there were large windows, with the flow of air impeded only by light cloths which had been stretched over the windows to keep insects away. Rob noted slots at the tops and bottoms of the casements so shutters could be slipped into place during the winter season.

The walls were whitewashed and the floors were of stone, which was easy to clean and made the building cool compared to the considerable heat outside.

In each room, a small fountain splashed!

Rob paused before a closed door, held by the sign on it: dar-ul-maraftan,“abode of those who require to be chained.” When he opened the door he saw three naked men, their heads shaved and their arms bound, chained to a high window from iron bands fastened around their necks. Two sagged, asleep or unconscious, but the third man stared and began to howl like a beast, tears wetting his slack cheeks.

“I am sorry,” Rob said gently, and left the maniacs.

He came to a hall of surgical patients and had to resist the temptation to stop at each pallet and lift the dressings to examine the stumps of amputees and the wounds of the injured.

To be exposed to this many interesting patients every day, and to be taught by great men! It would be like spending one’s early life in the Dasht-i-Kavir, he thought, and then discovering that you owned an oasis.

The sign on the doorway to the next hall was too much for his limited Persian, but as he entered it was easy to see that it was devoted to the diseases and injuries of the eye.

Nearby, a stalwart male nurse quailed before a tongue-lashing.

“It was a mistake, Master Karim Harun,” the nurse said. “I thought you told me to remove the bandages of Eswed Omar.”

“You donkey’s prick,” the other man said in disgust. He was young and athletically slender, and Rob saw with surprise that he wore the green turban of a student, for his manner was as assured as that of a physician who owned the hospital floor he trod. He wasn’t in any way feminine but was aristocratically handsome, the most beautiful man Rob had ever seen, with glossy black hair and deep-set brown eyes that flashed with anger. “It was your mistake, Rūmi. I told you to change the dressings of Kuru Yezidi, not those of Eswed Omar. Ustad Juzjani couched the eyes of Eswed Omar himself and ordered me to see that his bandages weren’t disturbed for five days. I passed the order to you and you failed to obey it, you shit. Therefore, if Eswed Omar should fail to see with the utmost clarity, and should the wrath of al-Juzjani fall on me, I’ll slit your fat ass like a roast of lamb.”

He noticed Rob, standing there transfixed, and scowled. “What is it you want?”

“To speak with Ibn Sina about entering the school for physicians.”
 
“Doubtless you do. But the Prince of Physicians isn’t awaiting you?”
 
“No.”

“Then you must go to the second floor of the building next door and see Hadji Davout Hosein, the deputy governor of the school. The governor is Rotun bin Nasr, distant cousin of the Shah and a general in the army, who accepts the honor and never comes to the school. Hadji Davout Hosein administers, it is he you must see.” The student named Karim Harun then turned back to the nurse with a scowl. “Now, do you think you can change Kuru Yezidi’s dressings, O you green object on a camel’s hoof?”

At least some of the medical students lived in the Big Teat, for the shadowy first-floor corridor was lined with tiny cells. Through an open door near the stairway landing Rob saw two men who seemed to be cutting a yellow dog that lay on the table, perhaps dead.

On the second floor he asked a man in a green turban to direct him to the hadji and was ushered, ultimately, into the office chamber of Davout Hosein.

The deputy governor was a small, thin man, not yet old, who wore an air of self-importance, a tunic of good gray stuff, and the white turban of one who has made his way to Mecca. He had little dark eyes and on his forehead a very distinct zabiba bore witness to the fervor of his piety.

After they had exchanged salaams he listened to Rob’s request and studied him narrowly. “You’ve come from England, you say? In Europe? … Ah, what part of Europe is that?”

“The north.”

“The north of Europe. How long did it take you to reach us?” “Not quite two years, Hadji.”

“Two years! Extraordinary. Your father is a physician, a graduate of our school?”

“My father? No, Hadji.”

“Hmmm. An uncle, perhaps?”

“No. I shall be the first physician in my line.”

Hosein frowned. “Here we have scholars descended from long lines of physicians. You have letters of introduction, Dhimmi?”

“No, Master Hosein.” He felt rising panic. “I am a barber-surgeon, I already have had some training …”

“No references from some of our distinguished graduates?” Hosein asked, astounded.

“No.”

“We don’t accept for education any person who appears.”

“This isn’t a passing fancy. I have traveled a terrible distance because of my determination to be trained in medicine. I have learned your language.”

“Poorly, I may say.” The hadji sniffed. “We do not simply train in medicine. We do not produce tradesmen, we fashion educated men. Our students learn theology, philosophy, mathematics, physics, astrology, and jurisprudence as well as medicine, and upon being graduated as well-rounded scientists and intellectuals they may take their choice of careers in teaching, medicine, or the law.”

Rob waited with a sinking feeling.

“Surely you must comprehend? It is impossible.”

He comprehended almost two years.

Turning his back on Mary Cullen.

Sweating under the burning sun, shivering in glacial snows, beaten by storm and rain. Through salt desert and treacherous forest. Laboring like a bloody ant over mountain after mountain.

“I will not leave without speaking with Ibn Sina,” he said firmly.

Hadji Davout Hosein opened his mouth but saw something in Rob’s eyes that made him close it. He paled and nodded quickly. “Please to wait here,” he said, and left the room.

Rob sat there alone.

After a time, four soldiers came. None was as large as he but they were muscular. They carried short, heavy wooden batons. One of them had a pocked face and kept smacking his baton into the meaty palm of his left hand.

“What is your name, Jew?” the man with the pocked face asked, not impolitely.

“I am Jesse ben Benjamin.”

“A foreigner, a European, Hadji said?”

“Yes, from England. A place a great distance from here.”

The soldier nodded. “Did you not refuse to leave at Hadji’s request?”

“That is true, but—”

“It is time to leave now, Jew. With us.”

“I will not leave without speaking with Ibn Sina.”

The spokesman swung his baton.

Not my nose, he thought in anguish.

But blood began to pour at once, and all four of them knew where and how to use the clubs with economic efficiency. They hemmed him in so he couldn’t swing his arms.

“To hell!” he said in English. They couldn’t have understood but the tone was unmistakable, and they hit harder. One of the blows cracked him above the temple and he was suddenly dizzy and nauseated. He tried at the very least to succeed in being sick in Hadji’s office chamber but the pain was too great.

They knew their job very well. When he was no longer a threat, they stopped using the batons in order to beat him very skillfully with their fists.

They made him walk out of the school, one of them supporting him under each arm. They had four large brown horses tethered outside and they rode while he staggered between two of the beasts. Whenever he fell, which happened three times, one of them dismounted and kicked him hard in the ribs until he got to his feet. It seemed a long walk but they went just beyond the madrassa grounds to a small brick building, shabby and unprepossessing, part of the lowest branch of the Islamic court system, as he would learn. Inside there was only a wooden table, behind which sat a cross-looking man, bushy-haired, full-bearded, and wearing black clerical robes not unlike Rob’s caftan. He was in the process of opening a melon.

The four soldiers led Rob to the table and stood respectfully while the justice used a dirty fingernail to scrape the seeds from the melon into an earthen bowl. Then he sliced the melon and ate it slowly. When it was gone he wiped first his hands and then the knife on his robe and turned toward Mecca and thanked Allah for the food.

Having finished praying, he sighed and looked at the soldiers.

“A crazy European Jew who has disturbed the public tranquility, mufti,” the soldier with the pocked face said. “Taken on complaint of Hadji Davout Hosein, against whom he threatened violent deeds.”

The mufti nodded and dug a bit of melon from between his teeth with a fingernail. He looked at Rob. “You are not a Muslim, and you are accused by a Muslim. The word of an unbeliever may not be accepted against one of the faithful. Do you have a Muslim who will speak in your defense?”

Rob tried thickly to talk but no sound came, though his legs buckled with the effort. The soldiers yanked him erect.

“Why do you behave like a dog? Ah, well. An infidel, after all, unused to our ways. Therefore, it requires mercy. You shall hand him over to be kept in the carcan at the discretion of the kelonter,” the mufti told the soldiers.

It added two words to Rob’s Persian vocabulary, which he pondered as the soldiers half dragged him from the court and again herded him between their mounts. He guessed correctly on one of the definitions; though he didn’t know it then, the kelonter, whom he supposed to be some kind of jailkeeper, was the provost of the city.

When they arrived at a great and grim jail, Rob thought that carcan surely meant prison. Inside, the pockfaced soldier turned him over to two guards who hustled him past forbidding dungeons of foul dankness, but they emerged finally from the windowless dark into the open brilliance of an inner court where two long lines of stocks were occupied by groaning or unconscious human misery. The guards marched him along the line until they came to an empty device, which one of them unlocked.

“Thrust your head and right arm into the carcan,” he ordered.

It was instinct and fear that made Rob pull back, but they were technically correct in interpreting it as resistance.

They struck him until he fell and then began to kick him, as the soldiers had done. Rob could do nothing but curl himself into a ball to hide his groin and throw up his arms to protect his head.

When they were finished savaging him, they shoved and maneuvered him like a sack of meal until his neck and right arm were positioned, then they slammed down the heavy upper half of the carcan and nailed it closed before abandoning him, more unconscious than not, to hang hopeless and helpless under the unshaded sun.
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They were peculiar stocks indeed, made of a rectangle and two squares of wood fastened in a triangle, the center of which gripped Rob’s head so that his crouching body was half suspended. His right hand, the eating hand, had been placed over the end of the longest piece and a wooden cuff nailed over his wrist, for while in the carcan a prisoner wasn’t fed. The left hand, the wiping hand, was unfettered, for the kelonter was civilized.

At intervals he drifted into consciousness to stare at the long double row of stocks, each containing a wretch. In his line of sight at the other end of the courtyard was a large wooden block.

Once he dreamed of people and demons in black robes. A man knelt and placed his right hand on the block; one of the demons swung a sword that was larger and heavier than an English cutlass and the hand was taken off at the wrist while the other robed figures prayed.

The same dream again and again in the hot sun. And then a difference. A man knelt so the back of his neck was on the block and his eyes bulged at the sky. Rob was afraid they would decapitate him but they took his tongue.

When next Rob opened his eyes he saw neither people nor demons but on the ground and on the block were fresh stains such as are not left by dreams.

It hurt him to breathe. He had been given the most thorough beating of his life and he couldn’t tell if there were broken bones.

He hung in the carcan and wept weakly, trying to be silent and hoping no one was watching.

Eventually he tried to relieve his ordeal by speaking to his neighbors, whom he could just manage to see by turning his head. It was an effort he learned not to make casually, for the skin of his neck quickly rubbed raw against the wood that held him fast. To his left was a man who had been beaten unconscious and didn’t move; the youth on his right studied him curiously but was either a deaf mute, incredibly stupid, or unable to make sense of his broken Persian. After several hours a guard noticed that the man on his left was dead. He was taken away and another put in his place.

By midday Rob’s tongue rasped and seemed to fill his mouth. He felt no urge to urinate or void, for any wastes had long ago been sucked from him by the sun. At times he believed himself back in the desert and in lucid moments remembered too vividly Lonzano’s description of how a man dies of thirst, the swollen tongue, the blackened gums, the belief that he was in another place.

Presently Rob turned his head and met the new prisoner’s eyes. They studied one another and he saw a swollen face and ruined mouth.

“Is there no one of whom we can ask mercy?” he whispered.

The other waited, perhaps puzzled by Rob’s accent. “There is Allah,” he said finally. He was not himself easily understood because of his split lip.

“But no one here?”

“You are a foreigner, Dhimmi?”

“Yes.”

The man directed his hatred at Rob. “You have seen a mullah, foreigner. A holy man has sentenced you.” He appeared to lose interest and turned his face away.

The waning of the sun was a blessing. Evening brought such a coolness as to be almost joyful. His body was numb and he no longer felt muscular pain; perhaps he was dying.

During the night the man next to him spoke again. “There is the Shah, foreign Jew,” the man said.

Rob waited.

“Yesterday, the day of our torture, was Wednesday, Chahan Shanbah. Today is Panj Shanbah. And each week on the morn of Panj Shanbah, in order to attempt a perfect soul-cleansing before Jom’a, the Sabbath, Alā-al-Dawla Shah holds audience during which anyone may approach his throne in the Hall of Pillars to complain of injustice.”

Rob couldn’t stifle the reluctant stir of hope. “Anyone?”

“Anyone. Even a prisoner may demand to be brought to place his case before the Shah.”

“No, you must not!” a voice bawled from the darkness. Rob couldn’t tell from which carcan the sound came.

“You must put it out of your mind,” the unknown voice said. “For the Shah almost never reverses a mufti’s judgment or a sentence. And the mullahs eagerly await the return of those who waste the Shah’s time with a wagging tongue. It is then that tongues are taken and bellies are ripped, as this devil surely knows, this evil son of a bitch who gives you false advice. You must place your faith in Allah and not in Alā Shah.”

The man on his right was laughing slyly, laughing as if caught out in a practical joke.

“There is no hope,” the voice said from the darkness.

His neighbor’s mirth had turned into a paroxysm of coughing and wheezing. When he caught his breath the man said viciously, “Yes, we may look for hope in Paradise.” No one spoke again.

Twenty-four hours after Rob was placed in the carcan he was released. He tried to stand but fell, and lay in agony as blood reentered his muscles.

“Go,” a guard said finally, and kicked at him.

He struggled to his feet and limped out of the jail, hurrying from that place. He walked to a great square with plane trees and a splashing fountain from which he drank and drank, surrendering to a thirst without end. Then he plunged his head into the water until his ears rang and he felt that some of the prison stink had been washed away.

Ispahan’s streets were crowded and people glanced at him as they passed.

A fat little vendor in a tattered tunic was fanning flies from a pot cooking on a brazier in his donkey cart. The aroma from the pot brought such a weakness it gave Rob a fright. But when he opened his purse-pocket, instead of sufficient funds to keep him for months, it contained one small bronze coin.

He had been robbed while unconscious. He cursed bleakly, not knowing whether the thief had been the pockfaced soldier or a jail guard. The bronze coin was a mockery, a wry joke on the thief’s part, or perhaps it had been left through some twisted religious sense of charity. He gave it to the vendor, who ladled out a small portion of a greasy rice pilah. It was spicy and contained bits of bean and he swallowed it too quickly, or perhaps his body had been overtaxed by deprivation and sun and the carcan. Almost at once he cast up the contents of his stomach into the dusty street. His neck was bleeding where it had been tormented by the stocks and there was a pounding behind his eyes. He moved into the shade under a plane tree and stood there thinking of green England, his own Horse and cart with money beneath the floorboards and Mistress Buffington sitting next to him for company.

The crowd was denser now, a flood of people flowing through the street, all headed in the same direction.

“Where are they going?” he asked the food vendor.

“To the Shah’s audience,” the man said, staring askance at the battered Jew until Rob moved away.

Why not? he asked himself. Did he have another choice?

He joined in the tide that swept down the Avenue of Ali and Fatima, crossed the four-laned Avenue of the Thousand Gardens, turned into the immaculate boulevard marked Gates of Paradise. They were young and old and in-between, hadjis in white turbans, students in green turbans, mullahs, beggars whole and maimed and wearing rags and cast-off turbans of all colors, young fathers holding babies, porters bearing sedan chairs, men on horseback and on donkeys. Rob found himself trailing a dark-caftaned gaggle of Jews and hobbled just behind them, an errant gosling.

They passed through the small coolness of an artificial woods, for trees were not plentiful in Ispahan, and then, although they were still well within the town walls, past numerous fields on which sheep and goats grazed, separating royalty from its city. Now they approached a great green lawn with two stone pillars at either end like portals. When the first house of the royal court came into view Rob thought it the palace, for it was larger than King’s House in London. But there was house after house of the same size, mostly built of brick and stone, many with towers and porches and each with terraces and extensive gardens. They passed vineyards, stables, and two racing tracks, orchards and gardened pavilions of such beauty he wanted to leave the crowd and wander in the perfumed splendor, but knew it was doubtless forbidden.

And then a structure so formidable, and at the same time so sweepingly graceful that he didn’t credit it, all breast-shaped roofs and girded battlements on which sentries with glittering helms and shields paced beneath long colored pennants that fluttered in the breeze.

He plucked at the sleeve of the man in front of him, a stocky Jew whose fringed undergarment peeped from his shirt. “What is the fortress?”

“Why, the House of Paradise, home of the Shah!” The man peered at him worriedly. “You are bloodied, friend.”

“Nothing, a small accident.”

They poured down the long approach road, and as they drew near he saw that the main section of the palace was protected by a wide moat. The drawbridge was raised, but on the near side of the moat, next to a plaza that served as the palace’s great portal, was a hall through whose doors the crowd entered.

Inside was a space half as large as the Cathedral of St. Sofia in Constantinople. The floor was marble; the walls and the lofty ceilings were stone, cleverly chinked so daylight softly illuminated the interior. It was the Hall of Pillars, for next to all four walls were stone columns, elegantly wrought and fluted. Where each column joined the floor, its base had been carved into the legs and paws of a variety of animals.

The hall was half filled when Rob arrived, and immediately people entered behind him, pressing him in among the party of Jews. Roped-off sections left open aisles down the length of the hall. Rob stood and watched, noting everything with a new intensity, for his time in the carcan had impressed upon him that he was a foreigner; actions that he would think of as natural the Persians might consider bizarre and threatening, and he was aware his life might depend on correctly sensing how they behaved and thought.

He observed that men of the upper class, wearing embroidered trousers and tunics and silk turbans and brocaded shoes, rode into the hall on horseback through a separate entrance. Each was halted approximately one hundred and fifty paces from the throne by attendants who took his horse in return for a coin, and from that privileged point they proceeded on foot among the poor.

Petty officials in gray clothing and turbans now passed among the people and called out requests for the identities of those with petitions, and Rob made his way to the aisle and laboriously spelled out his name to one of these aides, who recorded it on a curiously thin and unsubstantial-looking parchment.

A tall man had entered the raised portion at the front of the hall, on which sat a large throne. Rob was too far away to see detail, but the man wasn’t the Shah, for he seated himself at a smaller throne below and to the right of the royal place.

“Who is that?” Rob asked the Jew to whom he had spoken previously.

“It is the Grand Vizier, the holy Imam Mirza-aboul Qandrasseh.” The Jew looked at Rob uneasily, for it had not gone unnoticed that he was a petitioner.

Alā-al-Dawla Shah strode onto the platform, undid a sword belt, and placed the scabbard on the floor as he took the throne. Everyone in the Hall of Pillars performed the ravi zemin while the Imam Qandrasseh invoked the favor of Allah upon those who would seek justice of the Lion of Persia.

At once the audience began. Rob could hear clearly neither the supplicants nor the enthroned, despite the hush that suddenly fell. But whenever a principal spoke, his words were repeated in loud voices by others stationed at strategic locations in the hall, and in this way the words of the participants were faithfully brought to all.

The first case involved two weather-beaten shepherds from the village of Ardistan, who had walked two days to reach Ispahan to bring their dispute before the Shah. They were in fierce disagreement over the ownership of a new kid. One man owned the dame, a doe that had long been barren and unreceptive. The other said he had readied the doe for successful mounting by the male goat and therefore now claimed half-ownership of the kid.

“Did you use magic?” the Imam asked.

“Excellency, I did but reach in with a feather and make her hot,” the man said, and the crowd roared and stamped its feet. In a moment the Imam indicated that the Shah found in favor of the feather wielder.

It was an entertainment for most of those present. The Shah never spoke. Perhaps he conveyed his wishes to Qandrasseh by signal, but all questions and decisions appeared to come from the Imam, who did not suffer fools.

A severe schoolteacher, with his hair oiled and his little beard cut to a perfect point, and dressed in an ornate embroidered tunic that looked like a rich man’s castoff, presented a petition for the establishment of a new school in the town of Nain.

“Are there not already two schools in the town of Nain?” Qandrasseh asked sharply.

“They are poor schools taught by unworthy men, Excellency,” the teacher replied smoothly. A small murmur of disapproval arose from the crowd.

The teacher continued to read the petition, which advised the hiring of a governor for the proposed school, with such detailed, specific, and irrelevant requirements for the position that a tittering occurred, for it was obvious the description would fit only the reader himself.

“Enough,” Qandrasseh said. “This petition is sly and self-serving, therefore an insult to the Shah. Let this man be caned twenty times by the kelonter, and may it please Allah.”

Soldiers appeared flourishing batons, the sight of which made Rob’s bruises throb, and the teacher was led away, protesting volubly.

There was little enjoyment in the next case—two elderly noblemen in expensive silk clothing who had a mild difference of opinion concerning grazing rights. It prompted what seemed an interminable soft-voiced discussion of ancient agreements made by men long dead, while the audience yawned and whispered complaints about the ventilation in the crowded hall and the aching in their tired legs. They showed no emotion when the verdict was reached.

“Let Jesse ben Benjamin, a Jew of England, come forward,” someone called.

His name hung in the air and then bounced echo-like through the hall as it was repeated again and again. He limped down the long carpeted aisle, aware of his filthy torn caftan and the battered leather Jew’s hat that matched his ill-used face.

At last he approached the throne and performed the ravi zemin three times, as he had observed to be proper.

When he straightened he saw the Imam in mullah black, his nose a hatchet imbedded in a willful face framed by an iron-gray beard.

The Shah wore the white turban of a religious man who had been to Mecca, but into its folds had been slipped a thin gold coronet. His long white tunic was of smooth, light-looking stuff worked with blue and gold thread. Dark blue wrappings covered his lower legs and his pointed shoes were blue embroidered with blood-red. He appeared vacuous and unseeing, the picture of a man who was inattentive because he was bored.

“An Inghiliz,” observed the Imam. “You are at present our only Ingbiliz, our only European. Why have you come to our Persia?”

“As a seeker of truth.”

“Do you wish to embrace the true religion?” asked Qandresseh, not unkindly.

“No, for we already agree there is no Allah but He, the most merciful,” Rob said, blessing the long hours spent under the tutelage of Simon ben ha-Levi, the scholarly trader. “It is written in the Qu’ran, ‘I will not worship that which you worship, nor will you worship that which I worship … You have your religion and I my religion.’”

He must be brief, he reminded himself.

Unemotionally and keeping his language spare, he recounted how he had been in the jungle of western Persia when a beast had sprung upon him.

The Shah seemed to begin to listen.

“In the place of my birth, panthers do not exist. I had no weapon, nor did I know how to fight such a creature.”

He told how his life had been saved by Alā-al-Dawla Shah, hunter of wildcats like his father Abdallah Shah who had slain the lion of Kashan. The people closest to the throne began to applaud their ruler with sharp little cries of approbation. Murmurs rippled through the hall as the repeaters passed the story out into the crowds who were too far from the throne to have heard it.

Qandrasseh sat motionless but Rob thought from his eyes that the Imam was not pleased with the story nor the reaction it drew from the crowd.

“Now hasten, Inghiliz,” he said coolly, “and declare what it is that you request at the feet of the one true Shah.”

Rob took a steadying breath. “Since it is also written that one who saves a life is responsible for it, I ask the Shah’s help in making my life as valuable as possible.” He recounted his futile attempt to be accepted as a student in Ibn Sina’s school for physicians.

The story of the panther had now spread to the far corners of the hall, and the great auditorium shook under the steady thunder of stamping feet.

Doubtless Alā Shah was accustomed to fear and obedience but perhaps it had been a long time since he had been spontaneously cheered. From the look of his face, the sound came to him like the sweetest music.

“Hah!” The one true Shah leaned forward, his eyes shining, and Rob knew he was remembered in the incident of the killing of the panther.

His eyes held Rob’s for a moment and then he turned to the Imam and spoke for the first time since the beginning of the audience.

“Give the Hebrew a calaat,” he said.

For some reason, people laughed.

“You shall come with me,” the grizzled officer said. He would be an old man before many years, but for now he was still powerful and strong. He wore a short helm of polished metal, a leather doublet over a brown military tunic, and sandals with leather thongs. His wounds spoke for him: the ridges of healed sword cuts stood out whitely on both massive brown arms, his left ear was flattened, and his mouth was permanently crooked because of an old piercing wound below his right cheekbone.

“I am Khuff,” he said. “Captain of the Gates. I inherit chores such as yourself.” His eyes went to Rob’s raw neck and he smiled. “The carcan?”

“Yes.”

“The carcan is a bastard,” Khuff said admiringly.

They left the Hall of Pillars and walked toward the stables. Now on the long green field men galloped their horses at one another, wheeling and brandishing long shafts like reversed shepherd’s crooks, but no one fell.

“They seek to strike each other?”

“They seek to strike a ball. It is ball-and-stick, a horsemen’s game.” Khuff studied him. “There is much you don’t know. Do you understand about the calaat?”

Rob shook his head.

“In ancient times when someone found favor in the eyes of a Persian king, the monarch would remove a calaat, an item of his own clothing, and bestow it as a token of his pleasure. The custom has come down through the ages as a sign of royal favor. Now the ‘royal garment’ consists of a living, a suit of clothes, a house, and a horse.”

Rob felt numb. “Then am I rich?”

Khuff grinned at him as though he were a fool. “A calaat is a singular honor but varies widely in its sumptuousness. An ambassador from a nation that has been Persia’s close ally in war would be given the most costly raiment, a palace close in splendor to the House of Paradise, and a remarkable steed whose harness and trappings are encrusted with precious stones. But you are not an ambassador.”

Behind the stables was a vast stock pen that enclosed a swirling sea of horses. Barber had always said that in selecting a horse one should look for an animal with a head like a princess and a hind like a fat whore. Rob saw a gray that fit the description perfectly and had additional regality in the eyes.

“Can I have that mare?” he asked, pointing it out. Khuff didn’t bother to answer that it was a horse for a prince, but a wry smile did strange things to his twisted mouth. The Captain of the Gates unhitched a saddled horse and mounted. He rode into the milling mass and skillfully separated from the herd an adequate but dispirited brown gelding with short, sturdy legs and strong shoulders.

Khuff showed him a large tulip brand on the horse’s near thigh. “Alā Shah is the only horse breeder in Persia, and this is his mark. This horse may be traded for another bearing the tulip but must never be sold. If he should die, cut off the skin with the mark on it and I will exchange it for another horse.”

Khuff gave him a purse containing fewer coins than Rob might earn by selling the Specific at a single entertainment. In a nearby warehouse the Captain of the Gates searched until he found a serviceable saddle from the army’s stores. The clothing he issued was similarly well made but plain, consisting of loose trousers that fastened at the waist with a drawstring; linen wrappings that went around each leg outside the pants, like bandages worn from ankle to knee; a loose shirt called a khamisa that hung over the trousers, knee-length; a tunic called a durra; two coats for the different seasons, one short and light, the other long and lined with sheepskin; a cone-shaped turban support called a qalansuwa; and a brown turban.

“Do you have green?”

“This is better. The green turban is poor, heavy stuff, worn by students and the poorest of the poor.”

“Nevertheless I want it,” Rob insisted, and Khuff gave him the cheap green turban and a hard look of scorn.

Minions with watchful eyes leaped to do the captain’s bidding when he called for his personal horse, which turned out to be an Arab stallion bearing resemblance to the gray mare Rob had coveted. Riding the placid brown gelding and carrying a cloth bag laden with his new garments, he rode behind Khuff like a squire, all the way to Yehuddiyyeh. For a long time they wended the narrow streets of the Jewish quarter, until finally Khuff reined up at a small house of old, dark-red brick. There was a small stable, merely a roof on four poles, and a tiny garden in which a lizard blinked at Rob and then vanished into a crack in the stone wall. Four overgrown apricot trees cast their shade on thornbushes that would have to be cut out. Inside the house were three rooms, one with an earthen floor and two with floors of the same red brick as the walls, worn into shallow troughs by the feet of many generations. The dried mummy of a mouse lay in a corner of the dirt-floored room and the faint, cloying stink of its decay hung in the air.

“Yours,” Khuff said. He nodded once and then went away.

Even before the sound of his horse had vanished, Rob’s knees gave way. He sank to the dirt floor, then he allowed himself to lie back and know no more than the dead mouse.

He slept for eighteen hours. When he woke he was cramped and aching, like an old man with frozen joints. He sat in the silent house and watched the dust motes in the sunlight that shone through the smoke hole in the roof. The house was in slight disrepair—there were cracks in the clay plaster of the walls and one of the windowsills was crumbling—but it was the first dwelling that had been truly his since his parents died.

In the small barn, to his horror his new horse stood waterless, unfed, and still saddled. After removing the saddle and carrying water in his hat from a nearby public well, he hurried to the stable where his mule and donkey were boarded. He bought wooden buckets, millet straw, and a basket of oats and bore them home on the donkey.

When the animals were tended, he took his new clothes and walked toward the public baths, stopping first at the inn of Salman the Lesser.

“I’ve come for my belongings,” he told the old innkeeper.

“They’ve been kept safe, though I mourned for your life when two nights passed and you didn’t return.” Salman stared at him fearfully. “A story is being told of a foreign Dhimmi, a European Jew, who went before the audience and won a calaat from the Shah of Persia.”

Rob nodded.

“It was indeed you?” Salman whispered.

Rob sat heavily. “I haven’t eaten since you fed me last.”

Salman lost no time in setting food before him. He tried his stomach gingerly on bread and goat’s milk and then, feeling nothing but famine, graduated to four boiled eggs, more bread in quantity, a small hard cheese, and a bowl of pilah. Strength began to steal back into his limbs.

At the baths he soaked long, soothing his bruises. When he put on his new clothing he felt like a stranger, though not so much of a stranger as he had felt the first time he put on the caftan. He managed the leg bindings with difficulty, but wrapping the turban would require instruction and for the time being he retained the leather Jew’s hat.

Back at the house, he rid himself of the dead mouse and assessed his situation. He had a modest prosperity but that wasn’t what he had requested of the Shah, and he felt a vague apprehension that was presently interrupted by the arrival of Khuff, still surly, who unrolled a flimsy parchment and proceeded to read it aloud.

ALLAH

Edict of the King of the World, High and Majestic Lord, Sublime and honorable beyond all comparison; magnificent in Titles, the unshakeable Basis of the Kingdom, Excellent, Noble and Magnanimous; the Lion of Persia and Most Powerful Master of the Universe. Directed to the Governor, the Intendant, and other Royal Officers of the Town of Ispahan, the Seat of the Monarchy and the Theater of Science and Medicine. They are to know that Jesse son of Benjamin, Jew and Barber-Surgeon of the Town of Leeds in Europe, has come into our Kingdoms, the best govern’d of all the Earth and a well-known refuge of the oppress’d, and has had the Facility and the Glory to appear before the Eyes of the Most High, and by humble petition beg the assistance of the true Lieutenant of the true Prophet who is in Paradise, to wit, our most Noble Majesty. They are to know that Jesse son of Benjamin of Leeds is assured of Royal Favor and Good Will and is hereby granted a Royal Garment with Honors and Beneficences and that All should treat him accordingly. You must also know that this Edict is made on rigorous Penalties and that there is no infringing it without being expos’d to Capital Punishment. Done on the third Panj Shanbah of the Month of Rejab in the name of our most high Majesty by his Pilgrim of the Noble and Sacred Holy Places, and his Chief and Superintendent of the Palace of Women of the most High, the Imam Mirza-aboul Qandrasseh, Vizier. It is necessary to arm one’s self with the Assistance of the most High God, in all Temporal Affairs.

“But, of the school?” Rob could not resist asking hoarsely.

“I do not deal with the school,” the Captain of the Gates said, and departed as hurriedly as he had come.

A short time later two burly porters delivered to Rob’s door a sedan chair bearing the hadji Davout Hosein and a quantity of figs as a token of sweet fortune in the new house.

They sat among the ants and the bees on the ground in the ruins of the tiny apricot garden and ate the figs.

“They are still excellent apricot trees,” the hadji said, studying them judiciously. He explained at great length how the four trees could be brought back through assiduous pruning and irrigation and application of the horse’s manure.

Finally Hosein fell silent.

“Something?” Rob murmured.

“I have the honor to extend the greetings and felicitations of the honorable Abu Ali at-Husain ibn Abdullah ibn Sina.” The hadji was sweating and so pale that the zabiba on his forehead was especially pronounced. Rob took pity on him, but not so much that it diminished the exquisite pleasure of the moment, sweeter and richer than the dizzying fragrance of the small apricots that littered the ground beneath his trees, as Hosein rendered to Jesse son of Benjamin an invitation to enroll in the madrassa and study medicine at the maristan, where he might aspire eventually to become a physician.
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IBN SINA
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Rob J.’s first morning as a student dawned hot, a sullen day. He dressed carefully in the new clothes but decided it was too warm for leg wrappings. He had struggled without success to learn the secret of winding the green turban and finally he gave a coin to a street youth who showed him how to strap the folded cloth tightly around the qalansuwa and then tuck it in neatly. But Khuff had been right about the heaviness of the cheap stuff; the green turban weighed almost a stone, and in the end he took the unfamiliar burden from his head and put on the leather Jew’s hat, a relief.

It made him instantly identifiable as he approached the Big Teat, where a group of young men in green turbans stood talking.

“Here is your Jew now, Karim,” one of them called.

A man who had been sitting on the steps rose and approached him, and he recognized the handsome, lanky student he had observed castigating a nurse during his first visit to the hospital.

“I am Karim Harun. And you are Jesse ben Benjamin.”

“Yes.”

“The hadji has assigned me to show you around the school and the hospital and to answer your questions.”

“You will wish you were back in the carcan, Hebrew!” somebody called, and the students laughed.

Rob smiled. “I do not think so,” he said. It was obvious that the entire school had heard of the European Jew who had gone to jail and then won admittance to the medical school on the intervention of the Shah.

They began with the maristan, but Karim walked much too fast, a cranky and perfunctory guide who evidently wished to complete an unwelcome task as quickly as possible. But Rob J. was able to learn that the hospital was divided into male and female sections. Men had male nurses, women had female nurses and female porters. Physicians and a patient’s husband were the only men allowed to approach the women.

There were two rooms devoted to surgery, and a long, low-ceilinged chamber filled with shelves of neatly labeled jars and flasks. “This is the khazanat-ul-sharaf, the ‘treasure house of drugs,’” Karim said. “On Mondays and Thursdays, physicians hold a clinic at the school. After patients are examined and treated, the druggists make up physick prescribed by the physicians. Maristan druggists are accurate to the smallest grain, and honest. Most druggists in the town are whores who will sell a bottle of piss and swear it is rose water.”

In the school building next door, Karim showed him examining rooms, lecture halls and laboratories, a kitchen and a refectory, and a large bath for use of faculty and students. “There are forty-eight physicians and surgeons, but not all are lecturers. Including yourself, there are twenty-seven students of medicine. Each clerk is apprenticed to a series of different physicians. The apprenticeships vary in length for different individuals, and so does the entire clerkship. You become a candidate for oral examination whenever the bastardly faculty decides you are ready. If you pass, they address you as Hakim. If you fail, you remain a student and must work toward another chance.”

“How long have you been here?”

Karim glowered, and Rob knew he had asked the wrong question.

“Seven years. I’ve taken examinations twice. Last year, I failed the section on philosophy. My second attempt was three weeks ago, when I made a poor thing of questions on jurisprudence. What should I care about the history of logic or the precedents of the law? I’m already a good physician.” He sighed bitterly. “In addition to classes in medicine you must attend lectures in law, theology, and philosophy. You may choose your own classes. It’s best to return often to the same lecturers,” he disclosed grudgingly, “for some of them are merciful during the oral examinations if they’ve become familiar with you.

“Everyone in the madrassa must attend morning lectures in each discipline. But in the afternoon, law students prepare briefs or attend the courts, would-be theologians hie themselves to mosques, future philosophers read or write, and medical students serve as clerks at the hospital. Physicians visit the hospital in the afternoon and students attach themselves to these men, who permit them to examine patients and propose treatment. The physicians ask endless instructive questions. It’s a splendid opportunity to learn or”—he smiled sourly—“to make yourself a complete arsehole.”

Rob studied the handsome, unhappy face. Seven years, he thought numbly, and nothing but uncertain prospects ahead. And this man no doubt had entered the study of medicine with far better preparation than his own sketchy background!

But fears and negative feelings vanished when they entered the library, which was called the House of Wisdom. Rob had never imagined so many books in one place. Some manuscripts were scribed on animalskin vellums, but most were made of the same lighter material on which his calaat had been written. “Persia has a poor parchment,” he observed.

Karim snorted. “Not parchment at all. It is called paper, an invention of the slanted-eyes to the east, who are very clever infidels. You don’t have paper in Europe?”

“I’ve never seen it there.”

“Paper is but old rags beaten and sized with animal glue and then pressed. It is inexpensive, afforded even by students.”

The House of Wisdom dazzled Rob as no other sight he had ever seen. He walked quietly about the room and touched the books, noting the authors, only a few of them names he knew.

Hippocrates, Dioscorides, Ardigenes, Rufas of Ephesus, the immortal Galen … Oribasius, Philagrios, Alexander of Tralles, Paul of Aegina …

“How many books are here?”

“The madrassa owns almost one hundred thousand books,” Karim said proudly. He smiled at the disbelief in Rob’s eyes. “Most of them were translated into Persian in Baghdad. In the university at Baghdad is a school for translators, where books are transcribed onto paper in all the languages of the Eastern Caliphate. Baghdad has an enormous university with six hundred thousand books in its library, and more than six thousand students and famous teachers. But there is one thing our little madrassa has that they lack.”

“What is that?” Rob asked, and the senior student led him to a wall in the House of Wisdom entirely devoted to the works of one author.

“Him,” Karim said.

That afternoon in the maristan Rob saw the man the Persians called the Chief of Princes. At first glimpse, Ibn Sina was a disappointment. His red physician’s turban was faded and carelessly wound and his durra was shabby and plain. Short and balding, he had a bulbous, veined nose and the beginning of dewlaps beneath his white beard. He looked like any aging Arab until Rob noted his keen brown eyes, sad and observant, stern and curiously alive, and felt at once that Ibn Sina saw things not visible to ordinary men.

Rob was one of seven students who, with four physicians, trailed behind Ibn Sina as he made his way through the hospital. That day the Chief Physician paused not far from the pallet of a wizened man with skinny limbs.

“Who is student clerk of this section?”

“I, Master. Mirdin Askari.”

So this was Aryeh’s cousin, Rob told himself. He looked with interest at the swarthy young Jew whose long jaw and square white teeth gave him a homely, likable face, like that of an intelligent horse.

Ibn Sina nodded toward the patient. “Tell us of that one, Askari.”

“He is Amahl Rahin, a camel driver who came to the hospital three weeks ago with intense pain in the lower back. At first we suspected he had injured his spine while drunk but the pain soon extended into his right testicle and right thigh.”

“How of the urine?” Ibn Sina asked.

“Until the third day his urine was clear. Light yellow in color. On the morning of the third day his urine showed blood, and that afternoon he passed six urinary calculi, four like grains of sand and two of them stones the size of small peas. Since then he has had no further pain and his urine is clear, but he will take no food.”

Ibn Sina frowned. “What have you offered him?”

The student appeared puzzled. “The usual fare. Pilah of several sorts. Hens’ eggs. Mutton, onions, bread … He will touch nothing. His bowels have ceased to function, his pulse is fainter, and he grows progressively weak.”

Ibn Sina nodded and looked at them. “What ails him, then?”

Another of the medical clerks gathered his courage. “I think, Master, that his intestines have become twisted, blocking the passage of food through his body. Sensing this, he will allow no nourishment to enter his mouth.”

“Thank you, Fadil ibn Parviz,” Ibn Sina said with courtesy. “But in such an injury the patient will eat, only to cast up his food.” He waited. When no other observations were forthcoming, he approached the man on the pallet.

“Amahl,” he said, “I am Husayn the Physician, son of Abd-Ullah who was son of al-Hasan who was son of Ali who was son of Sina. These are my friends and would be thine. Where are you from?”

“The village of Shaini, Master,” the man whispered.

“Ah, a man of Fars! I have spent happy days in Fars. The dates of the oasis in Shaini are large and sweet, is it not so?”

Tears formed in Amahl’s eyes, and he nodded dumbly.

“Askari, go now and fetch our friend dates and a bowl of warm milk.”

In a short time the food was brought, and the physicians and the students watched as the man began to eat the fruit hungrily.

“Slowly, Amahl. Slowly, my friend,” Ibn Sina warned. “Askari, you shall see to the change in our friend’s diet.”

“Yes, Master,” the Jew said as they walked away.

“This must be remembered about the sick people in our care. They come to us but they do not become us, and very often they do not eat what we eat. Lions do not relish hay because they visit the kine.

“Dwellers in the desert subsist mainly on sour curds and similar preparations of milk. The inhabitants of the Dar-ul-Maraz eat rice and dry foods. The Khorasanis want only soup thickened with flour. The Indians eat peas, pulse, oil, and hot spices. The people of Transoxiania take wine and meat, especially horse flesh. The people of Fars and Arabistan eat mainly dates. The Bedouins are accustomed to meat, camel’s milk, and locusts. The people of Gurgan, the Georgians, the Armenians, and the Europeans are wont to take spirits with meals and to eat the flesh of cows and pigs.”

Ibn Sina looked flintily at the men gathered about him. “We terrify them, young masters. Ofttimes we cannot save them and sometimes our treatment kills them. Let us not starve them as well.”

The Chief of Princes walked away from them, his hands behind his back.

Next morning, in a small amphitheater with rising tiers of stone seats, Rob attended his first lecture at the madrassa. Out of nervousness he was early, and he was seated alone in the fourth row when half a dozen clerks entered together.

At first they paid him no attention. From their conversation it was evident that one of them, Fadil ibn Parviz, had been notified he would be examined for his fitness to become a physician, and his fellow clerks were reacting with envious gibes.

“Only one week before your examination, Fadil?” said a short, plump clerk. “You will piss green with fear, I think!”

“Shut your fat face, Abbas Sefi, you Jew’s nose, you Christian’s prick! You needn’t be afraid of the examination, for you’ll be a clerk even longer than Karim Harun,” Fadil said, and they all laughed.

“Salaam, what have we here?” Fadil said, noticing Rob for the first time. “What’s your name, Dhimmi?”

“Jesse ben Benjamin.”

“Ah, of jail fame! The Jew barber-surgeon of the Shah’s calaat. You’ll find it takes more than a royal decree to make a physician.”

The hall was filling. Mirdin Askari was picking his way up the stone tiers to a vacant place, and Fadil called to him.

“Askari! Here’s another Hebrew arrived to be made into a leech. You’ll soon quite outnumber us.”

Askari looked over at them coolly, disregarding Fadil as he might have ignored a bothersome insect.

Further comment was cut off by the arrival of the lecturer, a worried-looking teacher of philosophy named Sayyid Sa’di.

Rob received an inkling of what he had assumed by fighting to become a medical clerk, for Sayyid looked about the room and noted a face that was strange to him.

“You, Dhimmi, what is your name?”

“I am Jesse ben Benjamin, master.”

“Jesse ben Benjamin, tell us how Aristotle described the relationship between the body and the spirit.” Rob shook his head.

“It is in his work, On the Soul,” the lecturer said impatiently.
 
“I don’t know On the Soul. I’ve never read Aristotle.”
 
Sayyid Sa’di stared at him with concern. “You must begin to do so at once,” he said.

Rob understood little that Sayyid Sa’di spoke about in his lecture.

When the class was over and the amphitheater was emptying, he made his way to Mirdin Askari. “I bring you the best wishes of three men of Masqat, Reb Lonzano ben Ezra, Reb Loeb ben Kohen, and your cousin, Reb Aryeh Askari.”

“Ah. Was their trip successful?”

“I believe it was.”

Mirdin nodded. “Good. You are a Jew from Europe, I hear. Well, Ispahan will seem strange to you, but most of us are from other places.” Their fellow medical clerks, he said, included fourteen Muslims from countries of the Eastern Caliphate, seven Muslims from the Western Caliphate, and five Eastern Jews.

“I’m only the sixth Jewish clerk, then? I would have thought us more numerous, from what Fadil ibn Pardiz said.”

“Oh, Fadil! Even one Jewish medical clerk would be too many to please Fadil. He’s an Ispahani. Ispahanis consider Persia the only civilized nation and Islam the only religion. When Muslims exchange insults, they call each other ‘Jew’ or ‘Christian.’ When they’re in a good mood, they consider it the soul of wit to call another Mohammedan ‘Dhimmi.’”

Rob nodded, remembering that when the Shah had called him “Hebrew” people had laughed. “It makes you angry?”

“It makes me work my mind and arse hard. So I can smile when I leave the Muslim clerks far behind me in the madrassa.” He looked at Rob curiously. “They say you’re a barber-surgeon. Is it true?”

“Yes.”

“I wouldn’t talk about it,” Mirdin said cautiously. “Persian physicians believe barber-surgeons to be …”
 
“Less than admirable?”
 
“They are not in favor.”

“I don’t care what’s in favor. I make no apology for what I am.”

He thought he saw a flicker of approval in Mirdin’s eyes, but if so it was gone in a moment.

“Nor should you,” Mirdin said. He nodded coolly and made his way out of the amphitheater.

A lesson in Islamic theology taught by a fat mullah named Abul Bakr was only slightly better than the philosophy class. The Qu’ran was divided into one hundred and fourteen chapters called suras. The suras varied in length from a few lines to several hundred verses, and to Rob’s dismay he learned he could not be graduated from the madrassa until he had memorized the important suras.

During the next lecture, by a master surgeon named Abu Ubayd al-Juzjani, he was ordered to read Ten Treatises on the Eye by Hunayn. Al-Juzjani was small and swarthy and fearsome, with an unblinking stare and the disposition of a newly awakened bear. The rapid accumulation of assigned scholarly work chilled Rob, but he was interested in al-Juzjani’s lecture about the opacity that covered the eyes of so many people and robbed them of vision. “It is believed such blindness is caused by a pouring-out of corrupt humor into the eye,” al-Juzjani said. “For this reason early Persian physicians called the ailment nazul-i-ab, or ‘descent of water,’ which has been vulgarized into waterfall disease or cataract.”

The surgeon said most cataracts began as a small spot in the lens that scarcely interfered with vision but gradually spread until the entire lens became milky white, causing blindness.

Rob watched as al-Juzjani couched the eyes of a dead cat. Soon thereafter, his assistants passed among the clerks and distributed animal corpses so they might try the procedure on dogs and cats and even hens. Rob was given a brindle cur with a fixed stare, a permanent snarl, and no front paws. His hands were unsteady and he had no real idea of what to do. But he took courage from recalling how Merlin had rid Edgar Thorpe of his blindness because he had been taught this operation at this school, perhaps even in this very room.

Suddenly al-Juzjani was leaning over him and peering at the eye of his dead dog. “Place your needle upon the spot at which you intend to couch and make a mark there,” he said sharply. “Then move the tip of the needle toward the outer angle of the eye, level with and slightly above the pupil. This would make the cataract sink below it. If you are operating on the right eye, you hold the needle in your left hand, and vice versa.”

Rob followed the instructions, thinking of the men and women who had come behind his barber-surgeon’s screen through the years with opaque eyes, and for whom he had been able to do nothing.

To hell with Aristotle and the Qu’ran! This was why he had made his way to Persia, he told himself exultantly.

That afternoon he was among a group of clerks following al-Juzjani through the maristan like acolytes trailing a bishop. Al-Juzjani visited patients and taught and commented and questioned the students as he changed dressings and removed stitches. Rob saw that he was a surgeon of skill and diversity; his patients in the hospital that day were recovering from cataract surgery, a crushed and amputated arm, the excision of buboes, circumcisions, and the closing of a wound in the face of a boy whose cheek had been perforated by a sharp stick.

When al-Juzjani was through, Rob made the trip through the hospital again, this time behind Hakim Jalal-ul-Din, a bonesetter whose patients were rigged with complex systems of retractors, couplers, ropes, and pulleys that Rob regarded with awe.

He had waited nervously to be called upon or questioned, but neither physician had acknowledged his existence. When Jalal was done, Rob aided the porters in feeding patients and cleaning up slops.

He went in search of books when he was finished at the hospital. Copies of the Qu’ran could be found in ample number in the madrassa library, and he discovered On the Soul. But he learned that the single copy of Hunayn’s Ten Treatises on the Eye had been taken by someone else, and half a dozen students had applied before him to study the book.

The keeper of the House of Wisdom was a kindly man named Yussuful-Gamal, a calligrapher who spent his spare time with quill and ink, making extra copies of books bought from Baghdad. “You have waited too long. Now it will be many weeks before Ten Treatises on the Eye will be available to you,” he said. “When a book is advised by a lecturer you must hurry to me at once or others will get here first.”

Rob nodded wearily. He carried the two books home, stopping along the way at the Jewish market to buy a lamp and oil from a spare woman with a strong jaw and gray eyes.

“You’re the European?”

“Yes.”

She beamed. “We are neighbors. I am Hinda, wife of Tall Isak, three houses north of you. You must visit.”
 
He thanked her and smiled, warmed.

“For you, the lowest price. My finest price for a Jew who wormed a calaat out of that king!”

At the inn of Salman the Lesser he stopped for a meal of pilah, but was dismayed when Salman brought two more neighbors to meet the Jew who had won the calaat. They were burly young men, stonecutters by trade—Chofni and Shemuel b’nai Chivi, sons of the widowed Nitka the Midwife, who lived at the end of his street. The brothers patted his back, bade him welcome, tried to buy him wine. “Tell us of the calaat, tell us of Europe!” Chofni cried.

Their fellowship was tempting, but he escaped to the loneliness of his house. When he had tended the animals he read the Aristotle in the garden and found it difficult, for meaning eluded him and he was smitten by his ignorance.

As darkness fell he moved indoors and lighted the lamp, and then he turned to the Qu’ran. The suras appeared to be arranged according to length, with the longest chapters first. But which were the important suras that must be memorized? He hadn’t an idea. And there were so many introductory passages; were they important?

He was desperate and felt he must begin somewhere.

Glory to God Most High, full of Grace and Mercy; He created All, including Man …

He read the passages again and again, but before more than a few verses had been committed to memory, his heavy lids closed. Fully dressed, he sank into deep sleep on the lamplit floor, like a man seeking to escape a sore and vexatious wakefulness.
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AN INVITATION
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Rob was awakened each morning by the rising sun glinting through his chamber’s narrow window, reflected golden off the tile roofs of Yehuddiyyeh’s crazily leaning houses. People appeared in the streets at daybreak, the men going to morning prayers in the synagogues, the women hurrying to tend stalls in the market or to shop early for the best produce of the day.

In the house next door to the north lived a shoemaker named Yaakob ben Rashi, his wife Naoma, and their daughter Lea. The house to the south was occupied by a bread baker named Micah Halevi, his wife Yudit, and three small children, all females. Rob had lived in Yehuddiyyeh only a few days before Micah sent Yudit to Rob’s house to deliver a round, flat loaf for his breakfast, still warm and crisp from the oven. Everywhere he went in Yehuddiyyeh, people had a kind word for the foreign Jew who had won the calaat.

He was less popular in the madrassa, where the Muslim students never called him by name and took open pleasure in addressing him as Dhimmi, and where even the Jewish students called him “European.”

If his experience as a barber-surgeon wasn’t generally admired, it was still useful in the maristan, where within three days it was apparent that he could bandage, bleed, and set simple fractures with a skill equal to a graduate of the school. He was relieved of the chore of collecting slops and given duties that more directly involved the care of sick people, and that made his life a little more bearable.

When he asked Abul Bakr which of the one hundred and fourteen suras of the Qu’ran were the important ones, he couldn’t get an answer. “All are important,” the fat mullah said. “Some are more important in the eyes of one scholar, others are more important to another scholar.”

“But I can’t be graduated from this place unless I have memorized the important suras! If you don’t tell me which they are, how am I to know?”

“Ah,” the theology lecturer said. “You must study Qu’ran, and Allah (exalted is He!) will reveal them.”

He felt the weight of Mohammed on his back, the eyes of Allah on him always. Everywhere he turned in the school, there inescapably was Islam. A mullah sat in every class to make certain Allah (great and mighty is He!) was not profaned.

Rob’s first class with Ibn Sina was an anatomy lesson at which they dissected a large pig, forbidden to Muslims as food but permitted for study.

“The pig is a particularly good anatomy subject, because its internal organs are identical to man’s,” Ibn Sina said, deftly cutting away the skin.

This one was full of tumors.

“These smooth-surfaced growths are likely to cause no harm. But some have grown so fast … see, like these—” Ibn Sina said, tipping the heavy carcass so they could better observe, “—that clumps of flesh have crowded against one another like the sections in a head of cauliflower. The cauliflower tumors are deadly.”

“Do they appear in humans?” Rob asked.

“We do not know.”

“Couldn’t we look for them?”

Now the room was silent, the other students contemptuous of the stranger and infidel devil, the assisting instructors watchful. The mullah who had slaughtered the pig had lifted his head from his prayer book.

“It is written,” Ibn Sina said carefully, “that the dead shall rise and be greeted by the Prophet (may God bless him and greet him!), to live again. Against that day, their bodies must be unmutilated.”

After a moment, Rob nodded. The mullah returned to his prayers, and Ibn Sina resumed his anatomy lesson.

That afternoon Hakim Fadil ibn Parviz was in the maristan, wearing a physician’s red turban and receiving the congratulations of the medical clerks because he had passed the examination. Rob had no reason to like Fadil but he was excited and glad nevertheless, for any student’s success might one day be his own.

Fadil and al-Juzjani were the physicians who made the rounds of patients that day, and Rob followed them along with four other clerks: Abbas Sefi, Omar Nivahend, Suleiman-al-Gamal, and Sabit bin Qurra. At the last moment al-Juzjani and Fadil were joined by Ibn Sina and Rob could feel the general heightening of nervousness, the small excitement that always occurred with the presence of the Chief Physician.

Soon they came to the place for tumor patients. On the pallet closest to the entrance lay a still, hollow-eyed figure, and they paused well away from him. “Jesse ben Benjamin,” al-Juzjani said. “Tell us of this man.”

“He is Ismail Ghazali. He doesn’t know his age but says he was born in Khur during the great spring floods there. I have been told that was thirty-four years ago.”

Al-Juzjani nodded approvingly.

“He has tumors in his neck, under his arms, and in his groin that cause him great pain. His father died of similar disease when Ismail Ghazali was a small boy. It agonizes him to urinate. When he does, his water is deep yellow with casts like small red threads. He cannot eat more than a few spoonfuls of gruel without vomiting, so he has been fed lightly and as often as he will accept nourishment.”

“Have you bled him this day?” al-Juzjani asked.

“No, Hakim.”

“Why have you not?”

“It is unnecessary to cause him further pain.” Perhaps if Rob hadn’t been thinking of the pig and wondering whether Ismail Ghazali’s body was consumed by cauliflower growths, he would not have trapped himself. “By nightfall he will be dead.”

Al-Juzjani stared.

“Why do you think this?” Ibn Sina asked.

All eyes were on Rob, but he knew better than to attempt an explanation. “I know it,” he said finally, and Fadil forgot his new dignity and guffawed.

Al-Juzjani’s face reddened with anger, but Ibn Sina raised his hand to the other physician and indicated that they should continue.

The incident drained Rob’s optimistic excitement. That evening he found study to be impossible. The school was a mistake, he told himself. There was nothing that could make him what he was not, and perhaps it was time to acknowledge he wasn’t meant to be a physician.

Yet next morning he went to the school and attended three lectures, and in the afternoon he forced himself to follow al-Juzjani on his inspection of patients. As they set off, to Rob’s anguish Ibn Sina joined them as he had on the previous day.

When they arrived at the tumor section, a stripling youth lay on the pallet closest to the door.

“Where is Ismail Ghazali?” al-Juzjani asked the nurse.

“Taken during the night, Hakim.”

Al-Juzjani made no comment. As they continued on their way, he treated Rob with the icy contempt due an alien Dhimmi who had made a fortunate guess.

But when they had completed their visitations and had been dismissed, Rob felt a hand on his arm and turned to look into the old man’s unsettling eyes.

“You will come to share my evening meal,” Ibn Sina said.

Rob was nervous and expectant that evening as he followed the Chief Physician’s directions, riding the brown horse along the Avenue of the Thousand Gardens to the lane leading to Ibn Sina’s home. It proved to be an enormous twin-towered residence of stone set among the terraced orchards and vineyards. Ibn Sina, too, had been given a “royal garment” by the Shah, but his calaat had come when he was famous and venerated, and the gift had been princely.

Rob was admitted to the walled estate by a gateman who expected him and took his horse. The path to the house was of stone crushed so fine that his footsteps sounded like whispering. As he approached the house, a side door opened and a woman emerged. Young and graceful, she wore a red velvet coat full at the waist and with tinsel edges, over a loose cotton gown of yellow-printed flowers, and although diminutive she walked like a queen. Beaded bracelets clutched her ankles where the scarlet trousers were fastened tightly and ended in woollen fringes over sweet bare heels. Ibn Sina’s daughter—if indeed that was who she was—scrutinized him with large dark eyes as curiously as he assessed her, before averting her veiled face from a male, according to Islam.

Behind her came a turbaned figure, enormous as a bad dream. The eunuch’s hand was on the jeweled hilt of the dagger in his belt, and he didn’t avert his eyes but watched Rob balefully until he saw his charge safely through a door in a garden wall.

Rob was still gazing after them when the front door, a single great stone slab, opened on oiled hinges and a manservant admitted him into spacious coolness.

“Ah, young friend. You are welcome to my house.”

Ibn Sina led the way through a series of large rooms whose tiled walls were adorned with rich woven hangings the colors of the earth and the sky. The carpets on the stone floors were thick as turf. In an atrium garden in the heart of the house, a table had been set close to a splashing fountain.

Rob felt awkward, for a servant had never before helped him to be seated. Another brought an earthen tray of flat bread and Ibn Sina sang his Islamic prayer with unmusical ease. “Do you wish your own blessing?” he asked with grace.

Rob broke one of the flat loaves and it was easily done, for he had become accustomed to the Hebrew thanksgiving: “Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who brings forth bread from the earth.”

“Amen,” Ibn Sina said.

The meal was simple and excellent, sliced cucumbers with mint and heavy soured milk, a light pilah prepared with bits of lean lamb and chicken, stewed cherries and apricots, and a refreshing sherbet of fruit juices.

When they had eaten, a man whose ringed nose marked him a slave brought wet cloths for their hands and faces, while other slaves cleared the table and lighted smoky torches to drive away insects.

A bowl of plump pistachios was brought and they sat and cracked the nuts with their teeth and chewed companionably.

“Now.” Ibn Sina leaned forward and his remarkable eyes, that could convey so many things, shone bright and attentive in the torchlight. “Let us speak of the reason you knew Ismail Ghazali would die.”

Rob told him how, when he was nine years old, by taking his mother’s hand he had become aware that she would die. And of how, in the same way, he had learned of his father’s impending death.

And he described the others since, the occasional person whose hand in his had brought the piercing dread and awful revelation.

Ibn Sina questioned him patiently as he reported each case, plumbing his memory and making certain that no detail was overlooked. Slowly, the reserve in the old man’s face disappeared.

“Show me what you do.”

Rob took Ibn Sina’s hands and looked into his eyes, and in a little while he smiled. “For now, you need have no fear of death.”

“Nor do you,” the physician said quietly.

A moment passed and then, Good Christ! Rob thought. “Is it truly something you can feel as well, Chief Physician?”

Ibn Sina shook his head. “Not as you feel it. In me, it manifests itself as a certainty somewhere deep inside—strong instinct that a patient will or will not die. Down through the years I have talked with other physicians who share this intuition, and we are a larger brotherhood than you may imagine. But never have I met one in whom this gift is stronger than in you. It is a responsibility, and to be equal to it you must make an excellent physician of yourself.”

It brought unpleasant reality, and Rob sighed ruefully. “I may end up no physician, for I am not a scholar. Your Muslim students have been force-fed on classical learning all their lives, and the … other Jewish clerks were weaned on the fierce scholarship of their study houses. Here in the university they build on these foundations, while I build on two paltry years of schooling, and vast ignorance.”

“Then you must build harder and faster than the others,” Ibn Sina said without sympathy.

Despair made Rob bold. “Too much is demanded in the school. And some of it I neither want nor need. Philosophy, Qu’ran—”

The old man broke in scornfully. “You make a common error. If you have not studied philosophy, how can you reject it? Science and medicine teach of the body, while philosophy teaches of the mind and the soul, and a physician requires all these as he needs food and air. As for theology, I had memorized the Qu’ran by the age of ten. It is of my faith and not of your own but it will not harm you, and memorizing ten Qu’rans would be small price if it would gain you medical knowledge.

“You have the mind, for we see you grasp a new language, and we detect your promise in a dozen other ways. But you must not fear to allow learning to become a part of you, so that it is as natural as breathing. You must stretch your mind, wide enough to take in all we can give you.”

Rob was silent and watchful.

“I’ve a gift of my own, as strong as yours, Jesse ben Benjamin. I can detect a man in whom there may be a physician, and in you I feel a need to heal, so strong that it burns. But it is not enough to have such a need. A physician is not declared by calaat, which is fortunate since there are already too many ignorant physicians. That is why we have the school, to winnow the chaff from the wheat. And when we see a clerk who is worthy, we make his testing especially severe. If our trials are too much for you, then you must forget us and go back to being a barber-surgeon and selling your spurious ointments—”

“Physick,” Rob said, glaring.

“Your spurious physick, then. For to be hakim must be earned. If you desire it, you must punish yourself for the sake of learning, seek every advantage in keeping up with the other clerks and in excelling them. You must study with the fervor of the blessed or the cursed.”

Rob drew a breath, his eyes still locked hotly with Ibn Sina’s, and told himself he hadn’t struggled across the world to fail.

He rose to take his leave and was struck by a thought. “Do you own Hunayn’s Ten Treatises of the Eye, Chief Physician?”

Now Ibn Sina smiled. “I do,” he said, and hurried to fetch the book and give it to his student.
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Early on a hurried morning three soldiers called upon him. He tensed and readied himself for anything, but this time they were all politeness and respect and their batons remained sheathed. Their leader, whose breath revealed he had breakfasted on green onions, bowed deeply.

“We are sent to inform you, master, that there will be a formal session of the court tomorrow after Second Prayer. Recipients of a calaat are expected.”

Thus, on the following morning Rob found himself once again under the arched and gilded roofs of the Hall of Pillars.

This time the masses of people were absent, which Rob thought a pity, for the Shahanshah was resplendent. Alā wore a turban, a flowing tunic, and pointed shoes of purple, trousers and leg wrappings of crimson, and a heavy crown of worked gold. The Vizier, the Imam Mirza-aboul Qandrasseh, sat a smaller throne nearby, dressed as always in mullah black.

The calaat beneficiaries stood away from the thrones as observers. Rob couldn’t see Ibn Sina and recognized no one nearby save for Khuff, Captain of the Gates.

The floor surrounding Alā was spread with carpets lustrous with threads of silk and gold. Seated on cushions on both sides of the throne and facing it was a host of richly caparisoned men.

Rob went to Khuff and touched his arm. “Who are they?” he whispered.

Khuff looked at the foreign Hebrew with scorn but answered patiently, as he was trained to do. “The empire is divided into fourteen provinces, in which there are five hundred and forty-four Considerable Places—cities, walled towns, and castles. These are the mirzes, chawns, sultans, and beglerbegs who govern the principalities over which Alā-al-Dawla Shah holds sway.”

Perhaps the ceremonies would soon begin, for Khuff hurried away and stationed himself inside the door.

The ambassador from Armenia was the first of the envoys to ride into the hall. He was a man still young, with black hair and beard but otherwise a gray eminence, riding a gray mare and wearing silver foxes’ tails on a gray silk tunic. One hundred and fifty paces from the throne he was stopped by Khuff, who helped him dismount and conducted him to the throne for the kissing of Alā’s feet.

That accomplished, the ambassador presented the Shah with lavish gifts from his own sovereign, including a large crystal lantern, nine small crystal looking-glasses set into gold frames, one hundred and twenty yards of purple cloth, twenty bottles of fine scent, and fifty sables.

Barely interested, Alā welcomed the Armenian to the court and bade him thank his most gracious lord for the gifts.

Next, in rode the ambassador from the Khazars, to be met by Khuff, and the whole performance was played again, save that the gift of the Khazar king was three fine Arabian horses and a chained baby lion that was not tamed, so that in its fright the beast shat upon the gold and silk carpet.

The hall was still, awaiting the Shah’s reaction. Alā did not frown or smile, but waited as slaves and servants hastened to remove the offending matter, the gifts, and the Khazar. The courtiers at the Shah’s feet sat on their cushions like inanimate statues, their eyes on the King of Kings. They were shadows, ready to move with Alā’s body. At last there was an imperceptible signal and a general relaxing as the next envoy, from the Amīr of Qarmatia, was announced and rode a reddish-brown horse into the hall.

Rob continued to stand and gaze respectfully, but within himself he turned from the court and began to do his lessons, silently reviewing. The four elements: earth, water, fire and air; the qualities recognized by touch: cold, heat, dryness, and moisture; the temperaments: sanguineous, phlegmatic, choleric, and saturnine; the faculties: natural, animal, and vital.

He pictured the separate parts of the eye as Hunayn listed them, named seven herbs and medications that were recommended for agues and eighteen for fevers, even recited several times the first nine stanzas of the Qu’ran’s third sura, entitled “The Family of ‘Imran.”

He was becoming pleased with this preoccupation when it was interrupted, and he saw that Khuff was engaged in a tight exchange of words with an imperious white-haired old man on a nervous chestnut stallion.

“I am presented last because I am of the Seljuk Turks, a deliberate slight to my people!”

“Someone must be last, Hadad Khan, and this day it is Your Excellency,” the Captain of the Gates said calmly.

In a high fury, the Seljuk attempted to move the large horse past Khuff and ride to the throne. The grizzled old soldier chose to pretend that the steed and not the rider was at fault. “Ho!” Khuff shouted. He grasped the bridle and struck the horse sharply and repeatedly across the nose with his baton, causing the animal to whinny and step back.

Soldiers controlled the chestnut as Khuff helped Hadad Khan to dismount with hands that were not overly gentle, and walked the ambassador to the throne.

The Seljuk performed the ravi zemin perfunctorily and in a shaking voice offered the greetings of his leader, Toghrul-beg, presenting no gifts.

Alā Shah said no word to him, but dismissed him coldly with a wave of his hand, and the proceedings were done.

Save for the Seljuk ambassador and the shitting lion, Rob thought the court had been exceedingly dull.

It would have pleased him to make the little house in Yehuddiyyeh better than it had been when Alā Shah bestowed it on him. The work would have taken a few days at most, but an hour had become a precious commodity, and so the windowsills went unrepaired, the cracked walls remained unplastered, the apricot trees were not pruned, and the garden was rank with weeds.

From Hinda, the woman merchant in the Jewish market, he bought three mezuzot, the little wooden tubes containing tiny rolled parchments of Scripture. They were part of his disguise; he affixed them to the right-hand post of each of his doors, no less than one handbreadth from the top, as he remembered mezuzot had been placed in the Jewish houses of Tryavna.

He described what he wanted to an Indian carpenter and drew sketches in the earth, and with no difficulty the man made him a rough-hewn olivewood table and a pine chair in the European style. He bought a few cooking utensils from a coppersmith. Otherwise, he bothered so little about the house he might have been living in a cave.

Winter was coming. The afternoons were still hot but the night air that drifted through the windows turned raw, announcing the change in season. He found several inexpensive sheepskins in the Armenian market and bedded in them gratefully.

On a Friday evening, his neighbor Yaakob ben Rashi the shoemaker prevailed upon Rob to come to his home for the Sabbath meal. It was a modest but comfortable house, and at first Rob enjoyed the hospitality. Naoma, Yaakob’s wife, covered her face and said the blessing over the tapers. The buxom daughter, Lea, served the good meal of river fish, stewed fowl, pilah, and wine. Lea mostly kept her eyes modestly downcast, but several times she smiled at Rob. She was of marriageable age and twice during the dinner her father made careful hints about a sizable dowry. There seemed to be general disappointment when Rob thanked them and left early to return to his books.

His life developed a pattern. Daily religious observance was compulsory for madrassa students but Jews were allowed to attend their own services, so each morning he went to the House of Peace Synagogue. The Hebrew of the shaharit prayers had become familiar but many of them were still as untranslatable as nonsense syllables; nonetheless, the swaying and chanting was a soothing way to begin his day.

Mornings were taken up by lectures in philosophy and religion that he attended with grim purposefulness, and a host of medical courses.

He was getting better at the Persian language, but there were times during a lecture when he was forced to ask the meaning of a word or an idiom. Sometimes the other students explained but often they didn’t.

One morning Sayyid Sa’di, the philosophy teacher, mentioned the gashtagh-daftaran.

Rob leaned toward Abbas Sefi, who sat next to him. “What is gashtagh-daftaran?”

But the plump medical clerk merely cast him an annoyed look and shook his head.

Rob felt a poke in his back. When he turned he saw Karim Harun on the stone tier behind and above him. Karim grinned. “An order of ancient scribes,” he whispered. “They recorded the history of astrology and early Persian science.” The seat next to him was empty and he pointed to it.

Rob moved. From then on, when he attended a lecture he looked about; if Karim was there, they sat together.

The best part of his day was the afternoon, when he worked in the maristan. This became even better in his third month at the school, when it was his turn to examine new patients. The admission process amazed him with its complexity. Al-Juzjani showed him how it was done.

“Listen well, for this is an important task.”

“Yes, Hakim.” He had learned always to listen well to al-Juzjani, for almost at once he had known that, next to Ibn Sina, al-Juzjani was the best physician in the maristan. Half a dozen people had told him al-Juzjani had been Ibn Sina’s assistant and lieutenant most of their lives, but al-Juzjani spoke with his own authority.

“You must make note of the patient’s entire history, and at first opportunity you will review it in detail with a senior physician.”

Each ill person was asked about his occupation, habits, exposure to contagious diseases, and chest, stomach, and urinary complaints. All clothing was removed and a physical scrutiny was done, including appropriate inspection of sputum, vomit, urine, and feces, an assessment of the pulse, and an attempt to detect fever by the warmth of the skin.

Al-Juzjani showed him how to run his hands over both the patient’s arms at the same time, then both legs, then each side of the body together, so that any defect, swelling, or other irregularity would be revealed because it felt different from the normal limb or side. And how to strike the patient’s body with sharp, short blows of the fingertips in an attempt to discover illness by hearing an abnormal sound. Much of this was new and strange to Rob, but he quickly became familiar with the routine and found it easy because he had worked with patients for years.

His difficult time began early in the evening, after he had arrived back in his house in Yehuddiyyeh, for that is when the battle began between the need to study and the need to sleep. Aristotle proved to be a sapient old Greek and Rob learned that if a subject was captivating, studying changed from a chore to a pleasure. It was a momentous discovery, perhaps the single thing that allowed him to work as doggedly as necessary, for Sayyid Sa’di quickly assigned him readings from Plato and Heraclitus; and al-Juzjani, as casually as if he were requesting another log on the fire, asked him to read the twelve books dealing with medicine in Pliny’s Historia naturalis—“as preparation for reading all of Galen next year”!

There was constantly Qu’ran to memorize. The more he consigned to his memory, the more resentful he became. Qu’ran was the official compilation of the preachings of the Prophet, and Muhammed’s message had been essentially the same for years on end. The book was repetition upon repetition, and filled with calumny against Jews and Christians.

But he persevered. He sold the donkey and the mule so he wouldn’t have to spend time tending and feeding them. He ate his meals quickly and without pleasure, and frivolity had no place in his life. Each night he read until he could read no more, and he learned to put minuscule amounts of oil in his lamps, so they would burn themselves out after his head dropped into his arms and he slept over his books at the table. Now he knew why God had given him a great, strong body and good eyes, for he taxed himself to the limit of his endurance as he sought to make himself a scholar.

* * *

One evening, aware only that he could study no more and must escape, he fled the little house in Yehuddiyyeh and plunged into the night life of the maidans.

He had grown accustomed to the great municipal squares as they were during the day, sunbaked open spaces with a few people strolling or curled asleep in a patch of shade. But he found that by night the squares became seamy and alive, riotous celebrations jam-packed with the males of common-class Persia.

Everyone appeared to be talking and laughing at once, producing a clamor louder than several Glastonbury Fairs. A group of singing jugglers used five balls and were droll and adept, making him want to join them. Muscular wrestlers, their heavy bodies gleaming with animal grease to make it difficult for opponents to gain a hold, struggled while onlookers screamed advice at them and made wagers. Puppeteers performed a lewd play, acrobats leaped and somersaulted, hucksters of a variety of food and wares vied for the passing trade.

Rob stopped in a torchlit bookstall, where the first volume he examined was a collection of drawings. Each sketch showed the same man and woman, cleverly depicted in a variety of lovemaking positions he had never met even in his imagination.

“The entire sixty-four in pictures, master,” the bookseller said.

Rob hadn’t the slightest idea what the sixty-four were. He knew it was against Islamic law to sell or own pictures of the human form because Qu’ran said Allah (exalted is He!) was the one and only creator of life. But he was captivated by the book and bought it.

He went next to a refreshment place where the air was thick with babble and ordered wine.

“No wine. This is chai-khana, a tea house,” the effeminate waiter said. “You may have chai or sherbet, or rose water boiled with cardamons.”

“What is chai?”

“Excellent drink. It comes from India, I think. Or perhaps it is carried to us down the Silk Road.”

Rob ordered chai and a dish of sweetmeats.

“We have a private place. You wish a boy?”

“No.”

When the refreshment came the drink was very hot, an amber-colored liquid with a flat, mouth-puckering taste; Rob couldn’t decide whether he liked it, but the sweetmeats were very good. From the upper galleries of the arcades near the maidan came plangent melody, and when he looked across the square he saw that the music was being played on polished copper trumpets eight feet long. He sat in the dimly lighted chai-khana, gazing out at the crowd and drinking chai after chai, until a storyteller began to regale the patrons with a tale of Jamshid, the fourth of the hero kings. Mythology attracted Rob not much more than pederasty, and he paid the waiter and wove his way through the crowd until he was at the edge of the maidan. For a while he stood and watched the mule-drawn carriages that were driven slowly around and around the square, for he had heard of them from other students.

Finally he hailed a well-kept coach with a lily painted on its door.

Inside, it was dark. The woman waited until the mules had begun to draw the carriage before she moved.

Soon he could see her well enough to know that the plump body was old enough to have mothered him. During the act he liked her, for she was an honest whore; she made no simulations of passion or pretense of enjoyment, but cared for him gently and with skill.

Afterward, the woman pulled a cord, signifying completion, and the pimp on the box drew the mules to a halt.

“Take me to Yehuddiyyeh,” Rob called. “I’ll pay for her time.”

They lay companionably in the swaying coach. “What are you called?” he asked.

“Lorna.” Well trained, she didn’t ask his name.
 
“I am Jesse ben Benjamin.”

“Well met, Dhimmi,” she said shyly, and touched the tightened muscles in his shoulders. “Why are these like knots of rope? What do you dread, a great young man like you?”

“I fear I’m an ox when I must be a fox,” he said, smiling in the dark.

“You are no ox, as I have learned,” she said drily. “What is your trade?”

“I study in the maristan, to be a physician.”

“Ah. Like the Chief of Princes. My own cousin has been his first wife’s cook as long as Ibn Sina has been in Ispahan.”

“You know his daughter’s name?” he said after a moment.

“There is no daughter, Ibn Sina has no children. He has two wives, Reza the Pious, who is old and sickly, and Despina the Ugly, who is young and beautiful, but Allah (exalted is He!) has blessed neither woman with issue.”

“I see,” Rob said.

He used her once more in comfortable fashion before the carriage reached Yehuddiyyeh. Then he directed the driver to his door and paid them well for making it possible for him to go inside and light his lamps and face his best friends and worst enemies, the books.
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THE SHAH’S ENTERTAINMENT
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He was in a city and surrounded by people but it was a solitary existence. Each morning he came into contact with the other clerks, and each evening he left them. He knew that Karim and Abbas and some of the others lived in cells at the madrassa and he assumed that Mirdin and the other Jewish students lived somewhere in Yehuddiyyeh, but he had no idea what any of their lives were like away from the school and the hospital. Much like his own, he supposed, filled with reading and study. He was too busy to be lonely.

He spent only twelve weeks admitting new patients to the hospital, then he was assigned to something he loathed, for apprentice physicians took turns servicing the Islamic court on days when sentences were carried out by the kelonter.

His stomach roiled the first time he returned to the jail and walked past the carcans.

A guard led him to a dungeon where a man lay tossing and moaning. Where the prisoner’s right hand should have been, a hempen cord bound a coarse blue rag to a stump, above which the forearm was dreadfully swollen.

“Can you hear me? I am Jesse.”

“Yes, lord,” the man muttered.

“What is your name?”

“I am Djahel.”

“Djahel, how long since they took your hand?”

The man shook his head in bewilderment.

“Two weeks,” the guard said.

Removing the rag, Rob found a packing of horse dung. As a barber-surgeon he had often seen dung used in this way and he knew it was seldom beneficial and perhaps was harmful. He shook it off.

The top of the forearm next to the amputation was ligated with another piece of hemp. Owing to the swelling, the cord had sunk into the tissue and the arm was beginning to turn black. Rob cut the cord and washed the stump slowly and carefully. He anointed it with a mixture of sandalwood and rose water and packed it in camphor in place of the dung, leaving Djahel groaning but relieved.

That was the best part of his day, for he was led from the dungeons to the prison courtyard for the beginning of the punishments.

They were much as he had witnessed them during his own confinement, save that while in the carcan he had been able to retreat into unconsciousness. Now he stood stonily among mullahs who chanted prayers while a muscular guard lifted an oversized curved sword. The prisoner, a gray-faced man who had been convicted of fomenting treason and sedition, was forced to kneel and lay his cheek against the block.

“I love the Shah! I kiss his sacred feet!” the kneeling man screamed in a vain attempt to avert the sentence, but no one answered him and the sword was already whistling. The blow was clean and the head rolled to come to rest against a carcan, the eyes still protruding in anguished fear.

The remains were removed and then a young man who had been caught with another’s wife had his belly opened. This time the same executioner wielded a long, slim dagger, a ripping from left to right that efficiently spilled the adulterer’s bowels.

Fortunately, there were no murderers, who would have been drawn and quartered, then set out to be consumed by dogs and carrion birds.

Rob’s services began to be required after the minor punishments.

A thief who was not yet a man soiled himself in his fright and pain as his hand was taken. There was a jar of hot pitch but Rob didn’t need it, for the force of the amputation sealed the stump, which he had only to wash and dress.

He had a messier time with a fat, weeping woman who had been convicted of mocking the Qu’ran for the second time and thus was deprived of her tongue. The red poured through her hoarse, wordless screaming until he succeeded in pinching off a blood vessel.

Within him there was a lush blossoming of hatred for Muslim justice and Qandrasseh’s court.

“This is one of your most important tools,” Ibn Sina told the medical students solemnly. He held up the urine glass, which he had told them was properly called a matula. It was bell-shaped, with a wide, curved lip designed to catch urine. Ibn Sina had trained a glass-blower to make the matulae for his doctors and students.

Rob had known that if urine contained blood or pus, something was wrong. But Ibn Sina already had lectured for two weeks on urine alone!

Was it thin or viscous? The subtleties of odor were weighed and discussed. Was there the treacly hint of sugar? The chalky smell that suggested the presence of stones? The sourness of a wasting sickness? Or merely the rank grassiness of someone who has eaten asparagus?

Was the flow copious, which meant the body was flushing out the disease, or sparing, which could signify that internal fevers were drying up the system’s fluids?

As to color, Ibn Sina taught them to look at urine with an artist’s eye for the palette, twenty-one nuances of color, from clear through yellow, dark ocher, red and brown, to black, showing the various combinations of contenta, or undissolved components.

Why all this fuss about piss? Rob asked himself wearily. “Why is the urine so important?” he asked.

Ibn Sina smiled. “It comes from within, where important things happen.” The master physician read them a selection from Galen which indicated that the kidneys were the organs for separating out the urine:

Any butcher knows this from the fact that he sees every day the position of the kidneys and the duct (called the ureter) which runs from each kidney into the bladder and by studying this anatomy he reasons what their use is and the nature of their functions.

The lecture left Rob enraged. Physicians shouldn’t need to consult with butchers, or learn from dead sheep and pigs how humans were constructed. If it was so bloody important to know what was happening within men and women, why didn’t they look within men and women? If Qandrasseh’s mullahs could be blithely evaded for coupling or a drunken binge, why didn’t physicians dare to ignore the holy men to gain knowledge? No one spoke of eternal mutilation or the quickening of the dead when a religious court cut off a prisoner’s head or hand or tongue or slit his belly.

Early next morning two of Khuff’s palace guardsmen, driving a mule cart laden with food supplies, stopped in Yehuddiyyeh to fetch Rob.

“His Majesty will go visiting today, master, and commands your company,” one of the soldiers said.

What now? Rob asked himself.

“The Captain of the Gates urges you to hurry.” The soldier cleared his throat discreetly. “Perhaps it would be best if the master were to change into his best clothing.”

“I am wearing my best clothing,” Rob said, and they sat him in the back of the cart atop some sacks of rice and hurried him away.

They traveled out of the city in a line of traffic consisting of courtiers on horseback and in sedan chairs, mingled with all manner of wagons transporting equipment and supplies. Despite his homely perch Rob felt regal, for he had never before been conveyed over roads newly graveled and freshly watered. One side of the road, where the soldiers said only the Shah would travel, was strewn with flowers.

The journey ended at the home of Rotun bin Nasr, general of the army, distant cousin to Alā Shah and honorary governor of the madrassa. “That is he,” one of the soldiers told Rob, pointing out a beaming fat man, voluble and posturing.

The handsome estate had extensive grounds. The party would begin in a commodious groomed garden, in the center of which a great marble fountain splashed. All around the pool tapestries of silk and gold had been spread, strewn with cushions of rich embroidery. Servants hurried everywhere, carrying trays of sweetmeats, pastries, perfumed wines, and scented waters. Outside a gate at one side of the garden, a eunuch bearing an unsheathed sword guarded the Third Gate, leading to the haram. Under Muslim law only the master of a house was allowed in the women’s apartment and any male transgressor could have his belly ripped, so Rob was happy to move away from the Third Gate. The soldiers had made it clear that he wasn’t expected to unload the cart or otherwise work, and he meandered outside the garden into an adjacent open area crowded with beasts, noblemen, slaves, servants, and an army of entertainers who appeared all to be rehearsing at the same time.

A nobility of four-legged creatures had been assembled. Tethered twenty paces apart were a dozen of the finest white Arabian stallions he had ever seen, nervous and proud, with brave dark eyes. Their trappings were worthy of close inspection, for four of the bridles were adorned with emeralds, two with rubies, three with diamonds, and three with a mixture of colored stones he couldn’t identify. The horses were clad in low-hanging, blanketlike garments of gold brocade set with pearls, and tethered with tresses of silk and gold to rings atop thick gold nails that had been driven into the ground.

Thirty paces from the horses were wild beasts: two lions, a tiger, and a leopard, all magnificent specimens, each on its own large piece of scarlet tapestry, tethered in the same manner as the horses and with a golden water bowl.

In a pen beyond, half a dozen white antelopes with long horns straight as arrows—unlike any deer in England!—stood together and nervously eyed the cats, which blinked at them sleepily.

But Rob spent little time with these animals and disregarded gladiators, wrestlers, bowmen, and the like, pushing past them toward a huge object that immediately captured his attention, until finally he stood within touching distance of his first live elephant.

It was even more massive than he had expected, far larger than the brazen elephant statues he had seen in Constantinople. The beast stood half again higher than a tall man. Each of its four legs was a stout column ending in a perfectly round foot. Its wrinkled hide seemed too large for its body and was gray, with large pink splotches like patches of lichen on a rock. Its arched back was higher than the shoulder or the rump, from which dangled a thick rope of tail with a frazzled end. The enormous head caused its pink eyes to seem tiny in comparison, although they weren’t smaller than a horse’s eyes. On the sloping forehead were two little humps, as if horns were unsuccessfully striving to break through. Each gently waving ear was almost as large as a warrior’s shield, but the most extraordinary feature of this extraordinary creature was its nose, which was longer and thicker by far than its tail.

The elephant was cared for by a small-boned Indian in a gray tunic and white turban, sash, and trousers, who told Rob upon questioning that he was Harsha, a mahout or elephant tender. The elephant was Alā Shah’s personal combat mount and was named Zi, short for Zi-ul-Quarnayn or “Two-Horned One,” in honor of the wicked bone protuberances, curved and as long as Rob was tall, that extended from the monster’s upper jaw.

“When we go into battle,” the Indian said proudly, “Zi wears his own mail and long, sharp swords are fixed on his tusks. He is trained to the onslaught, so that the charge of His Excellency on his trumpeting war elephant is sight and sound to chill any enemy’s blood.”

The mahout kept servants busy carrying buckets of water. These were emptied into a large gold vessel from which the animal sucked water into its nose and then sprayed it into its mouth!

Rob stayed near the elephant until a flourish of drums and cymbals announced the arrival of the Shah, then he returned to the garden with the other guests.

Alā Shah wore simple white clothing, in contrast to the guests, who might have been costumed for an affair of state. He acknowledged the ravi zemin with a nod and took his place on a sumptuous chair above the cushions near the pool.

The entertainment began with a demonstration by swordsmen wielding scimitars with such strength and grace that the assemblage fell quiet and gave their attention to the clash of steel on steel, the stylized circling of a combat exercise as ritualized as a dance. Rob noted that the scimitar was lighter than the English sword and heavier than the French; it required both a duelist’s skill at the thrust and strong wrists and arms for hacking. He was sorry when the display came to an end.

Acrobat-magicians made a great and busy show of planting a seed in the earth, watering it, and covering it with a cloth. Behind a screen of tumbling bodies, just at the climax of their acrobatics, one of them swept off the cloth, jabbed a leafy twig into the ground, and covered it again. Both the diversion and the deception were nakedly apparent to Rob, who had been watching for them, and he was amused when finally the cloth was removed and people applauded “the magical growing tree.”

Alā Shah was visibly restless as wrestling began. “My longbow,” he called.

When it arrived he strung and unstrung it, showing his courtiers how easily he bent the heavy weapon. Those nearest him murmured their admiration at his strength, while others took advantage of the relaxed mood to converse, and now Rob learned the reason for his invitation; as a European, he was as much a displayed oddity as any of the animals or the entertainers, and the Persians regaled him with questions.

“Do you have a Shah in your country, that place …?”

“England. Yes, a king. His name is Canute.”

“Are the men of your country warriors and horsemen?” an old man with wise eyes asked curiously.

“Yes, yes, great warriors, fine horsemen.”

“What of the weather and climate?”

Colder and wetter than here, he told them.

“What of the food?”

“It is different from yours, not so many spices. We do not have pilah.”

It shocked them. “No pilah,” the old man said with contempt.

They surrounded him, but out of inquisitiveness rather than friendship, and he felt an isolation in their midst.

Alā Shah rose from his chair. “Let us to the horses!” he exclaimed impatiently, and the crowd streamed after him to a nearby field, leaving the wrestlers still grunting and tugging at one another.

“Ball-and-stick, ball-and-stick!” someone called, and there was immediate applause.

“So, let us play,” the Shah agreed, and chose three men to be his teammates and four men to oppose them.

The horses that were led onto the field by grooms were tough little ponies at least a hand smaller than the pampered white stallions. When all were mounted, each player was given a long, limber stick that ended in a crook.

At each end of the long field were two stone columns, about eight paces apart. Each team cantered its horses to these goals and lined up in front of them, the riders facing one another like opposing armies. An army officer who would serve as judge stood off to the side and rolled a wooden ball, about the size of an Exmouth apple, into the center of the field.

The people began to shout. The horses hurtled toward one another at a dead gallop, the riders screaming and brandishing their sticks.

God, Rob J. thought in terror. Look out, look out! Three of the horses came together with a sickening sound and one of them went down and rolled over, sending its rider flying. The Shah brought his stick around and stroked the wooden ball soundly, and the horses plunged after it with flying sward and a pounding of hooves.

The fallen horse was neighing shrilly as it struggled to stand on a broken hock. A dozen grooms came and cut its throat and dragged it from the field before its rider had gained his feet. He was holding his left arm and grinning through clenched teeth.

Rob thought the arm might be broken, and approached the injured man. “Shall I help you?”

“You are a physician?”

“A barber-surgeon and a student at the maristan.”

The noble grimaced at him in amazed disgust. “No, no. We must summon al-Juzjani,” he said, and they led him away.

Another horse and man had joined the game at once. The eight riders apparently had forgotten they were playing and not fighting a battle. They battered their mounts against one another, and in their attempts to flail at the ball and drive it between the goalposts, they struck dangerously close to their opponents and the horses. Even their own mounts weren’t safe from their sticks, for the Shah often stroked at the ball close behind his horse’s flying hooves and beneath the beast’s belly.

The Shah was given no quarter. Men who undoubtedly would have been slain if they had directed a cross look at their sovereign lord now apparently were doing their best to maim him, and from the grunts and whispers of the spectators, Rob J. judged that they wouldn’t have been displeased if Alā Shah were struck or thrown.

He was not. Like the others, the Shah rode recklessly, but with a skill numbing to watch, directing his pony without using his hands, which held the stick, and with little apparent gripping of his legs. Instead, Alā maintained a strong, confident seat and rode as if he were an extension of his horse. It was a standard of horseback riding Rob had never met, and he thought with hot embarrassment of the old man who had asked about English horsemanship and had been assured of its excellence.

The horses were a wonder, for they followed after the ball without slackening speed but could wheel instantly and gallop in the opposite direction, and time and again only this fine control prevented horses and riders from careening into the stone goalposts.

The air became choked with dust and the spectators screamed themselves hoarse. Drums were pounded and cymbals jangled ecstatically when someone scored, and presently the Shah’s team had driven the ball between the posts five times to their opponents’ three, and the game was over. Alā’s eyes glistened with satisfaction as he dismounted, for he had scored twice himself. In celebration, as the ponies were led away two young bulls were staked in the center of the field and two lions were turned loose upon them. The contest was puzzlingly unfair, for no sooner had the great cats been released than the bulls were pulled down by their handlers and brained with axes, the felines then being allowed to tear the still-quivering flesh.

Realization came to Rob that this human assistance was given because Alā Shah was the Lion of Persia. It would have been unseemly and the most evil of portents if, by mischance during his own entertainment, a mere bull had gained victory over the symbol of the stalwart might of the King of Kings.

In the garden, four veiled females swayed and danced to the music of pipers while a poet sang of the houri, the fresh and sensuous virgin women of Paradise.

The Imam Qandrasseh could have had no objection; though occasionally the curve of a buttock or a thrusting of breast could be seen in the loose stuff of their voluminous black dresses, only the gesturing hands were uncovered, and the feet, rubbed red with henna at which the assembled nobles stared hungrily, reminded of other hennaed places hidden by the black cloth.

Alā Shah rose from his chair and walked away from those around the pool, past the eunuch holding his naked sword, and into the haram.

Rob seemed to be the only one staring after the king as Khuff, the Captain of the Gates, came up and began to guard the Third Gate with the eunuch. The level of bright conversation rose; nearby, General Rotun bin Nasr, the host of the king’s entertainment and the master of the house, laughed too loudly at his own joke, as if Alā had not just gone in to his wives in full view of half the court.

Is this, then, what may be expected of the Most Powerful Master of the Universe? Rob asked himself.

In an hour the Shah was back, looking benign. Khuff slipped away from the Third Gate and gave an imperceptible sign, and the feasting began.

The finest white plate was set on cloths of Qum brocade. Bread of four sorts was brought, and eleven kinds of pilah in silver basins so large a single dish would have served the assemblage. The rice in each basin was of a different color and flavor, having respectively been prepared with saffron, or sugar, or peppers, or cinnamon, or cloves, or rhubarb, or pomegranate juice, or the juice of citrons. Four of the enormous trenchers each contained twelve fowl, two contained braised haunches of antelope, one was heaped high with broiled mutton, and four contained whole lambs that had been cooked on a spit to a tender, juicy crackliness.

Barber, Barber, a pity you are not here!

For one who had been taught the appreciation of savory food by such a master, in recent months Rob had had more than his share of hurried, spartan meals in order to devote himself to the scholar’s life. Now he sighed and tasted everything with a will.

As the long shadows turned to dusk, slaves fixed great tapers to the horny carapaces of living tortoises and lighted them. Four oversized kettles were carried in, each hauled from the kitchen on poles; one was full of hens’ eggs made into a cream pudding, one held a rich clear soup with herbs, another was filled with hashed meat made pungent with spices, and the last with slabs of fried fish of a type unfamiliar to Rob, the meat white and flaky like plaice but with the delicacy of trout.

Shadows turned to darkness. Night birds cried; otherwise the only sounds were soft murmurings, belches, the tearing and crunching of food. Once in a while a tortoise sighed and moved, and the light cast by its candle shifted and flickered, like the moon’s glow shivering on water.

And still they ate.

There was a plate of winter salad, root herbs preserved in brine. And a bowl of summer salad, including Roman lettuce and bitter, peppery greens he had never tasted before.

A deep porringer was set before each person and filled with a sweet-and-sour sherbet. And now servants bore in goatskins of wine, and cups, and dishes of pastries and honeyed nuts and salted seeds.

Rob sat alone and sipped the good wine, neither speaking nor addressed, watching and listening to everything with the same curiosity with which he had tasted the food.

The goatskins were emptied of wine and full ones were brought, an inexhaustible supply from the Shah’s own storehouse. People rose and went off to relieve themselves or to vomit. Some were sodden and inert from drink.

The tortoises moved together, perhaps out of nervousness, pooling the light in a corner and leaving the rest of the garden in darkness. Accompanied by a lyre, a boy eunuch with a high, sweet voice sang of warriors and love, ignoring the fact that near him two men were fighting.

“Slit of a whore,” one of them snarled drunkenly.

“Face of a Jew!” the other spat.

They grappled and rolled, till they were separated and dragged off.

Eventually the Shah became nauseated and then unconscious, and was carried to his carriage.

After that Rob slipped away. There was no moon and the way from Rotun bin Nasr’s estate was hard to follow. Out of a deep and bitter urge, he walked on the Shah’s side of the road and once stopped to piss long and satisfyingly on the strewn flowers.

Horsemen and driven conveyances passed him but no one offered a ride, and it took him hours to return to Ispahan. The sentry had grown accustomed to stragglers returning from the Shah’s entertainment, and the soldier waved him wearily through the gate.

Halfway across Ispahan Rob stopped and sat on a low wall and contemplated this strangest of cities, where everything was forbidden by the Qu’ran and committed by the people. A man was allowed four wives but most men seemed willing to risk death to sleep with other women, while Alā Shah openly fucked whomever he pleased. Taking wine was proscribed by the Prophet as a sin, yet there was a national craving for wine and a large percentage of the populace drank to excess, and the Shah owned a vast storehouse of fine vintages.

Musing on the puzzle that was Persia, he went home on unsteady legs under pearling skies and to the lovely sound of the muezzin from the minaret of the Friday Mosque.
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THE MEDICAL PARTY
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Ibn Sina was accustomed to the pious doomsaying of Imam Qandrasseh, who could not control the Shah but who had been warning his advisers with increasing stridency that wine-drinking and licentiousness would bring retribution from a force higher than the throne. To this end the Vizier had been collecting intelligence from abroad and presenting a pattern of evidence that Allah (all-powerful is He!) was furious with sinners all over the earth.

Travelers along the Silk Road had brought word of disastrous earthquakes and pestilential fogs in the part of China watered by the Kiang and Hoai rivers. In India, a year of drought had been followed by plentiful spring rain, but the burgeoning crops were devoured by a plague of locusts. Great storms had battered the coast of the Arabian Sea, causing flooding that drowned many, while in Egypt there was famine due to the failure of the Nile to rise to the requisite level. In Maluchistan, a smoking mountain opened and spewed forth a river of molten rock. Two mullahs in Nain reported that demons appeared to them in their sleep. Exactly one month before the fast of Ramadan there was a partial eclipse of the sun, and then the heavens appeared to burn; strange celestial fires were observed.

The worst portent of Allah’s displeasure came from the royal astrologers, who reported with great trepidation that within two months there would be a grand conjunction of the three superior planets, Saturn, Jupiter, and Mars, in the sign of Aquarius. There were disputes about the exact date when this would occur, but no disagreement about its gravity. Even Ibn Sina heard the news gravely, for he knew that Aristotle had written of the menace inherent in the conjunction of Mars and Jupiter.

So it seemed preordained when Qandrasseh summoned Ibn Sina one bright, terrible morning and told him pestilence had broken out in Shīrāz, the largest city in the territory of Anshan.

“What pestilence?”

“The Death,” the Imam said.

Ibn Sina blanched and hoped the Imam was wrong, for the Death had been absent from Persia for three hundred years. But his mind went directly to the problem. “Soldiers must be ordered down the Spice Road at once, to turn back all caravans and travelers coming from the south. And we must send a medical party to Anshan.”

“We do not gain very much from Anshan in taxes,” the Imam said, but Ibn Sina shook his head.

“It is in our self-interest to contain the disease, for the Death moves readily from place to place.”

By the time he had returned to his own home, Ibn Sina had decided he couldn’t send a group of his own colleagues, for if the plague should reach Ispahan the physicians would be needed in their own territory. Instead, he would select one physician and a party of apprentices.

The emergency should be used to temper the best and the strongest, he decided. After some consideration, Ibn Sina took quill, ink, and paper and wrote:

Hakim Fadil ibn Parviz, leader
Suleiman-al-Gamal, third-year clerk
Jesse ben Benjamin, first-year clerk
Mirdin Askari, second-year clerk

The party should also contain some of the school’s weakest candidates, in order to give them a single, Allah-sent opportunity to redeem their unfavorable records and go on to become physicians. To this end he added to the list the names:

Omar Nivahend, third-year clerk
Abbas Sefi, third-year clerk
Ali Rashid, first-year clerk
Karim Harun, seventh-year clerk.

When the eight young men were assembled and the Chief Physician told them he was sending them to Anshan to fight the Death, they couldn’t look at him or at one another; it was a form of embarrassment.

“You must each wear arms,” Ibn Sina said, “for it is impossible to determine how people will act when there is a plague.”

There was a long, shuddering sigh from Ali Rashid. He was sixteen years old, a round-cheeked boy with soft eyes, so homesick for his family in Hamadhān that he wept day and night and couldn’t apply himself to his studies.

Rob forced himself to concentrate on what Ibn Sina was saying.

“… We cannot tell you how to fight it, for it hasn’t appeared in our lifetimes. But we have a book compiled three centuries ago by physicians who survived plagues in different places. We shall give this book to you. Doubtless it contains many theories and remedies of little value, but among them might be information that will be effective.” Ibn Sina stroked his beard. “Against the possibility that the Death is caused by atmospheric contamination from putrid effluvia, I think you must kindle huge fires of aromatic woods in the vicinity of both the sick and the healthy. The healthy should wash in wine or vinegar and sprinkle their houses with vinegar, and they should sniff camphor and other volatile substances.

“You who will care for the sick should do these things also. You would do well to hold vinegar-soaked sponges to your noses when you approach the afflicted, and to boil all water before drinking, to clarify it and separate off the impurities. And you must manicure your hands daily, for the Qu’ran says the Devil hides beneath the fingernails.”

Ibn Sina cleared his throat. “Those who survive this plague must not return immediately to Ispahan, lest you bring it here. You will go to a house which stands at Ibrahim’s Rock, one day’s distance to the east of the town of Nain, and three days’ east of here. There you will rest for a month before coming home. Is it understood?”

They nodded. “Yes, Master,” Hakim Fadil ibn Parviz said tremulously, speaking for all in his new position. Young Ali was weeping silently. Karim Harun’s handsome face was dark with foreboding.

Finally Mirdin Askari spoke up. “My wife and children … I must make arrangements. To be certain they’ll be all right if …”

Ibn Sina nodded. “Those of you with responsibilities have only brief hours to make these arrangements.”

Rob hadn’t known Mirdin was married and a father. The Jewish clerk was private and self-reliant, sure of himself in the classroom as well as in the maristan. But now his lips were bloodless, and moved in silent prayer.

Rob J. was as frightened as any at being sent on this errand from which there might be no return, but he struggled for courage. At least he would no longer have to serve as leech at the jail, he told himself.

“One thing more,” Ibn Sina said, gazing at them with a parent’s eyes. “You must keep careful notes, for those who will fight the next plague. And you must leave them where they will be found if something should happen to you.”

* * *

Next morning, as the sun bloodied the tops of the trees they clattered over the bridge across the River of Life, each man on a good horse and leading either a packhorse or a mule.

After a while Rob suggested to Fadil that one man be sent ahead as scout and another ride far back as rear guard. The young hakim pretended to consider and then he bawled out the orders.

That night Fadil agreed at once when Rob suggested the same system of alternating sentries that had been employed by Kerl Fritta’s caravan.

Seated around a thornbush fire, they were by turns jocular and grim.

“I believe Galen was never so wise as when he considered a physician’s best choice of action during plague,” Suleiman-al-Gamal said darkly. “Galen said a physician should flee the plague, to live to treat another day, and that is exactly what he did himself.”

“I believe the great physician Rhazes said it better,” Karim said.

“Three little words the plague dispel:
Quick, far and late, where’er you dwell.
Start quick, go far and right away,
And your return till late delay.”

Their laughter was too loud.

Suleiman was their first sentry. It should have been no great surprise the following morning when they awoke to discover he had slipped away during the night, taking his horses with him.

It shook them and filled them with gloom. When they made camp the following evening, Fadil named Mirdin Askari to be sentry, a good choice; Askari guarded them well.

But the sentry at their third camp was Omar Nivahend, who emulated Suleiman and fled with his horses during the night.

Fadil called a meeting as soon as the second desertion was discovered.

“It’s no sin to be afraid of the Death, else each of us is eternally damned,” he said. “Nor, if you agree with Galen and Rhazes, is it a sin to flee—though I side with Ibn Sina in thinking a physician should fight pestilence instead of showing it his heels.

“What is a sin is to leave your companions unguarded. And it is worse to steal off with a pack animal bearing supplies needed by the sick and the dying.” He gazed at them levelly. “Therefore, I say that if anyone else wishes to leave us, let him go now. And I promise on my honor that he will be allowed to do so without shame or prejudice.”

They could hear each other’s breathing. No one came forward.

Rob spoke up. “Yes, anyone should be allowed to go. But if the departure leaves us sentryless and unguarded, or if he takes with him supplies needed by the patients toward whom we travel, I say we must ride after such a deserter and kill him.”

Again there was a silence.

Mirdin licked his lips. “I agree,” he said.

“Yes,” Fadil said.

“I agree also,” said Abbas Sefi.

“And I,” Ali whispered.

“And I!” said Karim.

Each of them knew it was no empty promise, but a solemn vow.

Two nights later, it was Rob J.’s turn to serve as sentry. They had made camp in a stony defile where moonshine created monsters of the looming rocks. It was a long and lonely night that gave him opportunity to think of sad things he otherwise managed to crowd out of his mind, and he dwelt on his brothers and his sister, and on those who were dead. He had long thoughts about the woman he had allowed to drift through his fingers.

Toward morning he was standing in the shadow of a great rock, not far from the sleeping men, when he became aware that one of them was awake and appeared to be making preparations for leaving.

Karim Harun stole through the encampment, taking care not to disturb the sleepers. When he was clear, he began to run lightly down the trail, and soon he was out of sight.

Harun had neither taken supplies nor left the party unguarded, and Rob made no attempt to stop him. But he felt a bitter disappointment, for he had begun to like the handsome and sardonic clerk who had been a medical student for so many years.

Perhaps an hour later he drew his sword, alerted by the sound of pounding footsteps coming toward him in the gray light. He stood and confronted Karim, who stopped in front of him and gaped at the ready blade, his chest heaving and his face and tunic wet with sweat.

“I saw you leave. I believed you had run away.”

“I did.” Karim fought for breath. “I ran away … and I ran back. I am a runner,” he said, and smiled as Rob J. put away his sword.

Karim ran every morning, returning to them drenched in sweat. Abbas Sefi told comical stories and sang filthy songs and was a cruel mimic. Hakim Fadil was a wrestler, and in their camps at night the leader threw them all, having trouble only with Rob and with Karim. Mirdin was the best cook among them and cheerfully accepted the duty of preparing the evening meals. Young Ali, who had Bedouin blood, was a dazzling horseman and loved nothing better than serving as scout, ranging far ahead of the party; soon his eyes shone with enthusiasm instead of tears and he displayed a youthful energy that endeared him to all.

Their growing companionship was pleasant and the long ride might have been enjoyable except that, in camp and during rest pauses, Hakim Fadil read to them from the Plague Book that Ibn Sina had entrusted to him. The book offered hundreds of suggestions by various authorities, all of whom claimed to know how to fight the plague. A man named Lamna of Cairo insisted that an infallible method was to give the patient his own urine to drink, at the same time reciting specified imprecations to Allah (glorified is He!).

Al-Hajar of Baghdad suggested the sucking of an astringent pomegranate or plum at the time of an epidemic, and Ibn Mutillah of Jerusalem strongly recommended the eating of lentils, Indian peas, pumpkin seeds, and red clay. There were so many suggestions that each was made worthless to the bewildered medical party. Ibn Sina had written an addendum to the book, in which he had listed practices that seemed reasonable to him: the lighting of fires to create acrid smoke, washing down walls with limewater, sprinkling vinegar, and giving victims fruit juices to drink. In the end, they agreed to follow the regimen suggested by their teacher and to ignore all other advice.

During a pause in the middle of the eighth day Fadil read from the book that, of every five physicians who had treated the Death during the Cairo plague, four had themselves died of the disease. A quiet melancholy took hold of them as they resumed the ride, as if they had been informed of the sealing of their fate.

Next morning they came to a small village and learned it was Nardiz and that they had entered the district of Anshan.

The villagers treated them respectfully when Hakim Fadil announced they were physicians from Ispahan, sent by Alā Shah to help those afflicted by the plague.

“We do not have the pestilence, Hakim,” the head of the village said thankfully. “Although rumors have reached us of death and suffering in Shīrāz.”

Now they traveled expectantly, but they passed village after village and saw healthy people. In a mountain valley at Naksh-i-Rustam, they came to great rock-hewn tombs, the burial place of four generations of Persian kings. Here, overlooking their windswept valley, Darius the Great, Xerxes, Ataxerxes, and Darius II had lain for fifteen hundred years during which wars, pestilences, and conquerors had come and faded into nothingness. While the four Muslims paused for Second Prayer, Rob and Mirdin stood before one of the tombs in wonder as they read the inscription:

I AM XERXES THE GREAT KING, THE KING OF KINGS,
THE KING OF COUNTRIES OF MANY RACES,
THE KING OF THE GREAT UNIVERSE, THE SON OF DARIUS THE KING,
THE ACHAEMENIAN.

They rode past a great ruined place of broken fluted columns and strewn stone. Karim told Rob it was Persepolis, destroyed by Alexander the Great nine hundred years before the birth of the Prophet (may God bless him and greet him!).

A short distance from the ancient remains of the town they came to a farm. It was quiet save for the bleating of a few sheep grazing beyond the house, a pleasant sound that carried cleanly through the sunlit air. A shepherd seated beneath a tree appeared to be watching them, and when they rode up to him they saw he was dead.

The hakim just sat his horse like the rest of them, staring at the body. When Fadil failed to take the lead, Rob dismounted and examined the man, whose flesh was blue and already hard and stiff. He had been dead too long for his staring eyes to be closed, and an animal had been gnawing at his legs and had eaten away his right hand. The front of his tunic was black with blood. When Rob took his knife and cut open the garment he could find no sign of plague but there was a stab wound over the heart, large enough to have been made by a sword.

“Search,” Rob said.

The house proved to be deserted. In the field beyond, they found the remains of several hundred slaughtered sheep, many of the bones already picked clean by wolves. All about, the field was greatly trampled, and it was apparent that an army had stopped there long enough to kill the shepherd and take meat.

Fadil, his eyes glassy, didn’t give a direction or an order.

Rob lay the body on its side and they mounded it over with stones and large rocks to preserve the rest of it from the beasts, then they were glad to ride from that place.

Eventually they came to a fine estate, a sumptuous house surrounded by cultivated fields. It too appeared deserted, but they dismounted.

After Karim had knocked loudly and long, a peephole in the center of the door was opened and an eye stared out at them.

“Begone.”

“We are a medical party from Ispahan, bound for Shīrāz,” Karim said.

“I am Ishmael the Merchant. I can tell you few remain alive in Shīrāz. Seven weeks ago, an army of Seljuk Turkomen came to Anshan. Most of us fled before the Seljuks, taking women, children, and animals within the Shīrāz walls. The Seljuks beleaguered us. The Death already had broken out among them and they gave up the siege within a few days. But before they departed they sent the bodies of two of their plague-dead soldiers over the walls by catapult, into the crowded town. As soon as they were gone, we hastened to take the two corpses outside the wall and burn them, but it was too late, and the Death appeared among us.”

Now Hakim Fadil found his tongue. “Is it a fearsome pestilence?”

“No worse can be imagined,” said the voice behind the door. “Some persons appear to be immune to the disease, as was I, thanks be to Allah (whose mercy abounds!). But most who were within the walls are dead or dying.”

“What of the physicians of Shīrāz?” Rob asked.

“There were in the town two barber-surgeons and four physicians, all other leeches having fled as soon as the Seljuks departed. Both barbers and two of the physicians labored among the people until they too were dead, and quickly. One leech was down with the disease and only a single physician remained to care for the afflicted when I abandoned the city myself, not two days since.”

“Then it appears that we are badly needed in Shīrāz,” Karim said.

“I have a large clean house,” the man said, “stocked with ample supplies of food and wine, vinegar and lime, and a plentiful store of hemp plant to chase away troubles. I would open this house to you, for it is my protection to let in healers. In but a little while, when the pestilence has run its course, we can enter Shīrāz to our mutual profit. Who will join my safety?”

There was a silence.

“I,” Fadil said hoarsely.

“Do not do this, Hakim,” Rob said.

“You are our leader and our only physician,” Karim said.

Fadil didn’t appear to hear them. “I shall come inside, merchant.”

“I shall come inside too,” Abbas Sefi said.

Both men slid from their horses. There was the sound of a heavy bar being eased slowly free. They glimpsed a pale, bearded face as the door opened only far enough to allow the two men to slip inside, then it was slammed again and barred.

Those outside stood like men adrift on the open sea. Karim looked at Rob. “Perhaps they are right,” he muttered. Mirdin said nothing, his face troubled and uncertain. The youth Ali was about to weep again.

“The Plague Book,” Rob said, remembering that Fadil carried it in a large purse he wore on a strap around his neck. He went to the door and hammered on it.

“Go away,” Fadil said. He sounded terrified; doubtless he feared to open the door lest they fall on him.

“Hear me, you shitepoke,” Rob said, seized by fury. “If we are not given Ibn Sina’s Plague Book, wood and brush will be gathered and piled high against the walls of this house. And I will delight in setting it afire, you false physician.”

In a moment the drawing of the bar was heard again. The door opened and the book was thrown out to fall in the dust at their feet.

Rob picked it up and mounted. His fury didn’t last as he rode away, for part of him yearned to be with Fadil and Abbas Sefi in the merchant’s safe place.

He traveled a long time before he could bring himself to turn in the saddle. Mirdin Askari and Karim Harun were far back, but coming after him. The youth, Ali Rashid, brought up the rear, leading Fadil’s packhorse and Abbas Sefi’s mule.
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The trail traversed a marshy plain almost in a straight line and then became tortuous in a rocky chain of bare mountains that they crossed for two days. Finally descending toward Shīrāz on the third morning, they saw smoke from afar. As they drew near, they came upon men burning bodies outside the wall. Beyond Shīrāz they could see the slopes of its famous gorge, Teng-i-Allahu Akbar, or Pass of God Is Most Great. Rob noticed dozens of large black birds soaring above the pass and knew that at last they had found the pestilence.

No sentry was at the gate when they passed into the city.

“Were the Seljuks inside the walls, then?” Karim said, for Shīrāz had a raped look. It was a pleasantly arranged city of pink stone, with many gardens, but everywhere raw stumps marked where once large trees had given shade and green majesty, and even the rosebushes of the gardens had been taken to feed the funeral pyres.

Dreamlike, they rode down empty streets.

At last they spied a man with a stumbling gait, but when they hailed him and moved to approach, he fled behind some houses.

Soon they found another pedestrian, and this time they boxed him in with their horses when he tried to run away, and Rob J. drew his sword.

“Answer and we do you no harm. Where are the physicians?”

The man was terrified. He held before his mouth and nose a small packet, probably of aromatic herbs. “The kelonter’s,” he gasped, pointing down the street.

On the way they passed a charnel wagon. Its two burly collectors, their faces more heavily veiled than if they’d been women, stopped to pick up the small body of a child from where it had been left at the side of the street. There were three adult cadavers, one male and two female, in the wagon.

At the municipal offices, they presented themselves as the medical party from Ispahan and were stared at with astonishment by a tough man with a military look and an old man, enfeebled; both had the slack faces and staring eyes of long sleeplessness.

“I am Dehbid Hafiz, the kelonter of Shīrāz,” the younger man told them. “And this is Hakim Isfari Sanjar, our last physician.”

“Why are your streets empty?” Karim said.

“We were fourteen thousand souls,” Hafiz said. “With the coming of the Seljuks, an additional four thousand scurried behind the protection of our wall. After the outbreak of the Death, one-third of all those in Shīrāz fled the city, including,” he said bitterly, “every rich man and the entire government, content to leave their kelonter and his soldiers to guard their property. Nearly six thousand have died. Those who are not yet stricken cower inside their homes and pray to Allah (merciful is He!) that they may remain so.”

“How do you treat them, Hakim?” Karim asked.

“Nothing avails against the Death,” the old doctor said. “A physician may hope only to bring some small comfort to the dying.”

“We are not yet physicians,” Rob said, “but medical apprentices sent to you by our master Ibn Sina, and we shall do your bidding.”

“I give you no bidding, you shall do as you may,” Hakim Isfari Sanjar said roughly. He waved his hand. “I give you only advice. If you would stay alive as I have, each morning with your breakfast you must eat a piece of toast soaked in vinegar of wine, and each time you speak with any person, you must first take a drink of wine,” he said, and Rob J. realized that what he had mistaken for the infirmity of old age was instead an advanced state of drunkenness.

Records of the Ispahan Medical Party.

If this compendium is found after our deaths, generous reward will be realized upon its delivery to Abu Ali at-Husain ibn Abdullah ibn Sina, Chief Physician of the maristan, Ispahan. Inscribed on the 19th Day of the Month of Rabia I, in the 413th Year After the Hegira.

We have been in Shīrāz four days during which 243 have died. The pestilence begins as a mild fever followed by headache, sometimes severe. The fever becomes extremely high just before the appearance of a lesion in the groin, in an armpit, or behind an ear, commonly called a bubo. There is mention in the Plague Book of such buboes, which Hakim Ibn al-Khatīb of Andalusia said were inspired by the Devil and always in the shape of a serpent. Those observed here are not serpent-shaped but round and full, like the lesion of a tumor. They may be as large as a plum, but most are the size of a lentil. Often there is vomiting of blood, which always means death is imminent. Most victims die within two days of the appearance of a bubo. Some few are fortunate in that the bubo suppurates. When this occurs it is as if an evil humor passes from the patient, who may then recover.

(signed)
 
Jesse ben Benjamin Clerk

They found an established pesthouse in the jail, the prisoners having been freed. It was packed with the dead, the dying, and the newly afflicted, so many it was impossible to comfort any. The air was filled with groans and cries, and heavy with the stench of bloody vomit, unwashed bodies, and human waste.

After conferring with the other three clerks, Rob went to the kelonter and requested the use of the Citadel, in which soldiers had been housed. This granted, he went from patient to patient in the jail, assessing them, holding their hands.

The message that flowed into his own hands was generally dreadful: the cup of life turned into a sieve.

Those close to death were moved to the Citadel. Since this was a large percentage of the victims, those not yet moribund could be nursed in a cleaner and less crowded place.

It was Persian winter, cold nights, warm afternoons. The peaks of the mountains were dazzling with snow and in the mornings the clerks needed their sheepskin coats. Above the gorge, black vultures soared in growing numbers.

“Your men are throwing bodies down the pass instead of burning them,” Rob J. told the kelonter.

Hafiz nodded. “I have forbidden it, but I believe you are right. Wood is scarce.”

“Every body must be burned. Without exception,” Rob told him firmly, for it was something about which Ibn Sina had been adamant. “You must do what is necessary to make certain.”

That afternoon three men were beheaded for dumping bodies in the pass, execution adding to the death all around them. It wasn’t what Rob had intended, but Hafiz was resentful.

“Where are my men to get wood? All our trees are gone.”

“Send soldiers into the mountains to cut trees,” Rob said.

“They would not come back.”

So Rob delegated young Ali to take soldiers into houses that had been deserted. Most of the houses were of stone but they had wooden doors, wooden shutters, stout roof beams. Ali drove the men to rip and tear, and the pyres roared outside the city wall.

They tried to follow Ibn Sina’s instructions about breathing through vinegar-soaked sponges, but the sponges hampered their work and were soon discarded. Heeding the example of Hakim Isfari Sanjar, each day they choked down vinegar-soaked toast and drank a good deal of wine. Sometimes by nightfall they were as drunk as the old hakim.

In his cups, Mirdin told them of his wife Fara and his small sons Dawwid and Issachar who awaited his safe return to Ispahan. He spoke with nostalgia of his father’s house by the Arabian Sea, where his family traveled the coast buying seed pearls. “I like you,” he said to Rob. “How can you be friend to my terrible cousin Aryeh?”

Now Rob understood Mirdin’s initial coolness. “A friend of Aryeh? I am not a friend of Aryeh. Aryeh is a shit!”

“He is, he is a shit, exactly!” Mirdin cried, and they rocked with laughter.

Handsome Karim drawled stories of sexual conquest and promised he would find young Ali the most beautiful pair of teats in the Eastern Caliphate when they returned to Ispahan. Karim ran every day, through the city of death. Sometimes he jeered at them until they ran with him, hurling themselves through the empty streets past vacant houses, past houses in which the nervous undiseased huddled, past houses before which bodies had been placed to await the charnel wagon—running from the dreadful sight of reality. For they were touched by more than wine. Surrounded by death, they were young and alive, and they tried to bury their terror by pretending they were immortal and inviolate.

Records of the Ispahan Medical Party.

Inscribed on the 28th Day of the Month of Rabia I, in the 413th Year After the Hegira.

Blood-letting, cupping, and purging appear to have little effect. The relationship of the buboes to dying of this plague is interesting, for it continues to hold true that in the event the bubo bursts or steadily evacuates its green smelly discharge, the patient is likely to survive.

It may be that many are killed by the terribly high fever that eats the fat from their bodies. But when the buboes suppurate, the fever drops precipitously and recuperation begins.

Having observed this, we have labored to ripen the buboes that they might open, applying poultices of mustard and lily bulbs; poultices of figs and boiled onions, pounded and mixed with butter; and a variety of drawing plasters. Sometimes we have cut open the buboes and treated them like ulcers, with but little success. Often these swellings, affected partly by the distemper and partly by their being too violently drawn, become so hard no instrument can cut them. These we have attempted to burn with caustics, with poor results. Many died raving mad with the torment and some during the very operation, so that we may be said to have tortured these poor creatures even to death. Yet some are saved. These might have lived without our presence in this place, but it is our comfort to believe we have been of assistance to a few.

(signed) Jesse ben Benjamin Clerk

“You bone-pickers!” the man screamed. His two servants dumped him unceremoniously on the pesthouse floor and fled, doubtless to steal his belongings, a commonplace thievery in a plague that appeared to corrupt souls as fast as bodies. Children with buboes were being abandoned without hesitation by their terror-crazed parents. Three men and a woman had been beheaded that morning for looting, and a soldier was flayed for fucking a dying female. Karim, who had led soldiers armed with buckets of limewater to cleanse houses in which there had been pestilence, said every vice was for sale and reported witnessing so much rutting that it was clear many were grasping at life through a wildness of the flesh.

Just before midday the kelonter, who never entered the pesthouse himself, sent a white and trembling soldier to bring Rob and Mirdin to the street, where they found Kafiz sniffing a spice-studded apple to ward off disease. “Be advised that the count of those who died yesterday was down to thirty-seven,” he told them triumphantly. It was a dramatic improvement, for on the most virulent day, in the third week after the outbreak, 268 had perished.

Kafiz told them that by his reckoning Shīrāz had lost 801 men, 502 women, 3,193 children, 566 male slaves, 1,417 female slaves, 2 Syrian Christians, and 32 Jews.

Rob and Mirdin exchanged a knowing glance, neither of them having missed the kelonter’s listing of the victims in their order of importance.

Young Ali came walking down the street. Something odd, for the boy would have passed them without a sign had not Rob called his name.

Rob went to him and saw that his eyes were strange. When he touched Ali’s head, the familiar terrible burning chilled his heart.
 
Ah, God.

“Ali,” he said gently. “You must come inside with me now.”

They had already seen many die, but witnessing the swiftness with which the disease possessed Ali Rashid, it was as if Rob and Karim and Mirdin suffered in the youth’s pain.

From time to time Ali lurched in sudden spasm, as if something had bitten him in the stomach. Agony made him shudder with convulsion and arch his body into queer, contorted positions. They bathed him with vinegar and in the early afternoon they had hope, for he was almost cool to the touch. But it was as if the fever had gathered itself and when the fresh assault came he was hotter than before, his lips cracked, his eyes rolling up into his head.

Among all the cries and groans his were almost lost, but the other three clerks heard the terrible sounds clearly because circumstances had made them his family.

When night came, they took turns sitting by his bed.

The boy was lying racked on the tumbled pallet when Rob came to relieve Mirdin before dawn. His eyes were dull and unknowing and fever had wasted his body and transformed the round adolescent face, from which high cheekbones and a hawkish beak had emerged to give a glimpse of the Bedouin man he might have become.

Rob took Ali’s hands and experienced the dwindling.

Now and again, as an escape from the helplessness of doing nothing, he moved his fingers to Ali’s wrists and felt the pulse beats, weak and blurred like the wing strokes of a struggling bird.

By the time Karim came to relieve Rob, Ali was gone. They could no longer make a pretense of immortality. It was obvious that one of them soon would be next and they began to know the true meaning of fear.

They accompanied Ali’s body to the pyre and each prayed in his own way as it burned.

That morning they began to witness the turning; it was obvious that fewer were brought to the pesthouse with the illness. Three days later the kelonter, barely able to suppress the wishfulness in his voice, reported that on the preceding day only eleven persons had died.

Walking near the pesthouse, Rob noted a large group of dead and dying rats and saw a singular thing when he inspected them: the rodents had the plague, for almost all of them displayed a small but indisputable bubo. Locating one that had died so recently that the warm furry body still crawled with fleas, he laid it on a large flat rock and opened it with his knife as neatly as though al-Juzjani or some other anatomy teacher were peering over his shoulder.

Records of the Ispahan Medical Party.

Inscribed on the Fifth Day of the Month of Rabia II, 413th Year After the Hegira.

Various animals have died as well as men, word having reached us that horses, cows, sheep, camels, dogs, cats, and birds have perished of the pestilence in Anshan.

Dissections of six plague-killed rats were of interest. External signs were similar to those found in human victims, with staring eyes, contorted muscles, gaping lips, protruding tongue of blackish color, bubo in the groin area or behind an ear.

Upon dissection of these rats it becomes clear why surgical removal of the bubo is most often unsuccessful. The lesion is likely to have deep, carrot-like roots which, after the main body of the bubo has been removed, remain imbedded in the victim to wreak their havoc.

On opening the abdomens of the rats I found the lower orifices of all six stomachs and the upper bowels to be quite discolored by green gall. The lower intestines were speckled. The livers of all six rodents were shriveled and in four of the rats the hearts were shrunken.

In one of the rats the stomach was, so to say, internally peeled.

Do these effects occur to the organs of human victims of this plague?

Clerk Karim Harun says Galen wrote that man’s internal anatomy is precisely identical to the pig’s and the ape’s, but dissimilar to the rat’s.

Thus, while we do not know the causal events of plague death in humans, we may be bitterly certain they are occurring internally and thus are barred from our inspection.

(signed) Jesse ben Benjamin Clerk

Working in the pesthouse two days later, Rob felt an uneasiness, a heaviness, a weakness in the knees, a difficulty in breathing, a burning within as though he had eaten heavily of spices, although he hadn’t.

These sensations stayed with him and grew as he worked all through the afternoon. He fought to ignore them until, looking into a victim’s face

—inflamed and distorted, the brilliant eyes starting out of the man’s head

—Rob felt he was seeing himself.

He went to Mirdin and Karim.

The answer was in their eyes.

Before he would allow them to lead him to a pallet he insisted on fetching the Plague Book and his notes and giving them to Mirdin. “If neither of you should survive, these must be left by the last man where they can be found and sent to Ibn Sina.”

“Yes, Jesse,” Karim said.

Rob felt calm. A mountain had been moved from his shoulders; the worst had happened and therefore he had been freed from the terrible prison of dread.

“One of us will stay with you,” good, grieving Mirdin said.

“No, there are many here who need you.”

But he could sense them hovering and watching him.

He determined to note each separate stage of the disease, marking it well in his mind, but got only as far as the onset of high fever and a headache so formidable it made the skin of his entire body sensitive. The covers became heavy and irritating and he threw them off. Sleep overcame him.

He dreamed he sat and conversed with tall, spare Dick Bukerel, the long-dead Chief Carpenter of his father’s guild. When he awoke he could feel the heat becoming more oppressive, the frenzy within him increasing.

During a fitful night he was troubled by dreams more violent, in which he wrestled a bear that gradually grew thinner and taller until he was the Black Knight, while everyone who had been taken by the plague stood by and witnessed the thrashing struggle in which neither could pin the other.

In the morning he was awakened by soldiers dragging their miserable load from the pesthouse out to the charnel wagon. It was a familiar sight to him as medical clerk, but seeing it as one of the afflicted was different. His heart beat throbbingly, there was a far-off buzzing in his ears. The heaviness in all his limbs was worse than before he had gone to bed, and a fire raged within him.

“Water.”

Mirdin hastened to fetch some, but as Rob shifted himself to drink, he caught his breath in anguish. He hesitated before looking at the place where he felt the pain. Finally he uncovered it and he and Mirdin exchanged a fearful look. Under his left arm there was a hideous bubo of a livid purple hue.

He grasped Mirdin’s wrist. “You shan’t cut it! And you mustn’t burn it with caustics. Do you promise?”

Mirdin ripped his hand free and pushed Rob J. back down onto the pallet. “I promise, Jesse,” he said gently, and hurried away to fetch Karim.

Mirdin and Karim pulled his hand behind his head and tied it to a post, leaving the bubo exposed. They heated rose water and soaked rags to make compresses, changing the poultices faithfully when they cooled.

He grew hotter with fever than he had ever been, man or child, and all the pain in his body concentrated in the bubo, until his mind turned away from the unremitting agony and wandered.

He sought coolness in the shade of a wheat field and kissed her, touched her mouth, kissed her face, the red hair falling over him like a dark mist.

He heard Karim praying in Persian and Mirdin in Hebrew. When Mirdin came to the Shema, Rob followed along. Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One. And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart …

He feared to die with Jewish scripture on his lips and strove for a Christian prayer. The one that came to mind was a chant of his boyhood priests.

Jesus Christus natus est.

Jesus Christus crucifixus est.

Jesus Christus sepultus est.

Amen.

His brother Samuel sat on the floor close by the pallet, doubtless a guide come to fetch him. Samuel appeared the same, down to the wry and quizzical expression on his face. He scarcely knew what to say to Samuel; Rob had grown to manhood but Samuel was still the boy he had been when he died.

The pain was even more intense. The pain was terrible.

“Come, Samuel,” he cried. “Let us be gone!”

But Samuel only sat and stared at him.

Presently there was such a sweet and sudden easing of the pain in his arm that the relief was as sharp as a fresh hurt. He could not allow himself false hope, and he forced himself to wait patiently for someone to come.

After what seemed an inordinately long time, he was aware of Karim leaning over him.

“Mirdin! Mirdin! All praise to Allah, the bubo has opened!”

Two grinning faces hovered above him, the one darkly handsome, the other homely with the goodness of saints.

“I’ll put in a wick so it will drain,” Mirdin said, and for a while they became too busy for thanksgiving.

It was as if he had come through the stormiest of seas and now drifted in the calmest and most peaceable of backwaters.

The recovery was as swift and uneventful as he had seen in other survivors. There was a weakness and shakiness, natural following the high fevers; but clarity returned to his mind and there was no further mixing of past and present events.

He fretted, wishing to make some small use of himself, but his caretakers would have none of it and kept him supine upon his pallet.

“It means all to you, this practice of medicine,” Karim observed keenly one morning. “I knew it, and therefore made no objection when you seized leadership of our little party.”

Rob opened his mouth to protest but closed it quickly, for it was true.

“I was infuriated when Fadil ibn Parviz was made the leader,” Karim said. “He does well in examinations and is highly regarded by faculty, but as a working physician he is a calamity. Further, he began his apprenticeship two years after I started my own and he is a hakim while I am still a clerk.”

“Then how could you accept me as leader, who hasn’t yet apprenticed a full year?”

“You are different, taken out of the competition by your enslavement to healing.”

Rob smiled. “I’ve seen you, these hard weeks. Aren’t you owned by the same master?”

“No,” Karim said calmly. “Oh, don’t misunderstand, I desire to be the best of doctors. But at least as strongly, I need to become rich. Wealth isn’t your strongest ambition, is it, Jesse?”

Rob shook his head.

“When I was a child in the village of Carsh, which is in the province of Hamadhān, Abdallah Shah, the father of Alā Shah, led a great army across our countryside to move against bands of Seljuk Turks. Wherever Abdallah’s army stopped, misery came, a plague of soldiers. They took crops and animals, food that meant survival or disaster to their own people. When the army moved on, we starved.

“I was five years old. My mother held her newborn daughter by the feet and dashed her head against the rocks. They say many resorted to cannibalism, and I believe it.

“First my father died, and then my mother. For a year I lived in the streets with beggars and was a beggar boy. Finally I was taken in by Zaki-Omar, a man who had been my father’s friend. He was a noted athlete. He educated me and taught me to run. And for nine years he fucked my arse.”

Karim fell silent a moment, the stillness broken only by the soft moaning of a patient across the room.

“When he died, I was fifteen. His family threw me out, but he had made arrangements for my entrance to the madrassa and I came to Ispahan, free for the first time. I made up my mind that when I have sons they will be safe, and that kind of safety comes from wealth.”

As children they had met similar catastrophes half a world apart, Rob thought. Had he been slightly less fortunate, or had Barber been a different sort of a man …

The conversation was interrupted by the arrival of Mirdin, who sat on the floor on the other side of the pallet from Karim. “Nobody died in Shīrāz yesterday.”

“Allah,” Karim said.

“No one died!”

Rob took each of them by the hand.

Presently Karim and Mirdin clasped hands too. They were beyond laughter, beyond tears, like old men who had shared a lifetime. Linked, they sat and looked at one another, savoring survival.

It was ten more days before they pronounced Rob strong enough to travel. Word of the plague’s end had spread. It would be years before there were trees in Shīrāz again but people were beginning to come back, and some brought lumber. They passed a house on whose windows carpenters were hanging shutters, several more where men were putting up doors.

It was good to leave the city behind and head north.

They traveled without haste. When they came to the house of Ishmael the Merchant, they dismounted and knocked, but no one answered.

Mirdin wrinkled his nose. “There are dead nearby,” he said quietly.

Entering the house, they found the decomposed bodies of the merchant and Hakim Fadil. There was no sign of Abbas Sefi, who doubtless had fled the “safe refuge” when he saw that the other two were stricken.

So they had one last responsibility before they left the land of the plague, and they spoke prayers and burned the two bodies, building a hot fire with the merchant’s expensive furniture.

Where eight had left Ispahan with the medical party, three rode back from Shīrāz.
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When he got back there seemed an unreality about Ispahan, full of healthy people laughing or squabbling. For a time it was strange for Rob to walk among them, as if the world were tipped on end.

Ibn Sina was saddened but not surprised to learn of the desertions and deaths when they got home. He received the record book from Rob eagerly. During the month in which the three clerks had waited in the house at Ibrahim’s Rock, to make certain they didn’t bring home the plague, Rob had written at length, resulting in a detailed account of their work in Shīrāz.

He made it plain in his reports that the other two clerks had saved his life, and he had written of them with warm praise.

“Karim too?” Ibn Sina asked him bluntly when they were alone.

Rob hesitated, for it seemed presumptuous of him to evaluate a fellow student. But he drew a breath and answered the question. “He may have trouble with the examinations but he is already a wonderful physician, calm and resolute during disaster and tender with those in torment.”

Ibn Sina seemed satisfied. “And now you must go to the House of Paradise and report to Alā Shah, for the king is eager to discuss the presence of a Seljuk army in Shīrāz,” he said.

Winter was dying but not dead, and the palace was cold. Khuff’s hard boots rang on the stone floors as Rob followed him down dark corridors.
 
Alā Shah sat alone at a great table.

“Jesse ben Benjamin, Majesty.” The Captain of the Gates withdrew as Rob performed the ravi zemin.

“You may sit with me, Dhimmi. You must pull the tablecloth over your lap,” the king instructed. When Rob did so, it was a pleasant shock. The table was set over a grill in the floor, through which heat drifted pleasantly from ovens below.

He knew he mustn’t look at the monarch too long or too directly, but he had already noted evidence that confirmed the marketplace gossip of the Shah’s continuing dissipation. Alā’s eyes burned like a wolf’s and the flat planes of the lean, hawkish face looked slack, doubtless the result of consuming too much wine too steadily.

Before the Shah was a board divided into alternately light and dark squares, set with elaborately carved bone figures. Next to it were cups and a pitcher of wine. Alā poured for them both and downed his wine quickly.

“Drink it, drink it, I would make you a merry Jew.” The red eyes were commanding.

“I ask your kind permission to leave it. It doesn’t make me merry, Majesty. It makes me surly and wild, so I can’t enjoy wine like more fortunate men.”

The Shah’s attention had been gained. “It causes me to awake each morning with a powerful pain behind the eyes and a trembling of the hands. You are the physician. What is the remedy?”

Rob smiled. “Less wine, Highness, and more riding out in the pure Persian air.”

The sharp eyes searched his face for insolence and found none. “Then you must ride out with me, Dhimmi.”

“I am at your service, Majesty.”

Alā waved his hand to show it was understood. “Now, let us speak of the Seljuks in Shīrāz. You must tell all.”

He listened attentively while Rob recounted at length what he knew about the force that had invaded Anshan.

Finally he nodded. “Our enemy to the northwest encircled us and sought to establish themselves to our southeast. Had they conquered and occupied all of Anshan, Ispahan would have been a morsel between grinding Seljuk jaws.” He slapped the table. “Allah be blessed for bringing them the plague. When they come again, we will be ready.”

He pulled the large checkered board so that it sat between them. “You know this pastime?”

“No, Sire.”

“Our ancient pursuit. When you lose it is called shahtreng, the ‘anguish of the king.’ But mostly it is known as the Shah’s Game, for it is about war.” He smiled, amused. “I shall teach you the Shah’s Game, Dhimmi.”

He handed one of the elephant figures to Rob and let him feel the creamy smoothness. “Carved from an elephant’s tusk. You see, we both have an equal array. The king stands in the center, his faithful companion, the general, in attendance. On each side of them is an elephant, casting comfortable shadows as dark as indigo about the throne. Two camels are next to the elephants, with men of fast intent mounted on them. Then come two horses with their riders, ready to fight on the day of combat. At each end of the battle lines a rukh, or warrior, raises his cupped hands to his lips, drinking his enemies’ blood. In front move the foot soldiers, whose duty is to come to the assistance of the others in the fighting. If a foot soldier presses through to the other end of the field of battle, that hero is placed beside the king, like the general.

“The brave general never moves in the battle more than one square from his king. The mighty elephants run through three squares and observe the whole battlefield two miles wide. The camel runs snorting and stamping through three squares, thus and so. The horses also move over three squares, and in jumping them one of the squares remains untouched. To all sides rage the vindictive rukhs, crossing the whole field of battle.

“Each piece moves in its own area, and makes neither less nor more than its appointed move. If anyone approaches the king in battle he cries aloud, ‘Remove, O Shah!’ and the king must retreat from his square. Should the opposing king, horse, rukh, general, elephant, and army close the road before him, he must look about him on all four sides with knit brows. If he see that his army has been overthrown, his road barred by water and the ditch, the enemy to left and right, before and behind, he shall die of weariness and thirst, the fate ordained by the revolving firmament for a loser in war.” He poured himself more wine, drank it down, and glowered at Rob. “Do you comprehend?”

“I believe so, Sire,” Rob said cautiously.

“Then let us begin.”

Rob made mistakes, moving some of the pieces incorrectly, and each time Alā Shah corrected him with a growl. The game didn’t last long, for very quickly his forces were slain and his king taken.

“Another,” Alā said with satisfaction.

The second contest was concluded almost as swiftly as the first, but Rob began to see that the Shah anticipated his moves because he had set ambushes and lured him into traps, just as though they were fighting a real war.

When the second game was finished, Alā waved his hand in dismissal.

“A proficient player can ward off defeat for days,” he said. “Who wins at the Shah’s Game is fit to govern the world. But you have done well, your first time. It is no disgrace for you to suffer shahtreng, for after all you are but a Jew.”

* * *

How satisfying to be in the little house in Yehuddiyyeh again, and to slip back into the hard routines of the maristan and the lecture halls!

To Rob’s great pleasure he wasn’t sent back to serve as jail surgeon, but instead was apprenticed in fractures for a time, to serve with Mirdin as clerks under Hakim Jalal-ul-Din. Slim and saturnine, Jalal appeared to be a typical leader of Ispahan’s medical society, respected and prosperous. But he differed from most of the Ispahan doctors in several important aspects.

“So you are Jesse the Barber-Surgeon, of whom I have heard?” he said when Rob reported to him.

“Yes, Master Physician.”

“I can’t share the general scorn for barber-surgeons. Many are thieves and fools, true enough, but also among their number are men who are honest and clever. Before I became a physician I was of another profession despised by Persian doctors, a traveling bonesetter, and after I became hakim I am the same man I was before. But though I don’t damn you as a barber, still you must work hard for my respect. If you don’t earn it, I shall kick your arse from my service, European.”

Both Rob and Mirdin were happy to work hard. Jalal-ul-Din was famous as a bone specialist and had developed a wide variety of padded splints and traction devices. He taught them to use fingertips as if they were eyes that could peer beneath bruised and crushed flesh, visualizing the injury until the best course of treatment was clear. Jalal was especially skillful in manipulating chips and fragments until they were back in their rightful places, where nature could make them part of bones once again.

“He appears to have a curious interest in crime,” Mirdin grumbled after their first few days as Jalal’s assistants. And it was true, for Rob had noted that the physician spoke inordinately long about a murderer who had shriven his guilt that week in Imam Qandrasseh’s court.

One Fakhr-i-Ayn, a shepherd, had confessed that two years earlier he had sodomized and then slain a fellow shepherd named Qifti al-Ullah, burying his victim in a shallow grave outside the city walls. The murderer was condemned by the court and promptly executed and quartered.

A few days later, when Rob and Mirdin reported to Jalal, he told them that the body of the murdered man was to be removed from its crude grave and reburied in a Muslim cemetery with benefit of Islamic prayer to insure his soul’s admission to Paradise.

“Come,” Jalal said. “It is a rare opportunity. Today we shall be grave-diggers.”

He didn’t disclose whom he had bribed, but soon the two clerks and the physician, leading a laden mule, accompanied a mullah and a kelonter’s soldier to the lonely hillside which the late Fakhr-i-Ayn had pointed out to authorities.

“Have a care,” Jalal said as they used their spades.

Presently they saw the bones of a hand, and soon after that removed the entire skeleton, laying the bones of Qifti-al-Ullah on a blanket.

“Time for food,” Jalal announced, and led the donkey to the shade of a tree a distance from the grave. The animal’s pack was opened to give forth roast fowl, sumptuous pilah, large desert dates, honey cakes, a jug of sherbet. The soldier and the mullah fell to eating eagerly, and Jalal and his clerks left them to the heavy meal and the nap that would surely follow.

The three of them hurried back to the skeleton. The earth had done its task and the bones were clean save for a rusty stain around the place where Fakhr’s dagger had punched through the sternum. They knelt over the bones, murmuring, scarcely aware that the remains once had been a man named Qifti.

“Note the femur,” Jalal said, “the largest and strongest bone in the body. Is it not apparent why it is difficult to set a break that occurs in the thigh?

“Count the twelve pairs of ribs. Do you note how the ribs form a cage? The cage protects the heart and the lungs, is that not marvelous?”

It was remarkably different to be studying human bones instead of a sheep’s, Rob thought; but it was only a small part of the story. “The human heart and lungs—have you seen them?” he asked Jalal.

“No. But Galen says they are very much like the pig’s. We have all seen the pig’s.”

“What if they are not the same?”

“They are the same,” Jalal said crankily. “Let us not waste this golden chance for study, for soon those two will return. Do you witness how the upper seven pair of ribs are attached to the breastplate by flexible connective stuff? The next three are united by a common tissue, and the last two pairs have no attachment to the front at all. Is Allah (great and mighty is He!) not the cleverest designer, Dhimmis? Is it not a wondrous framework on which He has built his people?”

They squatted in the hot sun over their scholarly feast, making an anatomy lesson of the murdered man.

Afterward, Rob and Mirdin spent time in the academy’s baths, washing away the funereal feeling and easing muscles unaccustomed to digging. It was here that Karim found them, and at once Rob saw from his friend’s face that something was wrong.

“I am to be reexamined.”

“But surely that is what you want!”

Karim glanced at two faculty members conversing at the other end of the room and lowered his voice. “I’m afraid. I’d almost given up hope for another examining. This will be my third—if I fail this time all will be over.” He looked at them bleakly. “At least now I’m able to be a clerk.”

“You will trot through the examination like a runner,” Mirdin said.

Karim waved off any attempt at lightheartedness. “I’m not concerned with the medical portion. It’s the portion on philosophy, and the portion on the law.”

“When?” Rob asked.

“In six weeks.”

“That gives us time, then.”

“Yes, I will study philosophy with you,” Mirdin said calmly. “Jesse and you will work on the law.”

Inside, Rob groaned, for he scarcely considered himself a jurist. But they had been through the plague together and were linked by similar boyhood catastrophes; he knew they must try. “We begin tonight,” he said, reaching for a cloth to dry his body.

“I have never heard of anyone staying apprentice for seven years and then being made a physician,” Karim said, and he made no attempt to hide his terror from them, a new level of intimacy.

“You will pass,” Mirdin said, and Rob nodded.

“I must,” Karim said.


46

THE RIDDLE

[image: image]

Two weeks in a row, Ibn Sina invited Rob to dine with him.

“Hoo, the Master has a favorite clerk,” Mirdin gibed, but there was pride and not jealousy in his smile.

“It’s good that he takes an interest,” Karim said seriously. “Al-Juzjani has had Ibn Sina’s sponsorship since they were young men, and al-Juzjani became a great physician.”

Rob scowled, unwilling to share the experience even with them. He couldn’t describe what it was like to have an entire evening as the sole beneficiary of Ibn Sina’s mind. One evening they had talked of the heavenly bodies—or, to be precise, Ibn Sina had talked and Rob had listened. Another evening, Ibn Sina had held forth for hours on the theories of the Greek philosophers. He knew so much and could teach it effortlessly!

In contrast, before Rob could teach Karim, he had to learn. He determined that for six weeks he would stop attending all lectures save for selected ones on the law, and he drew books on law and jurisprudence from the House of Wisdom. Tutoring Karim in law would not simply be a selfless act of friendship, for it was an area Rob had neglected. In helping Karim he would be preparing himself for the day when his own ordeal of testing would begin.

In Islam there were two branches of law: Fiqh, or legal science, and Sharī’a, the law as divinely revealed by Allah. When there was added to these Sunna, truth and justice as revealed by the exemplary life and sayings of Mohammed, the result was a complex and complicated body of learning that might make scholars quail.

Karim was trying, but it was obvious he was sorely tried. “It’s too much,” he said. The strain was apparent. For the first time in seven years, except for the period in which they had fought the plague in Shīrāz, he wasn’t going to the maristan daily, and he confessed to Rob that he felt strange and ripped out of his element without his daily routine of caring for patients.

Each morning, before he met with Rob to study the law and then with Mirdin to study the philosophers and their teachings, Karim ran in the first gray light. Once Rob tried to run with him but he was soon left behind; Karim ran as if trying to outdistance his fears. Several times, Rob rode the brown horse and paced the runner. Karim sped through the stirring city, past the grinning sentries at the main gate of the wall, across the River of Life and into the countryside. Rob didn’t think he knew or cared where he was running. His feet rose and fell and his legs moved with a steady, mindless rhythm that appeared to lull and comfort him as if it were an infusion of buing, the strong hempseed they gave to people with hopeless pain. The daily expenditure of effort bothered Rob.

“It takes Karim’s strength,” he complained to Mirdin. “He should save all his energy for studying.”

But wise Mirdin pulled his nose and stroked his long equine jaw and shook his head. “No, without the running I think he would not be able to get past this hard time,” he said, and Rob was wise enough to defer, for he had great faith that Mirdin’s everyday wisdom was as formidable as his scholarship.

One morning he was summoned, and rode the brown horse down the Avenue of the Thousand Gardens until he came to the dusty lane leading to Ibn Sina’s handsome house. The gateman took his horse, and by the time he had walked to the stone door Ibn Sina was there to greet him.

“It is my wife. I would be grateful if you would examine her.”

Rob bowed, confused; Ibn Sina had no lack of distinguished colleagues who would be pleased and honored to examine the woman. But he followed him to a door leading to a stone stairway like the inside of a snail shell, and they ascended the north tower of the house.

The old woman lay on a pallet and stared through them with dull and unseeing eyes. Ibn Sina knelt by her.

“Reza.”

Her dry lips were cracked. He moistened a square of cloth in rose water and wiped her mouth and face tenderly. Ibn Sina had a lifetime of experience in how to make a sickroom comfortable, but not even clean surroundings and newly changed garments and the fragrant wisps of smoke rising from incense dishes could mask the stink of her illness.

The bones seemed almost to violate her transparent skin. Her face was waxen, her hair thin and white. Perhaps her husband was the greatest physician in the world but she was an old woman in the final stages of bone sickness. Large buboes were visible on her skinny arms and lower legs. Her ankles and feet were swollen with gathered fluids. Her right hip was largely deteriorated and Rob knew that if he were to lift the bed gown he would find that more of the advanced growths had invaded other external parts of her body just as, from the odor, he was certain they had spread to her intestines.

It wasn’t to confirm a terrible and obvious diagnosis that Ibn Sina had summoned him. Now he knew what was required of him and he took both her frail hands in his, talking to her softly. He took longer than necessary, gazing into her eyes, which for a moment seemed to clear. “Da’ud?” she whispered, and her grip on his hands strengthened.

Rob looked at Ibn Sina questioningly.

“Her brother, dead these many years.”

The vacancy returned to her eyes, the fingers clutching his grew slack. Rob returned her hands to the pallet and they withdrew from the tower.

“How long?”

“Not long, Hakim-bashi. I believe a matter of days.” Rob felt clumsy; the other man was far too senior to him for the standard condolences. “Is there nothing, then, that can be done for her?”

Ibn Sina’s mouth twisted. “I am left to showing her my love with stronger and stronger infusions.” He took his apprentice to the front door and thanked him, then returned to his afflicted wife.

“Master,” someone said to Rob.

When he turned he saw the huge eunuch who guarded the second wife. “You will follow, please?”

They passed through a doorway in the garden wall, the opening so small each of them had to stoop, into another garden outside the south tower.

“What is it?” he asked the slave curtly.

The eunuch made no reply. Something drew Rob’s glance and he looked to where a veiled face stared down at him through a small window.

Their eyes held and then hers moved away in a swirl of veils and the window was empty.

Rob turned to the slave and the eunuch smiled slightly and shrugged.

“She bade me bring you here. She desired to look upon you, master,” he said.

Perhaps Rob might have dreamed of her that night but there was no time. He studied the laws of ownership of property and, as the oil in his lamp was burning low, he heard the clopping sound of hooves that came down his street and appeared to stop outside his door.

There was a tapping.

He reached for his sword, thinking of thieves. It was far too late for callers. “Who is there?”

“Wasif, master.”

Rob knew no Wasif but thought he recognized the voice. Holding the weapon ready, he opened the door and saw he had been right. It was the eunuch, holding the reins of a donkey.

“Were you sent by the hakim?”

“No, master. I am sent by her, who wishes you to come.”

He had no reply. The eunuch knew better than to smile, but there was a glint behind the grave eyes that took in the Dhimmi’s amazement.

“Wait,” Rob said rudely, and shut the door.

He came out after a hasty washing-up and, mounting the brown horse without a saddle, wended through the dark streets behind the huge slave, whose splayed feet dragged furrows in the dust as he rode astride the poor donkey. They plodded past silent houses in which people slept, turning into the lane whose deeper dust muffled the animals’ hooves, and then into a field that extended behind the wall of Ibn Sina’s estate.

A gate in the wall took them close to the door of the south tower. The eunuch opened the tower gate and, bowing, motioned for Rob to go on alone.

It was like the fantasies he had had on a hundred nights while lying alone and aroused. This dark stone passage was twin to the stairway in the north tower, circling like the whorls of a nautilus shell, and when he emerged at the top he found himself in a commodious haram.

In the lamplight he saw that she waited on a large cushioned pallet, a Persian woman who had prepared herself to make love, her hands and feet and cunnus red with henna and slick with oil. Her breasts were a disappointment, scarcely larger than a boy’s.

Rob removed her veil.

She had black hair, also treated with oil and pulled back tight against her round skull. He had imagined the forbidden features of a Queen of Sheba or a Cleopatra and was startled to find instead a haunting young girl with a trembling mouth that she now licked nervously with a flick of pink tongue. It was a heart-shaped, lovely face with a pointed chin and a short, straight nose. From the thin right nostril dangled a small metal ring just large enough to admit his little finger.

He had been in this country too long: her uncovered facial features were more exciting to him than her shaven body.

“Why are you called Despina the Ugly?”

“Ibn Sina decreed it. It is to fool the Evil Eye,” she said as he sank to the pallet beside her.

Next morning he and Karim studied Fiqh again, the laws of marriage and divorce.

“Who makes the marriage settlement?”

“The husband makes the marriage contract and presents it to the wife, and he writes the mabr, the amount of the dowry, into the agreement.”

“How many witnesses are needed?”

“I don’t know. Two?”

“Yes, two. Who has the greater rights in the haram, the second wife or the fourth wife?”

“All wives have equal rights.”

They turned to the laws of divorce, and the grounds: barrenness, shrewish behavior, adultery.

Under Sharī’a, the penalty for adultery was stoning, but this had given way, two centuries before. An adulterous woman of a rich and powerful man might still be executed in the kelonter’s jail by beheading, but the adulterous wives of the poor often were given a severe striping with a cane and then divorced or not, depending upon the husband’s wishes.

Karim had little trouble with Sharī’a, for he had been raised in a devout household and knew the laws of piety. It was Fiqh that haunted him. There were so many laws, about so many things, that he knew he couldn’t remember them all.

Rob thought about it. “If you can’t recall the exact wording of the Fiqh, then you should turn to Sharī’a or Sunna. All the law is based on the sermons and writings of Mohammed. Therefore, if you can’t remember the law, give them an answer from religion or from the life of the Prophet and perhaps they will be satisfied.” He sighed. “It is worth trying. And in the meantime we’ll pray, and memorize as many of the laws of the Fiqh as we are able.”

Next afternoon at the hospital he followed al-Juzjani through the halls and paused with the others at the pallet of a skinny little rat of a boy, Bilāl. Close by sat a peasant with dumb, accepting eyes.

“Distemper,” al-Juzjani said. “An example of how colic can suck the soul. What is his age?”

Cowed but flattered to be addressed, the father ducked his head. “He is in the ninth season, lord.”

“How long ill?”

“Two weeks. It is the side sickness and has killed two of his uncles and my father. Terrible pain. Come and gone, come and gone. But three days ago it came and did not leave.”

The nurse, who addressed al-Juzjani fawningly and doubtless wished they would finish with the child and move on, said he had been fed only sherbets of sweetened juices. “Everything he swallows, he spews or shits.”

Al-Juzjani nodded. “Examine him, Jesse.”

Rob pulled down the blanket. The boy had a scar under the chin but it was fully healed and not part of his illness. He placed a palm on the thin cheek and Bilāl tried to move but didn’t have the strength. Rob patted his shoulder.

“Hot.”

He ran his fingertips slowly down the body. When he reached the stomach, the boy screamed.

“The belly is soft on the left and hard on the right side.”

“Allah tried to protect the site of the distemper,” al-Juzjani said.

As gently as possible Rob used his fingertips to outline the area of pain from the navel across the right half of the abdomen, regretting the torture he produced each time he pressed the belly. He turned Bilāl and they saw that the rectum was red and tender.

When he had replaced the blanket he took the small hands and heard the old Black Knight laughing at him again.

“Will he die, lord?” the father asked matter-of-factly.

“Yes,” Rob said, and the man nodded.

Nobody smiled at the opinion. Since they had returned from Shīrāz, Mirdin and Karim had told certain stories that had been repeated. Rob had noticed that now no one hooted when he dared to say somebody would die.

“Aelus Cornelius Celsus has described the side sickness in his writings and should be read,” Hakim al-Juzjani said, and turned to the next pallet.

When the last patient had been visited, Rob went to the House of Wisdom and asked Yussuf-ul-Gamal, the librarian, to help him find what the Roman had written of the side sickness. He was fascinated to learn that Celsus had opened the bodies of the dead to advance his knowledge. Still, there wasn’t much knowledge of this particular complaint, which Celsus described as distemper in the large intestine near the cecum, accompanied by violent inflammation and pain on the right side of the abdomen.

When he was through reading, he went again to where Bilāl lay. The father was gone. A stern mullah perched over the boy like a great raven, intoning from the Qu’ran while the child stared at his black robes, his eyes stark.

Rob pulled the pallet so the little one was looking away from the mullah. On a low table the nurse had left three Persian pomegranates round as balls, to be eaten with the evening meal, and he took them now and popped them one at a time until he had them flowing over his head from hand to hand. Just like olden days, Bilāl. He was a very unpracticed juggler now but with only three objects there was no trouble and he made the fruits play tricks.

The boy’s eyes were as round as the flying objects.

“What we need is melody!”

He didn’t know any Persian songs and he required something lively. There emerged from his mouth Barber’s raucous old dolly song.

“Your eyes caressed me once,

Your arms embrace me now …

We’ll roll together by and by

So make no fruitless vow!”

Not a suitable song for a child to die by, but the mullah, glaring at his antics in disbelief, was supplying solemnity and prayer while Rob supplied some of the joyousness of life. They didn’t understand the words at any rate, so there was no disrespect. He gave Bilāl several choruses and then saw the child leap into a final convulsion that arched his small body into a bow. Still singing, Rob felt the final pulse flutter into nothingness in Bilāl’s throat.

He shut the eyes, cleaned the snot from the nose, straightened and bathed the body. He combed Bilāl’s hair and tied the jaw closed with a cloth.

The mullah still sat cross-legged, chanting from the Qu’ran. His eyes glared: he was able to pray and hate at the same time. Doubtless he would make complaint that the Dhimmi had committed sacrilege, but Rob told himself that the report would not show that just before he died, Bilāl had smiled.

Four nights out of seven the eunuch Wasif came for him and he stayed in the tower haram until the early hours of morning.

They gave language lessons.

“A prick.”

She laughed. “No, your lingam. And this, my yoni.”

She said they were adequately matched. “A man is either as a hare, a bull, or a horse. You are as a bull. A woman is either as a deer, a mare, or an elephant, and I am as a deer. That is good. It would be difficult for a hare to bring joy to an elephant,” she said seriously.

She was the teacher, he the student, as if he were a boy again and had never made love. She did things he recognized from the pictures in the book he had bought in the maidan and a number that weren’t depicted in the book. She showed him kshiraniraka, the milk-and-water embrace. The position of the wife of Indra. The auparishtaka mouth congress.

In the beginning he was intrigued and delighted as they progressed through the Turnabout, the Knocking at the Door, the Coition of the Blacksmith. He became cranky when she tried to teach him the proper sounds to make when coming, the choice of sut or plat as substitution for the groan.

“Do you never simply relax and fuck? It is worse than memorizing Fiqh.”

“It is more pleasurable after it is learned,” she said, offended.

He was unaffected by the reproach in her voice. Also, he had decided that he liked women to keep their hair.

“Isn’t the old man sufficient?”

“He was more than enough, once. His potency was famous. He loved drink and women, and when the mood was on him he would do a snake. A female snake,” she said, and her eyes glittered with tears as she smiled. “But he hasn’t lain with me for two years. When she became very sick, he stopped.”

Despina said she had belonged to Ibn Sina all her life. She had been born to two of his slaves, an Indian woman and a Persian who had been his trusted servant. Her mother died when she was six. The old man had married her at her father’s death, when she was twelve, and had never freed her.

Rob fingered her nose ring, symbol of her slavery. “Why has he not?”

“As his property as well as his second wife, I am doubly protected.”

“What if he were to come here now?” He thought of the single stairway.

“Wasif stands below and would divert him. Besides, my husband sits next to Reza’s pallet and doesn’t let go of her hand.”

Rob looked at Despina and nodded and felt the guilt that had been growing without his knowledge. He liked the small and beautiful olive-skinned girl with tiny breasts and a plump little belly and a hot mouth. He was sorry about the life she led, a prisoner in this comfortable jail. He knew Islamic tradition kept her shut up most of the time within the house and the gardens and he didn’t blame her for anything, but he had come to love the shabby old man with the magnificent mind and the big nose.

He got up and began to put on his clothing. “I would be your friend.”

She wasn’t stupid. She watched him with interest. “You’ve been here almost every night and have had your fill of me. If I send Wasif in two weeks’ time, you will come.”

He kissed her on the nose just above the ring.

Riding the brown horse slowly home in the moonlight, he wondered whether he was a great fool.

Eleven nights later, Wasif knocked at his door.

Despina was almost right, he was powerfully tempted and wanted to nod in agreement. The old Rob J. would have hurried to reinforce a story that for the rest of his life could have been pulled forth whenever men tippled and bragged—of how he had gone to the young wife again and again while the old husband sat in another part of the house.

Rob shook his head. “Tell her I can’t come to her any more.”

Wasif’s eyes glittered beneath great, black-dyed lids, and he smiled scornfully at the timid Jew and rode his donkey away.

Reza the Pious died three mornings later as the muezzins of the city chanted First Prayer, a suitable time for the ending of a religious life.

In the madrassa and the maristan people spoke of how Ibn Sina prepared the woman’s body with his own hands, and of the simple burial, which he had allowed only a few praying mullahs to attend.

Ibn Sina didn’t come to the school or the hospital. No one knew where he was.

A week after Reza’s death, one evening Rob saw al-Juzjani drinking in the central maidan.

“Sit, Dhimmi,” al-Juzjani said, and signaled for more wine.

“Hakim, how is the Chief Physician?”

It was as if the question was unasked. “He thinks you are something different. A special clerk,” al-Juzjani said resentfully.

If he were not a medical clerk, and if al-Juzjani were not the great al-Juzjani, Rob would have thought the other man jealous of him.

“If you are not a special clerk, Dhimmi, you will reckon with me.” Al-Juzjani fixed him with a shining stare, and Rob realized the surgeon was quite drunk. They fell silent as the wine was served.

“I was seventeen years old when we met in Jurjān. Ibn Sina was only a few years older, but Allah! It was like looking straight into the sun. My father struck the bargain. Ibn Sina was to apprentice me in medicine, I would be his factotum.”

Al-Juzjani drank reflectively. “I attended him. He taught me mathematics, using the Almagest as text. And he dictated several books to me, including the first part of The Canon of Medicine, fifty pages every golden day.

“When he left Jurjān I followed, to half a dozen places. In Hamadhān, the Amīr made him vizier but the army rebelled and Ibn Sina was thrown into prison. At first they said they’d kill him, but he was released—the lucky son of a mare! Soon the Amīr was tormented by colic and Ibn Sina cured him, and the vizierate was given to him a second time!

“I stayed with him whether he was a physician or a prisoner or a vizier. He had become as much my friend as my master. Every night pupils would gather in his house, while by turns I read aloud from his book called Healing and someone else read from the Canon. Reza made sure we always had good food. When we were finished we drank lots of wine and went out and found women. He was the merriest of companions and played the way he worked. He had dozens of beautiful cunts—perhaps he fucked remarkably, as he did everything else better than most men. Reza always knew but she loved him anyway.”

He looked away. “Now she is buried and he is consumed. So that he sends old friends from him, and every day he walks the city alone, bestowing gifts to the poor.”

“Hakim,” Rob said gently.

Al-Juzjani stared.

“Hakim, shall I see you to your home?”

“Foreigner. I would like you to leave me now.”

So Rob nodded and thanked him for the wine, and then he went away.

Rob waited a week and then rode to the house in full daylight and left his horse with the man at the gate.

Ibn Sina was alone. His eyes were at peace. He and Rob sat together comfortably, talking sometimes, and sometimes not.

“Were you already a physician when you wed her, Master?”

“I became hakim at sixteen. We were wed when I was ten, the year I memorized the Qu’ran, the year I began the study of healing herbs.”

Rob was awed. “At that age I was struggling to become a faker and a barber-surgeon.” He told Ibn Sina how Barber had apprenticed him as an orphaned boy.

“What had been your father’s work?”

“A carpenter.”

“I know of European guilds. I had heard,” Ibn Sina said slowly, “that in Europe there are very few Jews and they are not allowed in the guilds.”

He knows, Rob thought in anguish. “A few are allowed,” he muttered.

Ibn Sina’s eyes seemed to pierce him gently. Rob couldn’t rid himself of the certainty that he was undone.

“You yearn so desperately to learn the healing art and science.”

“Yes, Master.”

Ibn Sina sighed, nodded, looked away.

No doubt, Rob noted with relief, his fear had been mistaken; for soon they talked of other things.

Ibn Sina recalled the first time he had seen Reza as a boy. “She was from Bukhara, a girl four years older than I. Our fathers were tax collectors both, and the marriage was amicably arranged save for brief difficulty because her grandfather objected that my father was an Ismaili and used hashish during holy worship. But presently we were wed. She was steadfast all my life.”

The old man turned his eyes on Rob. “You still have the fire in you. What do you want?”

“To be a good physician.” The kind only you make, he added silently. But he believed Ibn Sina understood.

“You are already a healer. As for worthiness …” Ibn Sina shrugged. “To be a good physician, you must be able to answer an unanswerable riddle.”

“What is the question?” Rob J. asked, intrigued.

But the old man smiled in his sorrow. “Perhaps one day you may discover it. That is part of the riddle,” he said.
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THE EXAMINATION
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On the afternoon of Karim’s examination, Rob went through his customary activities with special energy and attention, attempting to divert his mind from the scene he knew would soon take place in the meeting room just off the House of Wisdom.

He and Mirdin had recruited Yussuf-ul-Gamal, the kindly librarian, as their accomplice and spy. While going about his duties in the library Yussuf was able to witness the identities of the examiners. Mirdin waited outside for the news, which he promptly brought to Rob.

“It is Sayyid Sa’di for philosophy,” Yussuf had told Mirdin before hurrying back inside for more. That wasn’t bad; the philosopher was difficult but would not go out of his way to fail a candidate.

But from then on, the news was terrifying.

Nadir Bukh, the autocratic, spade-bearded legalist who had failed Karim on his first examination, would test for the law! The mullah Abul Bakr would question on matters of theology, and the Prince of Physicians himself would examine on medicine.

Rob had hoped that Jalal would sit on the board for surgery, but Rob could see Jalal at his usual duties, tending to patients; and presently Mirdin came rushing in and whispered that the last member had arrived and it was Ibn al-Natheli, whom none of them knew well.

Rob concentrated on his work, helping Jalal put traction on a dislocated shoulder, using a clever device of ropes of Jalal’s own design. The patient, a palace guard who had been thrown from his pony during a game of ball-and-stick, finally lay like a wild animal in rope restraints, pop-eyed with the sudden release from pain.

“Now you will lie for several weeks, at ease while others struggle with the onerous duties of soldiering,” Jalal said cheerfully. He directed Rob to administer astringent drugs and to order an acid diet until they could be certain the guardsman had not developed inflammation or a hematoma.

The binding of the shoulder with cloths, not too tight but sufficient to restrain movement, was Rob’s last chore. When he was finished he went to the House of Wisdom and sat and read Celsus, trying to hear what was being said in the examining room and gaining only the unintelligible murmur of voices. Finally he abandoned the effort and went to wait on the steps of the medical school, where presently he was joined by Mirdin.

“They are still inside.”

“I hope it is not drawn out,” Mirdin said. “Karim isn’t the sort who can deal with too long a testing.”

“I am not certain he can deal with any testing. He puked for an hour this morning.”

Mirdin sat beside Rob on the steps. They spoke about several patients and then lapsed into silence, Rob scowling, Mirdin sighing.

After a longer time than they would have thought possible, Rob stood. “Here he is,” he said.

Karim threaded his way toward them through the clusters of students.

“Can you tell from his face?” Mirdin said.

Rob couldn’t, but well before Karim reached them, he shouted the news. “You must call me hakim, clerks!”

They charged down the steps.

The three of them embraced, danced, and shouted, pummeling one another and making such a row that Hadji Davout Hosein, passing, showed them a face pale with indignation that students of his academy should behave in such a fashion.

The rest of the day and the evening became a time they would remember for the remainder of their days.

“You must come to my rooms for refreshment,” Mirdin said.

It was the first time he had asked them to his home, the first time they opened their private worlds to one another.

Mirdin’s quarters were two rented rooms in a joined house hard by the House of Zion Synagogue, on the other side of Yehuddiyyeh from Rob’s neighborhood.

His family was a sweet surprise. A shy wife, Fara: short, dark, low-arsed, steady-eyed. Two round-faced sons, Dawwid and Issachar, who clung to their mother’s robes. Fara served sweetcakes and wine, obviously in readiness for the celebration, and after a number of toasts the three friends went forth again and found a tailor who measured the new hakim for his black physician’s robes.

“This is a night for the maidans!” Rob declared, and at eventide they were in a dining place overlooking the great central square of the city, eating a fine Persian meal and calling for more of a musky wine which Karim scarcely needed, being drunk on physicianhood.

They dwelled over each question of the examination, and each answer.

“Ibn Sina kept asking me questions about medicine. ‘What are the various signs obtained from sweat, candidate?… Very good, Master Karim, very complete … And what are the general signs that we use for prognosis? Will you now discuss proper hygiene for a traveler on the land and then on the sea?’ It was almost as though he were aware that medicine was my strength and the other fields my weakness.

“Sayyid Sa’di bade me discuss Plato’s concept that all men desire happiness, which I am grateful, Mirdin, that we studied so completely. I answered at length, with many references to the Prophet’s concept that happiness is Allah’s reward for obedience and faithful prayer. And that was one danger dealt with.”

“And what of Nadir Bukh?” Rob asked.

“The lawyer.” Karim shuddered. “He asked me to discuss the Fiqh regarding punishment of criminals. I couldn’t think. So I said that all punishment is based on the writings of Mohammed (may he be blessed!), which declare that in this world we all depend upon one another proximately, though our ultimate dependence is always on Allah now and forever. Time separates the good and pure from the evil and rebellious. Every individual who strays will be punished and every one who obeys will be in complete consonance with God’s Universal Will, on which Fiqh is based. The command of the soul thus rests wholly with Allah, who works to punish all sinners.”

Rob was staring. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know now. I didn’t know then. I saw Nadir Bukh chewing the answer to see if it contained meat he hadn’t recognized. He seemed about to open his mouth to demand clarification or ask further questions, in which case I should have been doomed, but then Ibn Sina asked me to expound upon the humor of blood, whereupon I gave back his own words from the two books he has written on the subject, and the questioning was over!”

They roared until they wept, and drank and drank again.

When finally they could drink no more they staggered to the street beyond the maidan and hailed the donkey coach with the lily on the door. Rob sat in the driver’s seat with the pimp. Mirdin fell asleep with his head in the ample lap of the whore named Lorna, and Karim rested his head upon her bosom and sang gentle songs.

Fara’s quiet eyes were round with concern when they half-carried her husband into his rooms.

“He is ill?”

“He is drunk. As are we all,” Rob explained, and they returned to the coach. It carried them to the little house in Yehuddiyyeh, where he and Karim dropped to the floor as soon as they were inside the door, falling asleep in their clothes.

During the night he was awakened by a quiet rasp of sound and knew Karim was weeping.

At dawn he was awakened again, by the rising of his visitor.

Rob groaned. He should not drink at all, he thought gloomily.

“Sorry to disturb. I must go and run.”

“Run? Why, on this of all mornings? After last night?”

“To prepare for chatir.”

“What is chatir?”

“A footrace.”

Karim slipped out of the house. There was the slap-slap-slap as he began to run, a receding sound, soon gone.

Rob lay on the floor and listened to the barking of cur dogs that marked the progress of the world’s newest physician, roaming like a djinn through the narrow streets of Yehuddiyyeh.
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A RIDE IN THE COUNTRY
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“The chatir is our national footrace, an annual event almost as old as Persia,” Karim told Rob. “It’s held to celebrate the end of Ramadan, the month of religious fasting. Originally—so far back in the mists of time that we’ve lost the name of the king who sponsored the first race—it was a competition to select the Shah’s chatir, or footman, but through the centuries it has drawn to Ispahan the best runners of Persia and elsewhere and taken on the qualities of a great entertainment.”

The course began at the gates of the House of Paradise and wound through the streets of Ispahan for ten and one-half Roman miles, ending at a series of posts in the palace courtyard. On the posts were hung slings, each containing twelve arrows and assigned to a specific runner. Every time a runner reached the posts he took an arrow from his sling and placed it in a quiver on his back, then he retraced his steps for another lap. Traditionally the race began with the call to First Prayer. It was a grueling test of endurance. If the day was hot and oppressive, the last runner to remain in the race was declared the winner. In races run during cool weather men sometimes finished the entire twelve laps, 126 Roman miles, usually collecting the final arrow some time after Fifth Prayer. Although it was rumored that ancient runners had achieved better times, most ran the course in about fourteen hours.

“No one now living can remember a runner who finished in less than thirteen hours,” Karim said. “Alā Shah has announced that if a man finishes in twelve hours or less, he will be awarded a magnificent calaat. In addition he will earn a reward of five hundred gold pieces and an honorary appointment as Chief of the Chatirs, which carries with it a handsome annual stipend.”

“This is why you’ve worked so hard, run so far every day? You think you can win this race?”

Karim grinned and shrugged. “Every runner dreams of winning the chatir. Of course I would like to win the race and the calaat. Only one thing could be better than being a physician—and that is being a rich physician in Ispahan!”

The air turned, becoming so perfectly moist and temperate that it seemed to kiss Rob’s skin when he left the house. The whole world seemed in full youth, and the River of Life roared day and night with snowmelt. It was foggy April in London but in Ispahan it was the month of Shaban, softer and sweeter than the English May. The neglected apricot trees in the little yard burst into whiteness of stunning beauty, and one morning Khuff rode up to Rob’s door and collected him, telling him Alā Shah wished his company on a ride that day.

Rob was apprehensive about spending time with the mercurial monarch, and surprised the Shah had remembered his promise that they would ride together.

At the stables of the House of Paradise he was told to wait. He waited a considerable time; eventually Alā came, followed by such a retinue Rob could scarcely credit it.

“Well, Dhimmi!”

“Majesty.”

Alā Shah waved off the ravi zemin impatiently and they were quickly into the saddle.

They rode deep into the hills, the Shah on a white Arabian stallion that fairly flew with easy beauty, Rob riding behind him. Presently the Shah settled into an easy canter and waved him alongside.

“You are an excellent physician to prescribe riding, Jesse. I have been drowning in the shit of the court. Is it not pleasing to be away from all people?”

“It is, Majesty.”

Rob stole a look behind them a few moments later. Far back, here came the entire world: Khuff and his guardsmen, keeping a wary eye on the monarch, equerries with spare mounts and pack animals, wagons that rolled and clanked as they were dragged over the rough open ground.

“Do you wish a more spirited animal to ride?”

Rob smiled. “It would be a waste of Your Majesty’s generosity. This horse is suited to my mastery, Excellency.” Actually, he had grown fond of the brown gelding.

Alā snorted. “It is clear you are no Persian, for no Persian would lose an opportunity to better his mount. In Persia riding is all, and man-children emerge from their dames with tiny saddles between their legs.” He dug his heels exuberantly into the Arabian’s flanks. The horse sprang past a dead tree and the Shah turned in the saddle and fired his enormous longbow over his left shoulder, roaring with laughter when the great bolt of an arrow missed its mark.

“Do you know the story behind this exercise?”

“No, Sire. I saw it done by horsemen at your entertainment.”

“Yes, it is often performed by us, and some are excellently skilled at it. It is called the Parthian shot. Eight hundred years ago, the Parthians were just one of the peoples of our land. They lived east of Media, in a territory that was mostly terrible mountains and an even more terrible desert, the Dasht-i-Kavir.”

“I know the Dasht-i-Kavir. I crossed a bit of it to come to you.”

“Then you know the kind of people it would take to live on it,” Alā said, reining the stallion strongly to keep it by the gelding’s side.

“There was a struggle for the control of Rome. One of the contenders was the aging Crassus, governor of Syria. He needed a military conquest to equal or surpass the exploits of his rivals, Caesar and Pompey, and he decided to challenge the Parthians.

“The Parthian army, one-quarter the size of Crassus’ dread Roman legions, was led by a general named Suren. It consisted mostly of bowmen on small, fast Persian horses and a tiny force of cataphracts, armored horse soldiers wielding long, deadly lances.

“Crassus’ legions came straight at Suren, who retreated into the Dasht-i-Kavir. Rather than turn north into Armenia, Crassus gave chase, plunging into the desert. And something wonderful happened.

“The cataphracts attacked the Romans before they had a chance to complete their classic defensive square. After the first charge the lancers withdrew and the archers moved in. They used Persian longbows like mine, more powerful than the Romans’. Their arrows pierced Roman shields, breastplates, and greaves, and to the amazement of the legions, the Parthians kept loosing arrows accurately over their shoulders as they retreated.”

“The Parthian shot,” Rob said.

“The Parthian shot. At first the Romans kept their morale, expecting the arrows soon would be depleted. But Suren brought in new supplies of arrows on baggage camels, and the Romans couldn’t fight their customary war at close quarters. Crassus sent his son on a diversionary raid and the youth’s head was returned to him on the end of a Persian lance. The Romans fled under cover of night—the most powerful army in the world! Ten thousand escaped, led by Cassius, future assassin of Caesar. Ten thousand were captured. And twenty thousand, including Crassus, were killed. Parthian casualties were insignificant, and since that day every Persian schoolboy has practiced the Parthian shot.”

Alā gave the stallion his head and tried it again, this time shouting with delight as the arrow slammed solidly into the bole of a tree. Then he raised his bow high in the air, his signal for the others in the party to come up.

A thick rug was carried to them and unrolled and over it soldiers quickly raised the king’s tent. Soon, while three musicians softly played dulcimers, food was brought.

Alā sat and motioned for Rob to join him. They were served breasts of various game fowls baked in savory spices, a tart pilah, bread, melons which must have been kept in a cave through the winter, and three kinds of wine. Rob ate with pleasure while Alā tasted little food but drank steadily, all three wines.

When Alā ordered the Shah’s Game a board was brought at once and the pieces set up. This time Rob remembered the different moves but the Shah had an easy time defeating him thrice in succession, despite having called for more wine and quickly dispatching it.

“Qandrasseh would enforce the edict against wine drinking,” Alā said.

Rob didn’t know a safe reply.

“Let me tell you of Qandrasseh, Dhimmi. Qandrasseh understands—wrongly, wrongly!—that the throne exists principally to punish those who overstep the Qu’ran. The throne exists to enlarge the nation and make it all-powerful, not to worry about the mean sins of villagers. But the Imam believes he is Allah’s terrible right hand. It is not enough that he has risen from being the head of a tiny mosque in Media until he is Vizier to the Shah of Persia. He is distant kin to the Abbasid family, in his veins flows the blood of the Caliphs of Baghdad. He would like one day to rule in Ispahan, striking out from my throne with a religious fist.”

Now Rob could not have answered had the words been there, for he was stricken with terror. The Shah’s wine-loosened tongue had put him at highest risk, for if Ala, sobering, should regret his words it would be no great task to arrange the witness’s swift disposal.

But Alā showed no discomfiture. When a sealed jug of wine was brought, he tossed it to Rob and led him back to the horses. They made no attempt to hunt but simply rode through the lazy day and grew hot and nicely tired. The hills were bright with flowers, cuplike blossoms of red and yellow and white, on thick stalks. They weren’t plants he had seen in England. Alā couldn’t tell him their names but said each came not from a seed but from a bulb like an onion.

“I am taking you to a place you must never show to any man,” Alā said, and led him through brush until they were at the ferny mouth of a cave. Just inside, amid a stench like slightly rotting eggs, was warm air and a pool of brown water lined with gray rocks blotched with purple lichens. Already Alā was undressing. “Well, do not tarry. Off with your clothes, you foolish Dhimmi!”

Rob did so with nervous reluctance, wondering whether the Shah was a man who loved the bodies of men. But Alā already was in the water and assessing him unabashedly but without lust.

“Bring the wine. You are not exceptionally hung, European.”

He realized it would not be politic to point out that his organ was larger than the king’s.

The Shah was more sensitive than Rob had credited, for Alā was grinning at him. “I don’t need to be made like a horse, for I can have any woman. I never do a woman twice, do you know that? That is why a host does not hold more than one entertainment for me, unless he gets a new wife.”

Rob settled gingerly into hot water odorous with mineral deposits, and Alā opened the wine jug and drank, then leaned back and closed his eyes. Sweat sprang from his cheeks and forehead until the part out of the water was as wet as the portion of his body that was submerged. Rob studied him, wondering what it was like to be supreme.

“When did you lose your maidenhead?” Alā asked, eyes still closed.

Rob told him of the English widow who had taken him into her bed.

“I, too, was twelve years old. My father ordered his sister to begin to come to my bed, as is our custom with young princes, very sensible. My aunt was tender and instructive, almost a mother to me. For years I thought that after every fucking came a bowl of warm milk and a sweetmeat.”

They soaked in contented silence. “I would be King of Kings, European,” Alā said finally.

“You are King of Kings.”

“That is what I am called.”

Now he opened his eyes and looked directly at Rob, an unblinking brown stare. “Xerxes. Alexander. Cyrus. Darius. All great, and if each was not Persian by birth, they were Persian kings when they died. Great kings over great empires.

“Now there is no empire. In Ispahan, I am the king. To the west, Toghrul-beg rules over vast tribes of nomadic Seljuk Turks. To the east, Mahmud is the sultan of the mountainous fasts of Ghazna. Beyond Ghazna, two dozen weak rajahs rule in India but they are a threat only to one another. The only kings strong enough to matter are Mahmud, Toghrul beg, and I. When I ride forth, the chawns and beglerbegs who rule the towns and cities rush outside their walls to meet me with tribute and fawning compliments.

“But I know the same chawns and beglerbegs would pay the same homage to either Mahmud or Toghrul-beg if they should ride that way with their armies.

“Once in ancient days there was a time like now, when there were small kingdoms and kings who fought for the prize of a vast empire. Finally only two men held all the power. Ardashir and Ardewan met in single combat while their armies watched. Two great, mailed figures circling each other in the desert. It ended when Ardewan was bludgeoned to death and Ardashir was the first man to take the title Shahanshah. Would you not like to be that kind of King of Kings?”

Rob shook his head. “I want only to be a physician.”

He could see puzzlement on the Shah’s face. “Something new. All my life no one has failed to take an opportunity to flatter me. Yet you would not exchange places with the king, it is clear.

“I have made inquiries. They say that as an apprentice you are remarkable. That great things are expected when you become hakim. I shall need men who can do great things but do not lick my arse.

“I will use guile and the power of the throne to stave off Qandrasseh. The Shah has always had to fight to keep Persia. I will use my armies and my sword against other kings. Before I am through, Persia will be an empire again and I shall truly be Shahanshah.”

His hand clamped Rob’s wrist. “Will you be my friend, Jesse ben Benjamin?”

Rob knew he had been lured and trapped by a clever hunter. Alā Shah was recruiting his future loyalty for his own purposes. And it was being done coldly and with forethought; clearly, there was more to this monarch than the drunken profligate.

He would not have chosen to be involved in politics and he regretted riding out into the country that morning. But it was done, and Rob was very aware of his debts.

He took the Shah’s wrist. “You have my allegiance, Majesty.”

Alā nodded. He leaned back again, into the heat of the pool, and scratched his chest. “So. And do you like this, my special place?”

“It is sulfurous as a fart. Sire.”

Alā was not a man to guffaw. He merely opened his eyes and smiled. Eventually he spoke again. “You may bring a woman here if you like, Dhimmi,” he said lazily.

* * *

“I don’t like it,” Mirdin said when he heard that Rob had ridden with Alā. “He is unpredictable and dangerous.”

“It’s a great opportunity for you,” Karim said.

“An opportunity I don’t desire.”

To his relief, days went by and the Shah didn’t summon him again. He felt the need for friends who were not kings and spent much of his free time with Mirdin and Karim.

Karim was settling into the life of a young physician, working at the maristan as he had before, save that now he was paid a small stipend by al-Juzjani for daily examination and care of the surgeon’s patients. With more time to himself and a bit more money to spend, he was frequenting the maidans and the brothels. “Come with me,” he urged Rob. “I’ll bring you to a whore with hair black as a raven’s wing and fine as silk.”

Rob smiled and shook his head.

“What kind of woman do you want?”

“One with hair red as fire.”

Karim grinned at him. “They don’t come that way.”

“You need wives,” Mirdin told them placidly, but neither of them heeded him. Rob turned his energies to his studies. Karim continued his solitary womanizing, and his sexual appetite was becoming a source of merriment to the hospital staff. Knowing his story, Rob was aware that within the beautiful face and the athlete’s body was a friendless little boy seeking female love to blot out terrible memories.

Karim ran more than ever now, at the start and end of each day. He trained hard and constantly and not only by running. He taught Rob and Mirdin to use the curved sword of Persia, the scimitar, a heavier weapon than Rob was used to and one requiring strong, supple wrists. Karim made them exercise with a heavy rock in each hand, turning the rocks up and down, before and behind, to make their wrists quick and strong.

Mirdin was not a good athlete and couldn’t become a swordsman. But he accepted his clumsiness cheerfully, and he was so endowed with intellectual power it scarcely seemed to matter that he wasn’t fierce with a sword.

They saw little of Karim after dark—abruptly, he stopped asking Rob to accompany him to brothels, confiding that he had begun an affair with a married woman and was in love. But with increasing frequency Rob was invited to Mirdin’s rooms near the House of Zion Synagogue for the evening meal.

On a chest in Mirdin’s home he was amazed to see a checkered board such as he had seen only twice before. “Is it the Shah’s Game?”

“Yes. You know it? My family has played it forever.”

Mirdin’s pieces were wooden, but the game was identical to that Rob had played with Alā, save that instead of being intent on swift and bloody victory, Mirdin was quick to teach. Before long, under his patient tutelage, Rob began to grasp the fine points.

Homely Mirdin offered him small glimpses of peace. On a warm evening, after a simple meal of Fara’s vegetable pilah, he followed Mirdin to wish six-year-old Issachar a good night.

“Abba. Is our Father in Heaven watching me?”

“Yes, Issachar. He sees you always.”

“Why cannot I see Him?”

“He is invisible.”

The boy had fat brown cheeks and serious eyes. His teeth and jaw already were too large and he would have his father’s inelegance, but also his sweetness.

“If He is invisible, how does He know what He looks like?”

Rob grinned. Out of the mouth of babes and sucklings, he thought. Answer that, O Mirdin, scholar of oral and written law, master of the Shah’s Game, philosopher and healer …

But Mirdin was equal to it. “The Torah tells us He has made man in His own image, after His likeness, and therefore He does but glance at you, my son, and sees Himself.” Mirdin kissed the child. “A good night, Issachar.”

“A good night, Abba. A good night, Jesse.”

“Rest well, Issachar,” Rob said, and kissed the boy and followed his friend from the sleeping chamber.
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FIVE DAYS TO THE WEST
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A large caravan arrived from Anatolia and a young drover came to the maristan with a basket of dried figs for the Jew named Jesse. The youth was Sadi, eldest son of Dehbid Hafiz, kelonter of Shīrāz, and the figs were a gift symbolizing his father’s love and gratitude for the plague-fighters of Ispahan.

Sadi and Rob sat and drank chai and ate the delectable figs, which were large and meaty, full of crystals of sugar. Sadi had bought them in Midyat from a drover whose camels had carried them from Izmir, across the whole of Turkey. Now he would drive the camels east again, bound for Shīrāz, and he was caught up in the great adventure of travel and proud when the Dhimmi healer requested that he carry a gift of Ispahan wines to his distinguished father, Dehbid Hafiz.

The caravans were the only source of news, and Rob questioned the youth closely.

There had been no further sign of the plague when the caravan had departed Shīrāz. Seljuk troops had been sighted once in the mountainous eastern part of Media but they appeared to be a small party and did not attack the caravan (praise be to Allah!). In Ghazna the people were afflicted with a curious itching rash and the caravan master would not stop there lest the drovers lie with the local women and contract the strange disease. In Hamadhān there was no plague but a Christian foreigner had brought a European fever to Islam and the mullahs had forbidden the populace from all contact with the infidel devils.

“What are the signs of this disease?”

Sadi ibn Dehbid demurred, for he was no physician and didn’t bother his head with such matters. He knew only that no one save the Christian’s daughter would go near him.

“The Christian has a daughter?”

Sadi could not describe the sick man or his daughter but said that Boudi the Camel Trader, who was with the caravan, had seen them both.

Together they sought out the camel trader, a sly-eyed, wizened man who spat red saliva from between teeth blackened from chewing betel nut.

Boudi barely remembered the Christians, he said, but when Rob pressed a coin on him his memory improved until he recalled that he had seen them five days’ travel to the west, half a day beyond the town of Datur. The father was middle-aged, with long gray hair and no beard. He had worn foreign clothing black as a mullah’s robes. The woman was young and tall and had curious hair a little lighter in color than henna.

Rob looked at him in dismay. “How ill did the European appear?”

Boudi smiled pleasantly. “I do not know, master. III.”

“Were there servants?”

“I saw no one attending them.”

Doubtless the hirelings had run off, Rob told himself. “Did she appear to have sufficient food?”

“I myself gave her a basket of pulse and three loaves of bread, master.”

Now Rob fixed him with a stare that frightened Boudi. “Why did you give her foodstuffs?”

The camel trader shrugged. He turned and rummaged in a sack, and pulled out a knife, hilt first. There were fancier knives to be found in every Persian marketplace but it was the proof, for the last time Rob had seen it, this dagger had swung from the belt of James Geikie Cullen.

He knew if he confided in Karim and Mirdin they would insist on accompanying him, and he wanted to go alone. He left word for them with Yussuf-ul-Gamal. “Tell them I’m called off on a personal matter and will explain on my return,” he said to the librarian.

Of others, he told only Jalal.

“Going away for a time? But why?”

“It’s important. It involves a woman …”

“Of course it does,” Jalal muttered. The bonesetter was cranky until he found that there were enough apprentices to serve the clinic without discomforting him, and then he nodded.

Rob left next morning. It was a long trip and undue haste would have worked against him, yet he kept the brown gelding moving, for always in his mind was the picture of a woman alone in a foreign wilderness with her sick father.

It was summer weather and the runoff waters of spring already had evaporated under the coppery sun, so that the salty dust of Persia coated him and insinuated itself into his saddle pack. He ate it in his food and drank a thin film of it in his water. Everywhere he saw wildflowers turned brown, but he passed people tilling the rocky soil by turning the little moisture to irrigate the vines and date trees, as had been done for thousands of years.

He was grimly purposeful and no one challenged or delayed him, and at dusk of the fourth day he passed the town of Datur. Nothing could be done in the dark, but next morning he was riding at sunrise. At midmorning in the tiny village of Gusheh, a merchant accepted his coin, bit it, and then told him everyone knew of the Christians. They were in a house off Ahmad’s wadi, a short ride due west.

The wadi eluded him but he came upon two goatherds, an old man and a boy. At his question about the whereabouts of Christians, the old man spat.

Rob drew his weapon. He had an almost-forgotten ugliness in him. The old man could sense it and, with his eyes on the broadsword, he raised his arm and pointed.

Rob rode in that direction. When he was out of range, the younger goatherd put a stone in his sling and launched it. He could hear it rattling in the rocks behind him.

He came upon the wadi suddenly. The old riverbed was mostly dry but had been flooded earlier in the season, for in shady places there was still green growth. He followed it a good way before he saw the little house built of mud and stone. She was standing outside boiling a wash and when she saw him she sprang away like a wild thing, into the house. By the time he was off his horse, she had dragged something heavy against the door.

“Mary.”

“Is it you?”

“Yes.”

There was a silence, then a grating sound as she moved the rock. The door opened a crack, and then wider.

He realized she had never seen him in the beard or the Persian garb, although the leather Jew’s hat was the one she knew.

She was holding her father’s sword. The ordeal was in her face, which was thin, making her eyes and the large cheekbones and long thin nose all the more prominent. There were blisters on her lips, which he recalled happened to her when she was exhausted. Her cheeks were sooty except for two lines washed by tears from the smoky fire. But she blinked and he could see her become as sensible as he remembered.

“Please. Will you help him?” she said, and led Rob quickly into the house.

* * *

His heart sank when he saw James Cullen. He didn’t need to take the sheepman’s hands to know he was dying. She must have known too, but she looked at him as though she expected him to heal her father with a touch.

There hung over the house the fetid stink of Cullen’s insides.

“He has had the flux?”

She nodded wearily and recited the details in a flat voice. The fever had begun weeks before with vomiting and a terrible pain in the right side of his abdomen. Mary had nursed him carefully. After a time his temperature had subsided and to her great relief he had begun to get well. For several weeks he had made steady gains and was almost recovered, and then the symptoms had recurred, this time with even greater severity.

Cullen’s face appeared pale and sunken, and his eyes dull. His pulse was barely perceptible. He was racked with alternating fever and chills, and had both diarrhea and vomiting.

“The servants thought it was the plague. They ran away,” she said.

“No. Not the plague.” The vomitus wasn’t black and there were no buboes. Small consolation. His abdomen had hardened on the right side until it was boardlike. When Rob pressed on it, Cullen—although he appeared to be lost in the deep softness of coma—screamed.

Rob knew what it was. The last time he had seen it, he had juggled and sang so a little boy could die without fright.

“A distemper of the large intestine. Sometimes they call it the side sickness. It is a poison that began in his gut and has spread through his body.”

“What has caused it?”

He shook his head. “Perhaps the bowel has become kinked or there is an obstruction.” They both recognized the hopelessness of his ignorance.

He worked hard over James Cullen, trying anything that might possibly help. He gave enemas of milky chamomile tea and when they didn’t do anything he administered doses of rhubarb and salts. He applied hot packs to the abdomen, but by then he knew it was no use.

He stayed next to the Scot’s bed. He would have sent Mary into the next room to get some of the rest she had denied herself, but he knew the end was near and reasoned she would have plenty of time to rest later.

In the middle of the night Cullen just gave a little leap, a small start.

“It’s all right, Da,” Mary whispered, rubbing his hands, and there was a slipping away, so quiet and easy that for a little while neither she nor Rob knew that her father was no longer alive.

* * *

She had given up shaving him a few days before he died and there was gray beard to be scraped from his face. Rob combed his hair and held the body in his arms while she washed it, dry-eyed. “I am glad to do this. I wasn’t allowed to help with my mother,” she said.

Cullen had a long scar on the right thigh. “He got that chasing a wild boar into the brush, when I was eleven. He had to spend the winter in the house. We made a crèche together for Yuletide and it was then I came to know him.”

After her father had been prepared, Rob carried more water from the brook and heated it on the fire. While she bathed he dug a grave, which proved devilishly hard, for the soil was mostly stone and he hadn’t a proper tool. In the end he used Cullen’s sword and a stout sharpened branch for prying, and his bare hands. When the grave was ready, he fashioned a rood of two sticks lashed together with the dead man’s belt.

She wore the black dress in which he had first seen her. He carried Cullen in a winding sheet that was a wool blanket they had brought from their home, so beautiful and warm he regretted placing it in the grave.

It required a Holy Mass of Requiem and he couldn’t even speak a proper burial prayer, not trusting himself to get the Latin right. But a psalm that had been one of Mam’s came to mind.

“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; He leadeth me beside the still waters.

He restoreth my soul; He guideth me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for Thou art with me; Thy rod and Thy staff, they comfort me.

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies; Thou hast anointed my head with oil; my cup runneth over.

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life; and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.”

He closed the grave and fixed the cross. When he walked away she remained kneeling, her eyes closed and her lips moving with words only her own mind could hear.

He gave her time to be alone in the house. She had told him about turning loose their two horses to forage for themselves on the thin growth in the wadi, and he rode out to find the animals.

He saw they had built a pen with a thornbush fence. Inside he found the bones of four sheep, probably killed by animals and eaten. Doubtless Cullen had bought many more sheep that had been stolen by humans.

Crazy Scot! He never could have brought a flock all the way to Scotland. And now he would not bring himself home either, and his daughter was left alone in an unfriendly land.

At one end of the stony little valley Rob discovered the remains of Cullen’s white horse. Perhaps it had broken a leg and had been easy prey; the carcass was almost consumed, but he recognized the work of jackals and went back to the fresh grave and armored it in heavy, flat stones that would prevent the beasts from digging up the body.

He came upon her black mount at the other end of the wadi, as far from the jackals’ feast as it had been able to get. It wasn’t difficult to put a halter on the horse, which appeared eager for the safety and security of servitude.

When he returned to the house he found her composed but pale. “What would I have done, had you not appeared?”

He smiled at her, remembering the barricaded door and the sword in her hand. “What was needed.”

She was tightly controlled. “I would like to return to Ispahan with you.”

“I want that.” His heart leaped, but he was chastened by her next words.

“There is a caravanserai there?”

“Yes. Busily trafficked.”

“Then I’ll join a protected caravan traveling west. And make my way to a port where I may be able to book passage home.”

He went to her and took her hands, the first time he had touched her. Her fingers were rough from work, unlike a haram woman’s hands, but he didn’t want to release them. “Mary, I made a terrible mistake. I can’t let you go again.”

Her steady eyes contemplated him.

“Come with me to Ispahan, but live there with me.”

It would have been easier if he hadn’t felt constrained to speak guiltily of Jesse ben Benjamin and the need for pretense.

It was as if a current ran between their fingers, but he saw anger in her eyes, a kind of horror. “So many lies,” she said, quietly. She pulled herself away from him and went outside.

He went to the door and watched her walking away from the house over the broken ground of the riverbed.

She was gone long enough for him to worry, but she returned.

“Tell me why it is worth the deception.”

He forced himself to put it into words, an embarrassment he undertook because he wanted her and knew the truth was her due.

“It’s being chosen. As though God has said, ‘In the creation of human beings I made mistakes and I charge you with working to correct some of my errors.’ It isn’t a thing I desired. It sought me out.”

His words frightened her. “Surely that is blasphemy, to set yourself as one who corrects God’s mistakes?”

“No, no,” he said gently. “A good physician is but His instrument.”

She nodded, and now he thought he saw in her eyes a glimmer of understanding, perhaps even envy.

“I would always share you with a mistress.”

Somehow she had sensed Despina, he thought foolishly. “I want only you,” he said.

“No, you want your work and it will come first, before family, before anything. But I have loved you so, Rob. And want to be your wife.”

He put his arms around her.

“Cullens are married in the Church,” she said into his shoulder.

“Even if we could find a priest in Persia he wouldn’t marry a Christian woman and a Jew. We must tell people we were married in Constantinople. When I finish my medical training we’ll return to England and be properly wed.”

“And meantime?” she said bleakly.

“A hand-held marriage.” He took both of her hands in his.

They regarded one another soberly. “There should be words, even with a hand-held marriage,” she said.

“Mary Cullen, I take you for my wife,” he said thickly. “I promise to cherish and protect you, and you have my love.” He wished the words were better but he was deeply moved and didn’t feel in control of his tongue.

“Robert Jeremy Cole, I take you for husband,” she said clearly. “I promise to go where you go and ever to seek your well-being. You have had my love since first I saw you.”

She gripped his hands so hard they hurt and he could feel her vitality, a throbbing. He was aware that the fresh grave outside made joy indecent, yet he felt a wild mixture of emotions and he told himself their vows had been better than many he had heard in a church.

He packed her belongings on the brown horse and she rode the black. He would trade the pack off between the animals, transferring it each morning. On the rare occasions when the way was smooth and flat, both he and Mary sat the one horse, but most of the time she rode and he led the way on foot. It made for slow travel, but he wasn’t in a hurry.

She was more given to silence than he recalled and he made no move to touch her, sensitive to her grief. Camping in a brushy clearing by the side of the road on the second night of their trip to Ispahan, he lay awake and listened to her finally weeping.

“If you’re God’s helper, correcting mistakes, why could you not save him?”

“I don’t know enough.”

The weeping had been a long time coming and now she couldn’t stop. He took her into his arms. While they lay with her head on his shoulder, he began to kiss her wet face and finally her mouth, which was soft and welcoming and tasted as he remembered. He rubbed her back and stroked the lovely hollow at the base of her spine and then, as their kiss hardened and he felt her tongue, he groped through her underclothing.

She was weeping again but open to his fingers and spreading to accept him.

What he felt more than passion was an overriding regard for her and a thanksgiving. Their joining was a delicate, tender rocking in which they scarcely moved at all. It went on and on, on and on, until it ended exquisitely for him; seeking to heal he was healed, and seeking to comfort he was comforted, but to bring her some measure of solace he had to finish her with his hand.

Afterward he held her and talked softly, telling her of Ispahan and Yehuddiyyeh, and the madrassa and the hospital, and Ibn Sina. And of his friends the Muslim and the Jew, Mirdin and Karim.

“Do they have wives?”

“Mirdin has a wife. Karim has a lot of women.”

They fell asleep wrapped in one another.

He was awakened in the harsh gray light of morning by the creaking of saddle leather, the slow thudding of hooves in the dusty road, someone’s ragged coughing, men talking as they sat their walking beasts.

Looking over her shoulder through the thorny brush that separated their hiding place from the road, he watched a force of mounted soldiers riding past. They were fierce-looking, carrying the same eastern swords as Alā’s men but with bows that were shorter than the Persian variety. They wore ragged robes and once-white turbans stained dark with sweat and dirt, and they exuded a stink that reached Rob where he lay in agony, waiting for one of his horses to give him away or for a rider to glance through the bushes and see him and the sleeping woman.

A familiar face came into view and he recognized Hadad Khan, the hot-tempered Seljuk ambassador to the court of the Alā Shah.

These were Seljuks, then. And riding next to white-haired Hadad Khan was another figure known to him, a mullah named Musa Ibn Abbas, chief aide to the Imam Mirza-aboul Qandrasseh, the Persian Vizier.

Rob saw a total of six other mullahs and counted ninety-six horse soldiers. There was no knowing how many had ridden past while he slept.

Neither his horse nor Mary’s whinnied or made any other sound to reveal their presence, and eventually the last Seljuk rode past and Rob dared to breathe, listening to their sounds growing fainter.

Presently he kissed his wife to waken her and then lost no time breaking their rude camp and starting on their way, for he had found a reason for hurrying.
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“Married?” Karim said. He looked at Rob and grinned.

“A wife! I didn’t expect you would heed my advice,” Mirdin said, beaming. “Who arranged this match?”

“No one. That is,” Rob said hastily, “there was a nuptial agreement more than a year ago, but it wasn’t acted upon until now.”

“What is her name?” Karim asked.

“Mary Cullen. She’s a Scot. I met her and her father in a caravan on my eastward journey.” He told them something of James Cullen, and of his illness and death.

Mirdin seemed scarcely to be listening. “A Scot. That is a European?”

“Yes. She comes from a place north of my own country.”

“She is a Christian?”

Rob nodded.

“I must see this European woman,” Karim said. “Is she a pretty female?”

“She’s so beautiful!” Rob blurted, and Karim laughed. “But I want you to judge for yourself.” Rob turned to include Mirdin in the invitation, but saw that his friend had walked away.

Rob didn’t relish reporting to the Shah what he had seen, but he knew he had committed his loyalty and had little choice. When he appeared at the palace and asked to see the king, Khuff smiled his hard smile.

“What is your errand?”

The Captain of the Gates hurled a glance like a stone when Rob shook his head in silence.

But Khuff bade him wait and went to tell Alā that the foreign Dhimmi Jesse wished to see him, and presently the old soldier ushered Rob in to the royal presence.

Alā smelled of drink but listened soberly enough to Rob’s report that his Vizier had sent pietist disciples to meet and confer with a party of the Shah’s enemies.

“There has been no report of attacks in Hamadhān,” Alā said slowly. “It was not a Seljuk raiding party, therefore doubtless they met to discuss treachery.” He examined Rob through veiled eyes. “To whom have you spoken of this?”

“To no man, Majesty.”

“Let it remain so.”

Instead of further talk, Alā placed the board of the Shah’s Game between them. He was visibly pleased to encounter a more difficult opponent than heretofore he had met in Rob.

“Ah, Dhimmi, you grow skilled and cunning as a Persian!”

Rob was able to hold him off for a time. In the end, Alā ground him into the dust and it was as always, shahtreng. But each recognized that their game had turned a corner. It was more of a struggle now, and Rob might have been able to hold out even longer if he were not so eager to return to his bride.

Ispahan was the most beautiful city Mary had ever seen, or perhaps it was because she was there with Rob. She was pleased with the little house in Yehuddiyyeh, although the Jewish quarter was shabby. The house wasn’t as large as the house in which she and her father had lived by the wadi in Hamadhān, but it was of sounder construction.

At her insistence Rob bought plaster and a few simple tools and she vowed to repair the house while he was gone, her first day alone. The full heat of the Persian summer was on them, and the long-sleeved black dress of bereavement soon was sodden with perspiration.

In the middle of the morning the most handsome man she had ever seen knocked at the door. He was carrying a basket of black plums, which he set down so he could reach out to touch her red hair, frightening her. He was chuckling and looked awed, dazzling her with his perfect white teeth in his tanned face. He spoke at length; it sounded eloquent and graceful and full of feeling, but it was in Persian.

“I am sorry,” she said.

“Ah.” He understood at once and touched his chest. “Karim.”

She lost her fright and was delighted. “So. You are my husband’s friend. He’s spoken of you.”

He beamed and led her, protesting in words he couldn’t understand, to a chair where she sat and ate a sweet plum while he mixed plaster to exactly the correct consistency and spread it on three cracks in the interior walls, and then replaced a windowsill. Shamelessly, she also allowed him to help her cut out the large, wicked thornbushes in the garden.

Karim was still there when Rob came home and she insisted that he share their meal, which then they had to delay until darkness had fallen, for it was Ramadan, the ninth month, the month of fasting.

“I like Karim,” she told Rob when he had gone. “When shall I meet the other one—Mirdin?”

He kissed her and shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said.

Ramadan seemed a most peculiar holiday to Mary. It was Rob’s second Ramadan in Ispahan, and he told her it was a somber month, supposed to be devoted to prayer and shriving, but food seemed foremost on everyone’s mind because Muslims were proscribed from taking nourishment or liquid from dawn to sunset. Vendors of food were absent from the markets and the streets, and the maidans remained dark and silent all month, though friends and families assembled at night to eat and fortify themselves for the next day’s fasting.

“We were in Anatolia last year during Ramadan,” Mary said wistfully. “Da bought lambs from a herdsman and gave a feast for our Muslim servants.”

“We could give a Ramadan dinner.”

“It would be pleasant, but I am in mourning,” she reminded him.

Indeed, she was torn by conflicting emotions, at times racked by such grief that she felt crippled by the pain of her loss, at other times giddily aware she was the most fortunate of women in her marriage.

On the few occasions when she ventured from the house, it seemed to her that people stared at her with enmity. Her black mourning dress wasn’t dissimilar from the costume of the other women of Yehuddiyyeh, but doubtless her uncovered red hair marked her as a European. She tried wearing her wide-brimmed traveling hat, but she saw women point her out in the street just the same, and their coldness toward her was unabated.

Under other circumstances she might have felt loneliness, for in the midst of a teeming city she was able to communicate with but one person; but instead of isolation she felt a privacy that was complete, as though only she and her new husband peopled the world.

In that waning month of Ramadan they were visited solely by Karim Harun, and several times she saw the young Persian physician running, running through the streets, a sight that made her catch her breath, for it was like watching a roe deer. Rob told her about the footrace, the chatir, which would be held on the first day of the three-day holiday called Bairam that celebrated the end of the long fast.

“I’ve promised to attend Karim during the running.”

“Will you be his only attendant?”

“Mirdin will be there too. But I believe he will need the two of us.” There was a question in his voice and she knew he was troubled that she might consider it a disrespect toward her father.

“Then you must,” she said firmly.

“The race itself isn’t a celebration. It could not be considered wrong for one in mourning merely to look on.”

She thought about it as Bairam approached and in the end decided her husband was right, and that she would watch the chatir.

Early on the first morning of the month of Shawwal there was a heavy mist that gave Karim hope it would be a good day, a runner’s day. He had slept fitfully but told himself that doubtless the other competitors had spent the night the same way, trying to keep their minds from dwelling on the race.

He rose and cooked himself a large pot of peas and rice, sprinkling the coarse pilah with celery seed that he measured with careful attention. He ate more than he wanted, stoking himself like a fire, and then returned to his pallet and rested while the celery seed did its work, keeping his mind blank and serene with prayer:

Allah, make me fleet and sure of foot this day.

Let my chest be like unto a bellows that does not fail

And my legs strong and supple as young trees.

Keep my mind clear and my senses sharp

And my eyes ever fixed on Thee.

He didn’t pray for victory. When he was a boy, Zaki-Omar had told him often enough: “Every yellow dog of a runner prays for victory. How confusing for Allah! It is better to ask Him to grant speed and endurance and use them to take the responsibility for victory or defeat upon oneself.”

When he felt the urge he rose and went to the bucket, squatting a long and satisfying time to move his bowels. The amount of celery seed had been correct; when he was through he was emptied but not weakened, and he would not be deterred that day by a cramp in the midst of a lap.

He warmed water and bathed from a bowl by candlelight, wiping himself dry quickly because the dwindling dark contained a coolness. Then he anointed himself with olive oil against the sun, and twice wherever friction might cause pain—nipples, armpits, loins and penis, the crease of buttocks, and finally his feet, taking care to oil the tops of his toes.

He dressed in a linen loincloth and linen shirt, light leather footman’s shoes, and a jaunty feathered cap. Around his neck he suspended a bowman’s quiver and an amulet in a small cloth bag, and threw a cloak over his shoulders to guard against chill. Then he let himself out of the house.

He walked slowly at first and then more rapidly, feeling warmth beginning to unlock his muscles and joints. There were as yet few people in the streets. No one noticed him as he entered a brushy copse to indulge in one last nervous piss. But by the time he reached the starting point by the drawbridge of the House of Paradise a crowd had gathered there, hundreds of men. He made his way carefully through it until by prearrangement he came upon Mirdin at the very rear, and it was here a short time later that Jesse ben Benjamin found them.

His friends greeted one another stiffly. Some trouble between them, Karim saw. He put it out of his mind at once. This was a time to think only of the race.

Jesse grinned at him and questioningly touched the little bag hanging from his neck.

“My luck,” Karim said. “From my lady.” But he shouldn’t talk before a race, he could not. He gave Jesse and Mirdin a quick smile to show he meant no offense and closed his eyes and brought in blankness, shutting out the loud talk and boisterous laughter all around him. It was harder to shut out the smells of oils and animal grease, body odor and sweaty clothing.

He said his prayer.

When he opened his eyes the mist had turned pearly. Looking through it, he was able to see a perfectly round red disc, the sun. The air had changed and already was heavy. He realized with a pang that it would be a brutally hot day.

Out of his hands. Imshallah.

He removed his cloak and gave it to Jesse.

Mirdin was pale. “Allah be with you.”

“Run with God, Karim,” Jesse told him.

He didn’t answer. Now a hush had fallen. The runners and the onlookers were gazing up at the nearest minaret, the Friday Mosque, where Karim could see a tiny, dark-robed figure just entering the tower.

In a moment the haunting call to First Prayer floated to their ears and Karim prostrated himself to the southwest, the direction of Mecca.

When the praying ended everyone was screaming at the top of his lungs, runners and spectators alike. It was frightening and made him tremble. Some shouted encouragement, others called upon Allah; many simply howled, the bloodcurdling sound men might make when attacking an enemy’s wall.

Back where he was standing the movement of the front runners could only be sensed but he knew from experience how some were springing forward to be in the first rank, fighting and shoving, heedless of who was trampled and what injuries were inflicted. Even those who were not slow in rising from prayer were at risk, because in the churning maelstrom of bodies, flailing arms would strike faces, feet would kick nearby legs, ankles would be twisted and turned.

It was why he waited in the rear with contemptuous patience as wave after wave of runners moved away ahead of him, assaulting him with their noise.

But finally he was running. The chatir had begun and he was in the tail of a long serpent of men.

He was running very slowly. It would take a long time to cover the first five and one-quarter miles, but that was part of his plan. The alternative would have been to station himself in front of the crowd, then, assuming he wasn’t injured in the melee, surge forward at a pace guaranteed to move him safely ahead of the pack. But this would have used up too much energy at the outset. He had chosen the safer way.

They ran down the wide Gates of Paradise and turned left to stay for more than a mile on the Avenue of the Thousand Gardens, which dropped and then rose, giving a long hill on the first half of the lap and a short but steeper hill on the return. The course turned right onto the Street of the Apostles, which was only a quarter of a mile long; but the short street fell on the way out and was a laborious run on the return. They padded left again onto the Avenue of Ali and Fatima, and followed it all the way to the madrassa.

All kinds of people were in the pack. It was fashionable for young nobles to run for half a lap, and men in silk summer clothing ran shoulder to shoulder with runners in rags. Karim hung back, for at this point it wasn’t a race so much as a running mob, full of high spirits over the end of Ramadan. It wasn’t a bad way for him to begin, for the slow pace allowed his juices to begin to flow gradually.

There were spectators but it was too early for a dense crowd to line the streets; it was a long race and most people would come to watch later. At the madrassa he looked at once toward the long roof of the one-storied maristan, where the woman who had given him the amulet—it was a lock of her hair in the little bag—had said her husband had arranged for her to watch the chatir. She wasn’t there yet but two nurses stood on the street in front of the hospital and shouted “Hakim! Hakim!” Karim waved as he ran by, knowing they would be disappointed to see him at the end of the pack.

They wound through the madrassa grounds and on to the central maidan, where two great open tents had been raised. One for courtiers, carpeted and lined with brocades, contained tables bearing all manner of rich victuals and wines. The other tent, for runners of common birth, offered free bread and pilah and sherbet and appeared no less welcoming, so that here the race lost almost half its contestants, who made for the refreshment with glad cries.

Karim was among those who ran past the tents. They circled the stone ball-and-stick goals and then began to retrace the course to the House of Paradise.

Now they were fewer and strung along a distance, and Karim had room to set his pace.

There were choices. Some held with pushing the first few laps smartly to take advantage of the morning cool. But he had been taught by Zaki-Omar that the secret of completing long distances was to select a pace that would drain his last bit of energy at the completion, and to stay with that speed unvaryingly. He was able to fall into it with the perfect rhythm and regularity of a trotting horse. The Roman mile was one thousand five-foot paces but Karim ran about twelve hundred steps to a mile, each covering a little more than four feet. He held his spine perfectly straight, his head high. The slap-slap-slap of his feet against the ground at his chosen pace was like the voice of an old friend.

He began to pass some runners now, though he knew that most were not men in serious contention, and he was running easily when he returned to the palace gates and collected the first arrow to be dropped into his quiver.

Mirdin offered balm to be rubbed into his skin against the sun, which he refused, and water, which he took gratefully but sparingly.

“You are forty-second,” Jesse said, and he nodded and sprang away.

Now he ran in the full light of day and the sun was low but already strong, clearly signaling the heat to come. It wasn’t unexpected. Sometimes Allah was kind to runners but most chatirs were ordeals through the Persian heat. The high points of Zaki-Omar’s athletic career had been to win second place in two chatirs, once when Karim was twelve years old and again the year he was fourteen. He remembered his terror at seeing the exhaustion in Zaki’s red face and popping eyes. Zaki had run as long and as far as he had been able, but in both races there had been one runner who could run longer and farther.

Grimly, Karim removed the thought from his mind.

The hills seemed no worse than they had on the first lap and he ascended them almost without thought. The crowds began to be thicker everywhere, for it was a fine sunny morning and Ispahan was enjoying a holiday. Most businesses were closed and people stood or sat along the route in groups—Armenians together, Indians together, Jews together, learned societies and religious organizations en masse.

When Karim came to the hospital again and still couldn’t see the woman who had promised to be there, he felt a pang. Perhaps, after all, her husband had forbidden her to come.

There was a solid clump of spectators in front of the school and they cheered and waved him on.

As he approached the maidan he saw it was already as frenzied as if it were a Thursday evening. Musicians, jugglers, fencers, acrobats, dancers, and magicians played to large audiences, while the runners made their way around the outside of the square almost unnoticed.

Karim began to pass spent contenders lying or sitting by the side of the road.

When he collected his second arrow Mirdin again tried to give him an ointment to protect his skin from the sun but he refused it, though he knew with a private shame it was because the ointment was unsightly and he wanted her to see him without it. It would be available if needed since, by prearrangement, on this lap Jesse would begin to follow him on the brown horse. Karim knew himself; the first testing of his soul was coming, for he invariably felt distress after 25 Roman miles.

Problems came almost on schedule. Halfway up the hill on the Avenue of the Thousand Gardens he became aware of a raw place on the heel of his right foot. It was impossible to run such a long race without damaging his feet and he knew he must ignore the discomfort, but soon it was joined by a sticking pain in his right side that grew until he gasped whenever his right foot jarred against the road.

He signaled to Jesse, who was carrying a goatskin of water behind his saddle, but a warm drink tasting of goaty leather did little to ease his discomfort.

But when he drew close to the madrassa, at once he spotted on the hospital roof the woman for whom he’d been looking, and it was as if everything that had been troubling him fell away.

Rob, riding behind Karim like a squire trailing his knight, saw Mary as they approached the maristan and they smiled at each other. Dressed in her mourning black, she would have been inconspicuous were her face not unadorned, but every other female in sight wore the heavy black street veil. The others on the roof stood slightly apart from his wife, as if afraid lest they be corrupted by her European ways.

There were slaves with the women and he recognized the eunuch Wasif standing behind a small figure disguised by a shapeless black dress. Her face was hidden behind the horsehair veil but he could note Despina’s eyes, and where they were turned.

Following her gaze to Karim, Rob saw something that made it difficult for him to breathe. Karim had found Despina too and held her with his glance. As he ran past her, his hand went up and touched the little bag suspended around his neck.

It seemed to Rob a naked declaration to all, but the sound of the cheering didn’t change. And although Rob tried to study the crowd for Ibn Sina’s presence, he didn’t see him among the spectators as they went past the madrassa.

Karim ran away from the pain in his side until it dwindled, and he ignored the discomfort in his feet. Now the time of attrition had begun and all along the way men in donkey-drawn wagons were busy picking up runners who couldn’t go on.

When he claimed his third arrow he allowed Mirdin to smear him with the ointment, made of oil of roses, oil of nutmeg, and cinnamon. It turned his light-brown skin yellow but was good against the sun. Jesse kneaded his legs while Mirdin applied the salve, then held a cup to his cracked lips, giving him more water than he desired.

Karim tried to protest. “Don’t want to have to piss!”

“You’re sweating too hard to piss.”

He knew it was true, and he drank. In a moment he was away again and running, running.

This time when he passed the school he was aware that she saw an apparition, the melted yellow grease streaked by rivulets of sweat and muddied dust.

Now the sun was high and hot, baking the ground so the heat of the road penetrated the leather of his shoes and seared his soles. Along the route men stood and held out containers of water, and sometimes he paused to drench his head before darting off without thanks or a blessing.

After he had collected the fourth arrow, Jesse left him, to reappear in a short time on his wife’s black mount, doubtless leaving the brown horse to water and rest in cool shade. Mirdin waited by the post containing the arrows, studying the other runners, according to their plan.

Karim kept running past men who had collapsed. Someone stood bent over at the waist in the middle of the road, weakly vomiting nothing. A muttering Indian stopped hobbling and kicked off his shoes. He ran half a dozen steps, leaving the red tracks of his bloody feet, and then stood quietly and waited for a wagon.

When Karim passed the maristan on the fifth lap Despina was no longer on the roof. Perhaps she had been frightened by his appearance. It didn’t matter, for he had seen her and now occasionally he reached up and grasped the little bag containing the thick locks of black hair he had cut from her head with his own hands.

In places the wagons and the feet of the runners and the hooves of the attendants’ animals raised a fearful dust that coated his nostrils and throat and made him cough. He began to close down his consciousness until it was small and remote somewhere deep inside, dwelling on nothing, allowing his body to continue to do what it had done so many times.

The call to Second Prayer was a shock.

All along the route, runners and spectators alike prostrated themselves toward Mecca. He lay and trembled, his body unable to believe that the demands on it had halted, however briefly. He wanted to remove his shoes but knew he wouldn’t get them back on his swollen feet. When the prayers were finished, for a moment he didn’t move.

“How many?”

“Eighteen. Now it is the race,” Jesse told him.

Karim started up again, forcing himself to run through the heat shimmer. But he knew it was not yet the race.

It was harder to climb the hills than it had been all morning but he kept to the steady rhythm of his running. This was the worst, with the sun directly overhead and the real testing before him. He thought of Zaki and knew that unless he died he would keep going until at least he had won second place.

Until now he hadn’t had the experience, and in another year perhaps his body would be too old for such punishment. It would have to be today.

The thought allowed him to reach within himself and find strength when some of the others were searching and finding nothing, and when he slid the sixth arrow into his quiver, he turned at once to Mirdin. “How many?”

“Six runners are left,” Mirdin said wonderingly, and Karim nodded and began to run again.
 
Now it was the race.

He saw three runners ahead and knew two of them. He was overtaking a small, finely made Indian. Perhaps eighty paces in front of the Indian was a youth whose name Karim didn’t know but whom he recognized as a soldier in the palace guard. And far ahead but close enough for him to identify was a runner of note, a man from Hamadhān named al-Harāt.

The Indian had slowed but picked up the pace when Karim drew even, and they went on together, matching stride for stride. He had very dark skin, almost ebony, under which long, flat muscles gleamed in the sun as he moved.

Zaki’s skin had been dark, an advantage under a hot sun. Karim’s skin needed the yellow salve; it was the color of light leather, the result, Zaki always said, of a female ancestor being fucked by one of Alexander’s fair Greeks. Karim thought something like that probably was true. There had been a number of Greek invasions and he knew light-skinned Persian men, and women with snowy breasts.

A little spotted dog had come from nowhere and was pacing them, barking.

When they passed the estates on the Avenue of the Thousand Gardens people held out melon slices and cups of sherbet but Karim didn’t take any, being fearful of cramps. He accepted water, which he put into his cap before setting it back on his head and reaping momentary relief until the hat dried in the sun with remarkable swiftness.

The Indian grabbed green melon and gobbled as he ran, discarding the rind over his shoulder.

Together they passed the young soldier. He was already out of contention, a full lap behind, for there were only five arrows in his quiver. Two dark red lines ran down the front of his shirt from nipples rubbed raw. Every time he took a step his legs buckled slightly at the knees and it was clear he wouldn’t be running much longer.

The Indian looked at Karim and gave a white-toothed grin.

Karim was dismayed to see that the Indian was running easily and his face was alert but relatively unstrained. Runner’s intuition said that the man was stronger than Karim and less tired. Perhaps faster, too, if it should come to that.

The spotted dog that had run with them for miles suddenly swerved and cut across their path. Karim jumped to avoid him and felt the brush of the warm fur, but the dog smashed solidly into the other runner’s legs and the Indian fell to the ground.

He started up as Karim turned to him, then he sat back in the road. His right foot was twisted crazily and he gazed at his ankle in disbelief, unable to comprehend that his race was done.

“Go!” Jesse shouted to Karim. “I will take care of him. You go!” And Karim turned and ran as if the Indian’s strength were transferred to his own limbs, as if Allah had spoken with the Dhimmīs voice, because he was beginning truly to believe that now might be the time.

He trailed al-Harāt most of the lap. Once, on the Street of the Apostles, he came up close behind and the other runner glanced back. They had known one another in Hamadhān and he saw recognition in al-Harāt’s eyes, and an old familiar contempt: Ah, it is Zaki-Omar’s bum boy.

Al-Harāt increased his pace and soon led him again by 200 paces.

Karim took the seventh arrow and Mirdin told him of the other runners as he gave water and smeared the yellow ointment.

“You are fourth. In first place is an Afghan whose name I don’t know. A man from al-Rayy is second, name of Mahdavi. Then al-Harāt and you.”

For a lap and one-half he trailed al-Harāt like one who knew his place, sometimes wondering about the two who were so far ahead they weren’t in his sight. In Ghazna, a place of towering mountains, Afghan men ran trails so high the air was thin, and it was said that when they ran at lower altitudes they didn’t tire. And he had heard that Mahdavi of al-Rayy also was a good runner.

But while descending the short, steep hill on the Avenue of the Thousand Gardens he saw a dazed runner at the edge of the road, holding his right side and weeping. They passed him by, but soon Jesse brought the news that it had been Mahdavi.

Karim’s own side had begun to hurt again and both his feet gave him pain. Call to Third Prayer caught him just beginning the ninth lap. Third Prayer was a time that had worried him, for the sun was no longer high and he feared his muscles would stiffen. But the heat was unrelenting and pressed down like a heavy blanket as he lay and prayed, and he was still sweating when he rose and began to run again.

This time, though he kept his pace, he seemed to overtake al-Harāt as if the Hamadhān man were walking. When he drew abreast, al-Harāt tried to make a race of it but soon his breathing was loud and desperate and he was lurching. The heat had him; as a physician, Karim knew that the man could die if it was the kind of heat sickness that brought on a red face and dry skin, but al-Harāt’s face was pale and wet.

Nevertheless he stopped when the other staggered to a halt.

Al-Harāt still had enough contempt in him to glare, but he wanted a Persian to win. “Run, bastard.”

Karim left him gladly.

From the high slope of the first descent, gazing down the straight stretch of white road, he caught sight of a small figure moving up the long hill in the distance.

As he watched, the Afghan fell and then got to his feet and began to run again, finally turning out of sight onto the Street of the Apostles. It was hard for Karim to hold himself in rein but he kept to his pace and didn’t see the other runner again until he had achieved the Avenue of Ali and Fatima.

They were much closer. The Afghan fell again and got up to run raggedly; he may have been accustomed to thin air but the mountains of Ghazna were cool and the Ispahan heat served Karim, who kept closing the distance.

When they ran past the maristan he didn’t see or hear the people he knew because he was concentrating on the other runner.

Karim reached him after the fourth and final fall. They had brought the Afghan water and were applying wet cloths as he lay gasping like a landed fish, a squat man with broad shoulders and dark skin. He had slightly slanted brown eyes that were calm as they watched Karim pass him.

Victory brought more anguish than triumph, for now there had to be a decision. He had won the day; did he have it in him to try for the Shah’s calaat? The “royal garment,” five hundred gold pieces, and the honorary but well-paid appointment as Chief of the Chatirs would go to any man who completed the entire course of 126 miles in less than twelve hours.

Rounding the maidan, Karim faced the sun and studied it. He had run all through the day, almost 95 miles. It should be enough and he ached to turn in his nine arrows and collect the prize of coins, then to join other runners now splashing in the River of Life. He needed to soak in their envy and admiration and in the river itself, a sinking into green waters that was more than earned.

The sun hovered above the horizon. Was there time? Was there strength in his body still? Was it Allah’s wish? It would be very close, and perhaps he could not complete another 31 miles before the call to Fourth Prayer signaled the setting of the sun.

Yet he knew that total victory might banish Zaki-Omar from his bad dreams more completely than lying with all the women of the world.

And thus when he had collected another arrow, instead of turning toward the officials’ tent he started around for the tenth time. The white dust road before him was vacant, and now he was running against the dark djinn of the man to whom he had yearned to be a son and who had made him, instead, a whore.

* * *

When the race had dwindled to the last man and the chatir was won, the spectators had begun to disperse; but now all along the way, people saw Karim coming alone and they flocked to regather as they realized he was trying to gain the Shah’s calaat.

They were sophisticated in matters of the annual chatir and knew the toll exacted by running through a day of crippling heat, and they raised such a hoarse roar of love that the sound seemed to pull him around the course, a lap he almost enjoyed. At the hospital he was able to pick out faces beaming with pride, al-Juzjani, the nurse Rūmī, Yussuf the librarian, the hadji Davout Hosein, even Ibn Sina. When he sighted the old man his eyes went at once to the roof of the hospital and he saw that she was back and knew that when he was alone with her again, she would be the real prize.

But he began to experience his gravest trouble on the second half of the lap. He was accepting water often and pouring it over his head, and now fatigue made him careless and some of the water splashed onto his left shoe, where almost immediately the wet leather began to abrade the abused skin from his foot. Perhaps it made a tiny alteration in his stride, for soon he developed a cramp in the right hamstring.

Worse, when he came down toward the Gates of Paradise the sun was lower than he expected. It was directly over the far hills, and as he started on what he prayed was the last lap but one, weakening swiftly and fearful that there was insufficient time, he was taken by the deepest melancholy.

Everything became heavy. He stayed with the pace but his feet were transformed into stones, the quiver full of arrows struck him a ponderous blow in the back with every step, and even the little bag containing her locks of hair pushed against him as he ran. He threw water on his head more often and felt himself fading.

But the people of the city had caught a strange fever. Each of them had become Karim Harun. Women screamed as he passed. Men made a thousand vows, shouted his praises, called upon Allah, implored the Prophet and the twelve martyred Imams. Anticipating him by the approaching cheers, they watered the street before he came, scattered flowers in his path, ran alongside and fanned him or sprinkled scented water on his face, his thighs, his arms, his legs.

He felt them enter his blood and bones and he caught their fire. His stride strengthened and steadied.

His feet rose and fell, rose and fell. He kept the pace, but now he didn’t hide from the hurt, seeking instead to pierce the smothering fatigue by concentrating on the pain in his side, the pain in his feet, the pain in his legs.

When he took the eleventh arrow, the sun had begun its slide behind the hills and had the shape of half a coin.

He ran through the deepening light, his last dance, up the first short incline, down the steep drop to the Avenue of the Thousand Gardens, through the flat, up the long climb, his heart pounding.

When he attained the Avenue of Ali and Fatima he threw water on his head and couldn’t feel it.

Pain ebbed along with every response as he ran on. When he reached the school he didn’t look for friends, more concerned with the fact that he had lost the sensory experience of his limbs.

Yet the feet he couldn’t feel kept on with their rise and fall, propelling him forward, slap-slap-slap.

This time at the maidan no one watched the entertainments but Karim didn’t hear the roar or see them, running in his silent world to the end of a fully ripened and dwindling day.

When he entered the Avenue of the Thousand Gardens again, he saw a shapeless dying red light on the hills. It seemed to him that he moved slowly, so slowly, across the flat and up the hill—the last hill he must climb!

He swept downward, the most dangerous time, for if his senseless legs made him stumble and sprawl, he wouldn’t get up again.

When he made the turn and entered the Gates of Paradise there was no sun. He watched blurred people now who seemed to float above the ground, silently urging him on, but in his mind his vision was clear as a mullah entered the narrow, winding stairway of the mosque, climbed to the little platform in the high tower, waited for the last ray’s dying …

He knew he had only moments.

He tried to will dead legs to longer strides, straining to quicken the ingrained pace.

Ahead of him, a small boy left his father’s side and ran out into the road; he froze, staring at the giant who lumbered down on him.

Karim swept the child up and lifted him to his shoulders as he ran, and the roar shook the earth. When he reached the posts with the boy, Alā was waiting, and as he grasped the twelfth arrow the Shah took off his own turban and exchanged it for the runner’s feathered cap.

The surge of the crowd was checked by the call of the muezzins from minarets all over the city. The people turned toward Mecca and dropped into prayer. The child he still held began to wail and Karim released him. Then the prayer was over, and when he rose, king and nobles were at him like nattering puppies. Beyond, the common people began to scream again and pushed forward to claim him, and it was as if Karim Harun suddenly owned Persia.


PART FIVE
The War Surgeon
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“Why do they dislike me so?” Mary asked Rob.

“I don’t know.” He made no attempt to deny it; she wasn’t a fool. When the smallest Halevi daughter toddled toward them from the house next door, her mother Yudit, who no longer brought gifts of warm bread for the foreign Jew, ran to snatch up her daughter wordlessly, fleeing as from corruption. Rob took Mary to the Jewish market and discovered he was no longer smiled upon as the Jew of the calaat, no longer the favorite customer of Hinda the woman merchant. They passed their other neighbors Naoma and her stout daughter Lea and the two women looked away coldly, as if Yaakob ben Rashi hadn’t hinted to Rob over a Sabbath meal that he might become part of the shoemaker’s family.

Wherever Rob walked in Yehuddiyyeh he saw conversing Jews fall silent and stare. He noted the meaningful nudge, the burning resentment in an occasional glance, even a muttered curse on the lips of old Reb Asher Jacobi the Circumciser, bitterness directed against one of their own who had partaken of forbidden fruit.

He told himself he didn’t care: what were the people in the Jewish quarter to him, really?

Mirdin Askari was something else again; it wasn’t Rob’s imagination that Mirdin was avoiding him. These mornings he missed Mirdin’s big-toothed smile and comforting companionship, for Mirdin invariably presented a wooden face as he offered a brief greeting and then moved away.

Finally he sought Mirdin out, finding him sprawled in the shade of a chestnut tree on the madrassa grounds, reading the twentieth volume of Al-Hawi of Rhazes, the final volume. “Rhazes was good. Al-Hawi covers all of medicine,” Mirdin said uncomfortably.

“I’ve read twelve volumes. I’ll reach the others soon.” Rob looked at him. “Is it so bad that I’ve found a woman to love?”

Mirdin stared back. “How could you marry an Other?”

“Mirdin, she’s a jewel.”

“ ‘For the lips of a strange woman drop as a honeycomb, and her mouth is smoother than oil.’ She’s a Gentile, Jesse! You fool, we’re a dispersed and beleaguered people struggling for survival. Each time one of us marries outside our faith it means the end of future generations of us. If you can’t see that, you aren’t the man I thought you to be and I won’t be your friend.”

He had been deluding himself—the people of the Jewish quarter did matter, for they had freely given him acceptance. And this man mattered most of all, for he had given friendship and Rob did not have so many friends that he could throw Mirdin away. “I’m not the man you thought me to be.” He felt a compulsion to speak, believing absolutely that he didn’t misplace his trust. “I haven’t married outside my faith.”

“She’s a Christian.”

“Yes.”

The blood drained from Mirdin’s face. “Is this a stupid jest?”

When Rob said nothing he gathered up the book and scrambled to his feet. “Miscreant! Should it be true—if you’re not mad—not only do you risk your own neck, you’ve endangered mine. If you consult Fiqh you’ll learn that by telling me, you’ve criminalized me and made me party to the deception unless I inform on you.” He spat. “Son of the Evil One, you’ve placed my children in danger and I curse the day we met.”

And Mirdin hurried away.

Day after day passed and the kelonter’s men didn’t come for him. Mirdin had not informed.

At the hospital, Rob’s marriage wasn’t a problem. The gossip that he had married a Christian woman had circulated among the maristan staff, but he was already regarded as an eccentric—the foreigner, the Jew who had gone from jail to a calaat—and this unseemly union was accepted as only one more aberration. Other than that, in a Muslim society where each man was allowed four wives, the taking of a woman caused little stir.

Nevertheless, he felt his loss of Mirdin deeply. These days he saw little of Karim, either; the young hakim had been taken up by the nobles of the court and was feted at entertainments day and night. Karim’s name was on everyone’s lips since the chatir.

So Rob was as alone with his bride as she was with him, and he and Mary settled easily into life together. She was what the house had needed; it was a warmer and more comfortable place. Smitten, he spent every spare moment with her, and when they were apart he found himself remembering pink moist flesh, the long, tender line of her nose, the lively intelligence in her eyes.

They rode into the hills and made love in the warm sulfurous waters of Alā’s secret pool. He left the ancient Indian picture volume where she would see it, and when he tried the variations the book depicted, he found she had studied it. Some of the practices were pleasing and others brought them hilarity. They laughed often and joyously on the bed mat, playing strange and sensuous private games.

He was ever the scientist. “What causes you to become so wet? You’re a well that sucks me in.”

She drove an elbow into his ribs.

But she wasn’t embarrassed by her own curiosity. “I like it so when it is little—limp and weak and feels like satin. What causes it to change? I had a nurse once who told me it became long and heavy and dense because it filled with pneuma. Do you think that’s so?”

He shook his head. “Not air. It fills with arterial blood. I’ve seen a hanged man whose rigid prick was so full of blood it was red as a salmon.”

“I haven’t hanged you, Robert Jeremy Cole!”

“It has to do with scent and sight. Once, at the end of a brutal journey, I rode a horse that was almost unable to move, so great was his fatigue. But he smelled a mare on the wind, and even before we saw the animal his organ and muscles were like wood and he was running toward her so eagerly I had to pull him back.”

He loved her so, she was worth any loss. Still, his heart leaped one evening when a familiar figure appeared at their door and nodded a greeting.

“Come in, Mirdin.”

Presented to the visitor, Mary looked at Mirdin curiously; but she provided wine and sweet cakes and left them almost at once, going to feed the animals with the wise instinct he already cherished.

“You’re truly a Christian?”

Rob nodded.

“I can take you to a distant town in Fars where the rabbenu is my cousin. If you request conversion by the learned men there, perhaps they’ll agree. Then there would be no reason for lies and deceits.”

Rob looked at him and slowly shook his head.

Mirdin sighed. “If you were a knave you would agree at once. But you’re an honest and faithful man as well as an uncommon physician. That’s why I can’t turn my back on you.”

“Thank you.”

“Jesse ben Benjamin isn’t your name.”

“No. My true name is—”

But Mirdin shook his head warningly and held up his hand. “The other name mustn’t be spoken between us. You must remain Jesse ben Benjamin.”

He looked at Rob appraisingly. “You’ve blended yourself into Yehuddiyyeh. In some ways you rang false. I told myself it was because your father was a European Jew, an apostate who strayed from our ways and neglected to pass his birthright to his son.

“But you must remain constantly alert lest you make a fatal error. Uncovered, your deceit would bring a terrible sentence from a mullah’s court. Doubtless, death. If you should be caught, it might imperil the Jews here. Though your deception is no fault of theirs, in Persia it’s easy for the innocent to suffer.”

“Are you certain you want to become involved with so much risk?” Rob asked quietly.

“I’ve thought it out. I must be your friend.”

“I’m glad.”

Mirdin nodded. “But I have my price.”

Rob waited.

“You have to understand what you pretend to be. There’s more to being a Jew than donning a caftan and wearing your beard a certain way.”

“How shall I gain this understanding?”

“You must study the Lord’s commandments.”

“I know the Ten Commandments.” Agnes Cole had taught them to each of her children.

Mirdin shook his head. “The ten are a fraction of the laws that make up our Torah. The Torah contains 613 commandments. These are what you must study, along with the Talmud—the commentaries dealing with each law. Only then will you see the soul of my people.”

“Mirdin, that’s worse than Fiqh. I’m being smothered by scholarship,” he said desperately.

Mirdin’s eyes glinted. “It’s my price,” he said.

Rob saw he was serious.

He sighed. “Be damned. All right.”

Now for the first time Mirdin smiled. He poured himself some of the wine and, ignoring the European table and chairs, sank to the floor and sat with his legs folded beneath him. “So let us begin. The first commandment is, ‘Thou shalt be fruitful and multiply.’ “

It occurred to Rob that it was exceedingly pleasant to see Mirdin’s warm, homely face here in his house. “I’m trying, Mirdin,” he said, grinning at his friend. “I’m doing the best I can!”
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“Her name is Mary, like Yeshua’s mother,” Mirdin told his wife in the Tongue.

“Her name is Fara,” Rob said to Mary in English.

The two wives studied each other.

Mirdin had brought Fara to visit, along with their brown-skinned little boys, Dawwid and Issachar. The women couldn’t converse, lacking common language. Nevertheless, soon they were communicating certain thoughts amid giggling, hand signals, eye-rolling, and exclamations of frustration. Perhaps Fara became Mary’s friend at her husband’s command but from the start the two women, dissimilar in every way, shared a bond of mutual esteem.

Fara showed Mary how to pin up her long red hair and cover it with a cloth before leaving the house. Some of the Jewish women wore veils in the Muslim style but many simply covered their hair, and that single act made Mary inconspicuous. Fara guided her to market stalls where the produce was fresh and the meat good, and pointed out merchants to be avoided. Fara taught her to kasher meat, soaking and salting it to remove excess blood. And how to place meat, capsicum powder, garlic, laurel leaves, and salt in a covered earthen pot which was then heaped with hot coals and allowed to bake slowly all through the long shabbat to become spicy and tender, a delectable dish called shalent that became Rob’s favorite meal.

“Oh, I would so like to talk with her, to ask her questions and tell her things!” Mary said to Rob.

“I’ll give you lessons in the Tongue.”

But she would have none of the Jews’ language or the Persians’. “I’m not quick with foreign words, as you are,” she said. “It took years for me to learn English, and I had to work like a slave to gain command of Latin. Will we not go soon to where I may hear my own Gaelic?”

“When the time is proper,” he said, but he made her no promise of when that would be.

Mirdin undertook to manage Jesse ben Benjamin’s reacceptance by Yehuddiyyeh.

“Jews since King Solomon—no, before Solomon!—have taken Gentile wives and survived within the Jewish community. But always they’ve been men who made it clear through their daily living that they continued to cleave to their people.”

At Mirdin’s suggestion it became their custom to meet twice a day for prayer in Yehuddiyyeh, for shaharit in the morning at the little synagogue called the House of Peace, which Rob favored, and for ma ‘ariv at day’s end in the House of Zion Synagogue near Mirdin’s home. Rob found it no hardship. He had always gained tranquility from the swaying and reverie and rhythmic chanted prayer. As the Tongue grew ever more natural to him, he forgot that he came to the synagogue as part of a disguise and sometimes he felt that his thoughts might reach God. He prayed not as Jesse the Jew or as Rob the Christian, but as one reaching for understanding and comfort. At times this happened while he said a Jewish prayer but he was as likely to find a moment of communion in a relic from his boyhood; sometimes, while all about him men babbled blessings so ancient they may well have been used by a Judean carpenter’s son, he petitioned one of Mam’s saints or prayed to Jesus or to His mother.

Gradually, fewer glares were directed at him, and then none, as the months passed and those in Yehuddiyyeh became accustomed to the sight of the big English Jew holding a fragrant citron and waving palm branches in the House of Peace Synagogue during the harvest festival of Sukkot, fasting alongside the others at Yom Kippur, dancing in the procession that followed the scrolls in celebration of the Lord’s giving the Torah to the people. Yaakob ben Rashi told Mirdin it was obvious that Jesse ben Benjamin was seeking to atone for his rash marriage to an alien woman.

Mirdin was shrewd and knew the difference between protective coloration and total commitment of a man’s soul. “I ask one thing,” he said. “You must never allow yourself to be the tenth man.”

Rob J. understood. If religious folk waited for a minyan, the congregation of ten male Jews that would allow them to worship in public, it would be a terrible thing to deceive them for the sake of his illusion. He made the promise promptly, and he was always careful to keep it.

Almost every day, he and Mirdin made time to study the commandments. They used no book. Mirdin knew the precepts as oral law. “It’s generally agreed that 613 commandments can be gleaned from the Torah,” he said. “But there’s no agreement on their exact form. One scholar may count a precept as a separate commandment, another scholar may count it as part of the previous law. I’m giving you the version of the 613 commandments that was passed down the long generations of my family and taught me by my father, Reb Mulka Askar of Masqat.”

Mirdin said 248 mitzvot were positive commandments, such as the directive that a Jew must care for the widow and the orphan, and 365 were negative commandments, such as the admonition that a Jew must not accept a bribe.

Learning the mitzvot from Mirdin was more enjoyable than Rob’s other studies because he knew there would be no examinations. He enjoyed sitting over a cup of wine and listening to the Jewish law, and he soon found that their sessions helped him in his study of Islamic Fiqh.

He worked harder than ever but savored his days. He knew that life in Ispahan was far easier for him than for Mary. Though he returned to her eagerly at the end of each day, every morning he left her for the maristan and the madrassa with a different kind of eagerness. That was the year of studying Galen and he immersed himself in descriptions of anatomical phenomena he couldn’t see by looking at a patient—the difference between arteries and veins, the pulse, the working of the heart like a constantly squeezing fist pushing blood from it during systole, then relaxing and refilling with blood during diastole.

He was taken from apprenticeship to Jalal and turned from the bonesetter’s retractors, couplers, and ropes to the surgeon’s inventory of tools, for he was assigned to al-Juzjani.

“He dislikes me. All he allows me to do is clean and sharpen instruments,” he complained to Karim, who had spent more than a year in al-Juzjani’s service.

“It’s the way he starts each new clerk,” Karim said. “You mustn’t be discouraged.”

It was easy for Karim to talk about patience these days. Part of his calaat had been a large and elegant house, from which he now ran a practice consisting largely of the families of the court. It was fashionable for a nobleman to be able to remark casually that his physician was Persia’s hero-athlete, Karim of the chatir, and he attracted patients so swiftly that he would have been prosperous even without the prize money and stipend he had been awarded by the Shah. He blossomed out in expensive raiment and came to their house bearing generous gifts, delicacies of food and drink, and once even a thick Hamadhān rug to cover their floor, a wedding gift. He flirted with Mary with his eyes and said outrageous things to her in Persian which she declared that she was grateful not to comprehend, but she soon became fond of him and treated him like a naughty brother.

At the hospital, where Rob might have expected Karim’s popularity to be more restrained, it was not. Clerks clustered about and followed after him as he tended his patients, as though he were the wisest of the wise, and Rob couldn’t disagree when Mirdin Askari grinned and remarked that the best way to become a successful doctor was to win the chatir.

On occasion al-Juzjani interrupted Rob’s work to ask the name of the instrument being cleaned, or its use. There were many more instruments than Rob had used as a barber-surgeon, surgical tools specifically designed for special tasks, and he cleaned and sharpened rounded bistouries, curved bistouries, scalpels, bone saws, ear curettes, probes, little knives for opening cysts, drills for removing foreign bodies lodged in bone …

Al-Juzjani’s method made sense after all, for at the end of two weeks, when Rob began to assist him in the maristan operating room, the surgeon had but to mutter a request and Rob could select the proper tool and hand it over at once.

There were two other surgical clerks who already had apprenticed under al-Juzjani for months. They were allowed to operate on uncomplicated cases, always to the master’s caustic comments and close criticism.

It took ten weeks of assisting and observing before al-Juzjani would allow Rob to make a cut, even under supervision. When the opportunity came, it was to remove the index finger of a porter whose hand had been crushed beneath a camel’s hoof.

He had learned by watching. Al-Juzjani always applied a tourniquet, using a thin leather thong similar to the ones employed by phlebotomists to raise a vein prior to bleeding. Rob tied the tourniquet deftly and performed the amputation without hesitation, for it was a procedure he had done many times through the years as a barber-surgeon. Always he had worked impeded by blood, however, and he was delighted with al-Juzjani’s technique, which allowed him to make a flap and close the stub without wiping and with scarcely more than a drop of ooze.

Al-Juzjani watched closely with his usual scowl. When Rob had finished the surgeon turned away without a word of praise, but neither had he growled nor pointed out a way that would have been better, and as Rob cleaned the table after the operation he felt a glow, recognizing a small victory.
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If the King of Kings had made any moves to curtail the powers of his Vizier as a result of the disclosures Rob had made, they were invisible. If anything, Qandrasseh’s mullahs seemed to be more ubiquitous than ever, and more stringent and energetic in their zeal to see that Ispahan reflected the Imam’s Qu’ranic view of Muslim behavior.

Seven months had gone by without a royal summoning. Rob was content that this was so, for between his wife and his medical training, his hours were too few.

One morning, to Mary’s alarm he was called for by soldiers, as on the previous occasions.

“The Shah wishes you to ride with him this day.”

“It’s all right,” he assured his wife, and went with them. At the great stables behind the House of Paradise he found an ashen-faced Mirdin Askari. When they conferred, they agreed that behind their summoning was Karim, who had come to be Alā’s favorite companion since gaining athletic celebrity.

It was so. When Alā came to the stables Karim walked directly behind the ruler and his face wore the broadest of smiles as he followed the Shah to his two friends.

The grin became less confident as the Shah leaned forward to listen to Mirdin Askari, who was audibly muttering words in the Tongue as he prostrated himself in the ravi zemin.

“Come! You must speak Persian and tell us what you are saying,” Alā snapped.

“It is a benediction, Sire. A blessing Jews offer when they see the King,” Mirdin managed to say. “ ‘Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who has given of His glory to flesh and man.’ “

“The Dhimmis offer prayer of thanks when they see their Shah?” Alā said, amazed and pleased.

Rob knew it was a berakhah said by the pious upon sighting any king but neither he nor Mirdin saw any reason to point this out, and Alā was in a splendid mood as he swung onto his white horse and they rode after him into the quiet countryside.

“I’m told you have taken a European wife,” he called to Rob, twisting in the saddle.

“That’s true, Excellency.”

“I have heard she has hair the color of henna.”

“Yes, Majesty.”

“A female’s hair should be black.”

Rob couldn’t argue with a king and saw no need; he was grateful to have a woman Alā didn’t value.

The day was spent much as the first in which Rob had ridden in the Shah’s company, save that now they traveled with two others to share the burden of the monarch’s attention, so there was less strain and more pleasure than on the previous occasion. Alā was delighted to discover in Mirdin a profound knowledge of Persian history, and as they rode slowly into the hills the two talked of the ancient sacking of Persepolis by Alexander, which the Persian in Alā decried and the militarist in him applauded. At midmorning in a shady spot Alā practiced against Karim with the scimitar, and while they whirled and the swords clanged and clashed, Mirdin and Rob talked quietly of surgical ligatures, discussing the relative merits of silk, linen thread (which they both agreed decomposed too easily), horsehair and, Ibn Sina’s favorite, human hair. At midday there was rich food and drink under the shade of the king’s tent, and the three took turns being bested at the Shah’s Game, although Mirdin fought valiantly and in one contest almost succeeded in winning, making victory all the more sweet for Alā.

Within Alā’s secret cave the four soaked companionably, loosening their bodies in the warm water of the pool and their spirits with an unending supply of fine drink.

Karim rolled the wine on his tongue appreciatively before swallowing and then favored Alā with his smile. “I was a beggar boy. Have I told you that, Excellency?”

Alā returned the smile and shook his head.

“A beggar boy now drinks the wine of the King of Kings.”

“Yes. I choose as my friends a beggar boy and a pair of Jews.” ALā’s laughter was louder and more sustained than theirs. “For my Chief of Chairs I have lofty and noble plans, and I have long liked this Dhimmi,” he said, giving Rob a friendly, slightly drunken shove. “And now another Dhimmi appears to be an excellent man, worthy of notice. You must stay in Ispahan when you finish the madrassa, Mirdin Askari, and become a physician to my court.”

Mirdin colored in discomfort. “Sire, you do me honor. I beg you not to take offense, but I ask your good will in allowing me to return home to the lands along the great gulf when I become hakim. My father is old and ailing. I shall be the first physician in our line, and before he dies I wish him to see me settled in the bosom of our family.”

Alā nodded carelessly. “What does it do, this family that lives on the great gulf?”

“Our men have traveled the shores as long as any can remember, buying pearls from the divers, Majesty.”

“Pearls! That is good, for I acquire pearls when I can find good ones. You shall be the making of your kinsmen, Dhimmi, for you must tell them to search out the largest perfect pearl and bring it to me, and I will buy it and make your family rich.”

They were weaving in their saddles by the time they rode home. Alā strove to sit erect and addressed them with a fondness that might or might not survive the painful sobering that was certain to follow. When they reached the royal stables and his attendants and sycophants closed in and hovered, the Shah chose to flaunt them.

“We are four friends!” he shouted within the hearing of half the court. “Just four good men who are friends!”

It was repeated quickly and traveled through the city, as all gossip did that involved the Shah.

“With some friends, wariness is necessary,” Ibn Sina cautioned Rob one morning about a week later.

They were at an entertainment given for the Shah by Fath Ali, a wealthy man whose mercantile firm was responsible for selling wines to the House of Paradise and most of the nobles of the court. Rob was happy to see Ibn Sina. Since Rob’s marriage, with typical sensitivity the Chief Physician seldom asked for his company in the evening. Now they strolled past Karim, who was surrounded by admiring courtiers, and Rob thought that his friend appeared to be as much a prisoner as an object of adulation.

Their presence was demanded by the fact that each was the recipient of a calaat, but Rob was bored with royal entertainments; while they might differ in detail, they were cursed by a general sameness. In addition, he was resentful of the demands on his time. “I would greatly prefer to be working in the maristan where I belong,” he said.

Ibn Sina looked about cautiously. They were walking alone on the merchant’s estate and would have a brief period of freedom, since Alā had entered Fath Ali’s haram moments before.

“You must never forget that dealing with a monarch is not like dealing with an ordinary man,” Ibn Sina said. “A king is not like you or me. He drops a hand carelessly and someone like us is put to death. Or he wiggles a finger and someone is allowed to live. That is absolute power, and no man born of woman is able to resist it. It drives even the best of monarchs slightly mad.”

Rob shrugged. “I never seek the Shah’s company, nor have I any desire to stew in politics.”

Ibn Sina nodded in approval. “There is this about monarchs in the East: they like to choose physicians as their viziers, feeling that healers somehow already have Allah’s attention. I know how easy it is to answer the lure of such an appointment and I have drunk the intoxicating wine of power. Twice when I was younger I accepted the title of Vizier in Hamadhān. It was more dangerous than the practice of medicine. After the first time, I narrowly escaped execution. I was thrown into the castle-prison called Fardajān, where I languished for months. After I was released from Fardajān, Vizier or not, I knew I couldn’t stay in Hamadhān in safety. With al-Juzjani and my household I made my way to Ispahan, where I have been under Alā’s protection ever since.”

They turned back, retracing their steps toward the gardens in which the entertainment was being held.

“Fortunate for Persia that Alā allows great physicians to pursue their profession,” Rob said.

Ibn Sina smiled. “It fits his plans to be known as a great king who fosters the arts and the sciences,” he said drily. “Even when he was a young man, he hungered after an empire of influence. Now he must seek to make it wider, trying to eat up his enemies before they devour him.”

“The Seljuks.”

“Oh, I should fear the Seljuks most if I were Vizier in Ispahan,” Ibn Sina said. “But it is Mahmud of Ghazna whom Alā watches most intently, for the two are cut from the same fabric. Alā has made four raids into India, capturing twenty-eight war elephants. Mahmud is closer to the source, he has raided India more often and has more than fifty war elephants. Alā envies and fears him. It is Mahmud who must be eliminated next if Alā is to proceed with his dream.”

Ibn Sina stopped and placed a hand on Rob’s arm. “You must take great care. It is said by thoughtful men that Qandrasseh’s days are numbered as Vizier. And that a young physician will take his place.”

Rob said nothing, but he remembered suddenly that Alā had spoken of having “lofty and noble plans” for Karim.

“If it is true, Qandrasseh will strike without mercy at anyone he may see as the friend or supporter of his rival. It isn’t enough to have no political ambitions for yourself. When a physician deals with those in power he must learn to bend and sway or he will not survive.”

Rob wasn’t certain he would be skilled at bending and swaying.

“Don’t be overconcerned,” Ibn Sina said. “Alā changes his mind often and swiftly, and one cannot plan on what he will do in the future.”

They resumed walking and reached the gardens shortly before the subject of their discussion returned from Fath Ali’s haram, looking relaxed and in a good mood.

Halfway through the afternoon, Rob began to wonder whether Ibn Sina ever had been host to an entertainment for his Shah and protector. He went up to Khuff and casually asked the question.

The grizzled Captain of the Gates slitted his eyes in concentration, then he nodded. “A few years since,” he said.

Clearly, Alā would have had no interest in the first wife, old Pious Reza, so it was virtually certain that he had claimed sovereign right to Despina. Rob pictured the Shah climbing the circular staircase in the stone tower while Khuff guarded the approach.

Mounting the girl’s small, voluptuous body.

Fascinated now, Rob studied the three men, each surrounded by idolizing and deferring nobles. The Shah was ringed by his usual attendance of arse kissers. Ibn Sina, grave and composed, quietly answered questions of scholarly looking men. Karim, as always nowadays, was virtually hidden by the admirers who sought to speak to him, to touch his clothing, to bathe in the excitement and glow of his sought-after presence.

This Persia seemed to seek to make every man a cuckold in turn.

He felt natural and right with surgical instruments in his hand, as if they were interchangeable parts of his own body. Al-Juzjani gave him more and more of his own precious time, showing him with painstaking patience how to do every procedure. The Persians had ways of immobilizing and desensitizing patients. When hemp was soaked in barley water for days and the infusion was swallowed, it allowed someone to remain conscious but deadened the pain. Rob spent two weeks with the master pharmacists of the khazanat-ul-sharaf learning to mix concoctions that put patients to sleep. The substances were unpredictable and hard to control, but sometimes they allowed surgeons to operate without the convulsive shudderings and moans and screams of pain.

The recipes seemed to him more like magic than medicine.

Take the flesh of a sheep. Free it from fat and cut it into lumps, piling the pieces of meat over and around a goodly amount of braised henbane seeds. Set this in an earthenware jar beneath a heap of horse dung until worms are generated. Then place the worms in a glass vessel until they shrivel up. When required for use, take two parts of these and one part of powdered opium, and instill this into the nose of the patient.

Opium was derived from the juice of an Eastern flower, the poppy. It was grown in Ispahan fields but the demand outpaced the supply, for it was used in the mosque rites of Ismaili Muslims as well as in medicines, so some of it was imported from Turkey and from Ghazna. It was the base of all pain-killing formulae.

Take pure opium and nutmeg. Grind and cook them together and allow them to soak in old wine for forty days. Keep on putting the bottle in the sun. Soon it will be a paste. When a pill is made from this and administered to anyone, he will at once fall unconscious and be without sensation.

They used another prescription most of the time, because it was the one that was preferred by Ibn Sina:

Take equal parts of henbane, opium, euphorbia and licorice seeds. Grind each of them separately and mix the whole together in a mortar. Place some of the mixture upon any kind of food and whosoever eats thereof will fall asleep immediately.

Despite Rob’s suspicion that al-Juzjani resented his relationship with Ibn Sina, he was soon busily using all the instruments of surgery. Al-Juzjani’s other clerks thought the new apprentice had more than his share of choice work and grew surly, taking out their jealousy on Rob by mutterings and mean insults. Rob didn’t care, for he was learning more than he had dared dream was possible. One afternoon, having for the first time performed alone the procedure that dazzled him above all others in surgery—the couching of eyes blinded by cataracts—he at tempted to thank al-Juzjani, but the surgeon interrupted him brusquely.

“You’ve the knack for cutting flesh. It’s not something many clerks have, and my special instruction is selfish, for I’ll get a great amount of work from you.”

It was true. Day after day he did amputations, repaired every kind of wound, tapped into abdomens to relieve the pressure of accumulated fluids in the peritoneal cavity, removed piles, stripped varicose veins …

“I think you begin to like cutting too much,” Mirdin said shrewdly as they sat together in Mirdin’s house one evening over the Shah’s Game. In the next room, Fara listened while Mary put her sons to sleep with a lullaby in the Erse, the language of the Scots.

“I am drawn to it,” Rob admitted. Lately he had given thought to becoming a surgeon after winning the designation of hakim. In England surgeons were considered below physicians in status, but in Persia they were addressed by the special title of ustad and enjoyed equal respect and prosperity.

But he had reservations. “Surgery is satisfying so far as it goes. But we’re limited to operating on the outside of the bag of skin. The inside of the body is a mystery handed down in books more than a thousand years old. We know almost nothing about the internal body.”

“That’s the way it must be,” Mirdin said placidly, and took a rukh with one of his own foot soldiers. “Christians, Jews, and Muslims agree it is sin to desecrate the human form.”

“I don’t speak of desecration. I speak of surgery, I speak of dissection. The ancients didn’t cripple their science with admonitions of sin, and what little we now know came from the early Greeks, who had the freedom to open the body and study it. They dissected the dead and observed how man is fashioned within. For a brief moment in those long-ago days their brilliance illuminated all of medicine, and then the world fell into darkness.” He brooded and the game suffered, so that Mirdin quickly captured the other rukh and one of his camels.

“I think,” Rob said at length, almost idly, “that during all these long centuries of dark ignorance, there have been small, secret fires.”

Now Mirdin’s attention was drawn from the board.

“Men who have had the strength to dissect dead humans in stealth. Defying the priests in order to do the Lord’s work as physicians.”

Mirdin stared. “Dear God. They would be treated as witches.”

“They would not have been able to report their knowledge, but at least they would have gained it for themselves.”

Mirdin now looked alarmed.

Rob smiled at him. “No, I would not,” he said gently. “I have enough trouble pretending to be a Jew. I simply do not have the necessary variety of courage.”

“We must show gratitude for tiny blessings,” Mirdin said drily. He had been made sufficiently uneasy and diverted so that now he played poorly, giving up an elephant and two horses in swift succession, but Rob hadn’t yet learned enough about pressing through to victory. Quickly and coolly Mirdin rallied his forces and, within a dozen moves, to Rob’s chagrin he was once again forced to experience shahtreng, the anguish of the king.
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Mary had no female friend other than Fara, but the Jewess was enough. The two women learned to sit for hours and talk to one another, communications devoid of the questions and answers characterizing most social conversation. Sometimes Mary talked and Fara listened to an outpouring of Gaelic she didn’t understand, sometimes Fara spoke the Tongue to an uncomprehending Mary.

The words were curiously unimportant. What mattered was the play of emotions across the facial features, the expressions of the hands, what was in the voice, secrets conveyed by the eyes.

Thus they shared their feelings and for Mary it was an advantage, for she spoke of things she wouldn’t have mentioned to one she had known so short a time. She revealed her sorrow over the loss of her father; her loneliness for the Christian Mass; the power of her longing when she awoke from dreaming of the young and beautiful woman Jura Cullen once had been, and then had to lie in the little Yehuddiyyeh house as, like a cold and loathsome creature, the realization crept into her mind that her mother was long dead. And she spoke of things she wouldn’t have mentioned no matter how long she and Fara had been friends: of how she loved him so much that sometimes it caused a trembling she couldn’t control; of moments when desire flooded her with such warmth that for the first time she understood mares in heat; of how she would never again watch a ram mounting a ewe without thinking of her limbs around Rob, his taste in her mouth, the smell of his firm warm flesh in her nostrils, the hot magical extension of her husband making her one with him as they strove to get him into the core of her body.

She didn’t know if Fara spoke of such things but her eyes and ears told her that betimes what Mirdin’s wife talked about was intimate and important, and the two dissimilar women became linked by love and high regard, a bond of friendship.

One morning Mirdin laughed and clapped Rob’s shoulder in delight. “You’ve obeyed the commandment to multiply. She’s expecting a child, you European ram!”

“It isn’t so!”

“It is so,” Mirdin said firmly. “You’ll see. In this, Fara is never wrong.”

Two mornings later Mary paled after eating her breakfast and spewed up the food and drink, requiring Rob to clean and scrape the packed-earth floor and carry in fresh sand. That week she began regularly to be plagued by vomiting, and when her monthly flow was absent, no doubt remained. It should have been no surprise, for they’d been unflagging in their love-making; but she’d long since begun to think that perhaps God didn’t favor the union.

Her periods ordinarily were difficult and painful and she was pleased to be relieved of them, but the frequent nausea made the exchange no great bargain. Rob held her head and cleansed her when she was sick and thought of the coming child with both delight and foreboding, nervously wondering what sort of creature would grow from his seed. Now he unclothed his wife with more ardor than ever, for the scientist in him gloried in the chance to note the changes down to the slightest detail, the widening and purpling in the areolae of her nipples, the greater fullness of her breasts, the first gentle curving of belly, a rearrangement of expressions caused by the subtle swelling of her mouth and nose. He insisted that she lie on her stomach so he could judge the accumulation of fat in the hips and buttocks, the slight thickening of her legs. At first Mary enjoyed the attention but gradually she lost patience.

“The toes,” she grumbled. “What of the toes.”

He studied her feet gravely and reported that the toes were unchanged.

The attractions of surgery were spoiled for Rob by a spate of geldings.

The making of eunuchs was a commonplace procedure, and two types of castrations were performed. Handsome men, selected to guard the entrances of harams, where they would have little contact with the women of a house, suffered only the loss of their testicles. For general service inside the harams, ugly men were prized, with premiums paid for such disfigurements as a mashed or naturally repelling nose, a misshapen mouth, thick lips, and black or irregular teeth; in order to render such men completely functionless sexually, their genitalia were entirely removed and they were compelled to carry a quill for use whenever they wished to pass water.

Often young boys were castrated. Sometimes they were sent to a school for the training of eunuchs in Baghdad, where they were taught to be singers and musicians or thoroughly grounded in the practices of business or in purchasing and administration, turning them into highly prized servants, valuable pieces of property like Ibn Sina’s eunuch slave, Wasif.

The technique for gelding was basic. In his left hand the surgeon grasped the object to be amputated. Holding a sharp razor in his right hand, he removed the parts with a single sweep of the blade, for speed was essential. At once a poultice of warm ashes was clapped to the bleeding area, and the male was permanently altered.

Al-Juzjani had explained to him that when castration was performed as a punishment, sometimes the poultice of ashes wasn’t administered and the patient was allowed to bleed to death.

Rob came home one evening and looked at his wife and tried not to consider that none of the men or boys he had operated on would ever make a woman swell with life. He put his hand on her warm abdomen, which had not really grown much larger yet.

“Soon it will be like a green melon,” she said.

“I want to see it when it is a watermelon.”

He had gone to the House of Learning and read about the fetus. Ibn Sina had written that after the womb shuts over the semen, life is formed in three stages. According to the Master of Physicians, in the first stage, the clot is transformed into a small heart; in the second stage, another clot appears and develops into the liver; and in the third stage, all of the chief organs are formed.

“I’ve found a church,” Mary said.

“A Christian church?” he said, and was amazed when she nodded. He hadn’t known of a church in Ispahan.

The week before, she and Fara had gone to the Armenian market to buy wheat. They had made a wrong turn down an alley, narrow and smelling of piss, and she had come upon the Church of Archangel Michael.

“Eastern Catholics?”

She nodded again. “It’s a tiny, sad church, attended by a handful of the poorest Armenian laborers. Doubtless it is tolerated because it’s too weak to be a threat.” She’d returned twice, alone, to stand and envy the ragged Armenians who entered and left the church.

“Mass would be in their language. We couldn’t even offer the responses.”

“But they celebrate the Eucharist. Christ is present on their altar.”

“We would risk my life to attend. Go to the synagogue with Fara to pray, but offer your own silent prayers. When I’m in the synagogue I pray to Jesus and the saints.”

She lifted her head and for the first time he saw the smoldering behind her eyes.

“I need no Jews to allow me to pray,” she said hotly.

Mirdin agreed with him about rejecting surgery as a profession. “It’s not only the gelding, although that is terrible. But in places where there are no medical clerks to service the mullahs‘ courts, the surgeon is called upon to tend prisoners after punishments. Better to use our knowledge and skills against illness and hurt than to trim the stubs and stumps of what could have been healthy limbs and organs.”

Sitting in the early morning sun on the stone steps of the madrassa, Mirdin sighed when Rob told him about Mary and her yearnings for a church. “You must pray your own prayers with her when you’re alone. And you must take her to your own people as soon as you’re able.”

Rob nodded, studying the other man thoughtfully. Mirdin had been bitter and hateful when he had thought Rob a Jew who had rejected his own faith. But since gaining the knowledge that Rob was an Other, he had shown the essence of friendship.

“Have you considered,” Rob said slowly, “how each faith claims that it alone has God’s heart and ear? We, you, and Islam—each vows it is the true religion. Can it be that we’re all three wrong?”

“Perhaps we’re all three right,” Mirdin said.

Rob felt a welling of affection. Soon Mirdin would be a physician and return to his family in Masqat and when Rob was hakim he too would go home. Doubtless, they would never meet again.

When he met Mirdin’s eyes he was certain his friend shared his thoughts.

“Shall we see each other in Paradise?”

Mirdin stared at him gravely. “I shall meet you in Paradise. Solemn vow?”

Rob smiled. “Solemn vow.”

They clasped wrists.

“I think of the separation between life and Paradise as a river,” Mirdin said. “If there are many bridges that cross the river, should it be of great concern to God which bridge the traveler chooses?”

“I believe not,” Rob said.

The two friends parted warmly and hurried off, each to his own labor.

Rob sat in the surgery with two other clerks and listened to al-Juzjani warn them of the need for discretion regarding the operation that would follow. He wouldn’t give the patient’s identity in order to protect her reputation, but he let it be known that she was the close relative of a powerful and famous man, and that she had cancer of the breast.

Because of the gravity of the disease, the theological prohibition known as aurat—which forbade any but a woman’s husband to look upon her body from neck to knee—would be disregarded to enable them to operate.

The woman had been plied with opiates and wine and was carried in to them unconscious. She was full-formed and heavy, with wisps of gray hair escaping from the cloth that bound her head. She was loosely veiled and fully draped save for her breasts, which were large, soft, and flaccid, indicating a patient no longer young.

Al-Juzjani ordered each of the clerks in turn to palpate both breasts gently in order to learn what a breast tumor feels like. It was detectable even without palpation, a visible growth in the side of the left breast, as long as Rob’s thumb and three times as thick.

He was very interested in watching; he had never seen a human breast opened before. Blood welled as al-Juzjani pressed the knife into the yielding flesh and cut well below the bottom of the lump, desiring to get it all. The woman moaned and the surgeon worked quickly, eager to finish before she awoke.

Rob saw that the inside of the breast contained muscle, cellular gray flesh, and clumps of yellow fat like that in a dressed chicken. He could clearly make out several pink lactiferous ducts running to join at the nipple like the branches of a river merging at a bay. Perhaps al-Juzjani had nicked one of the ducts; reddened liquid welled from the nipple like a drop of rosy milk.

Al-Juzjani had the tumor out and was sewing rapidly. If such a thing were possible, Rob would have said the surgeon was nervous.

She is related to the Shah, he told himself. Perhaps an aunt; maybe even the very woman of whom the Shah had told him in the cave, the aunt who had inducted Alā into sexual life.

Groaning and almost fully awake, she was carried away as soon as the breast was closed.

Al-Juzjani sighed. “There is no cure. The cancer will kill her in the end, but we can attempt to slow its progress.” He saw Ibn Sina outside and went to report on the operation while the clerks tidied the surgery.

Soon Ibn Sina entered the surgery and spoke briefly to Rob, patting his shoulder before taking leave of him.

He was dazed by what the Chief Physician had told him. He left the surgery and walked toward the khazanat-ul-sharaf, where Mirdin was working. They met in the corridor leading from the pharmacy. Rob saw in Mirdin’s face all the emotions that were churning within him. “You also?”

Mirdin nodded. “In two weeks?”

“Yes.” He tasted panic. “I’m not ready for testing, Mirdin. You’ve been here four years, but I’ve been here only three years and I’m not yet ready.”

Mirdin forgot his own nervousness, and smiled. “You are ready. You’ve been a barber-surgeon and all who have taught you have come to know what you are. We have two weeks to study together, and then we shall have our examination.”
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Ibn Sina was born in a tiny settlement called Afshanah, outside the village of Kharmaythan, and soon after his birth his family moved to the nearby city of Bukhara. While he was still a small boy his father, a tax collector, arranged for him to study with a teacher of Qu’ran and a teacher of literature, and by the time he was ten he had memorized the entire Qu’ran and absorbed much of Muslim culture. His father met a learned vegetable peddler named Mahmud the Mathematician, who taught the child Indian calculation and algebra. Before the gifted youth grew his first facial hairs he had qualified in law and delved into Euclid and geometry, and his teachers begged his father to allow him to devote his life to scholarship.

He began the study of medicine at eleven and by the time he was sixteen he was lecturing to older physicians and spending much of his time in the practice of law. All his life he would be both jurist and philosopher, but he noted that although these learned pursuits were given deference and respect by the Persian world in which he lived, nothing mattered more to an individual than his well-being and whether he would live or die. At an early age, fate made Ibn Sina the servant of a series of rulers who used his genius to guard their health, and though he wrote dozens of volumes on law and philosophy—enough to win him the affectionate sobriquet of Second Teacher (First Teacher being Mohammed)—it was as the Prince of Physicians that he gained the fame and adulation that followed him wherever he traveled.

In Ispahan, where he had gone at once from political refugee to hakimbashi, Chief Physician, he found a city with a large supply of physicians, and more men constantly becoming healers by means of simple declaration. Few of these would-be physicians shared the dogged scholarship or intellectual genius that had marked his own entry into medicine, and he realized that a means was needed to determine who was qualified to practice and who was not. For more than a century, examinations had been given to potential physicians in Baghdad, and Ibn Sina convinced the medical community that in Ispahan the qualifying examination at the madrassa should create or reject physicians, with himself as chief medical examiner.

Ibn Sina was the foremost physician in the Eastern and Western Caliphates, yet he worked in an educational environment that did not have the prestige of the largest facilities. The academy at Toledo had its House of Science, the university in Baghdad had its school for translators, Cairo boasted a rich and solid medical tradition that went back many centuries. Each of these places had a famous and magnificent library. In contrast, in Ispahan there was the small madrassa and a library that depended on the charity of the larger and richer institution in Baghdad. The maristan was a smaller, paler version of the great Azudi hospital in Baghdad. The presence of Ibn Sina had to make up for a lack of institutional size and grandeur.

Ibn Sina admitted to the sin of pride. While his own reputation was so towering as to be untouchable, he was sensitive about the standing of the physicians he trained.

On the eighth day of the month of Shawwa, a caravan from Baghdad brought him a letter from Ibn Sabur Yāqūt, the chief medical examiner of Baghdad. Ibn Sabur was coming to Ispahan and would visit the maristan the first half of the month of Zulkadah. Ibn Sina had met Ibn Sabur before and steeled himself to withstand the condescension and constant smug comparisons of his Baghdad rival.

Despite all the costly advantages medicine enjoyed in Baghdad, he knew that the examining there was often notoriously lax. But here at the maristan were two medical clerks as sound as any he had seen. And at once he knew how he could send word back to the Baghdad medical community about the kind of physicians Ibn Sina made in Ispahan.

Thus, because Ibn Sabur Yāqūt was coming to the maristan, Jesse ben Benjamin and Mirdin Askari were called to the examining that would grant or deny their right to be called hakim.

Ibn Sabur Yāqūt was as Ibn Sina remembered him. Success had made his eyes slightly imperious beneath his puffy lids. There was more gray in his hair than had been there when the two of them had met in Hamadhān twelve years before, and now he wore a flamboyant, costly costume of particolored stuff that proclaimed his position and prosperity but, despite its exquisite workmanship, couldn’t hide the fact that he had added greatly to his girth since his younger days. He toured the madrassa and the maristan with a smile on his lips and lofty good humor, sighing and commenting that it must be luxury to be able to deal with problems on so small a scale.

The distinguished visitor seemed pleased to be asked to sit on the examining board that would question two candidate clerks.

The scholastic community of Ispahan didn’t have a depth of excellence but there was sufficient brilliance at the top of most disciplines to make it easy for Ibn Sina to enlist an examining board that would have been respected in Cairo or Toledo. Al-Juzjani would question on surgery. The Imam Yussef Gamali of the Friday Mosque would test on theology. Musa Ibn Abbas, a mullah who was on the staff of the Imam Mirza-aboul Qandrasseh, Vizier of Persia, would test on law and jurisprudence. Ibn Sina himself would deal with philosophy; and in medicine, the visitor from Baghdad was subtly encouraged to present his most difficult questions.

Ibn Sina was unbothered by the fact that both his candidates were Jews. Some Hebrews, of course, were dullards who made poor doctors, but in his experience the most intelligent of the Dhimmis who came to medicine had already traveled half the distance, for inquiry and intellectual argument and a delving after truths and proofs were part of their religion, ingrained in them in their study houses long before they became medical clerks.

Mirdin Askari was summoned first. The homely, long-jawed face was alert but calm, and when Musa Ibn Abbas asked a question regarding the laws of property he answered without flamboyance but fully and completely, citing examples and precedents in Fiqh and Sharī’a. The other examiners sat a little straighter when Yussef Gamali’s questions merged law with theology, but any thought that the candidate was at a disadvantage because he was not a True Believer was dispelled by Mirdin’s profundity. He used examples from Mohammed’s life and recorded thoughts as his arguments, acknowledging the legal and social differences between Islam and his own religion where they were relevant, and where they were not, weaving Torah into his answers as a shoring up of Qu’ran, or Qu’ran as a buttressing of Torah. He used his mind like a sword, Ibn Sina thought, feinting, parrying, now and then sinking a point home as if it were made of cold steel. So many-layered was his scholarship that, although each man who listened shared erudition with him to a greater or lesser degree, nonetheless it numbed them and filled them with an admiration for the revealed mind.

When his chance came, Ibn Sabur loosed question after question like arrows. The answers always were given without hesitation, but they were never the opinion of Mirdin Askari. Instead, they were citations from Ibn Sina or Rhazes or Galen or Hippocrates, and once Mirdin quoted from On Low Fevers by Ibn Sabur Yāqût, and the physician from Baghdad kept his face impassive as he sat and listened to his own words come back at him.

The examining went on far longer than most, until finally the candidate fell silent and looked at them and no more questions came from the seated men.

Ibn Sina dismissed Mirdin gently and sent for Jesse ben Benjamin.

He could feel a subtle change in the atmosphere as the new candidate came in, tall and broad enough to be a visual challenge to older, ascetic men, with skin leathered by the sun of West and East, wide-set brown eyes that held a wary innocence, and a fierce broken nose that made him look more like a spear-carrier than a physician. His large, square hands seemed fashioned to bend iron but Ibn Sina had seen them stroke fevered faces with great gentleness and cut into bleeding flesh with an absolutely controlled knife. His mind had long been a physician’s.

Ibn Sina purposely had brought Mirdin to testing first, to set the stage and because Jesse ben Benjamin was different from the clerks to whom these authorities were accustomed, with qualities that couldn’t be revealed in an academic examination. He had covered material prodigiously in three years but his scholarship wasn’t as deep as Mirdin’s. He had presence, even now in his nervousness.

He was staring at Musa Ibn Abbas and appeared white about the mouth, more nervous than Askari had been.

The Imam Qandrasseh’s aide had noted the stare, which was almost rude, and abruptly the mullah began with a political question whose dangers he didn’t bother to hide.

“Does the kingdom belong to the mosque or to the palace?”

Rob did not answer with the swift and unhesitating surety that had been so impressive in Mirdin. “It is spelled out in Qu’ran,” he said in his accented Persian. “Allah says in Sura Two, ‘I am setting in the earth a viceroy.’ And in Sura Thirty-eight, a Shah’s task is stated in these words: ‘David, behold, We have appointed thee a viceroy in the earth, therefore judge between men justly, and follow not caprice, lest it lead thee astray from the way of God.’ Therefore, the kingdom belongs to God.”

In giving the kingdom to God, the reply had avoided the choice between Qandrasseh and Alā, yet it was a good and clever answer. The mullah did not argue.

Ibn Sabur asked the candidate to differentiate between smallpox and measles.

Rob quoted from Rhazes’ treatise entitled Division of Diseases, pointing out that the premonitory symptoms of smallpox are fever and pain in the back, while in measles the heat is greater and there is marked mental distress. He cited Ibn Sina as if the physician were not there, saying that Book Four of the Qanūn suggests that the rash of measles usually emerges all at once, while the rash of smallpox appears spot after spot.

He was steady and unwavering and didn’t try to draw into his answer his experience with the plague, as a lesser man might have done. Ibn Sina knew him to be worthy; of all the examiners, only he and al-Juzjani knew the magnitude of the effort this man had put into the past three years.

“What if you must treat a fractured knee?” al-Juzjani asked.

“If the leg is straight, one must immobilize it by binding it between two rigid splints. If it is bent, Hakim Jalal-ul-Din has devised a way of splinting which serves well for a knee as well as for a fractured or dislocated elbow.” There was paper and ink and a quill next to the visitor from Baghdad, and the candidate moved to these materials. “I can draw a limb so that you may see the placement of the splint,” he said.

Ibn Sina was horrified. Though the Dhimmi was a European, surely he must know that one who drew a picture of a human form, in whole or in part, would burn in the hottest of hell’s fires. It was sin and transgression for a strict Muslim even to glance at such a picture. Given the presence of the mullah and the Imam, the artist who mocked God and seduced their morality by re-creating man would go to an Islamic court and never be named a hakim.

The seated examiners reflected a variety of emotions. Al-Juzjani’s face indicated vast regret, a small smile trembled on Ibn Sabur’s mouth, the Imam was perturbed, the mullah already angry.

The quill flew between inkpot and paper. It made a quick scratching and in a moment it was too late, the drawing was done. Rob handed it to Ibn Sabur and the man from Baghdad studied it, transparently disbelieving. When he passed it to al-Juzjani, the surgeon could not prevent a grin.

It seemed to take a long time to reach Ibn Sina but when the paper arrived he saw that the limb depicted was … a limb! The bent branch of an apricot tree without doubt, for it was drawn in leaf. A knotted gnarl cleverly took the place of the injured knee joint, and the ends of the splint were shown tied well above and below the knot.

There were no questions regarding the splint.

Ibn Sina looked at Jesse, taking care to mask both his relief and his affection. He vastly enjoyed glancing at the face of the visitor from Baghdad. Settling back, he began to ask his student the most intriguing philosophical question he could formulate, secure that the maristan of Ispahan could afford to show off just a little more.

* * *

Rob had been shaken when he recognized Musa Ibn Abbas as the Vizier’s aide, whom he had seen in secret meeting with the Seljuk ambassador. But he had quickly realized that on that occasion he himself hadn’t been observed, and the mullah’s presence on the examining committee posed no special threat.

When the examination was finished he went directly to the wing of the maristan that contained the surgical patients, for he and Mirdin had agreed that simply to sit and wait together to learn their fate would be too hard. The interval was best spent working, and he threw himself into a variety of tasks, examining patients, changing dressings, removing stitchings—the homely jobs to which he had become accustomed.

Time passed, but there was no word.

Presently Jalal-ul-Din came into the surgery—which surely must mean the examiners had dispersed. Rob was tempted to ask if Jalal knew their decision but couldn’t bring himself to do so. As Jalal gave his customary greeting he offered no indication that he was aware of the clerk’s agony of waiting.

The day before, they had labored together over a herdsman who had been savaged by a bull. The man’s forearm had snapped like a willow in two places when the beast trod on it, and then the bull had gored his victim before being diverted by other herdsmen.

Rob had trimmed and sewn the torn muscles and flesh of the shoulder and arm and Jalal had reduced the fractures and applied splints. Now after they examined their patient, Jalal complained that the bulky rag dressings made a clumsy juxtaposition with the splints.

“Can the dressings not be removed?”

It puzzled Rob, for Jalal knew better. “It is too soon.”

Jalal shrugged. He looked at Rob warmly and smiled. “It must be as you say, Hakim,” he said, and left the chamber.

Thus was Rob informed. It dizzied him, so that for a time he stood without moving.

Eventually he was claimed by his routine. Four sick men remained to be seen and he went on, forcing himself to give the care of a good physician, as though his mind were the sun focusing on each of them small and hot through the crystal of his concentration.

But when the last patient had been tended he allowed his feelings to take him again, the purest pleasure he had experienced in his life. Walking almost drunkenly, he hurried home to tell Mary.
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Rob had become hakim six days before his twenty-fourth natal day, and the glow lasted for weeks. To his satisfaction, Mirdin didn’t suggest that they go to the maidans to celebrate their new status as physicians; without making too much of it, he felt that the change in their lives was too important to be marked by an evening of drunkenness. Instead, the two families met at the Askaris’ house and rejoiced together over an evening meal.

Rob and Mirdin went to watch each other being measured for the hakim‘s black gown and hood.

“Will you go back to Masqat now?” Rob asked his friend.

“I’ll stay here several more months, for there are things I still must learn in the khazanat-ul-sharaf. And you? When will you return to Europe?”

“Mary can’t travel safely while pregnant. We’d best wait until the child has been born and is strong enough to withstand the journey.” He smiled at Mirdin. “Your family will celebrate in Masqat when their physician comes home. Have you sent word that the Shah wishes to buy a great pearl from them?”

Mirdin shook his head. “My family travels the villages of the pearlfishers and buys tiny seed pearls. They then sell them by the measuring cup, to merchants who sell them in turn to be sewn into garments. My family would be hard pressed indeed to raise the sums needed to buy great pearls. Nor would they be eager to deal with the Shah, for kings seldom are willing to pay fairly for the large pearls they love so well. For my part, I would hope that Alā has forgotten the ‘great good fortune’ he has bestowed on my kinsmen.”

“Members of the court inquired after you last evening and missed your presence,” Alā Shah said.

“I cared for a desperately ill woman,” Karim replied.

In truth, he had gone to Despina. Each of them had been desperate. It was the first time in five nights that he had been able to escape the fawning demands of spoiled courtiers, and he had valued every moment with her.

“There are ill people in my court who need your wisdom,” Alā said peevishly.

“Yes, Excellency.”

Alā had made it clear that Karim had the favor of the throne, but Karim already was tired of the members of noble families who often came to him with imagined complaints, and he missed the bustle and genuine labor of the maristan, where he could be ever useful as a physician instead of an ornament.

Yet each time he rode into the House of Paradise and was saluted by the sentries he was newly moved. He thought often of how astounded Zaki-Omar would have been to see his boy riding with the King of Persia.

“… I am making plans, Karim,” the Shah was saying. “Formulating great events.”

“May Allah smile on them.”

“You must send for your friends, the pair of Jews, to meet with us. I would speak to all three of you.”

“Yes, Majesty,” Karim said.

Two mornings later Rob and Mirdin were summoned to ride out with the Shah. It gave them a chance to be with Karim, whose time these days was fully occupied in the company of Alā. In the stable yard of the House of Paradise, the three young physicians reviewed the examinations, to Karim’s pleasure, and when the Shah arrived they mounted and rode behind him into the countryside.

It was by now a familiar excursion, save that on this day they were overlong practicing the Parthian shot, which only Karim and Alā could perform with even a random hope of success. They dined well and spoke of nothing serious until all four of them were seated in the hot water of the cavern pool, drinking wine.

That was when Alā told them calmly that he would lead a large raiding party out of Ispahan in five days’ time.

“To raid where, Majesty?” Rob asked.

“The elephant pens of southwest India.”

“Sire, may I go with you?” Karim asked at once, his eyes alight.

“I hope that all three of you may come,” Alā said.

He spoke to them at length, flattering them by making them privy to his most secret plans. To the west the Seljuks clearly were preparing for war. In Ghazna, the Sultan Mahmud was more truculent than ever and eventually would have to be dealt with. This was a time for Alā to build his forces. His spies reported that in Mansura a weak Indian garrison guarded many elephants. A raid would be a valuable training maneuver and, more important, might provide him with priceless animals which, covered in mail, made awesome weapons that could turn the tide of a battle.

“There is another goal,” Alā said. He reached to his scabbard lying next to the pool and pulled out a dagger whose blade was of an unfamiliar blue steel, patterned with little swirls.

“The metal of this knife is found only in India. It is unlike any metal we have. It takes a better edge than our own steel and holds it longer. It is so hard, it will cut into ordinary weapons. We shall look for swords made of this blue steel, for with enough of them, an army would conquer.” He passed the dagger so each could examine its tempered keenness.

“Will you come with us?” he asked Rob.

Both knew it was a command and not a request; the note had now come due and it was time for Rob to pay his debt.

“Yes, I’ll come, Sire,” he said, trying to sound glad. He was light-headed with more than wine and could feel his pulse racing.

“And you, Dhimmi?” Alā said to Mirdin.

Mirdin was pale. “Your Majesty has granted me permission to return to my family in Masqat.”

“Permission! Of course you have had permission. Now it is for you to decide whether you will accompany us or not,” Alā said stiffly.

Karim hastily seized the goatskin and splashed wine into their goblets. “Come to India, Mirdin.”

“I’m not a soldier,” he said slowly. He looked at Rob.

“Come with us, Mirdin,” Rob heard himself urge. “We’ve discussed fewer than a third of the commandments. We could study together along the way.”

“We’ll need surgeons,” Karim said. “Besides, is Jesse the only Jew I have met in my life who is willing to fight?”

It was good-natured rough teasing, but something tightened in Mirdin’s eyes.

“It isn’t true. Karim, you’re stupid with wine,” Rob said.

“I will go,” Mirdin said, and they shouted in pleasure.

“Think of it,” Alā said with satisfaction. “Four friends together, raiding India!”

* * *

Rob went to Nitka the Midwife that afternoon. She was a thin, severe woman, not quite old, with a sharp nose in a sallow face and snapping raisin eyes. She offered him refreshment half-heartedly and then listened without surprise to what he had to say. He explained only that he must go away. Her face told him the problem was part of her normal world: the husband travels, the wife is left at home to suffer alone.

“I’ve seen your wife. The red-haired Other.”

“She is a European Christian. Yes.”

Nitka stared pensively and then appeared to make up her mind. “All right. I’ll attend her when her time comes. If there is a difficulty, I’ll live in your house during the final weeks.”

“Thank you.” He handed her five coins, four of them gold. “Is it enough?”

“It is enough.”

Instead of going home, he left Yehuddiyyeh again and went uninvited to the house of Ibn Sina.

The Chief Physician greeted him and then heard him gravely.

“What if you should die in India? My own brother Ali was killed taking part in a similar raid. Perhaps the possibility has not occurred to you because you are young and strong and see only life for yourself. But if death should take you?”

“I’m leaving my wife with money. Little of it is mine, most was her father’s,” he said scrupulously. “If I die, will you arrange travel back to her home for her and the child?”

Ibn Sina nodded. “You must be careful to make such work unnecessary for me.” He smiled. “Have you given thought to the riddle I have challenged you to guess?”

Rob stood in wonder that such a mind still could play childish games.

“No, Chief Physician.”

“No matter. If Allah wills, there will be plenty of time for you to guess the riddle.” His tone changed and he said brusquely, “And now, sit closer, Hakim. I think we would do well to talk for a time of the treatment of wounds.”

Rob told Mary as they lay abed. He explained that there was no choice; that he was pledged to repay Alā and that, at any rate, his presence in the raiding party was a command. “Needless to say, neither Mirdin nor I would chase a mad adventure if it could be avoided,” he said.

He didn’t go into detail about possible mishaps but told her he had arranged for Nitka’s services for the birthing, and that Ibn Sina would help her in the event of any other problem.

She must have been terrified but she didn’t carry on. He thought he detected anger in her voice when she asked questions, but that may have been a trick of his own guilt, for deep within himself he recognized that part of him was excited about going soldiering, happy to live a childhood dream.

Once in the night he placed his hand lightly on her belly and felt the warm flesh that was already rising, beginning to show.

“You may not be able to see it the size of a watermelon, as you said you wished to do,” she said in the darkness.

“Doubtless I’ll return by then,” he told her.

Mary retreated into herself as the day of departure came, becoming again the harder woman he had found alone and fiercely protecting her dying father in Ahmad’s wadi.

When it was time for him to go she was outside, wiping down her black horse. She was dry-eyed as she kissed him and watched him leave, a tall woman with a growing middle who held her large body now as if she were always tired.
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It would have been a small force for an army but it was large for a raiding party, six hundred fighting men on horses and camels and twenty-four elephants. Khuff commandeered the brown horse as soon as Rob rode up to the mustering place on the maidan.

“Your horse will be returned to you when we come back to Ispahan. We will use only mounts that have been trained not to shy at the scent of elephants.”

The brown horse was turned into the herd that would be taken to the royal stables and to Rob’s consternation and Mirdin’s great amusement he was given a scruffy gray female camel that looked at him coldly as she chewed her cud, her rubbery lips twisting and her jaws grinding in opposite directions.

Mirdin was given a brown male camel; he had ridden camels all his life and showed Rob how to twist the reins and bark a command to cause the single-humped dromedary to bend its front legs and drop to its knees, then fold its hind legs and fall to the ground. The rider sat sidesaddle and jerked the reins as he voiced another command, and the beast unfolded itself, reversing the order of its descent.

There were two hundred and fifty foot soldiers, two hundred horse soldiers, and one hundred and fifty on camels. Presently Alā came, a splendid sight. His elephant was a yard taller than any of the others. Gold rings adorned the wicked tusks. The mahout sat proudly on the bull’s head and directed his progress with feet dug in behind the elephant’s ears. The Shah sat erect in a cushion-lined box on the great convex back, a splendid sight in dark blue silks and a red turban. The people roared. Perhaps some of them were cheering the hero of the chatir, for Karim sat a nervous gray Arabian stallion with savage eyes, riding directly behind the royal elephant.

Khuff shouted a hoarse, thunderous command and his horse trotted after the king’s elephant and Karim, and then the other elephants fell into line and moved out of the square. After them came the horses and then the camels, and then hundreds of pack asses whose nostrils had been surgically slit so they could take in more air when they labored. The foot soldiers were last.

Once again Rob found himself three-quarters of the way back in the line of march, which seemed to be his customary position when traveling with large assemblages. That meant he and Mirdin had to cope with constant clouds of dust; anticipating this, each had exchanged his turban for the leather Jew’s hat, which afforded better protection from both dust and sun.

Rob found the camel alarming. When she knelt and he settled his considerable weight on her back she whined loudly and then grunted and groaned as she clambered to her feet. He couldn’t believe the ride: he was higher than when on a horse; he bounced and swayed, and there was less fat and flesh to pad his seat.

As they crossed the bridge over the River of Life, Mirdin glanced over at him and grinned. “You shall learn to love her!” he shouted to his friend.

Rob never learned to love his camel. When given a chance the beast spat ropy globs at him and snapped like a cur so that he had to tie its jaws, and aimed vicious backward kicks at him such as are employed by an uglytempered mule. He was wary of the animal at all times.

He enjoyed traveling with soldiers in front and behind; they might have been an ancient Roman cohort, and he was pleased to fancy himself part of a legion bringing its own kind of enlightenment where it went. The fantasy was dispelled late each afternoon, for they didn’t make a neat Roman camp. Alā had his tent and soft carpets and musicians, and cooks and hands aplenty to do his will. The others picked a spot on the ground and rolled up in their clothing. The stink of the excretions of animals and men was ever present, and if they came to a brook it was foul before they left it.

At night, lying in the dark on the hard ground, Mirdin continued to teach him the laws according to the Jewish God. The familiar exercise of teaching and learning helped them forget discomfort and apprehension. They went through commandments by the dozens, making excellent progress and causing Rob to observe that going to war could be an ideal environment for study. Mirdin’s calm, scholarly voice seemed a reassurance that they would see a better day.

For a week they used their own stores and then all provisions were gone, according to plan. One hundred of the foot soldiers were assigned as foragers and moved ahead of the main party. They scoured the countryside with skill and it was a daily sight to see the men leading goats or herding sheep, carrying squawking fowl or laden with produce. The finest was chosen for the Shah and the rest distributed, so that each night there was cooking over a hundred fires and the raiders ate well.

A daily medical call was held at each new encampment; it was within sight of the king’s tent to discourage malingerers, but still the line was long. One evening Karim came to them there.

“Do you want to work? We’re in need of help,” Rob said.

“It’s forbidden. I’m to stay close to the Shah.”

“Ah,” Mirdin said.

Karim gave them his crooked smile. “Do you want more food?”
 
“We have enough,” Mirdin said.

“I can get what you want. It will take several months to reach the elephant pens at Mansura. You may as well make your life on the march as comfortable as possible.”

Rob thought of the story Karim had told him during the plague in Shīrāz. Of how an army passing through the province of Hamadhān had brought a bitter end to Karim’s parents. He wondered how many babies would be brained against the rocks to save them from starvation, because of the passing of this army.

Then he felt ashamed of his animosity toward his friend, for the raid into India wasn’t Karim’s fault. “There is something I’d like to ask for. Ditches should be dug on the four perimeters of each new camp, to be used as latrines.”

Karim nodded.

The suggestion was implemented at once, along with an announcement that the new system was an order of the surgeons. It didn’t make them popular, for now each evening weary soldiers were assigned to ditchdigging, and anyone who awoke in the night with cramps gripping his bowels had to stumble about in the darkness seeking a trench. Violators who were caught received canings. But there was less of a stench and it was pleasant not having to worry about stepping in human shit as they broke camp every morning.

Most of the troops viewed them with bland contempt. It hadn’t escaped general notice that Mirdin had reported to the raiding party without a weapon, requiring Khuff to issue him a clumsy excuse for a guardsman’s sword, which usually he forgot to wear. Their leather caps also set them apart, as did their habit of rising early and walking from the camp to don prayer shawls and recite benedictions and wind leather thongs around their arms and hands.

Mirdin was bemused. “There are no other Jews here to scrutinize and suspect you, so why do you pray with me?” He grinned when Rob shrugged. “I think a small part of you has become a Jew.”

“No.” He told Mirdin how, on the day he had assumed a Jewish identity, he had gone to the Cathedral of St. Sofia in Constantinople and promised Jesus that he would never forsake Him.

Mirdin nodded, no longer grinning. They were wise enough not to pursue the subject. They were aware of things about which they could never agree because they had been raised in differing beliefs regarding God and the human soul, but they were content to avoid these pitfalls and share their friendship as reasoning men, as physicians, and now as bumbling soldiers.

When they reached Shīrāz, by prearrangement the kelonter came to them outside the city with a pack train laden with provender, a sacrifice that saved the Shīrāz district from being indiscriminately stripped by the foragers. After he had paid his homage to the Shah the kelonter embraced Rob and Mirdin and Karim and they sat with him and drank wine and remembered the days of the plague.

Rob and Karim rode back with him as far as the city gates. Turning back, they succumbed to a flat, smooth stretch of road and the wine in their veins and began to race their camels. It was a revelation to Rob, for what had been a rolling, cumbersome walking gait turned into something else when the camel ran. The beast’s stride lengthened so that each step was a pushing leap that carried her and her rider through the air in a level, hurtling rush. Rob sat her easily and enjoyed various sensations; he floated, he soared, he became the wind.

Now he understood why the Persian Jews had coined a Hebrew name for the variety which the general populace had adopted—gemala sarka, the flying camels.

The gray female strove desperately, and for the first time Rob felt affection for her. “Come, my dolly! Come, my girl!” he shouted as they sped toward the camp.

Mirdin’s brown male won but the contest left Rob in high spirits. He begged extra forage from the elephant keepers and gave it to her and she bit him on the forearm. The bite didn’t break the skin but it was nasty, a purpled bruise that gave him pain for days, and that was when he gave the camel her name, Bitch.
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Below Shīrāz they found the Spice Road and followed it until, to avoid the mountainous inland terrain, they moved to the coast near Hormuz. It was winter but the gulf air was warm and perfumed. Sometimes after they had made camp late in the day the soldiers and their animals bathed in the warm saltiness from hot sandy beaches while sentries kept a nervous watch for sharks. The people they saw now were as likely to be blacks or Baluchis as Persians. They were fisher folk or, at the oases that sprang from the coastal sand, farmers who grew dates and pomegranates. They lived in tents or in mud-plastered stone houses with flat roofs; now and then the raiders moved through a wadi where families lived in caves. Rob thought it a poor land, but Mirdin grew exhilarated as they traveled, looking about with soft eyes.

When they reached the fishing villag of Tīz, Mirdin took Rob by the hand and led him to the water’s edge. “There, on the other side,” he said, pointing out at the azure gulf. “There is Masqat. From here, a boat could bring us to my father’s house in a few hours.”

It was tantalizingly close, but next morning they broke camp and went farther away from the Askari family with every step.

Almost a month after they had departed from Ispahan they moved beyond Persia. Changes were made. Alā ordered three rings of sentries around the camp at night, and each morning a new watchword was passed to every man; anyone who tried to get into their camp without knowing the word would be killed.

Once on the soil of the foreign land of Sind the soldiers gave way to their instinct for marauding, and one day the foragers drove women back to the camp the way they drove animals. Alā said he would allow them to have females in the camp for this night only and then no more. It would be difficult enough for six hundred men to approach Mansura undetected, and he wanted no rumors to go before them because of women taken along their way.

It would be a wild night. They saw Karim selecting four of the women with great care.

“Why does he need four?” Rob asked.

“He doesn’t select them for himself,” Mirdin said.

It was true. They observed Karim leading the women to the king’s tent.

“Is this why we struggled to help him pass the examination and become a physician?” Mirdin said bitterly. Rob didn’t answer.

The raiders passed the other females from man to man, choosing lots for turns. Groups stood and watched the rutting and cheered, the sentries being relieved so they could come and share in these first spoils.

Mirdin and Rob sat off to one side with a goatskin of bitter wine. For a time they attempted study, but it wasn’t the occasion to review the Lord’s laws.

“You’ve taught me more than four hundred commandments,” Rob said wonderingly. “Soon we’ll be finished with them.”

“I’ve merely listed them. There are sages who devote their lives to trying to understand the commentaries on just one of the laws.”

The night was filled with screams and drunken sounds.

For years Rob had governed himself well in avoiding strong drink, but now he was lonely and in sexual need undampened by the ugliness taking place about him, and he drank too eagerly.

In a little while he was truculent. Mirdin, amazed that this was his mild and reasoning friend, gave him no excuse. But a passing soldier jostled him and would have been the object of his anger if Mirdin hadn’t soothed and cozened, coddling Rob like a spoiled child and leading him to a sleeping place.

When he awoke in the morning the women were gone and he paid for his foolishness by having to ride the camel with a terrible head. Ever the medical student, Mirdin added to his pain by questioning him at length, at last coming away with a greater understanding that to some men wine must be treated as if it were a poison and a bewitchery.

Mirdin hadn’t thought to bring a weapon to battle but he had brought the Shah’s Game and it was a blessing, for they played each evening until darkness came. Now finally the contests became hard-fought and close, and on occasion when luck was with him, Rob won.

Over the game board he confided his concern for Mary.

“Doubtless she’s fine, for Fara says that having babes is something women have learned to do long since,” Mirdin said cheerfully.

Rob wondered aloud whether the child would be daughter or son.

“How long after her menses had stopped did the fucking take place?”

He shrugged.

“It is written by al-Habib that if intercourse takes place on the first to fifth day after the end of bleeding, it will be a boy. If from the fifth to the eighth day after her period, a girl.” He hesitated, and Rob knew it was because al-Habib also had written that if the mating occurred after the fifteenth day, there was a possibility the child would be a hermaphrodite.

“Al-Habib also writes that brown-eyed fathers make sons and blue-eyed fathers make daughters. Yet I come from a land where most men have blue eyes, and they have always had many sons,” Rob said crossly.

“Doubtless al-Habib wrote only of normal folk such as are found in the East,” Mirdin said.

Sometimes, instead of playing the Shah’s Game they reviewed Ibn Sina’s teachings on the treatment of battle wounds, or they inspected their supplies and made certain they were in readiness as surgeons. It was fortunate that they did, for one evening they were invited to Alā’s tent to share the king’s evening meal and answer his questions about their preparations. Karim was there, greeting his friends uncomfortably; it soon became apparent he had been ordered to question them and judge their efficiency.

Servants brought water and cloths that they might wash their hands before eating. Alā dipped his hands in a beautifully chased golden bowl and wiped them dry on pale blue linen towels worked with Qu’ranic phrases in gold thread.

“Tell us how you’ll treat slash wounds,” Karim said.

Rob told what Ibn Sina had taught: oil was to be boiled and poured into the wound as hot as possible, to ward off suppuration and evil humors.

Karim nodded.

Alā had been listening palely. Now he gave firm instructions that if he himself were mortally struck, they were to dose him with soporifics to ease the pain the very moment after a mullah had led him in final prayer.

The meal was simple by royal standards, spit-roasted fowl and summer greens gathered along the way, but it was better prepared than the fare to which they were accustomed, and it was served on plates. Afterward, while three musicians played dulcimers, Mirdin tested Alā at the Shah’s Game but was easily bested.

It was a welcome change in their routine, but Rob was not unhappy to leave the presence of the king. He didn’t envy Karim, who nowadays often rode on the elephant named Zi, seated in the box with the Shah.

But Rob hadn’t lost his fascination with elephants and watched them closely at every opportunity. Some were laden with bundles of war mail similar to the armor worn by human warriors. Five of the elephants carried twenty extra mahouts brought along by Alā as excess baggage in the hopeful expectation that on the trip back to Ispahan they would be occupied in tending the elephants taken at Mansura. All the mahouts were Indians captured in previous raids, but they had been excellently treated and lavishly rewarded, as befit their value, and the Shah was certain of their loyalty.

The elephants took care of their own foraging. At the end of each day their small, dark keepers accompanied them to vegetation where they ate their fill of grass, leaves, small branches, and bark, often gaining their food by knocking down trees with startling ease.

One evening the feeding elephants frightened from the trees a chattering band of manlike, furry little creatures with tails, which Rob knew from his reading to be monkeys. After that they saw monkeys every day, and a variety of bright-plumaged birds and occasional serpents on the ground and in the trees. Harsha, the Shah’s mahout, told Rob that some of the snakes were deadly. “If someone is bitten, a knife must be used to open the site of the bite and all the poison must be sucked away and spat out. Then a small animal should be killed and the liver tied to the wound to draw it.” The Indian warned that the person doing the sucking must not have a sore or a cut in his mouth. “If he does, the poison will enter and he will die in half an afternoon.”

They passed Buddhas, great sitting gods at which some of the men jeered uncomfortably but which nobody defiled, for though they told each other that Allah was the one true God, there was an amused, subtle menace in the ageless figures that made them realize they were a long way from their homes. Looking up at the looming stone gods, Rob fought them off with a silent recitation of the Paternoster from St. Matthew. That evening perhaps Mirdin fought them off as well, for, lying on the ground surrounded by the Persian army, he taught an especially enthusiastic lesson in the Law.

It was the night when they reached the five hundred and twenty-fourth commandment, on the face of it a puzzling edict: “If a man has committed a sin worthy of death, and he be put to death, and thou hang him on a tree, his body shall not remain all night upon the tree but thou shalt surely bury him the same day.”

Mirdin told him to mark the words well. “Because of them, we don’t study human dead as did the heathen Greeks.”

Rob’s skin prickled and he sat up.

“The sages and scholars draw three edicts from this commandment,” Mirdin said. “First, if a convicted criminal’s body is to be treated with such respect, then the body of a respected citizen certainly should also be swiftly interred without being subjected to shame or disgrace. Second, whoever keeps his dead unburied overnight transgresses a negative commandment. And third, the body must be interred whole and uncut, for if one leaves out even a small amount of tissue, it’s as if no burial took place at all.”

“This is what’s done the mischief,” Rob said wonderingly. “Because this law forbids leaving a murderer’s body unburied, Christians and Muslims and Jews have kept physicians from studying that which they seek to heal!”

“It’s God’s commandment,” Mirdin said sternly.

Rob lay back and studied the darkness. Nearby, a foot soldier snored loudly and beyond that unpleasant sound someone hawked and spat. For the hundredth time he asked himself what he was doing in their midst. “I think your way is disrespect for the dead. To throw them into the earth with such haste, as if you can’t wait to get them out of sight.”

“It’s true we don’t fuss over the corpse. After the funeral we honor the memory of the person through shiva, seven days in which the mourners stay inside their house in grief and prayer.”

Frustration welled, and Rob felt as savage as if he had wallowed in strong drink. “It makes little sense. It’s an ignorant commandment.”

“You shall not say that God’s word is ignorant!”

“I’m not speaking of God’s word. I’m talking of man’s interpretation of God’s word. That has kept the world in ignorance and darkness for a thousand years.”

For a moment Mirdin was silent. “Your approval isn’t required,” he said finally. “Nor is wisdom or decency. Our agreement was simply that you would study God’s laws.”

“Yes, I agreed to study. I didn’t agree to close off my mind or withhold my judgment.”

This time Mirdin didn’t reply.

Two days later, they came at last to the banks of a great river, the Indus. There was an easy ford a few miles north but the mahouts told them that sometimes it was guarded by soldiers, so they traveled south a few miles to another ford, deeper but still passable. Khuff set a party of men to building rafts. Those who were able swam to the far bank with the animals. Those who were not swimmers poled across on the rafts. Some of the elephants walked on the river bottom, submerged save for their trunks, which extended out of the water and gave them air! When the river became too deep even for them, the elephants swam as well as horses.

On the other side the raiders reassembled and began to move north again, toward Mansura, making a wide sweep around the guarded ford.

Karim summoned Mirdin and Rob to the Shah, and for a time they rode with Alā on Zi’s back. Rob had to concentrate on the king’s words, for the world was different atop an elephant.

Alā’s spies had reported to him in Ispahan that Mansura was but lightly guarded. The old Rajah of that place, who had been a fierce commander, had recently died and it was said his sons were poor soldiers who undermanned their garrisons.

“Now I must send out scouts to confirm this,” Alā said. “You shall go, for it occurs to me that two Dhimmi merchants can approach Mansura without raising comment.”

Rob resisted the impulse to glance at Mirdin.

“You must keep your eyes open for elephant traps near the village. Sometimes these people build wooden frames through which project sharp iron spikes, and bury them in shallow trenches outside their walls. These devastate the elephants, and we must know that they are not in use here before we commit our beasts.”

Rob nodded. When one rode an elephant all things appeared possible. “Yes, Majesty,” he told the Shah.

The raiders made camp, where they would wait until the scouts returned. Rob and Mirdin left their camels, which were obviously military beasts bred for speed and not for burden, and led two asses away from the encampment.

It was a fresh, sunny morning. In the overripe forest savage birds challenged and shrieked, and a company of monkeys scolded them from a tree.

“I should like to dissect a monkey.”

Mirdin was still angry with him, and was finding even less enjoyment in becoming a secret observer than in being a soldier. “Why?” he demanded.

“Why, to discover what I may,” Rob said, “even as Galen dissected Barbary apes to learn.”

“I thought you had determined to be a physician.”

“That is being a physician.”

“No, that is being a dissector. I’ll be a physician, spending all my days caring for the people of Masqat in time of sickness, which is what a physician  does. You can’t fix your mind whether to be a surgeon or a dissector or a physician or a … a midwife with balls! You want it all!”

Rob smiled at his friend but said nothing more. He had little defense, for to a great extent what Mirdin accused him of was true.

They traveled for a time in silence. Twice they passed Indian men, a farmer up to his ankles in the muck of a roadside irrigation ditch, and two men in the road lugging a pole from which hung a basket filled with yellow plums. This pair hailed them in a language neither Rob nor Mirdin could comprehend and they could but answer with a smile; Rob hoped they wouldn’t walk as far as the encampment, for now anyone who came upon the raiders would at once become a slave or a corpse.

Presently half a dozen men leading donkeys came toward them around a bend in the road and Mirdin grinned at Rob for the first time, for these travelers wore dusty leather Jew’s hats like their own, and black caftans that bore witness to hard journeying.

“Shalom!” Rob called when they were close enough.

“Shalom aleikhem! And well met.”

Their spokesman and leader said he was Hillel Nafthali, spice merchant of Ahwaz. He was bluff and smiling, with a livid strawberry birthmark that covered the cheek under his left eye, and he appeared willing to spend the entire day in introductions and the recital of pedigrees. One of the men with him was his brother Ari, one was his son, and the other three were husbands of his daughters. He didn’t know Mirdin’s father but had heard of the pearl-buying Askari family of Masqat, and the exchange of names went on and on until finally they reached a distant Nafthali cousin with whom Mirdin had acquaintance, thus satisfying both sides that they were not strangers.

“You’ve come from the north?” Mirdin said.

“We’ve been to Multan. A small errand,” Nafthali said with a satisfaction that indicated the magnitude of the transaction. “Where do you travel?”

“Mansura. Business, a bit of this, a bit of that,” Rob said, and the men nodded with respect. “Do you know Mansura well?”

“Very well. In fact, we spent last night there with Ezra ben Husik, who deals in peppercorns. A most worthy man, always excellent hospitality.”

“Then you have observed the garrison there?” Rob said.

“The garrison?” Nafthali gazed at them, puzzled.

“How many soldiers are stationed in Mansura?” Mirdin asked quietly.

Understanding dawned, and Nafthali drew back, appalled. “We do not become involved in such things,” he said in a low voice, almost a whisper.

They began to turn away, in a moment they would be gone. Rob knew it was time for a show of faith. “You must not continue very far down this road on peril of your life. Nor must you turn back to Mansura.”

They gazed at him palely.

“Then where shall we go?” Nafthali said.

“Lead your animals off the road and hide in the woods. Stay hidden as long as necessary—until you have heard a great many men going by. When they have all passed, return to the road and go to Ahwaz as fast as you are able.”

“We thank you,” Nafthali said bleakly.

“Is it safe for us to approach Mansura?” Mirdin asked.

The spice merchant nodded. “They are accustomed to seeing Jewish traders.”

Rob was unsatisfied. Remembering the sign language that Loeb had taught him on the way east to Ispahan, the secret signals by which Jewish merchants in the East conducted their business without conversation, he held out his hand and turned it, the signal for How many?

Nafthali gazed at him. Finally he placed his right hand on his left elbow, the sign for hundreds. Then he spread all five fingers. Hiding the thumb of his left hand, he spread the other fingers and placed them on his right elbow.

Rob had to be certain he understood. “Nine hundred soldiers?”
 
Nafthali nodded. “Shalom,” he said with quiet irony.

“Peace be with you,” Rob said.

The forest ended and they could see Mansura. The village lay in a small valley at the bottom of a stony slope. From the height they could see the garrison and its arrangement: barracks, training grounds, horse corrals, elephant pens. Rob and Mirdin took careful note of the locations and impressed them in their memories.

Both the village and the garrison were enclosed in a single stockade made of logs set into the ground side by side, with sharpened tops to make the barricade difficult to climb.

When they drew near the wall Rob jabbed one of the asses with a stick and then, followed by shouting and laughing children, he pursued the animal around the outside of the wall while Mirdin went the other way, ostensibly to cut off the creature’s escape.

There was no sign of elephant traps.

They didn’t tarry, but turned west again at once. It didn’t take long to return to the encampment.

The watchword of the day was mahdi, which meant “savior”; after they had given it to three lines of sentries they were allowed to follow Khuff into the presence of the Shah.

Alā scowled when hearing of nine hundred soldiers, for he had been led by his spies to expect far fewer defenders at Mansura. Yet he was undaunted. “If we are able to surprise, advantage will yet be on our side.”

Drawing on the ground with sticks, Rob and Mirdin indicated the details of the fortifications and the location of the elephant pens, while the Shah listened attentively and made his plans.

All morning the men had been tending equipment, oiling harness, whetting blades to edges of perfect sharpness.

The elephants were given wine in their buckets. “Not much. Just enough to make them sullen and ready to fight,” Harsha told Rob, who nodded wonderingly. “It is given to them only before battle.”

The beasts appeared to understand. They moved about restlessly and their mahouts had to be alert as the elephants’ mail was unpacked, draped, and fastened. Special long, heavy swords with sockets instead of hilts were fitted onto the tusks, and now added to their aura of brute strength was a wicked new lethality.

There was a burst of nervous activity when Alā ordered out the entire force.

They moved down the Spice Road, slowly, slowly, for timing was all, and Alā wanted them to arrive at Mansura with day’s end. No one spoke. They met only a few unfortunates along the way, who were taken at once, bound, and guarded by foot soldiers so they could not give alarm. When they came to the place in the road where Rob last had seen the Jews of Ahwaz, he thought of the men hiding somewhere nearby and listening to the sounds of the animals’ hooves and the marching feet and the soft jangling of the elephants’ mail.

They emerged from the forest as dusk began to claim the world, and under cover of the gloom Alā deployed his forces along the top of the hill. Behind each elephant, on which four archers sat back to back, were swordwielding men on camels and horses, and after the cavalry would come foot soldiers with lances and scimitars.

Two elephants, naked of battle gear and bearing only their mahouts, moved away on signal. Those atop the hill watched them slowly descending through the peaceful gray light. Beyond them, cooking fires glowed throughout the village as the women prepared the evening meal.

When the two elephants reached the stockade they lowered their heads against the timbers.

The Shah raised his arm.

The elephants moved forward. There was a cracking and a series of thuds as the wall fell. Now the Shah’s arm came down and the Persians began to move.

The elephants ran down the hill eagerly. Behind them, the camels and horses began to lope and then to gallop. From the village there arose the first faint cries.

Rob had drawn his sword and was using it to tap Bitch’s flanks, but she needed no urging. First there was just the swift thudding of hooves and the music of the mail, then six hundred voices began to scream their battle cry and the beasts joined, the camels moaning, the elephants trumpeting wild and shrill.

The hairs rose on the back of Rob’s neck, and he was howling like an animal when Alā’s raiders fell upon Mansura.
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Rob had swift impressions, like glimpsing a series of drawings. The camel made its way through the splintered ruin of the wall at top speed. As he rode through the village the fear in the faces of the people frantically scurrying gave him a strange feeling of his own invulnerability, a carnal knowledge compounded of both power and shame, like the feeling he had experienced long ago in England when he had baited the old Jew.

When he reached the garrison a fierce battle already was in progress. The Indians fought on the ground, but they knew elephants and how to attack them. Foot soldiers carrying long pikes tried to jab out the elephants’ eyes and Rob saw that they had been successful against one of the armorless elephants that had pushed down the wall. The mahout was gone, doubtless slain, and the beast had lost both eyes and stood blind and trembling, screaming piteously.

Rob found himself staring into a grimacing brown face, seeing the drawn-back sword, watching the blade come forward. He didn’t remember deciding to use his broadsword like a thin French blade; he simply shoved and the point entered the Indian’s throat. The man fell away and Rob turned to a figure struggling at him from the other side of the camel and began hacking.

Some of the Indians had axes and scimitars and tried to take the elephants out by chopping at their trunks or their treelike legs, but it was an unequal contest. The elephants attacked, their ears in their rage spread wide like sails. Bending their trunks inward and folded beneath their deadly sworded tusks, they surged like ramming ships, falling upon the Indians in charges that overturned many. The giant animals raised their feet high, as in a savage dance, and brought them down in stampings that shook the earth. Men caught beneath the driving hooves were pulped like trodden grapes.

He was imprisoned in a hell of killing and fearful sounds, gruntings, trumpetings, screams, curses, shouts, the groans of the dying.

Zi, being the largest elephant and royally caparisoned, attracted more attackers than any other, and Rob saw that Khuff stood and fought near his Shah. Khuff had lost his horse. He wielded his heavy sword, whirling it around his head and shouting great oaths and insults, and atop the elephant Alā sat and used his longbow.

The battle roiled, the men laboring with a fury, all caught up in the serious work of butchery.

Plunging the camel after a lancer who parried and ran, Rob came across Mirdin on foot, the sword at his side looking as if it had not been used. He held a wounded man under the arms and was dragging him out of the fighting, oblivious to all else.

The sight was like a shock of icy water. Rob blinked and jerked the camel’s reins, sliding off before Bitch had truly knelt. He went to Mirdin and helped him bear the fallen man, who was already gray from a wound in the neck.

From that time, Rob forgot about killing and strove as a physician.

The two surgeons laid the wounded in a village house, bringing them in one by one while the slaughter went on. All they could do was collect those who were down, for their carefully prepared supplies were on the backs of half a dozen asses scattered who knew where, and now there was no opium or oil, no great bundles of clean rags. When cloths were needed to stanch the flow of blood, Rob or Mirdin cut them from the clothing of one of the dead.

Very soon the fighting became a massacre. The Indians had been surprised, and while half of them had been able to find arms and use them, the others had resisted with sticks and rocks. They were easily slain, yet most fought desperately in the sure knowledge that if they surrendered they faced shameful execution or lives as slaves or eunuchs in Persia.

The bloodletting carried into the darkness. Rob drew his sword and, carrying a torch, went to a nearby house. Inside was a small, slim man, his wife, and two small children. The four dark faces turned toward him, their eyes fixed on his sword. “You must go unseen,” Rob told the man, “while there is still time.”

But they didn’t know Persian and the man said something in their strange tongue.

Rob went to the door and pointed out into the night at the distant forest, and then returned and made urgent shooing movements with his hands.

The man nodded. He looked terrified; perhaps there were beasts in the forest. But he gathered his family and soon they had slipped through the door.

In that house Rob found lamps, and in others he discovered oil and rags and brought them back to the wounded.

Late in the night, as the last of the fighting ended, Persian swordsmen killed all enemy wounded and the looting and raping began. He and Mirdin and a handful of soldiers walked the field of battle with torches. They didn’t bring in the dead or anyone clearly dying, but sought Persians who might be saved. Soon Mirdin found two of the precious pack asses and, working by lamplight, the surgeons began to treat wounds with hot oil and sew and dress them. They cut off four ruined limbs, but all but one of those patients died. Thus they worked through the terrible night.

They had thirty-one patients and when dawn brought light to the grisly village they found seven more who were wounded but alive.

After First Prayer, Khuff brought orders that the surgeons were to tend to the wounds of five elephants before resuming work on the soldiers. Three of the animals had been cut in the legs, one had an arrow through the ear, and the trunk of another had been severed, so that at Rob’s recommendation she and the elephant that had been blinded were put down by lancers.

After the morning meal of pilah, the mahouts moved into the elephant pens of Mansura and began to sort the animals there, talking to them softly and moving them about by tugging their ears with the hooked goads called ankushas.

“Here, my father.”

“Move, my daughter. Steady, my son! Show me what you can do, my children.”

“Kneel, mother, and let me ride on your beautiful head.”

With tender cries the mahouts separated the trained beasts from those which still were half wild. They could take only docile animals that would obey them on the march back to Ispahan. The wilder ones would be released and allowed to return to the forest.

The voices of the mahouts were joined by a competing sound, a buzzing, for blowflies already had found the corpses. Soon, with the rising heat of day, the smell would be intolerable. Seventy-three Persians had perished. Only one hundred and three Indians had surrendered and lived, and when Alā offered them opportunity to become military bearers they accepted with eager relief; in a few years they might earn trust and be allowed to carry arms for Persia, and they preferred being soldiers to becoming eunuchs. Now they were at work digging a mass grave for the Persian dead.

Mirdin looked at Rob. Worse than I had feared, his eyes said. Rob agreed but was comforted that it was over and now they would go home.

But Karim came to see them. Khuff had killed an Indian officer, Karim said, but not before the Indian’s sword had sliced almost halfway through the softer steel of Khuff’s oversized blade. Karim brought Khuff’s sword to show them how deeply it had been cut. The captured Indian sword was fashioned out of the precious swirl-patterned steel and now Alā wore it. The Shah personally had overseen the interrogation of prisoners until he learned that the sword had been made by a craftsman named Dhan Vangalil in Kausambi, a village three days to the north of Mansura.

“Alā has decided to march on Kausambi,” Karim said.

They would capture the Indian smith and take him to Ispahan, where he would make weapons of rippled steel to help the Shah conquer his neighbors and restore the great and far-flung Persia of ancient days.

It was said easily but proved more difficult.

Kausambi was another small village on the west bank of the Indus, a place of a few dozen rickety wooden houses leaning into four dusty streets, each of which led to the military garrison. Again they succeeded in keeping their attack a surprise, creeping up through the forest that kept the village pinned against the riverbank. When the Indian soldiers recognized the assault they exploded from the place like a pack of startled monkeys, streaming away into the wilderness.

Alā was delighted, thinking that enemy cowardice had given him the easiest of victories. He lost no time in putting his sword to a throat and telling the terrified villager to lead them to Dhan Vangalil. The sword-maker turned out to be a wiry man with unsurprised eyes and gray hair and a white beard that sought to hide a young-old face. Vangalil agreed readily to go to Ispahan to serve Alā Shah; but he said he would choose death unless the Shah allowed him to bring his wife, two sons, and a daughter, as well as various supplies needed to make the rippled steel, including a large stack of square ingots of hard Indian steel.

The Shah agreed at once. Before they could depart that place, however, scouting parties came back with disturbing news. The Indian troops, far from fleeing, had set up positions in the forest and along the road and were waiting to fall upon anyone seeking to leave Kausambi.

Alā knew the Indians couldn’t contain them indefinitely. As had been the case at Mansura, the hidden soldiers were poorly armed; further, they were forced to live off the wild fruits of the land. The Shah’s officers told him that doubtless runners had been sent to bring Indian reinforcements, but the nearest known military force of any size was in Sehwan, six days away.

“You must go into the forest and clean them out,” Alā ordered.

The five hundred Persians were divided into ten units of fifty fighters each, all foot soldiers. They left the village and beat the brush to find their enemy as though they were hunting wild pigs. When they came upon Indians, the fighting was fierce and bloody and prolonged.

Alā ordered all casualties to be removed from the forest lest they be counted by the enemy and give him knowledge of dwindling strength. And so the Persian dead were laid in the gray dust of a street in Kausambi, to be buried in mass graves by the prisoners from Mansura. The first body to be brought in, at the very start of the forest fighting, was that of the Captain of the Gates. Khuff was dead from an Indian arrow in the back. He had been a strict, unsmiling man but a fixture and a legend. The scars on his body could be read like a history of hard campaigns for two Shahs. All that day, Persian soldiers came to look at him.

They were coldly angered by his death and this time they took no prisoners, killing even when an Indian wished to surrender. In turn, they faced the frenzy of hunted men who knew they would be shown no mercy. The warfare was unrelievedly ugly, either jagged arrows or men doing their worst with sharp metal, all slashing and stabbing and screaming.

Twice a day the wounded were assembled in a clearing and one of the surgeons went out under heavy guard and gave first treatment and brought the patients back to the village. The fighting lasted three days. Of the thirty-eight wounded at Mansura, eleven had died before the Persians had departed that village and sixteen more had perished in the three-day march to Kausambi. To the eleven wounded who survived in the care of Mirdin and Rob, thirty-six new maimed were added during the three days of the forest battle. Forty-seven more Persians were killed.

Mirdin performed one more amputation and Rob three, one of them involving only the fixing of a skin flap over a stub made perfectly below the elbow when an Indian sword took a soldier’s forearm. At first they treated wounds the way Ibn Sina had taught: they boiled oil and poured it as hot as possible into the wound to ward off suppuration. But on the morning of the last day Rob ran out of oil; remembering how Barber had tended lacerations with metheglin, he took a goatskin of wine and bathed each new wound with strong drink before dressing it.

That morning the last outburst of fighting had begun immediately after dawn. At midmorning a new group of wounded arrived and bearers carried in someone wrapped from head to ankles in a purloined Indian blanket. ‘Only wounded here,’ Rob said sharply.

But they set him down and stood, waiting uncertainly, and he noticed suddenly that the dead man was wearing Mirdin’s shoes.

“Had he been an ordinary soldier we would have placed him in the street,” one of them said. “But he is hakim, so we have brought him to hakim.”

They said they were on the way back when a man sprang from the brush with an ax. The Indian had struck only Mirdin and then was himself cut down.

Rob thanked them and they went away.

When he removed the blanket from the face he saw it was indeed Mirdin. The face was contorted and seemed puzzled and sweetly cranky.

Rob closed the tender eyes and bound the long, homely jaw shut. He didn’t think, moving as if drunk. From time to time he left to comfort the dying or care for the wounded, but always he came back and sat. Once he kissed the cold mouth but didn’t believe Mirdin knew. He felt the same way when he tried to hold Mirdin’s hand. Mirdin was no longer there.

He hoped Mirdin had crossed one of his bridges.

Eventually Rob left him and tried to stay away, working blindly. A man was brought in with a maimed right hand and he did the last amputation of the campaign, taking the hand just above the joint of the wrist. When he came back to Mirdin at midday, flies had gathered.

He removed the blanket and saw that the ax had cleaved Mirdin open at the chest. When Rob bent over the great wound, he was able to pry it wider with his hands.

He was bereft of awareness of either the odors of death within the tent or the scent of the hot crushed grass underfoot. The groans of the wounded, the buzzing of flies, and the far-off shouts and battle sounds faded from his ears. He lost the knowledge that his friend was dead and forgot the crushing burden of his grief.

For the first time he reached inside a man’s body and touched the human heart.
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Rob washed Mirdin and cut his nails, combed his hair and wrapped him in his prayer shawl, from which half of one of the fringes was cut away, according to custom.

He sought out Karim, who blinked as if slapped upon hearing the news.

“I don’t want him in the mass grave,” Rob said. “His family will certainly come here to get him and bring him home to Masqat for burial among his people in sacred ground.”

They chose a place directly in front of a boulder so large elephants couldn’t move it, taking precise bearings and pacing off the distance from the rock to the edge of the nearby road. Karim used his privilege to obtain parchment, quill, and ink, and after they had dug the grave Rob carefully mapped it. He would redraw a good chart and send it to Masqat. Unless there was incontrovertible evidence that Mirdin had died, Fara would be considered an agunah, a deserted wife, and she would never be permitted to marry again. That was the law; Mirdin had taught it to him.

“Alā will want to be here,” he said.

He watched Karim approach the Shah. Alā was drinking with his officers, bathing in the warm glow of victory. Rob saw him listen to Karim for a moment and then wave him away impatiently.

Rob felt a surge of hatred, remembering the king’s voice in the cave, and what he had told Mirdin: We are four friends.

Karim returned and said shamefacedly that they must proceed; he muttered broken fragments of Islamic prayer as they filled in the hole, but Rob didn’t try to pray. Mirdin deserved sorrowing voices raised in Hashkavot, the burial chant, and the Kaddish. But the Kaddish had to be said by ten Jews and he was a Christian pretending to be a Jew, standing numb and silent as the earth closed over his friend.

* * *

That afternoon the Persians could find no more Indians in the forest to kill.

The way from Kausambi was open. Alā appointed a hard-eyed veteran named Farhad to be his new Captain of the Gates, and the officer began to bawl orders calculated to whip the force into readiness to leave.

Amid general jubilation, Alā made an accounting. He had gained his Indian swordmaker. He had lost two elephants at Mansura but had taken twenty-eight there. In addition, four young, healthy elephants had been found by the mahouts in a pen in Kausambi; they were work animals, untrained for battle but still valuable. The Indian horses were scrubby little animals ignored by the Persians, but they had discovered a small herd of fine fast camels in Mansura and dozens of pack camels in Kausambi.

Alā was aglow with the success of his raids.

One hundred and twenty of the six hundred who had followed the Shah out of Ispahan were dead, and Rob had the responsibility for forty-seven wounded. Many of these were grievously injured and would die during travel, but there was no question of leaving them behind in the ravaged village. Any Persian found there would be killed when fresh Indian forces came.

Rob sent soldiers through every house to collect rugs and blankets, which were fastened between poles to make litters. When they left at dawn the following morning, Indians carried the litters.

It was three and a half days of hard, tense travel to a place where the river could be forded without fighting. In the early stages of the crossing two men were swept away and drowned. In the middle of the Indus the current was shallow but swift and the mahouts placed the elephants upstream to break the force of the water like a living wall, yet another demonstration of the true value of these animals.

The terribly wounded died first, those with perforated chests or slashed bellies, and a man who had been stuck in the neck. In one day alone, half a dozen succumbed. Fifteen days of travel brought them into Baluchistan, where they camped in a field and Rob placed his wounded in an open-sided barn. Seeing Farhad, he sought an audience, but Farhad was all posturing and pompous delay. Fortunately Karim overheard and at once brought him to the tent to see the Shah.

“I have twenty-one left. But they must lie in one place for a time or they will die too, Majesty.”

“I cannot wait for wounded,” Alā said, eager for his triumphal march through Ispahan.

“I ask your permission to stay here with them.”

The Shah stared. “I will not spare Karim to remain with you as hakim. He must return with me.”
 
Rob nodded.

They gave him fifteen Indians and twenty-seven armed soldiers to bear litters, and two mahouts and all five of the injured elephants so the animals might continue to receive his care. Karim arranged for sacks of rice to be unloaded. Next morning the camp was filled with the usual frenzied bustle. Then the main body moved out onto the trail and, when finally the last of them had gone, Rob was left with his patients and his handful of men in a sudden lack of noise that was at the same time welcome and discomfiting.

The rest benefited his patients, out of the sun and the dust, and spared the constant jolting and shaking of travel. Two men died on their first day in the barn and another on the fourth day, but those who hung on were the tough ones who clutched at survival, and Rob’s decision to pause in Baluchistan allowed them to live.

At first the soldiers resented the duty. The other raiders soon would be back in Ispahan to safety and triumphant acclaim, while they had been given prolonged risk and a dirty job. Two members of the armed guard slipped away during the second night and were not seen again. The weaponless Indians did not attempt to flee, nor did the other members of the guard. Soldiers by profession, they soon realized that next time any of them might be struck down, and they were grateful that the hakim would risk himself to help their kind.

He sent out hunting parties every morning and small game was brought back and dressed and stewed with some of the rice Karim had left them, and his patients gained in strength even as he watched.

He treated the elephants as he did the men, changing their dressings regularly and bathing their wounds in wine. The great beasts stood and allowed him to hurt them, as if they understood he was their benefactor. The men were as stolid as the animals, even when wounds mortified and he was forced to cut stitches and rip open mending flesh so he could clean away the pus and bathe the wound in wine before closing it again.

He witnessed a strange fact: in virtually every case he had treated with the boiling oil, the wounds had become angry, swollen, and full of suppuration. Many of these patients had died, while most of the men whose wounds were treated after the oil had run out were without pus, and these men lived. He began to keep records, suspecting that this single observation perhaps had made his presence in India worth something. He was almost out of wine, but he had not manufactured the Universal Specific without having learned that where there were farmers, kegs of strong drink could be obtained. They would buy more along the way.

When finally they left the barn at the end of three weeks, four of his patients were well enough to ride. Twelve of the soldiers were burdenless and thus could trade off with those who carried litters, allowing some to rest at all times. Rob led them off the Spice Road at first opportunity and took a circuitous route. The longer way would add almost a week to their travel, which made the soldiers sullen. But he wouldn’t risk his tiny caravan by following the Shah’s larger force through a countryside in which hatred as well as starvation had been sown by the ravaging Persian foragers.

Three of the elephants still limped and were not given loads, but Rob rode on the back of the elephant whose trunk had received minor slashes. He was happy to leave Bitch and would be content never to ride a camel again. In contrast, the elephant’s broad back offered comfort and stability and a king’s view of the world.

But the easy travel allowed unlimited opportunity for him to think, and the memory of Mirdin was with him every step of the way, so that the ordinary wonders of a journey—a sudden flight of thousands of birds, a sunset that set the sky to flaming, the way one of the elephants stepped on the lip of a steep ditch to crumble it and then sat like a child to slide down the resulting earth ramp—these things were noticed but brought little joy.

Jesus, he thought. Or Shaddai, or Allah, whoever You may be. How can You allow such waste?

Kings led ordinary men into battle and some who survived were poor stuff and some were purely evil, he thought bitterly. Yet God had permitted one to be cut down who had had the qualities of saintliness and a mind scholars envied and coveted. Mirdin would have spent his life seeking only to heal and serve mankind.

Not since the burial of Barber had Rob been so moved and shaken by a death, and he was still brooding and in despair when they reached Ispahan.

They approached in late afternoon, so that the city was as he first had seen it, white buildings, blue-shadowed, with roofs of reflected pink from the sand hills. They rode directly to the maristan, where the eighteen wounded men were handed over to others for care.

Then they went to the stables of the House of Paradise, where he rid himself of responsibility for the animals, the troops, and the slaves.

When that was done, he asked for his brown gelding. Farhad, the new Captain of the Gates, was nearby and overheard, and he ordered the groom not to waste time trying to locate one horse in the milling herd. “Issue the hakim another mount.”

“Khuff said I would get back the same horse.” Not everything had to change, he told himself.

“Khuff is dead.”

“Nevertheless.” To his own great surprise, Rob’s voice and stare became hard. He had come from carnage that had sickened him but now he yearned for something to strike, violence as a release. “I wish the same horse.”

Farhad knew men and recognized the challenge in the hakim’s voice. He had nothing to gain from brawling with this Dhimmi and a great deal to lose. He shrugged and turned away.

Rob rode beside the groom, back and forth through the herd. By the time he saw the gelding he was ashamed of his ugly conduct. They separated the horse from the others and put a saddle on it while Farhad hovered and didn’t hide his contempt that this flawed beast was what the Dhimmi had been prepared to fight for.

But the brown horse trotted eagerly through the dusk to Yehuddiyyeh.

Hearing noises among the animals, Mary took her father’s sword and the lamp and opened the door between house and stable.

He had come home.

The saddle was already off the brown horse and he was in the act of backing the gelding into the stall. He turned, and in the poor light she saw he had lost considerable weight; he looked almost like the thin, half-wild boy she had met in Kerl Fritta’s caravan.

He reached her in three steps and held her without speaking, then his hand touched her flat belly.

“Did it go well?”

She gave a shaky laugh, for she was weary and torn. Only by five days had he missed hearing her frantic screams. “Your son was two days in coming.”

“A son.”

He placed his large palm against her cheek. At his touch the flooding relief made her tremble, so that she came close to spilling oil from the lamp and the flame flickered. When he was away she had made herself hard and strong, a leather woman, but it was deepest luxury to trust again that someone else was shielding and capable. Like turning from leather back into silk.

She set down the sword and took his hand, leading him inside to where the infant lay asleep in a blanket-lined basket.

Suddenly she saw the round-faced bit of humanity through Rob’s eyes, tiny red features swollen from birthing travail, fuzz of darkish hair atop his head. She felt annoyance at the kind of man this was, for she couldn’t tell if he was disappointed or overjoyed. When he looked up, mixed with pleasure there was agony in his face.

“How is Fara?”

“Karim came and told her. I observed shiva with her, seven days. Then she took Dawwid and Issachar and joined a caravan bound for Masqat. With God’s aid, by now they are among kinsmen.”

“It will be hard for you without her.”

“Harder for her,” she said bitterly.

The child began a thin wailing and Rob picked him from the basket and gave his little finger, which was taken hungrily.

Mary wore a loose dress with a drawstring at the neck, sewn for her by Fara. She opened the garment and lowered it beneath her full breasts, then took the babe from him. Rob lay down alongside them on the mat as she began to nurse. He moved his head onto her free breast and soon she felt his cheek’s wetness.

She had never known her father to weep, or any man, and Rob’s convulsive shaking frightened her. “My dear. My Rob,” she murmured.

Instinctively, her free hand gently directed him until his mouth was on the nipple. He was a more tentative suckler than his son and when he drew on her and swallowed, she was vastly moved but tenderly amused: for once, part of her body was entering him. She thought fleetingly of Fara and, with no little guilt, thanked the Virgin that it had not been her husband who had been taken. The two pairs of lips on her, one tiny and the other large and so familiar, filled her with a tingling warmth. Perhaps it was the Blessed Mother or the saints working their magic, but for a time the three of them became one.

Finally Rob sat up, and when he leaned over and kissed her, she tasted her own warm richness.

“I am not a Roman,” he said.


PART SIX
Hakim
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The morning after his return Rob studied his man-child in the light of day and saw that the babe was beautiful, with deep blue English eyes and large hands and feet. He counted and gently flexed each tiny finger and toe and rejoiced in the slightly bowed little legs. A strong infant.

The child smelled like an olive press, having been oiled by his mother. Then he smelled less pleasing and Rob changed a baby’s cloth for the first time since tending his brothers and sister. Deep within him he still yearned to find William Stewart, Anne Mary, and Jonathan Carter one day. Wouldn’t it be joy to show this nephew to the long-lost Coles?

He and Mary quarreled about circumcision.

“It will do him no harm. Here every man is circumcised, Muslim and Jew, and it’s an easy way for him to be more easily accepted.”

“I don’t wish him to be more easily accepted in Persia,” she said wearily. “I wish him to be accepted at home, where men aren’t bobbed and knobbed but are left to nature.”

He laughed and she began to cry. He comforted her and then, when he could, escaped to confer with Ibn Sina.

The Prince of Physicians greeted him warmly, thanking Allah for his survival and speaking sadly of Mirdin. Ibn Sina listened with close attention to Rob’s report of treatments and amputations performed at the two battles, being especially interested in his comparisons between the efficacy of hot oil versus wine baths for cleansing open wounds. Ibn Sina showed himself more interested in scientific truth than in his own infallibility. Even though Rob’s observations contradicted what he himself had said and written, he insisted that Rob write his findings. “Also, this thing concerning wine in wounds should be your first lecture as a hakim,” he said, and Rob found himself agreeing with his mentor.

Then the old man looked at him. “I would like you to work with me, Jesse ben Benjamin. As assistant.”

He had never dreamed of this. He wanted to tell the Chief Physician that he had come to Ispahan—from so great a distance, through other worlds, surmounting so many problems—only to touch the hem of Ibn Sina’s garment.

Instead, he nodded. “Hakim-bashi, I would like that.”

Mary made no difficulty when he told her. She had been in Ispahan long enough so it didn’t occur to her that her husband could refuse such an honor, for in addition to a comfortable salary there would be the immediate prestige and respect of association with a man who was venerated like a demigod, loved above royalty. When Rob saw her joy for him, he took her into his arms. “I will take you home, I promise you, Mary. But not for a time yet. Please trust me.”

She did. Yet she recognized that if they were to remain for a longer time, she must change. She determined to make an effort to bend to the country. Reluctantly, she gave in concerning the matter of the child’s circumcision.

Rob went to Nitka the Midwife for advice. “Come,” she said, and led him two streets away to Reb Asher Jacobi the mohel.

“So, a circumcision,” the mohel said. “The mother …” Musing, he looked at Nitka through narrowed eyes, his fingers scrabbling in his beard. “An Other!”

“It doesn’t have to be a brit, with all the prayers,” Nitka said impatiently. Having taken the serious step of delivering the Other’s man-child, she slipped easily into the role of defender. “If the father asks for the seal of Abraham on the child, it is a blessing to circumcise him, isn’t it so?”

“Yes,” Reb Asher admitted. “Your father. Will he hold the child?” he asked Rob.

“My father is dead.”

Reb Asher sighed. “Will other family members be present?”

“Only my wife. There are no other family members here. I’ll hold the child myself.”

“A time of celebration,” Nitka said gently. “Would you mind? My sons Shemuel and Chofni, a few neighbors …”
 
Rob nodded.

“I’ll attend to it,” Nitka said.

Next morning she and her two burly stonecutter sons were the first to arrive at Rob’s house. Hinda, the disapproving merchant from the Jewish market, came with her Tall Isak, a gray-bearded scholar with bemused eyes. Hinda was still unsmiling but she brought a gift, a swaddling garment. Yaakob the Shoemaker and Naoma, his wife, gave a flagon of wine. Micah Halevi the Baker came, his wife Yudit carrying two large loaves of sugared bread.

Holding the sweet little body supine in his lap, Rob had doubts when Reb Asher cut the foreskin from the tiny penis.“May the lad grow in vigor—of mind and body—to a life of good works,” the mohel declared, as the baby shrieked. The neighbors lifted bowls of wine and cheered, and Rob gave the boy the Jewish name Mirdin ben Jesse.

Mary hated every moment. An hour later when everyone had gone home and she and Rob were alone with their child, she wet her fingers in barley water and touched her screaming son lightly on the forehead, the chin, and one earlobe and then the other.

“In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, I christen you Robert James Cole,” she said clearly, naming him for his father and his grandfather.

After that, when they were alone she called her husband Rob, and it was the child to whom she referred as Rob J.

To the Most Respected Reb Mulka Askari, Pearl Merchant of Masqat, Greetings.

Your late son Mirdin was my friend. May he rest.

We were surgeons together in India, from whence I have brought these few things, sent to you now via the kind hands of Reb Moise ben Zavil, merchant of Qum, whose caravan is bound this day for your city with a manifest of olive oil.

Reb Moise will give to you a parchment chart showing the precise location of Mirdin’s grave in the village of Kausambi, that his bones some day may be moved if that is your wish. I also send the tefillin which daily he wound on his arm and which he told me you gave to him when he entered into minyan on reaching his fourteenth year. In addition, I send the pieces and board of the Shah’s Game, over which Mirdin and I spent many a happy hour.

There were no other belongings with him in India. He was, of course, buried in his tallit.

I pray the Lord may bring some measure of understanding to your bereavement and to ours. With his passing a light went from my life. He was the finest man ever I have valued. I know that Mirdin is with Adashem, and I hope that one day I may be worthy to be with him again.

Please convey my affection and respect to his widow and stalwart young sons and inform them that my wife has given birth to a healthy son, Mirdin ben Jesse, and sends them her loving wishes for a good life.

Yivorechachah Adonai V’Yishmorechah, May the
Lord Bless You and Keep You. I am

Jesse ben Benjamin, hakim

Al-Juzjani had been Ibn Sina’s assistant for years. He had achieved greatness in his own right as a surgeon and was the most notable success among the former assistants, but all of them had done well. The hakimbashi worked his assistants hard, and the position was like an. extension of training, an opportunity to continue to learn. From the beginning Rob did far more than follow Ibn Sina about and fetch things for him, as sometimes the assistants of other great men were called upon to do. Ibn Sina expected to be consulted when there was a problem or his opinion was required, but the young hakim had his confidence and was expected to act on his own.

For Rob it was a happy time. He lectured in the madrassa concerning wine baths for open wounds; few people attended, for a visiting physician from al-Rayy lectured that morning on the subject of physical love. Persian doctors always crowded into lectures dealing with the sexual, a curiosity to Rob, for in Europe the subject wasn’t a physician’s responsibility. Still, he attended many such lectures himself, and whether because of what he learned or despite it, his marriage prospered.

Mary healed quickly from the birthing. They followed the prescriptions of Ibn Sina, who cautioned that abstinence should prevail between man and wife for six weeks following a birth and advised that the new mother’s pudenda should be gently treated with olive oil and massaged with a mixture of honey and barley water. The treatment worked wonderfully well. The six weeks’ wait seemed an eternity, and when it was over, Mary turned to him just as eagerly as he embraced her.

Several weeks later, the milk in her breasts began to dwindle. It came as a shock because her supply had been copious; she had told him she had milky rivers in her, milk enough to supply the world. When she had given suck it had relieved the painful pressure in her breasts, but too soon the pressure was gone and now the pain came from hearing little Rob J.’s thin, hungry wailing. They saw that a wet nurse would be necessary, and Rob talked with midwives and through them found a strong, homely Armenian woman named Prisca who had more than enough milk for her new daughter and the hakim’s son. Four times a day Mary carried the child to the leather shop of Prisca’s husband Dikran and waited while little Rob J. took the teat. At night Prisca came to the house in Yehuddiyyeh and stayed in the other room with the two babies while Mary and Rob tried to be stealthy about lovemaking and then enjoyed the luxury of uninterrupted sleep.

Mary was fulfilled and happiness made her luminous. She bloomed with a new assurance. Sometimes it seemed to Rob that she took full credit for the small and noisy creature they had created together, but he loved her all the more.

In the first week of the month of Shaban the caravan of Reb Moise ben Zavil came through Ispahan again on the way to Qum and the merchant delivered gifts from Reb Mulka Askari and his daughter-in-law Fara. Fara had given the child Mirdin ben Jesse six small linen garments, sewn with love and care. The pearl merchant had sent back to Rob the Shah’s Game that had belonged to his dead son.

It was the last time Mary wept for Fara. When she had dried her eyes, Rob set up Mirdin’s figures on the board and taught her the game. After that, they played often. He didn’t expect much, for it was a warriors’ game and she was but a woman. But she learned quickly and would capture one of his pieces with a whoop and battle cry that would have been credible in a Seljuk marauder. Her swift skill in moving a king’s army, if unnatural in a female, nevertheless wasn’t a great shock, for he had learned long since that Mary Cullen was an extraordinary creature.

The advent of Ramadan caught Karim unprepared, so intent upon sinfulness that the purity and shriving implicit in the month of fasting seemed impossible to achieve and too painful to contemplate. Not even the prayers and the fasting could banish his thoughts of Despina and his unflagging yearning for her. Indeed, because Ibn Sina spent several evenings a week in various mosques and breaking the fast with mullahs and Qu’ranic scholars, Ramadan provided a secure time for the lovers to meet. Karim saw her as often as ever.

During Ramadan, Alā Shah too was diverted by prayer meetings and other demands on his time, and one day Karim had an opportunity to return to the maristan for the first time in months. Happily, it was a day when Ibn Sina was away from the hospital, caring for one of the members of the court who was down with fever. Karim knew the taste of guilt; Ibn Sina always had treated him fairly and well, and he had no desire to spend time with Despina’s husband.

The visit to the hospital was a cruel disappointment. Medical clerks followed him through the halls as usual—perhaps even in greater number than before, for his legend had grown. But he knew none of the patients; anyone he had treated here was either dead or long since recovered. And though once he had walked these halls with a sure confidence in his own skills, he found himself fumbling as he asked nervous questions, uncertain of what he was looking at in patients who were the responsibilities of others.

He managed to survive the visit without making himself out to be a fool, but he had the grim awareness that unless he could spend time in the true practice of medicine, the abilities he had gained so painfully through many years soon would be gone.

He had no choice. Alā Shah had assured him that what lay ahead for them both would make medicine seem pale by comparison.

That year Karim didn’t run in the chatir. He hadn’t trained and he was heavier than a runner should be. He watched the race with Alā Shah.

The first day of Bairam dawned even hotter than the day when he had won, and the race was very slow. The king had renewed his offer of calaat to anyone who could repeat Karim’s feat and finish all twelve laps of the city before Final Prayer, but it was clear that no one would run 126 Roman miles that day.

It developed into a race by the fifth lap, dwindling to a struggle between al-Harat of Hamadhān and a young soldier named Nafis Jurjis. Each of them had set too quick a pace the previous year and had ended the race in collapse. Now, to avoid this, they ran too slowly.

Karim shouted encouragement to Nafis. He told Alā that this was because Nafis had survived the Indian raids with them. In truth, although he liked the young soldier, it was because he didn’t want al-Harat to win, for he had known al-Harat as a child in Hamadhān, and when they met Karim still sensed his contempt for Zaki-Omar’s bum boy.

But Nafis wilted after collecting his eighth arrow and the race was al-Harat’s alone. It was already late afternoon and the heat was brutal; sensibly, al-Harat signaled that he would finish the lap and claim his victory.

Karim and the Shah rode the final lap well ahead of the runner so they could be at the finishing line to greet him, Alā on his savage white stallion and Karim astride his head-tossing Arabian gray. Along the route Karim’s spirits rose, because the people knew it would be a long time, if ever, before a runner ran another chatir such as he had run. They embraced him for this with roars of joy, and for being a hero of Mansura and Kausambi. Alā beamed, and Karim knew he could look upon poor al-Harat with benevolence, for the runner was a farmer of poor land and Karim soon would be Vizier of Persia.

When they passed the madrassa he saw the eunuch Wasif on the hospital roof and next to him the veiled Despina. At sight of her Karim’s heart leaped and he smiled. It was better to go by her like this, on a priceless horse and dressed in silk and linen, than to stagger past stinking of sweat and blind with fatigue!

Not far from Despina a woman without a veil grew impatient with the heat and, removing her black cloth, shook her head as if in imitation of Karim’s horse. Her hair fell and fanned forth, long and billowing. The sun glinted in it gloriously, revealing different shades of gold and red. Next to him he heard the Shah speak.

“It is the Dhimmi’s wife? The European woman?”

“Yes, Majesty. The woman of our friend Jesse ben Benjamin.”

“I thought it must be she,” Alā said.

The king watched the bareheaded female until they had ridden past her. He asked no further questions, and soon Karim was able to engage him in conversation concerning the Indian smith Dhan Vangalil and the swords he was making for the Shah with his new furnace and forge behind the stables of the House of Paradise.
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Rob continued to start each day at the House of Peace Synagogue, partly because the strange mixture of chanted Jewish prayer and silent Christian prayer had become pleasing and nurturing.

But mostly because in some strange way his presence in the synagogue was the fulfillment of a debt he owed to Mirdin.

Yet he was unable to enter the House of Zion, Mirdin’s synagogue. And though scholars sat daily and argued the law at the House of Peace, and it would have been a simple matter to suggest that somebody tutor him in the eighty-nine commandments he hadn’t examined, he hadn’t the heart to finish that task without Mirdin. He told himself that five hundred and twenty-four commandments would serve a spurious Jew as well as six hundred and thirteen, and he turned his mind to other things.

The Master had written on every subject. While a student, Rob had had a chance to read many of his works on medicine, but now he sampled other kinds of writing by Ibn Sina and felt ever more in awe of him. He had written on music and poetry and astronomy, on metaphysics and Eastern thought, on philology and the active intellect, and commentaries on all the books of Aristotle. While a prisoner in the castle of Fardajān he wrote a book called Guidance, summarizing all the branches of philosophy. There was even a military manual, The Management and Provisioning of Soldiers, Slave Troops, and Armies, which would have served Rob well if he had read it before going to India as a field surgeon. He had written on mathematics, on the human soul, and on the essence of sorrow. And again and again he had written about Islam, the religion given him by his father and which, despite the science that permeated his being, he was able to accept on faith.

This is what made him beloved of the people. They saw that despite the luxurious estate and all the fruits of royal calaat, despite the fact that the learned and glorious men of the world came to seek him out and plumb his mind, despite the fact that kings vied for the honor of being recognized as the Master’s sponsor—despite all these things, even as the lowliest wretch among them, Ibn Sina raised his eyes heavenward and exclaimed:

La ilaha illa-l-Lah;
Muhammadun rasulu-l-Lah.

There is no God but God;
Mohammed is the prophet of God.

Each morning before First Prayer a crowd of several hundred gathered in front of his house. They were beggars, mullahs, shepherds, merchants, poor and rich, men of every sort. The Prince of Physicians carried out his own prayer rug and worshiped with his admirers, then when he rode to the maristan they walked alongside his horse and sang of the Prophet and chanted verses from the Qu’ran.

Several evenings a week pupils gathered at his house. Customarily there were medical readings. Every week for a quarter of a century al-Juzjani had read aloud from Ibn Sina’s works, most frequently from the famous Qānūn. Sometimes Rob was asked to read aloud from Ibn Sina’s book entitled Shifa. Then a lively discussion period would follow, a combination drinking party and clinical debate, often heated and sometimes hilarious but always illuminating.

“How does the blood get to the fingers?” al-Juzjani might cry in despair, repeating a clerk’s question. “Do you forget Galen said the heart is a pump that sets the blood into motion?”

“Ah!” Ibn Sina would interject. “And the wind sets a sailing ship into motion. But how does it find its way to Bahrain?”

Frequently when Rob took his leave he was able to glimpse the eunuch Wasif standing hidden in the shadows near the door to the south tower. One evening Rob slipped away and went to the field behind the wall of Ibn Sina’s estate. He wasn’t surprised to find Karim’s gray Arabian stallion tethered there, tossing his head impatiently.

Walking back to his own unhidden horse, Rob studied the apartment atop the south tower. Through the window slits in the round stone wall the yellow light flickered and teased, and without envy or regret he recalled that Despina liked to make love by the light of six candles.

Ibn Sina inducted Rob into mysteries. “There is within us a strange being—some call it the mind, others the soul—which has great effect on our bodies and our health. I first saw evidence of this as a young man in Bukhārā, when I was beginning to be interested in the subject that led me to write The Pulse. I had a patient, a youth of my own age called Achmed; his appetite had flagged and he had lost weight. His father, a wealthy merchant of that place, was distressed and begged for my help.

“When I examined Achmed I could see nothing wrong. But as I tarried with him a strange thing occurred. My fingers were on the artery in his wrist while we chatted in friendly fashion about various towns in the area of Bukhārā. The pulse was slow and steady until I mentioned the village of Efsene, where I was born. Then there was such a tremolo in his wrist that I became frightened!

“I knew that village well, and I began to mention various streets, to no great effect until I came to the Lane of the Eleventh Imam, whereupon his pulse quickened and danced again. I no longer knew all the families in that lane, but further questioning and prodding produced the information that on that street lived Ibn Razi, a worker in copper, and that he had three daughters, the eldest of whom was Ripka, very beautiful. When Achmed spoke of this female, in his wrist the fluttering reminded me of an injured bird.

“I spoke to his father, saying that healing for him lay in marriage with this Ripka. It was arranged and came to pass. Shortly thereafter, Achmed’s appetite returned. When last I saw him, some years past, he was a fat and contented man.

“Galen tells us that the heart and all the arteries pulsate with the same rhythm, so that from one you can judge of all, and that a slow and regular pulse signifies good health. But since Achmed, I have found that the pulse also may be used to determine the state of a patient’s agitation or peace of mind. I have done so many times, and the pulse has proven to be The Messenger Who Never Lies.”

So Rob learned that, in addition to the gift that allowed him to gauge vitality, he could monitor the pulse to garner information about the patient’s health and mood. There was ample opportunity to practice. Desperate people flocked to the Prince of Physicians seeking miracle cures. Rich or poor, they were treated the same, but only a few could be accepted as patients by Ibn Sina and Rob, and most were turned over to other physicians.

Much of Ibn Sina’s clinical practice consisted of the Shah and valued members of Alā’s entourage. Thus one morning Rob was dispatched to the House of Paradise by the Master, who informed him that Siddha, the wife of the Indian swordmaker Dhan Vangalil, was ill with a colic.

As translator Rob sought out the services of Alā’s personal mahout, the Indian named Harsha. Siddha proved to be a pleasant, round-faced woman with graying hair. The Vangalil family worshiped Buddha, so the prohibition of aurat did not apply and Rob could palpate her stomach without worrying about being denounced to the mullahs. After examining her at length he determined that her problem was one of diet, for Harsha told him that neither the smith’s family nor any of the mahouts was furnished with a sufficient supply of cumin, turmeric, or peppers, spices to which they had been accustomed all their lives, and on which their digestions were dependent.

Rob set the matter right by personally seeing to the distribution of the spices. He had already won the regard of some of the mahouts by tending to the battle wounds of their elephants, and now he won the gratitude of the Vangalils as well.

He brought Mary and Rob J. to visit them, hoping that the mutual problems of people transplanted into Persia would serve as a basis for friendship. Alas, the sympathetic spark that had ignited immediately between Fara and Mary didn’t reappear. The two women eyed one another uncomfortably with rigid politeness, Mary trying not to stare at the round black kumkum painted in the middle of Siddha’s forehead. Rob didn’t bring his family to visit the Vangalils again.

But he returned to them alone, fascinated by what Dhan Vangalil could accomplish with steel.

Over a shallow hole in the ground Dhan had constructed a smelting furnace, a clay wall surrounded by a thicker outer wall of rock and mud, the whole girdled with bands of sapling. It stood the height of a man’s shoulders and a pace wide, tapering to a slightly narrower diameter at the top to concentrate the heat and reinforce the walls against collapse.

In this oven Dhan made wrought iron by burning alternating layers of charcoal and Persian ore, pea to nut size. Around the oven a shallow trench had been dug. Sitting on the outer lip with his feet in the trench, he operated bellows made from the hide of a whole goat, forcing precisely controlled amounts of air into the glowing mass. Above the hottest part of the fire, ore was reduced to bits of iron like drops of metal rain. They settled through the furnace and collected at the bottom in a blob-like mixture of charcoal, slag, and iron, called the bloom.

Dhan had sealed a removal hole with clay that he now broke away so he could drag out the bloom, which was refined by strong hammering requiring many reheatings in his forge. Most of the iron in the ore went into slag and waste, but that which was reduced made a very good grade of wrought iron.

But it was soft, he explained to Rob through Harsha. The bars of Indian steel, carried from Kausambi by the elephants, were very hard. He melted several of these in a crucible and then quenched the fire. After cooling, the steel was extremely brittle and he shattered it and stacked it on pieces of the wrought iron.

Now, sweating among his anvils, tongs, chisels, punches, and hammers, the skinny Indian displayed biceps like serpents as he wedded the soft and hard metals. He forge-welded multiple layers of iron and steel, hammering as if possessed, twisting and cutting, overlapping, folding the sheet and hammering again and again, mixing his metals like a potter wedging clay or a woman kneading bread.

Watching him, Rob knew he could never learn the complexities, the variables needing subtle skills passed down long generations of Indian smiths; but he gained an understanding of the process through asking innumerable questions.

Dhan made a scimitar and cured the weapon in soot dampened with a citron vinegar, resulting in an acid-etched, “watermarked” blade with a blue, smoky undertone. Fashioned out of the iron alone, it would have been soft and dull; made only from the hard Indian steel, it would have been brittle. But this sword took a fine edge that could cut a dropped thread in midair, and it was a supple weapon.

The swords Alā had ordered Dhan to make weren’t meant for kings. They were unembellished soldiers’ arms, to be stockpiled against a future war in which superior scimitars might give Persia a needed advantage.

“He will run out of the Indian steel before many more weeks,” Harsha observed.

Yet Dhan offered to make Rob a dagger, out of gratitude for what the hakim had done for his family and the mahouts. Rob refused regretfully; the weapons were beautiful but he wanted no more to do with killing. But then he couldn’t resist opening his bag and showing Dhan a scalpel, a pair of bistouris, and two knives used for amputations, one blade curved and thin and the other large and serrated for cutting through bone.

Dhan smiled broadly, showing the gaps of many missing teeth, and nodded his head.

A week later, Dhan handed over instruments in patterned steel that would take the keenest edge and hold it like no other surgical tools Rob had ever seen.

They would outlast his own life, he knew. It was a princely gift and called for a generous gift in return, but he was too overwhelmed to think of that for the moment. Dhan saw his enormous pleasure and basked in it. Unable to communicate with words, the two men embraced. Together they oiled the steel objects and wrapped them individually in rags, then Rob carried them off in a leather bag.

Filled with delight, he was riding away from the House of Paradise when he met a returning hunting party led by the king. In his rough hunting clothes Alā looked exactly as he had when Rob had first glimpsed him, years before.

He drew up his horse and bowed, hoping they would pass him by, but a moment later Farhad cantered up smartly.

“He wishes you to approach.”

The Captain of the Gates wheeled his mount and Rob followed him back to the Shah.

“Ah, Dhimmi. You must ride with me for a time.” Alā signaled that the soldiers who accompanied him were to hang back, and he and Rob walked their animals toward the palace.

“I have not rewarded your service to Persia.”

Rob was surprised, having thought all awards for service during the Indian raids long since were past. Several officers had been promoted for valor and soldiers had been given purses. Karim had been praised so lavishly in public by the Shah that market gossip had him soon to be named to any number of exalted posts. Rob was content to have been overlooked, happy that the raids were now history.

“I have it in mind to present you with another calaat, calling for a larger house and extensive grounds, an estate suitable for a royal entertainment.”

“No calaat is necessary, Sire.” In a dry voice he thanked the Shah for his generosity. “My presence was a small way of repaying my enormous gratitude to you.”

It would have been more graceful for him to speak of love for the monarch, but he could not and Alā didn’t seem to take his words to heart, in any case.

“Nevertheless, you deserve reward.”

“Then I ask my Shah to reward me by allowing me to stay in the small house in Yehuddiyyeh where I am comfortable and happy.”

The Shah looked hard at him. Finally he nodded. “Leave me, Dhimmi.” He dug his heels into the white horse and the stallion sprang away. Behind, his escort hastened to gallop after him, and in a moment the horse soldiers were streaming past Rob with a pounding and a clatter.

Thoughtfully, he turned the brown horse and made his way homeward again to show the patterned steel instruments to Mary.
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That year winter came hard and early to Persia. One morning all the mountain peaks were white, and the next day huge chill winds swept a mixture of salt, sand, and snow into Ispahan. In the markets the merchants covered their goods with cloths and longed for spring. Bulky in anklelength sheepskin cadabis, they huddled over charcoal braziers and kept themselves warm with gossip about their king. Though much of the time they reacted to Alā’s exploits with a chuckle or a wry, resigned glance, the latest scandal brought a pinched gravity to many faces that was not a result of the raw winds.

In the light of the Shah’s daily drinking and debauchery, the Imam Mirza-aboul Qandrasseh had sent his friend and chief aide, the mullah Musa Ibn Abbas, to reason with the king and remind him that strong drink was an abomination to Allah, forbidden by the Qu’ran.

Alā had been drinking for hours when he received the Vizier’s delegate. He listened to Musa gravely. When he perceived the subject of the message and caught the careful admonishing tone, the Shah stepped down from his throne and approached the mullah.

Disconcerted but not knowing how else to behave, Musa continued to speak. Presently, with no change of expression, the king had dribbled wine over the old man’s head, to the astonishment of all present—courtiers, servants, and slaves. Throughout the remainder of the lecture he had dripped strong drink all over Musa, wetting his beard and his clothing, then dismissed him with a wave of his hand, sending him back to Qandrasseh sodden and totally humiliated.

It was a show of contempt for the holy men of Ispahan and was widely interpreted as proof that Qandrasseh’s time as Vizier was coming to an end. The mullahs had grown accustomed to the influence and privileges Qandrasseh had given them, and next morning in every mosque in the city dark and disturbing prophecies were heard concerning the future of Persia.

Karim Harun came to consult with Ibn Sina and Rob about Alā.

“He isn’t like that. He can be the most unselfish of companions, merry and lovable. You saw him in India, Dhimmi. He is the bravest of fighters and if he is ambitious, wanting to be a great Shahanshah, then it is because he is even more ambitious for Persia.”

They listened to him silently.

“I’ve tried to keep him from drinking,” Karim said. He looked miserably at his former teacher and his friend.

Ibn Sina sighed. “He is most dangerous to others early in the morning, when he awakens with the sickness of yesterday’s wine in him. Give him senna tea then, to purge the poisons and take the ache from his head, and sprinkle ground Armenian stone in his food to rid him of melancholia. But nothing will protect him from himself. When he drinks you must stay out of his presence if you can.” He regarded Karim gravely. “You must also take care as you go about the city, for you are known as the Shah’s favorite and are generally regarded as the Qandrasseh’s rival. Now you have powerful enemies with a great stake in stopping your climb to power.”

Rob caught Karim’s eye. “You must take care to lead a blameless life,” he said meaningfully, “for your enemies will pounce on any weakness.”

He recalled the self-loathing he had felt when he had made the Master a cuckold. He knew Karim; despite his ambition and his love for the woman, Karim had a basic goodness and Rob could guess at the anguish he felt in betraying Ibn Sina.

Karim nodded. As he took his leave he grasped Rob’s wrist and smiled. Rob smiled back; it was impossible not to respond. Karim still had his handsome charm, though it was no longer carefree. Rob saw great tension and restless uncertainty in Karim’s face, and he looked after his friend with pity.

Little Rob’s blue eyes regarded the world fearlessly. He had begun to make crawling motions and his parents rejoiced when he learned to drink from a cup. At Ibn Sina’s suggestion Rob tried feeding him camel’s milk, which the Master said was the most healthful food for a child. It was strong-smelling and had yellowish lumps of butterfat but the little boy swallowed it hungrily. From then on, the woman Prisca no longer suckled him. Each morning Rob fetched camel’s milk from the Armenian market in a stone crock. The former wet nurse, always holding one of her own children, peered from her husband’s leather stall to watch for him every morning.

“Master Dhimmi! Master Dhimmi! How is my little boy?” Prisca called, and she gave him a luminous smile each time he assured her that the child was fine.

Because of the bitter air, patients in number came to the physicians with catarrh and aching bones and inflamed and swollen joints. Pliny the Younger had written that to cure a cold the patient should kiss the hairy muzzle of a mouse, but Ibn Sina pronounced Pliny the Younger not fit to be read. He had his own favorite remedy against the affliction of phlegm and the rigors of rheumatism. He carefully instructed Rob to assemble two dirhams each of castoreum, galbanum of Ispahan, stinking asafetida, asafetida, celery seed, Syrian fenugreek, galbanum, caltrop, harmel seed, opopanax, rue gum, and kernel of pumpkin seed. The dry ingredients were pounded. The gums were steeped in oil for a night and then pounded, and over them was poured warm honey bereft of froth, the wet mixture then being kneaded with the dry ingredients and the resulting paste put into a glazed vessel.

“The dose is one mithqal,” Ibn Sina said. “It is efficacious if God wishes.”

Rob went to the elephant pens, where the mahouts were snuffling and coughing, dealing less than cheerfully with a season unlike the mild winters they had known in India. He visited them three days in a row and gave them fumitory and sagepenum and Ibn Sina’s paste, with results so indecisive he would have preferred to dose them with Barber’s Universal Specific. The elephants didn’t look splendid as they had in battle; now they were draped like tents, festooned with blankets in an attempt to keep them warm.

Rob stood with Harsha and watched Zi, the Shah’s great bull elephant, cramming himself with hay.

“My poor children,” Harsha said softly. “Once, before Buddha or Brahman or Vishnu or Shiva, the elephants were all-powerful and my people prayed to them. Now they are so much less than gods that they are captured and made to do our will.”

Zi shivered as they watched, and Rob prescribed that the beasts be given buckets of warmed drinking water to heat them from within.

Harsha was doubtful. “We have been working them and they labor well despite the cold.”

But Rob had been learning about elephants in the House of Wisdom. “Do you know about Hannibal?”

“No,” the mahout said.

“A soldier, a great leader.”

“Great as Alā Shah?”

“At least as great, but from a time long gone. With thirty-seven elephants he led an army over the Alps—high, terrible mountains, steep and snow-covered—and he didn’t lose an animal. But cold and exposure weakened them. Later, crossing smaller mountains, all but one of the elephants died. The lesson is that you must rest your beasts and keep them warm.”

Harsha nodded respectfully. “Do you know that you are followed, Hakim?”

Rob was startled.

“That one there, sitting in the sun.”

He was just a man huddling in the fleece of his cadabi, seated with his back to the wall to hide from the cold wind.

“Are you certain?”

“Yes, Hakim, I saw him follow you yesterday too. Even now, he keeps you in his sight.”

“When I leave here can you follow after him cleverly, so we may discover who he is?”

Harsha’s eyes gleamed. “Yes, Hakim.”

Late that evening Harsha came to Yehuddiyyeh and tapped on Rob’s door.

“He followed you home, Hakim. When he left you here, I followed him to the Friday Mosque. I was very clever, O Honorable, I was invisible. He entered the mullah’s house wearing the ragged cadabi and after a short time emerged clad in black robes, and he went into the mosque in time for Final Prayer. He is a mullah, Hakim.”

Rob thanked him thoughtfully and Harsha went away.

The mullah had been sent by Qandrasseh’s friends, he was certain. Doubtless they had followed Karim to his meeting with Ibn Sina and Rob and then had watched to determine the extent of Rob’s involvement with the prospective Vizier.

Perhaps they concluded he was harmless, for next day he watched carefully but could see no one who might have been trailing after him and, so far as he could tell, in the days that followed he wasn’t spied on again.

It remained chill, but spring was coming. Only the tips of the purplegray mountains were white with snow, and in the garden the stark branches of the apricot trees were covered with tiny black buds, perfectly round.

Two soldiers came one morning and fetched Rob to the House of Paradise. In the cold stone throne room small knots of blue-lipped members of the court stood about and suffered. Karim was not among them. The Shah sat at the table over the floor grille through which oven heat drifted. After the ravi zemin was out of the way he motioned for Rob to join him, and the warmth trapped by the heavy felt tablecloth proved to be pleasant.

The Shah’s Game was already set up, and without conversation Alā made his first move.

“Ah, Dhimmi, you have become a hungry cat,” he said presently.

It was true; Rob had learned to attack.

The Shah played with a scowl on his face, eyes intent on the board. Rob used his two elephants to do damage and quickly gained a camel, a horse and rider, three foot soldiers.

The onlookers followed the game in rapt, expressionless silence. Doubtless some were horrified and some delighted by the fact that a European nonbeliever appeared to be besting the Shah.

But the king had vast experience as a sneaking general. Just as Rob began to think himself a fine fellow and a master of strategy, Alā offered sacrifices and drew his enemy in. He employed his own two elephants more adroitly than Hannibal had used his thirty-seven, until Rob’s elephants were gone, and his horsemen. Still Rob fought doggedly, calling upon all Mirdin had taught him. It was a respectable time before he was shahtreng. When it was over, the courtiers applauded the king’s victory and Alā allowed himself to look pleased.

The Shah slipped a heavy ring of massy gold from his finger and placed it in Rob’s right hand. “About the calaat. We now give it. You shall have a house large enough for a royal entertainment.”

With a haram. And Mary in the haram.

The nobles watched and listened.

“I shall wear this ring with pride and gratitude. As for the calaat, I am quite happy with your Majesty’s past generosity and I shall remain in my house.”

His voice was respectful but it was too firm and he did not turn his eyes away quite fast enough to prove humility. And all who were present heard the Dhimmi say these things.

By the following morning, it had reached Ibn Sina.

Not for nothing had the Chief Physician twice been a vizier. He had informants in the court and among the servants at the House of Paradise, and from several sources he heard about the rash stupidity of his Dhimmi assistant.

As always in time of crisis, Ibn Sina sat and thought. He was aware that his presence in Alā’s capital city was a source of royal pride, enabling the Shah to compare himself to the Baghdad caliphs as a monarch of culture and a patron of learning. But Ibn Sina was also aware that his influence had limits; a direct appeal would not save Jesse ben Benjamin.

All his life Alā had dreamed of being one of the greatest Shahs, a king with an undying name. Now he was preparing for a war that could take him either to immortality or to oblivion, and it was impossible at this moment for him to allow anyone to obstruct his will.

Ibn Sina knew that the king would have Jesse ben Benjamin killed.

Perhaps orders already had been given for unidentified assailants to fall upon the young hakim in the streets, or he might be arrested by soldiers and tried and sentenced by an Islamic court. Alā was capable of political craft and would use the execution of this Dhimmi in a manner that would serve him best.

For years Ibn Sina had studied Alā Shah and he understood the workings of the king’s mind. He knew what must be done.

That morning in the maristan he summoned his staff. “Word has reached us that in the town of Idhaj are a number of patients too sick to travel here to the hospital,” he said, which was true. “Therefore,” he told Jesse ben Benjamin, “you must ride to Idhaj and hold a clinic for the treatment of these people.”

After they discussed herbs and drugs that must be taken with him on a pack ass, and medicines that could be found in that town, and the histories of certain patients they knew to be ill there, Jesse said goodbye and left without delay.

Idhaj was a slow, uncomfortable three-day ride to the south, and the clinic would take at least three days. It would give Ibn Sina more than enough time.

Next afternoon, he went alone into Yehuddiyyeh and rode directly to his assistant’s house.

The woman answered the door holding her child. Surprise and brief confusion showed in her face when she saw the Prince of Physicians standing on her threshold, but she recovered quickly and showed him inside with proper courtesy. It was a plain home but kept well, and it had been made comfortable, with wall hangings and rugs on the earthen floors. With commendable dispatch she placed an earthen plate of sweet seed cakes before him, and a sherbet of rose water flavored with cardamon.

He hadn’t counted on her ignorance of the language. When he tried to talk with her it was quickly obvious that she had only a few words of Persian.

He wanted to converse at length and with persuasion, wanted to tell her that when first he had recognized the quality of her husband’s mind and instincts, he had hungered after the large young foreigner the way a miser lusts for a treasure or a man desires a woman. He had wanted the European for medicine because it was clear to him that God had fashioned Jesse ben Benjamin to be a healer.

“He will be a shining light. He is almost realized, but it is too soon, he is not yet there.

“All kings are mad. To one with absolute power, it is no more difficult to take a life than to bestow a calaat. Yet if you flee now, it will be a resentment for the rest of your lives, for he has come so far, dared so much. I know he is no Jew.”

The woman sat and held the child, watching Ibn Sina with growing tension. He tried speaking Hebrew with no success, then Turkish and Arabic in quick succession. He was a philologist and a linguist but knew few European languages, for he learned a tongue only in pursuit of scholarship. He spoke to her in Greek without response.

Then he turned to Latin and saw her head move slightly and her eyes blink.

“Rex te venire ad se vult. Si non, maritus necabitur.” He repeated it: The king wishes you to come to him. If you do not, your husband will be slain.
 
“Quid dicas?” What do you say? she said.
 
He repeated it very slowly.

The child was beginning to fuss in her arms, but the woman paid her baby no heed. She stared at Ibn Sina, her face drained of color. It was a face like stone but he saw it contained an element he hadn’t noted before. The old man understood people and for the first time his anxiety abated, for he recognized the woman’s strength. He would make the arrangements and she would do what was necessary.

Slaves bearing a sedan chair came for her. She didn’t know what to do with Rob J., so she brought him along; it was a happy solution, for in the haram of the House of Paradise the child was received by a number of delighted women.

She was taken to the baths, an embarrassment. Rob had told her it was a religious obligation for Muslim women to remove their pubic hair every ten days by means of a lime-and-arsenic depilatory. Similarly, the hair of the armpits was plucked or shaved, once a week by a married woman, every two weeks by a widow, and once a month by a virgin. The women attending her stared in undisguised disgust.

After she had been washed, three trays of scents and dyes were offered but she used only a bit of perfume.

She was led to a room and instructed to wait. It was furnished only with a large pallet, pillows, and blankets, and a closed cabinet on which stood a basin of water. Somewhere nearby, musicians played. She was cold. When she had waited what seemed a long time, she picked up a blanket and wrapped herself.

Presently Alā came. She was terrified but he smiled at seeing her standing cowled in the blanket.

He waggled his finger for her to remove it, and then motioned impatiently that she was to take off the robe too. She knew she was thin compared to most Eastern females, and Persian women had gone out of their way to inform her that freckles were Allah’s just punishment on someone so shameless she did not wear the veil.

He touched the heavy red hair on her head, lifted a handful to his nostrils. She hadn’t perfumed her hair and its lack of scent made him grimace.

For a moment Mary was able to escape by worrying about her child. When Rob J. was older, would he remember having been brought to this place? The glad cries and soft cooing of the women? Their tender faces beaming down at him? Their hands caressing him?

The king’s hands were still at her head. He was speaking in Persian, whether to himself or to her she couldn’t tell. She dared not even shake her head to signify she didn’t understand, lest he interpret the gesture as disagreement.

He went straight to an examination of her body patch. He was most curious about her hair.

“Henna?”

She understood the single word and assured him the color wasn’t henna, in language which of course he didn’t comprehend. He pulled a strand gently through his fingertips and tried to wash out the red.

In a moment he took off his single loose cotton garment. His arms were muscular and he was thick in the waist, with a protruding, hairy belly. His entire body was hairy. His pizzle seemed smaller than Rob’s and darker.

In the sedan chair on the way to the palace she had had fantasies. In one, she had wept and explained that Christian women were forbidden by Jesus to perform this act outside of marriage; and as though it were a story about one of the saints, he had taken pity on her tears and, out of kindness, had sent her home. In another vision, having been forced into this to save her husband, she had been freed to enjoy the most lascivious physical release of her lifetime, a ravishment by a supernatural lover who, although able to command the most beautiful women in Persia, had selected her.

Reality resembled neither imagining. He examined her breasts, touching the nipples; perhaps the coloring differed from those he was accustomed to. The chill air had made her breasts hard but they didn’t maintain his interest. When he pushed her to the mat she silently begged the help of the blessed Mother of God whose namesake she was. She was an unwilling receptacle, kept dry by fear and anger at this man who had come close to ordering the death of her husband. There were none of the sweet caresses with which Rob warmed her and turned her bones to water. Instead of being a vertical stick Alā’s organ was drooping and he had difficulty in pushing into her, resorting to olive oil that he splashed irritably on her instead of himself. Finally he squeezed greasily inside and she lay with her eyes closed.

She had been bathed but discovered he had not. He wasn’t vigorous. He seemed almost bored, grunting softly as he worked. In a very few moments he gave an unroyal little shudder for so large a man and a disgusted moan. Then the King of Kings pulled out with a small sucking of oil and strode from the room without a word or a glance.

She lay in sticky humiliation where he had left her, not knowing what to do next. She would not allow herself to weep.

Eventually she was called for by the same women and taken to her son. She dressed hurriedly and scooped up Rob J. Sending her home, the women placed a rope bag of green melons in the sedan chair. When she and Rob J. reached Yehuddiyyeh she thought of leaving the melons in the road, but it seemed easier to carry them into the house and let the sedan chair go on its way.

The melons in the marketplaces were poor, because they were stored in caverns throughout the Persian winter and many spoiled. These were in excellent condition and perfectly ripe when Rob returned from his mission to Idhaj, and they proved to have an uncommonly fine flavor.
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THE BEDOUI GIRL
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Strange. To enter the maristan, that cool, sacred place with its stinks of illness and its rough medicinal smells and groanings and cries and bustling sounds, the song of the hospital. It still made Rob catch his breath, still made his heart pound to enter the maristan and find trailing behind him, like baby geese following their mother, a gaggle of students.

Following him, who not long before had trailed others!

To stop and allow a clerk to recite a history of affliction. Then to approach a pallet and speak with the patient, watching, examining, touching, smelling out disease like a fox snuffling to find an egg. Trying to outwit the fucking Black Knight. At length, to discuss the sick or injured person with the group, receiving opinions often worthless and absurd but sometimes wonderful. For the clerks, a learning; for Rob, an opportunity to mold these minds into a critical instrument that analyzed and proposed treatment and rejected and proposed again, so that sometimes as a result of teaching them he reached conclusions that otherwise would have eluded him.

Ibn Sina urged him to lecture, and when he did, others came to hear him but he never was truly at ease before them, standing and sweating earnestly while discoursing on a subject he had carefully reviewed in the books. He was aware of how he must look to them, bigger than most and with his broken English nose, and aware of how he sounded, for now he was fluent enough with the language to be conscious of his accent.

Similarly, because Ibn Sina demanded he be a writer, he fashioned a short article on the wine treatment of wounds. He labored over the essay but took no joy from it even when it was finished and transcribed and placed in the House of Learning.

He knew he must pass on learning and skills, as these things had been passed to him, but Mirdin had been wrong: Rob did not want to do everything. He would not fashion himself after Ibn Sina. He had no ambition to be philosopher and educator and theologian, no need to write or preach. He was forced to learn and seek so he could know what to do when he must act. For him, the challenge came each time he held a patient’s hands, the same magic he had first felt when he was nine years old.

One morning a girl named Sitara was brought into the maristan by her father, a bedoui tentmaker. She was very sick, nauseous and vomiting and racked by terrible pain in the lower right part of her rigid belly. Rob knew what was wrong but had no idea how to treat the side sickness. The girl groaned and could barely answer but he questioned her at length, seeking to learn something that might show him the way.

He purged her, tried hot packs and cold compresses, and that night he told his wife about the bedoui girl and asked Mary to pray for her.

Mary was saddened by the thought of a young girl stricken as James Geikie Cullen had been stricken. It brought to mind the fact that her father lay in an unvisited grave in Ahmad’s wadi in Hamadhān.

Next morning Rob let blood from the bedoui girl and gave drugs and herbs, but all he did was to no avail. He saw her turn febrile and glassy-eyed and begin to fade like a leaf after frost. She died on the third day.

He went over the details of her short life painstakingly.

She had been healthy prior to the series of painful attacks that had killed her. A twelve-year-old virgin who had reached her womanly bleeding but recently … what had she in common with a small male child and his middle-aged father-in-law? Rob could see nothing.

Yet all three had been killed in precisely the same way.

The breach between Alā and his Vizier, the Imam Qandrasseh, became more public at the Shah’s audience. The Imam was seated on the smaller throne below Alā’s right hand, as was customary, but he addressed the Shah with such cold courtesy that his message was clear to all who attended.

That night Rob sat in Ibn Sina’s home and they played at the Shah’s Game. It was more a lesson than a contest, like a grown man playing with a child. Ibn Sina seemed to have thought out the entire game in advance. He moved the pieces without hesitation. Rob could not contain him but perceived the need for planning ahead, and this foresight quickly became a part of his own strategy.

“Small groups of people are gathered in the streets and in the maidans, speaking softly,” Rob said.

“They become worried and confused when the priests of Allah are in conflict with the lord of the House of Paradise, for they fear the quarrel will destroy the world.” Ibn Sina took a rukh with his horseman. “It will pass. It always passes, and those who are blessed will survive.”

They played for a time in silence and then he told Ibn Sina of the death of the bedoui girl, recounting the symptoms and describing the two other cases of abdominal distemper that haunted him.

“Satira was my mother’s name.” Ibn Sina sighed. But he had no explanation for the girl’s death. “There are many answers we have not been given.”

“They will not be given unless we seek them out,” Rob said slowly.

Ibn Sina shrugged and chose to change the subject by relating court news, disclosing that a royal expedition was being sent to India. Not raiders this time, but merchants empowered by the Shah to buy Indian steel or the ore from which to smelt it, for Dhan Vangalil did not have any steel left to make the patterned blue blades that Alā valued so highly.

“He has told them not to return without a full caravan of ore or hard steel, if they must go to the end of the Silk Road to get it.”

“What is at the end of the Silk Road?” Rob asked.

“Chung-Kuo. An enormous country.”

“And beyond that?”

Ibn Sina shrugged. “Water. Oceans.”

“Travelers have told me that the world is flat and is surrounded by fire. That one can venture only so far before dropping into the fire that is Hell.”

“Travelers’ babble,” Ibn Sina said scornfully. “It is not true. I have read that outside the inhabited world all is salt and sand, like the Dasht-i-Kavir. It is also written that much of the world is ice.” He gazed pensively at Rob. “What is beyond your own country?”

“Britain is an island. Beyond it is an ocean and then Denmark, the land of the Northmen from which our king came. Beyond that, it is said there is a land of ice.”

“And if one goes north from Persia, beyond Ghazna is the land of the Rus—and beyond that is a land of ice. Yes, I think it true that much of the world is covered with ice,” Ibn Sina said. “But there is no fiery Hell at the edges, for thinking men have known always that the earth is round as a plum. You have voyaged on the sea. When sighting a distant oncoming ship, the first thing seen on the horizon is the tip of the mast, and then more and more of the craft as it sails over the curved surface of the world.”

He finished Rob off on the game board by trapping his king, almost absentmindedly, and then summoned a slave to bring wine sherbet and a bowl of pistachios. “Do you not recall the astronomer Ptolemy?”

Rob smiled; he had read only enough astronomy to satisfy the requirements of the madrassa. “An ancient Greek who did his writing in Egypt.”

“Just so. He wrote that the world is round. Suspended beneath the concave firmament, it is the center of the universe. Around it circle the sun and the moon, making the night and the day.”

“This ball of a world, with its surface of sea and land, mountains and rivers and forests and deserts and places of ice—is it hollow or solid? And if it is solid, what is the nature of its interior?”

The old man smiled and shrugged, in his element now and enjoying himself. “We cannot know. The earth is enormous, as you understand, who have ridden and walked over a vast piece of it. And we are but tiny men who cannot burrow deeply enough to answer such a question.”

“But if you were able to look within the center of the earth—would you?”

“Of course!”

“Yet you are able to peer inside the human body, but you do not.”

Ibn Sina’s smile faded. “Mankind is close to savagery and must live by rules. If not, we would sink into our own animal nature and perish. One of our rules forbids the mutilation of the dead, who will one day be rescued from their graves by the Prophet.”

“Why do people suffer from abdominal distemper?”

Ibn Sina shrugged. “Open the belly of a hog and study the puzzle. The pig’s organs are identical to the organs of man.”

“You are certain of this, Master?”

“Yes. So it has been written since the time of Galen, whose fellow Greeks would not let him cut up humans. The Jews and the Christians have a similar prohibition. All men share this abhorrence of dissection.” Ibn Sina looked at him with tender concern. “You have overcome much to become a physician. But you must practice your healing within the rule of religion and the general will of men. If you do not, their power will destroy you,” he said.

Rob rode home gazing at the sky until the points of light swam before his eyes. Of the planets he could find only the moon and Saturn, and a glowing that might have been Jupiter, for it shed a steady brilliance amidst the starry glittering.

He realized Ibn Sina was not a demigod. The Prince of Physicians was simply an aging scholar caught between medicine and the faith in which he had been piously reared. Rob loved the old man all the more for his human limitations but he had a sense of being somehow cheated, like a small boy realizing the frailties of his father.

When he reached Yehuddiyyeh he was reflective while he saw to the needs of the brown horse. Inside the house Mary and the child were asleep, and he undressed with quiet care and then lay awake, thinking on what might cause distemper of the abdomen.

In the middle of the night Mary awoke urgently and ran outside, where she retched and was ill. He followed; obsessed by the disease that had taken her father, he was aware that vomiting was its first sign. Though she objected, he examined her when she reentered the house, but her abdomen was soft and there was no fever.

At last they returned to their pallet.

“Rob!” she called at length. And again: “My Rob,” a cry of distress, as from a nightmare.

“Hush, or you will wake him,” he whispered. He was surprised, for he hadn’t known her to have bad dreams. He stroked her head and comforted her, and she pulled him to her with a desperate strength.

“I’m here, Mary. I’m here, O my love.” He spoke soft, quiet things to her until she calmed, endearments in English and Persian and the Tongue.

Once again a short time later she started but then she touched his face and sighed and cradled his head in her arms, and Rob lay with his cheek on his wife’s soft breast until the sweet slow thudding of her heart pulled him also into his rest.
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KARIM
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The warming sun drew pale green shoots out of the earth as spring surged into Ispahan. Birds flashed through the air carrying straw and nesting twigs in their beaks, and the runoff gushed from brooks and wadis into the River of Life, which roared as its waters rose. It was as if Rob had taken the hands of the earth into his own and could feel nature’s boundless, eternal vitality. Among other evidences of fertility was Mary’s. Her nausea continued and worsened, and this time they didn’t need Fara to tell them she was pregnant. He was delighted but Mary was moody, quicker to show irritation than heretofore. He spent more time than ever with his son. The little face lighted when Rob J. saw him, and the baby crowed and wriggled like a tail-wagging puppy. Rob taught him to yank at his father with joy.

“Pull Da’s beard,” he said, and felt pride in the strength of the tugging.

“Pull Da’s ears.”

“Pull Da’s nose.”

The same week that the child took his first tentative, unsteady steps, he also began to talk. It was no wonder that his first word was Da. The sound of the small creature addressing him filled Rob with such awed love that he found his good fortune hard to believe.

On a mild afternoon he persuaded Mary to walk to the Armenian market with him while he carried Rob J. At the market he set the baby down near the leather booth so Rob J. could take several shaky steps toward Prisca, and the former wet nurse screamed with delight and swept the child into her arms.

On the way home through Yehuddiyyeh they smiled and greeted this one and that, for if no woman had taken Mary into her heart since Fara had left, neither did anyone curse the European Other any more, and the Jews of the quarter had grown accustomed to her presence.

Later, while Mary was cooking their pilah and Rob was pruning one of the apricot trees, two of the small daughters of Mica Halevi the Baker ran from the house next door and played in the garden with his son. Rob delighted in the sound of their childish shrieks and foolishness.

There were worse people than the Jews of Yehuddiyyeh, he told himself, and worse places to be than Ispahan.

One day, hearing that al-Juzjani was to teach a class in dissection of a pig, Rob volunteered to assist. The animal in question proved to be a stout boar with tusks as fierce as a small elephant’s, mean porcine eyes, a long body covered with coarse gray bristles, and a robust hairy pizzle. The pig had been dead for a day or so and smelled it, but it had been fed on grain and the predominant odor when the stomach was opened was of beery fermentation, slightly sour. Rob had learned that such odors were not bad or good; all smells were of interest, since each told a story. But neither his nose nor his eyes nor his searching hands taught him anything about abdominal distemper as he searched the belly and gut for signs. Al-Juzjani, more interested in teaching his class than in allowing Rob access to his pig, was justifiably irritated by the amount of time he spent grubbing.

After the class, no wiser than before, Rob went to meet with Ibn Sina in the maristan. He knew at first sight of the Chief Physician that something untoward had taken place.

“My Despina and Karim Harun. They have been arrested.”

“Sit, Master, and ease yourself,” he said gently, for Ibn Sina was shaken and puzzled and old-looking.

It was the realization of Rob’s most dreadful fears. He forced himself to ask the questions that were required and was not surprised to learn that the charges were adultery and fornication.

Qandrasseh’s agents had followed Karim to Ibn Sina’s house that morning. Mullahs and soldiers had burst into the stone tower and found the lovers.

“What of the eunuch?”

For the time it takes to blink, Ibn Sina looked at him and Rob hated himself, aware of all that was revealed by his question. But Ibn Sina only shook his head.

“Wasif is dead. Had they not killed him by stealth, they would not have gained entrance to the tower.”

“How can we help Karim and Despina?”

“Only Alā Shah can help them,” Ibn Sina said. “We must petition him.”

As Rob and Ibn Sina rode through the streets of Ispahan the people turned their eyes away, unwilling to shame Ibn Sina with their pity.

At the House of Paradise they were greeted by the Captain of the Gates with the courtesy usually shown to the Prince of Physicians, but they were ushered into an anteroom instead of the Shah’s presence.

Farhad left them and returned presently to tell them the king regretted he could not spend time with them that day.

“We shall wait,” Ibn Sina said. “Perhaps an opportunity will present itself.”

Farhad was glad to see the mighty fallen; he smiled at Rob as he bowed.

All that afternoon they waited, and then Rob took Ibn Sina home.

In the morning they returned. Again Farhad was careful to be courteous. They were led to the same anteroom and allowed to languish, but it became clear the king wouldn’t see them.

Nevertheless, they waited.

Ibn Sina seldom spoke. Once, he sighed. “She has ever been as a daughter to me,” he said. And, after a time: “It is easier for the Shah to treat Qandrasseh’s bold stroke as a small defeat than to challenge the Vizier.”

Throughout the second day they sat in the House of Paradise. Gradually they understood that, despite the eminence of the Prince of Physicians and the fact that Karim was Alā’s favorite, the king would do nothing.

“He is willing to concede Karim to Qandrasseh,” Rob said bleakly. “As though they were playing the Shah’s Game and Karim is a piece that will not be grievously missed.”

“In two days there will be an audience,” Ibn Sina said. “We must make it easy for the Shah to help them. I will make public request that the king grant them mercy. I am the woman’s husband and Karim is the beloved of the people. They will roar to support my request to save their hero of the chatir. The Shah will allow it to appear that he grants mercy because of the will of his subjects.” If this happened, Ibn Sina said, Karim might be given twenty strokes and Despina beaten and sentenced to confinement for life in her master’s house.

But as they left the House of Paradise they came upon al-Juzjani, who had been awaiting them. The master surgeon loved Ibn Sina as much as any man. Out of that love, he brought him bad news.

Karim and Despina had been taken before an Islamic court. Testimony had been given by three witnesses, each an ordained mullah. Doubtless to avoid torture, neither Despina nor Karim had attempted to offer a defense.

The presiding mufti had sentenced each of them to death on the following morning.

“The woman Despina will be decapitated. Karim Harun will have his belly ripped.”

They gazed at one another in dismay. Rob waited for Ibn Sina to tell al-Juzjani how Karim and Despina yet might be saved, but the old man shook his head. “We cannot avert the sentence,” he said heavily. “We can only make certain their end is merciful.”

“Then there are things to be done,” al-Juzjani said quietly. “Bribes to be paid. And instead of the medical clerk in the kelonter’s prison we must substitute a physician we trust.”

Despite the warmth of the spring air, Rob was chilled. “Let it be me,” he said.

That night he was sleepless. He rose before dawn and rode the brown horse through the dark city. At Ibn Sina’s house he half expected to see the eunuch Wasif in the gloom. There was neither light nor life in the tower rooms.

Ibn Sina gave him a jar of grape juice. “It is heavily infused with opiates and a powder of pure hempseed called buing,” he said. “Herein lies the risk. They must drink a lot of it. But if either of them drinks too much to walk when they are summoned, you shall die with them.”

Rob nodded to show he understood. “God’s mercy.”

“God’s mercy,” Ibn Sina said. He was chanting from the Qu’ran before Rob left the room.

At the prison he told the sentry he was the physician and was given an escort. They went first to the women’s cells, in one of which a woman could be heard alternately singing and sobbing.

He was afraid the terrible sound came from Despina but it didn’t; in a tiny cell, she waited. She was unwashed and unperfumed and her hair hung in lank locks. Her small, finely made body was clad in a dirty black garment.

He set down the jar of buing and went to her and lifted her veil.

“I have brought something for you to drink.”

To him she would ever after be femina, a combination of Anne Mary his sister, Mary his wife, the whore who had serviced him in the carriage on the maidan, and every female put upon by the world.

There were unshed tears in her eyes but she refused the buing.

“You must drink. It will help you.”

She shook her head. Soon I will be in Paradise, the fearful eyes begged him to believe. “Give it to him,” she whispered, and Rob bade her goodbye.

The footsteps echoed as he followed the soldier along a corridor, down two short flights of stairs, into another stone tunnel and then another tiny cell.

His friend was pale.

“So, European.”

“So, Karim.”

They embraced, holding each other hard.

“Is she …?”

“I’ve seen her. She is well.”

Karim sighed. “I hadn’t talked with her for weeks! It was just to hear her voice, you understand? I was certain I wasn’t followed, that day.”

Rob nodded.

Karim’s mouth trembled. Offered the jar, he grasped it and drank deeply, finishing two-thirds of the liquid before handing it back.

“It will work. Ibn Sina mixed it himself.”

“The old man you worship. Often I dreamed of poisoning him so I could have her.”

“Every man has wicked thoughts. You wouldn’t carry them out.” For some reason it seemed vital that Karim should know this before the narcotic took effect. “You understand?”

Karim nodded. Rob watched closely, fearful he had drunk too much buing. If the infusion worked quickly, a mufti’s court would reconvene to kill a second physician.

Karim’s eyes drooped. He remained awake but chose not to talk. Rob stayed with him in silence until finally he heard footsteps approaching.

“Karim.”

He blinked. “Is it now?”

“Think of winning the chatir,” Rob said gently. The footsteps stopped, the door opened; they were three soldiers and two mullahs.” Think of the happiest day of your life.”

“Zaki-Omar could be a kindly man,” Karim said. He favored Rob with a small, vacant smile.

Two of the soldiers took his arms. Rob followed directly behind them, out of the cell, down the stone corridor, up the two flights of stairs, into the courtyard where the sun smote a brassy blow. The morning was soft and beautiful, an ultimate cruelty. He could see Karim’s knees buckle as he walked but any observer would think it was caused by fear. They went past the double row of carcan victims to the blocks, scene of his nightmares.

Something awful already lay next to a black-gowned form on imbrued ground, but the buing cheated the mullahs; Karim did not see her.

The executioner seemed scarcely older than Rob, a short, beefy man with huge arms and indifferent eyes. His strength and skill and the keenest whetted blades were what Ibn Sina’s money had bought.

Karim’s eyes were glazed as the soldiers brought him forward. There were no goodbyes; the executioner’s stroke was swift and certain. The point came up into the heart and brought death at once as the wielder had been bribed to do, and Rob heard his friend make a sound like a loud discontented sigh.

It was left to Rob to see that Despina and Karim were carried from the prison to a cemetery outside the city walls. He paid well for prayer to be chanted over both new graves, a bitter irony: the praying mullahs were found among those who had witnessed the deaths.

When the funeral was over, Rob finished the infusion that remained in the jar and allowed the brown horse to carry him back unguided.

But as they neared the House of Paradise he reined up and studied it. The palace was particularly beautiful that day, its colorful pennons streaming and fluttering in the spring breeze and the sun glittering on the guidons and halberds and making dazzle of the sentries’ weapons.

He could hear Alā’s voice. We are four friends… We are four friends…

He shook his fist. “UN-WOR-THYYYY!”

The sound rolled toward the wall, reaching and startling the sentries.

Their officer came down to the outermost guard. “Who is it? Can you tell?”

“Yes. I believe it is the hakim Jesse. The Dhimmi.”

They studied the figure on the horse, observing him shaking his fist once more, noting the wine jar and the horse’s slack reins.

The officer knew the Jew as one who had stayed behind the returning force of Indian raiders to tend the wounds of soldiers. “His face is full of drink.” He grinned. “But he is not a bad shit, that one. Let him be,” he said, and they watched the brown horse carry the physician toward the city gates.
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So he was the last surviving member of the Ispahan Medical Party. To think of both Mirdin and Karim beneath the earth was to suck on an infusion of rage and regret and sadness; yet, perversely, their deaths made his days sweet as a loving kiss. He savored life’s ordinary juices. A deep breath, a long piss, a slow fart. To chew stale bread when he was hungry, sleep when he was tired. To touch his wife’s clumsy girth, listen to her snore. To bite his son’s stomach until the gurgling howl of infantile laughter brought tears to his eyes.

This, despite the fact that Ispahan had become a somber place.

If Allah and the Imam Qandrasseh could bring low the hero athlete of Ispahan, then what ordinary man would now dare break the Islamic rules set down by the Prophet?

Whores disappeared and the maidans no longer were riotous at night. Mullahs patrolled the streets of the city in pairs, alert for a veil that covered too little of a woman’s face, a man slow in responding with prayer to a muezzin’s call, a refreshment-house owner stupid enough to sell wine. Even in Yehuddiyyeh, where females always were careful to cover their hair, many Jewish women began to wear the heavy Muslim veils.

Some sighed in private, missing the music and gaiety of remembered nights, but others expressed satisfaction, and at the maristan the hadji Davout Hosein thanked Allah during a morning’s prayer. “Mosque and state were born of one womb, joined together and never to be sundered,” he said.

Each morning more worshipers than ever came to Ibn Sina’s home and joined him in prayer, but now when he was through with worship the Prince of Physicians returned inside his house and wasn’t seen until it was time to pray again. He gave himself fully to grieving and introspection and didn’t come to the maristan to teach or to treat patients. Some who objected to being touched by a Dhimmi were treated by al-Juzjani, but these were not many and Rob was busy all the time now, tending to Ibn Sina’s patients as well as his own responsibilities.

One morning a skinny old man with stinking breath and dirty feet wandered into the hospital. Qasim ibn Sahdi had legs like a knob-kneed crane and a moth-eaten wisp of white beard. He didn’t know his age and he had no home because for most of his life he had made his way as a menial in one caravan after another.

“I have traveled everywhere, master.”

“To Europe, whence I came?”

“Almost everywhere.” He had no family, he said, but Allah watched over him. “I reached here yesterday with a caravan of wool and dates from Qum. On the route I was stricken with a pain like a wicked djinn.”

“Where, pain?”

Qasim, groaning, clutched at his right side.
 
“Has your gorge risen?”

“Lord, I am pukingly ill and know a terrible weakness. Yet as I dozed, Allah spoke, saying that nearby was one who would heal me. And when I awoke I asked people if there was a place of healing nearby and I was directed to this maristan.”

He was led to a pallet, where he was bathed and fed lightly. He was the first patient with abdominal distemper whom Rob had been able to observe in an early stage of the disease. Perhaps Allah knew how to make Qasim well, but Rob did not.

He spent hours in the library. Finally courtly Yussuf-ul-Gamal, the Keeper of the House of Wisdom, asked him what it was that he sought so assiduously.

“The secret of abdominal illness. I am trying to find accounts of ancients who opened the human belly before it was forbidden to do so.”

The venerable librarian blinked and nodded gently. “I shall try to help you. Let me see what I am able to find,” he said.

Ibn Sina wasn’t available and Rob went to al-Juzjani, who didn’t have Ibn Sina’s patience.

“Often people die of distemper,” al-Juzjani said, “but some come to the maristan complaining of pain and burning in the lower right abdomen, and the hurting goes away and the patients are sent home.”

“Why?”

Al-Juzjani shrugged and gave him an annoyed glance and would spend no more time on the subject.

Qasim’s pain disappeared too after a few days, but Rob didn’t want to release him. “Where shall you go?”

The old drover shrugged. “I shall find a caravan, Hakim, for they are my home.”

“Not all who come here are able to leave. Some die, you understand that.”

Qasim nodded seriously. “All men must die in the end.”

“To wash the dead and prepare them for burial is to serve Allah. Could you do such work?”

“Yes, Hakim. For it is God’s labor, as you say,” he said solemnly. “Allah brought me here and it may be that He wishes me to stay.”

There was a small storeroom next to the two rooms that served as the hospital’s charnel house. They cleaned it out together and this became Qasim ibn Sahdi’s living quarters.

“You will take your meals here after the patients are fed, and you may bathe in the maristan baths.”

“Yes, Hakim.”

Rob gave him a sleeping mat and a clay lamp. The old man unrolled his worn prayer rug and declared the room the finest home he had ever had.

It was almost two weeks before Rob’s busy schedule allowed him to meet Yussuf-ul-Gamal in the House of Wisdom. He brought a gift of appreciation for the librarian’s help. All the vendors were displaying large, fat pistachios but Yussuf had few teeth for chewing nuts and instead Rob had bought a reed basket filled with soft desert dates.

He and Yussuf sat and ate the fruit late one night in the House of Wisdom. The library was deserted.

“I have gone back in time,” Yussuf said. “Far as I am able. Into antiquity. Even the Egyptians, whose embalming fame you know, were taught it was evil and a disfigurement of the dead to open the abdomen.”

“But … when they made their mummies?”

“They were hypocrites. They paid despised men called paraschistes to sin by making the forbidden initial incision. As soon as they made the cut the paraschistes fled lest they be stoned to death, an acknowledgment of guilt that allowed the respectable embalmers to empty the abdomen of organs and get on with their preservation.”

“Did they study the organs they removed? Did they leave behind written observations?”

“They embalmed for five thousand years, altogether eviscerating almost three-quarters of a billion human beings who had died of every ill, and they stored the viscera in vessels of clay, limestone, or alabaster, or simply threw them away. But there is no evidence that they ever studied the organs.

“The Greeks—now that was different. And it happened in the same Nile region.” Yussuf helped himself to more dates. “Alexander the Great stormed through this Persia of ours like a beautiful, youthful god of war, nine hundred years before the birth of Mohammed. He conquered the ancient world, and at the northwestern end of the Nile River delta, on a strip of land between the Mediterranean Sea and Lake Mareotis, he founded a graceful city to which he gave his own name.

“Ten years later he was dead of a swamp fever, but Alexandria already was a center of Greek culture. In the breakup of the Alexandrian empire, Egypt and the new city fell to Ptolemy of Macedonia, one of the most scholarly of Alexander’s associates. Ptolemy established the Museum of Alexandria, the world’s first university, and the great Alexandria Library. All branches of knowledge prospered, but the school of medicine attracted the most promising students of the entire world. For the first and only time in man’s long history, anatomy became the keystone, and dissection of the human body was practiced on an extensive scale for the next three hundred years.”

Rob leaned forward eagerly. “Then it is possible to read their descriptions of the diseases that afflict the internal organs?”

Yussuf shook his head. “The books of their magnificent library were lost when Julius Caesar’s legions sacked Alexandria thirty years before the start of the Christian era. The Romans destroyed most of the writings of the Alexandrian physicians. Celsus collected what little was left and tried to preserve it in his work entitled De re medicina, but there is only one brief mention of ‘distemper seated in the large intestine principally affecting that part where I mentioned the cecum to be, accompanied by violent inflammation and vehement pains, particularly on the right side.’ ”

Rob grunted in disappointment. “I know the quotation. Ibn Sina uses it when he teaches.”

Yussuf shrugged. “So my delving into the past leaves you exactly where you were when I began. The descriptions you are seeking do not exist.”

Rob nodded gloomily. “Why do you suppose that the only brief moment in history when physicians opened human beings came with the Greeks?”

“They did not have the advantage of a single strong God who forbade them to desecrate the work of His creation. Instead, they had all those fornicators, those weak and squabbling gods and goddesses.” The librarian spat a mouthful of date seeds into his cupped palm and smiled sweetly. “They could dissect because they were, after all, only barbarians, Hakim,” he said.
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Her pregnancy was too far advanced to permit her to ride, but Mary went on foot in order to buy the foodstuffs needed for her family, leading the donkey which bore her purchases and Rob J., who rode in a sling on the animal’s back. The burden of her unborn child tired her and vexed her back, and she moved slowly from one marketplace to another. As she generally did when she attended the Armenian market, she stopped in the leather shop to share a sherbet and a hot loaf of thin Persian bread with Prisca.

Prisca always appeared happy to see her former employer and the baby she had suckled, but today she was especially voluble. Mary had been trying hard to learn the Persian tongue, but she could make out only a few words.

Stranger. From afar. Same as the hakim. Like you.

It was with no enlightenment and mutual frustration that the two women parted, and that evening Mary was irked as she reported the incident to her husband.

He knew what Prisca had been trying to tell her, for the rumor had quickly reached the maristan. “A European is newly arrived in Ispahan.”

“From what country?”

“England. He’s a merchant.”

“An Englishman?” She stared. Her face was flushed, and he noted the interest and excitement in her eyes and the way her hand remained unnoticed at her breast.

“Why have you not gone to him at once?”

“Mary …”

“But you must! Do you know where he is staying?”

“He’s in the Armenian quarter, that’s why Prisca knew of him. It’s said that at first he would consent to stay only with Christians.” Rob smiled. “But when he saw the hovels in which the few, poor Armenian Christians live, he quickly rented a finer house from a Muslim.”

“You must write a message. Ask him to come to us for an evening meal.”

“I don’t even know his name.”

“What matter? Hire a messenger. Anyone in the Armenian quarter will direct him,” she said. “Rob! He will have tidings.”

The last thing he wanted was dangerous contact with an English Christian. But he knew he couldn’t deny her this opportunity to hear of places closer to her heart than Persia, so he sat and wrote the letter.

“I am Bostock. Charles Bostock.”

At a glance, Rob remembered. On his first return to London after becoming the barber-surgeon’s boy, he and Barber had ridden for two days in the protection of Bostock’s long line of packhorses laden with salt from the brine works at Arundel. In camp they had juggled and the merchant had given Rob tuppence to spend when he reached London.

“Jesse ben Benjamin. Physician of this place.”

“Your invitation was writ in English. And you speak my language.”

The answer could only be the one Rob had established in Ispahan. “I was reared in the town of Leeds.” He was more amused than concerned. Fourteen years had passed. The puppy he had once been had grown into a strange sort of a dog, he told himself, and there was little likelihood that Bostock could connect that juggling boy with this over-tall Jewish physician to whose Persian home Bostock had been drawn.

“And this is my wife Mary, who is a Scot from the north country.”

“Mistress.”

Mary had ached for finery but her ponderous belly had made her best blue dress an impossibility and she wore a loose, tentlike black gown. But her scrubbed red hair gleamed richly. She wore an embroidered headband and her only piece of jewelry, a little crochet of seed pearls that hung between her brows.

Bostock still had long hair held back with bows and ribbons, but now his hair was more gray than yellow. The ornate red velvet suit he wore, complete with soiled embroidery, was too warm for the clime and too costly for the occasion. Never were eyes so sharply weighing, Rob thought, so obviously calculating the worth of every animal, the house, their raiment, each piece of furniture. And with a mixture of curiosity and distaste assessing the swarthy and bearded Jew, the Celtic red-haired wife so perfectly ripe with child, and the sleeping baby who was further proof of the shameful union of this mixed pair.

Despite his unhidden displeasure the visitor yearned to hear English as eagerly as they, and all three soon were chattering. Rob and Mary could not restrain themselves and their questions poured forth.

“Have you intelligence of Scots’ lands?”

“Was it good times or bad when you departed London?”

“Was it peace there?”

“Was Canute still the king?”

Bostock was made to sing for his supper, though the latest news was almost two years old. He knew naught of the lands of the Scots nor of the north of England. Times had remained prosperous and London was growing apace, with more dwellings being raised each year and the ships straining the facilities of the Thames. Two months before he had left England, Bostock reported, King Canute had died a natural death, and the day he had landed in Calais he learned of the death of Robert I, Duke of Normandy.

“Bastards now rule on both sides of the Channel. In Normandy, Robert’s illegitimate son William, although he is still a boy, has become Duke of Normandy with the help of his dead father’s friends and kinsmen.

“In England, succession rightfully belonged to Harthacnut, the son of Canute and Queen Emma, but for years Harthacnut has made an un-British life in Denmark and so the throne has been usurped by his younger half-brother. Harold Harefoot, whom Canute had acknowledged to be his bastard son out of a little-known Northampton woman named Aelfgifu, is now the King of England.”

“Where are Edward and Alfred, the two princes Emma bore by King Aethelred before her marriage to King Canute?” Rob asked.

“They are in Normandy under the protection of Duke William’s court, and it may be presumed that they are gazing across the Channel with great interest,” Bostock said.

Starved as they were for details of home, by now the smells of Mary’s meal had made all three hungry for food as well, and the merchant’s eyes warmed somewhat when he saw what she had prepared in his honor.

A brace of pheasants, well oiled and frequently basted, stuffed in the Persian manner with rice and grapes, and pot-cooked slowly and long. A summer salad. Sweet melons. An apricot-and-honey tart. Not least, a skin of good pinkish wine, bought at expense and peril. Mary had gone with Rob to the Jewish market, where at first Hinda had vehemently denied she had wine, glancing about fearfully to see who had overheard their request. After much pleading and the exchange of three times the ordinary cost, a wineskin had been dug from the middle of a bag of grain and Mary had carried it home hidden from the mullahs in the sling next to her sleeping child.

Bostock devoted himself to the meal but presently, after a great belch, declared that he would be leaving for Europe in a few days’ time.

“Reaching Constantinople on churchly business, I couldn’t resist continuing eastward. Know you that the King of England will elevate to thane any merchant-adventurer who dares to make three trips to open foreign parts to English trade? Well, that is true, and it’s a fine way for a free man to attain noble rank and at the same time gain high profits. ‘Silks,’ I thought. If I might follow the Silk Road I could bring back cargo that would allow me to buy London! I was happy to reach Persia, where I have bought, instead of silks, rugs and fine weavings. But I shall never return here, for there’s little profit in it—I must pay a small army to get them back to England.”

When Rob sought to find similarity in their eastward routes of travel, Bostock revealed that from England he had gone first to Rome. “Combining business with an errand for Aethelnoth, the Archbishop of Canterbury. At the Lateran Palace, Pope Benedict IX promised me ample reward for expeditiones in terra et mari and commanded me in the name of Christ Jesus to ply my merchant’s way to Constantinople, there to deliver papal letters to Patriarch Alexius.”

“A papal legate!” Mary exclaimed.

Less a legate than a messenger, Rob surmised drily, though it was plain Bostock enjoyed Mary’s wonder.

“For six hundred years, Eastern Church has disputed Western Church,” the merchant said, thick with importance. “In Constantinople Alexius is viewed as the Pope’s equal, to Holy Rome’s aversion. The Patriarch’s damned bearded priests marry—they marry! And they neither pray to Jesus and Mary nor treat the Trinity with sufficient awe. Thus the letters of complaint are carried to and fro.”

The ewer was empty and Rob took it into the next room to replenish it from the wineskin.

“Are you a Christian?”

“I am,” she said.

“Then how have you become chattel to this Jew? Were you taken by pirates or Muslims and sold to him?”
 
“I am his wife,” she said clearly.

In the next room Rob paused in the task of filling the ewer with wine and listened, his lips drawn in a mirthless grin. So great was the Englishman’s contempt for him that Bostock didn’t bother to lower his voice.

“I would accommodate my caravan for you and the child. You could have a litter and bearers until you’ve given birth and are able to sit a horse.”

“It is not a possibility, Master Bostock. I am my husband’s, gladly and by agreement,” Mary said, but she thanked him coolly.

He replied with grave courtesy that it was Christian duty, what he would want another man to offer his own daughter if, Jesus forbid, she might find herself in similar circumstances.

Rob Cole returned wishing to do Bostock bodily harm, but Jesse ben Benjamin behaved with Eastern hospitality, pouring wine for his guest instead of throttling him. Conversation was resentful and sparse, however. The English merchant departed almost immediately after he was done eating, and Rob and Mary were left with one another.

They were occupied with their own thoughts as they gathered up the ruins of the meal.

Finally she said, “Shall we ever go home?”

He was astonished. “Of course we shall.”

“Bostock was not my only chance?”

“I swear it.”

Her eyes glistened. “He’s right to hire a protecting army. The journey is so dangerous … how shall two children travel so far and survive?”

There was more of her than fit, but he took her carefully into his arms. “After we reach Constantinople we will be Christians, and we will join a strong caravan.”

“And between here and Constantinople?”

“I learned the secret as I traveled here.” He helped her to lower herself to the mat. It was difficult for her now, because no matter how she lay, soon some part of her ached. He held her and stroked her head, talking to her as though telling a comforting story to a child. “From Ispahan to Constantinople I shall remain Jesse ben Benjamin. And we shall be taken in by Jewish village after Jewish village, and fed and safeguarded and guided, like a man crossing a dangerous stream by stepping from one safe rock to another.” He touched her face. Placing his palm on the great warm stomach he felt the unborn child move and was filled with gratitude and pity. That is how it would happen, he assured himself. But he couldn’t tell her when it would come to pass.

He had become accustomed to sleeping with his body curled around the huge hardness of her stomach but one night he was awakened to feel wetness as well as warmth, and when he had gathered his wits he struggled into his clothes and ran for Nitka the Midwife. Although she was accustomed to people hammering on her door while the world slept, she emerged cranky and snappish, ordering him to be quiet and patient.

“She has cast out her water.”

“All right, all right,” she grumbled.

Soon they made a caravan through the black street, Rob lighting the way with a torch, Nitka following with a great bag of washed rags, trailed by her two burly sons grunting and gasping under the weight of the birthing chair.

Chofni and Shemuel set the chair next to the fireplace like a throne and Nitka ordered Rob to kindle a fire, for in the middle of the night the air was cool. Mary climbed into the chair like a naked queen. When the sons left they carried away Rob J. for safekeeping during his mother’s labor. In Yehuddiyyeh neighbors did such things for one another, even when one of them was a goya.

Mary lost her royal bearing with the first pain, and the grunting, grinding cry that issued from her throat filled Rob with dismay. The chair was of stout construction so it could withstand any amount of bucking and thrashing and Nitka went about the task of folding and stacking her rags, obviously undisturbed as Mary gripped the handles at the side of the chair and sobbed.

Her legs trembled all the time but during the terrible cramping they shook and jerked. After the third pain Rob stood behind her and pulled her shoulders against the back of the chair. Mary showed her teeth and snarled like a wolf; he wouldn’t have been surprised if she had bitten him or howled.

He had cut off men’s limbs and become inured to every foul disease, but he felt the blood rushing from his head. The midwife looked at him hard and, taking a fold of flesh on his arm between her wiry fingers, she squeezed. The painful pinch restored his senses and he did not disgrace himself.

“Out,” Nitka said. “Out, out!”

So he went into the garden and stood in the dark, listening to the sounds that followed him out of the house. It was cool and quiet; he thought briefly about vipers coming out of the stone wall and decided he didn’t care. He lost track of time, but eventually knew that the fire would be in need of tending, so he went back inside to replenish it.

When he looked at Mary, her knees were spread wide.

“Now you will bear down,” Nitka commanded sternly. “Work, my friend. Work!”

Transfixed, he saw the crown of the baby’s head appear between his wife’s thighs, like the pate of a monk with a wet red tonsure, and he fled for the garden again. He was there a long time until he heard the thin wail, then he went back in and saw the infant.

“Another boy,” Nitka said briskly, clearing mucus from the tiny mouth with the tip of her little finger.

The thick, ropy umbilicus looked blue in the thin light of dawn.

“It was much easier than the first time,” Mary told him.

Nitka cleaned and comforted, and gave Rob the afterbirth to bury in the garden. The midwife accepted generous payment with a satisfied nod and went home.

When they were alone in their bedchamber they embraced, then Mary asked for water and christened the child Thomas Scott Cole.

Rob held and examined him: slightly smaller than his older brother had been, but not a runt. A lusty, ruddy man-child with round brown eyes and a patch of dark hair that already contained glints of his mother’s redness. He decided that in the eyes and the shape of the head, the wide mouth and the long, narrow little fingers, the new child bore close resemblance to his brothers William Stewart and Jonathan Carter when they were newly born. It was always easy to tell a Cole baby, he told Mary.
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Qasim had been keeper of the dead for two months when the pain returned to his abdomen.

“What is it like?” Rob asked him.

“It is bad, Hakim.”

But obviously it wasn’t as bad as it had been before. “Is it a dull pain, or sharp?”

“It is as if a djinn lives within me and claws at my insides, twisting and tearing.” The former drover succeeded in terrifying himself; he gazed beseechingly at Rob for reassurance that this was not indeed the case.

He wasn’t feverish as he had been during the attack that had brought him to the maristan, nor was his abdomen rigid. Rob prescribed frequent dosing with a honey-and-wine infusion, which Qasim took to eagerly since he was a drinker and had been sorely tried by the enforced religious abstinence.

Qasim spent several pleasant weeks, slightly inebriated as he lazed about the hospital exchanging views and opinions. There was much to gossip about. The latest news was that Imam Qandrasseh had deserted the city, despite his obvious political and tactical victory over the Shah.

It was rumored Qandrasseh had fled to the Seljuk Turks, and that when he returned it would be with an attacking Seljuk army to depose Alā and place a strict Islamic religionist—perhaps himself?—on the throne of Persia. In the meantime, life was unchanged and pairs of somber mullahs continued to patrol the streets, for the wily old Imam had left his disciple, Musa Ibn Abbas, as keeper of the faith in Ispahan.

The Shah remained in the House of Paradise as if in hiding. He didn’t hold audiences. Rob hadn’t heard from Alā since Karim had been put to death. There was no summoning to entertainment, no hunting or games or invitations to the court. When a physician was required at the House of Paradise in place of the indisposed Ibn Sina, al-Juzjani or someone else was demanded, but never Rob.

But a gift for the new son had come from the Shah.

It arrived following the Hebrew naming of the baby. This time Rob knew enough to invite the neighbors himself. Reb Asher Jacobi the mohel asked that the child might grow in vigor to a life of good works, and cut off the foreskin. The babe was given suck on a wine sop to quiet his yowl of pain and in the Tongue was declared to be Tam, son of Jesse.

Alā had bestowed no gift when little Rob J. was born, but now he sent a handsome small rug, light blue wool interwoven with lustrous silk threads of the same shade and embossed in darker blue with the crest of the royal Samanid family.

Rob thought it a handsome rug and would have laid it on the floor next to the cradle, but Mary, who was pettish following the birth, said she didn’t want it there. Instead, she bought a sandalwood chest that would protect it from moths and put it away.

Rob participated in an examining board. He knew he was there in Ibn Sina’s absence and it shamed him that someone might think him presumptuous enough to assume he could take the place of the Prince of Physicians.

But there was no help for it, so he did his best. He prepared for the board as though he were a candidate himself and not an examiner. He asked thoughtful questions designed not to undo a candidate but to bring out knowledge, and he listened attentively to the answers. The board examined four candidates and made three physicians. There was embarrassment over the fourth man. Gabri Beidhawi had been a medical clerk for five years. He had failed the testing twice before, but his father was a rich and powerful man who had flattered and cozened the hadji Davout Hosein, the administrator of the madrassa, and Hosein had requested that Beidhawi be tested again.

Rob had been a student with Beidhawi and knew him for a lazy wastrel, careless and callous in treating patients. During the third examining he showed himself to be ill prepared.

Rob knew what Ibn Sina would have done. “I reject the candidate,” he said firmly and with little regret. The other examiners hastened to concur, and the board was adjourned.

Several days after the examinations, Ibn Sina came to the maristan.

“Welcome back, Master!” Rob said, gladdened.

Ibn Sina shook his head. “I haven’t returned.” He appeared tired and worn, and he told Rob he had come for an evaluation which he wished performed by al-Juzjani and Jesse ben Benjamin.

They sat with him in an examining room and talked with him, gathering the history of his complaint as he had taught them to do.

He had waited at home, hoping soon to resume his duties, he told them. But he had never recovered from the twin shocks of losing first Reza and then Despina, and he had begun to look and feel poorly.

He had felt lassitude and weakness, an inability to make the effort required for the simplest of tasks. At first he had attributed his symptoms to acute melancholia. “For we all know well that the spirit can do terrible and strange things to the body.”

But lately his bowel movements had become explosive and his stools had been besmeared with mucus, pus, and blood; and so he had requested this medical examination.

They performed the search as though they would never have another chance to inspect a human being. They overlooked nothing. Ibn Sina sat with sweet patience and allowed them to prod and press and thump and listen and question.

When they were through, al-Juzjani was pale but put on an optimistic face. “It is the bloody flux, Master, brought on by the aggravation of your emotions.”

But Rob’s intuition had told him something else. He looked at his beloved teacher. “I believe it is schirri, the early stages.”

Ibn Sina blinked once. “Cancer of the intestine?” he said, as calmly as if talking to a patient he had never met.

Rob nodded, trying not to think of the slow torture of the disease.

Al-Juzjani was ruddy with rage at being overruled, but Ibn Sina soothed him. That is why he had asked for the two of them, Rob realized—he had known al-Juzjani would be so blinded with love he would be unable to find a loathsome truth.

Rob’s legs felt weak. He took Ibn Sina’s hands in his own, and their eyes met and held. “You are still strong, Master. You must keep your bowels open, to guard against the accumulation of black bile that would cause the cancer to grow.”

The Chief Physician nodded.

“I pray I’ve made an error in diagnosis,” Rob said.

Ibn Sina favored him with a small smile. “Prayer can do no hurt.”

He told Ibn Sina he would like to visit him soon and pass an evening with the Shah’s Game, and the old man said Jesse ben Benjamin would always be welcome in his house.
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On a dry and dusty day near the end of the summer, out of the haze to the northeast came a caravan of one hundred and sixteen belled camels. The beasts, all in a line and spewing ropy saliva under the exertion of carrying heavy loads of iron ore, wound into Ispahan late in the afternoon. Alā had hoped Dhan Vangalil would use the ore to make many weapons of blue patterned steel. Tests by the swordsmith, alas, subsequently would prove the iron in the ore to be too soft for that purpose, but by nightfall news brought by the caravan had created a stir of excitement among some in the city.

A man named Khendi, the caravan’s captain of drovers, was summoned to the palace to repeat details of the intelligence for the Shah’s own ears, and then he was taken to the maristan to tell his tale to the doctors there.

Over a period of months Mahmud, the Sultan of Ghazna, had become gravely ill, with fever and so much pus in his chest that it caused a broad, soft bulge in his back, and his physicians had decided that if Mahmud was to live, this lump would have to be drained.

One of the details Khendi brought was that the Sultan’s back had been smeared with a thin wash of potter’s clay.

“Why was that?” one of the newest physicians asked.

Khendi shrugged, but al-Juzjani, who served as their leader in Ibn Sina’s absence, knew the answer. “The clay must be watched attentively, for the first patch to dry indicates the hottest part of the skin and is therefore the best place for cutting.”

When the surgeons opened the Sultan corruption sprang forth, Khendi said, and to rid Mahmud of the remaining pus, they inserted drains.

“Did the cutting scalpel have a round blade or a pointed one?” al-Juzjani asked.

“Did they dose him for the pain?”

“Were the drains fashioned of tin or of linen wicks?”

“Was the pus dark or white?”

“Were there traces of blood in it?”

“Lords! My lords, I am a drovers’ captain and not a hakim!” Khendi exclaimed in anguish. “I have the answers to none of these questions. I know only one thing more, masters.”

“And what is that?” al-Juzjani asked.

“Three days after they cut him, lords, the Sultan of Ghazna was dead.”

They had been two young lions, Alā and Mahmud. Each had come early to his throne to follow a strong father, and each had kept the other in sight while their kingdoms watched, aware that one day they would clash, that Ghazna would eat Persia or Persia would eat Ghazna.

It had never come to pass. They had circled each other warily and at times their forces had skirmished, but each had waited, sensing the time was not right for total war. Yet Mahmud never was out of Alā’s thoughts. Often the Shah dreamed of him. It was always the same dream, with their armies massed and eager and Alā riding out alone toward Mahmud’s fierce Afghan tribesmen, hurling down the single combat call to the Sultan as Ardashir had roared challenge to Ardewan, the survivor to claim his destiny as the true and proven King of Kings.

Now Allah had intervened and Alā would never meet Mahmud in combat. In the four days after the arrival of the camel caravan, three experienced and trusted spies rode separately into Ispahan and spent time in the House of Paradise, and from their reports the Shah began to perceive a clear picture of what had occurred in the capital city of Ghazni.

Immediately following the Sultan’s death, Mahmud’s son Muhammad had attempted to mount the throne but was thwarted by his brother Abu Said Masūd, a young warrior with the firm support of the army. Within hours, Muhammad was a shackled prisoner and Masūd had been declared Sultan. Mahmud’s funeral was a wild affair, part grim leavetaking and part frenzied celebration, and when it was through Masūd had called his chieftains together and declared his intention to do what his father never had done: the army was put on notice that it would march against Ispahan within days.

It was intelligence that would finally bring Alā out of the House of Paradise.

The planned invasion was not unwelcome to him, for two reasons. Masūd was impetuous and untried, and Alā was pleased by the chance to pit his generalship against the stripling’s. And because there was something in the Persian soul that loved war, he was shrewd enough to realize that the conflict would be embraced by his people as a foil to the pious restrictions under which the mullahs had forced them to live.

He held military meetings that were small celebrations, with wine and women making their appearances at the proper times, as in days gone by. Alā and his commanders pored over their charts and saw that from Ghazna there was only one route that was feasible for a large force. Masūd must cross the clay ridges and foothills to the north of the Dasht-i-Kavir, skirting the great desert until his army was deep into Hamadhān. Thence they would turn south.

But Alā decided that a Persian army would march to Hamadhān and meet them before they could fall upon Ispahan.

The preparations of Alā’s army was the sole topic of conversation, not to be escaped even in the maristan, though Rob tried. He didn’t think of the impending war because he wished no part of it. His debt to Alā, while it had been considerable, was paid. The raids in India had convinced him he never wanted to go soldiering again.

So he worried and waited for a royal summons that didn’t come.

In the meantime he worked hard. Qasim’s abdominal pains had disappeared; to the former drover’s delight Rob continued to prescribe a daily portion of wine and returned him to his duties in the charnel house. Rob was caring for more patients than ever, for al-Juzjani had taken on many of the duties of Chief Physician and had turned over a number of his patients to other physicians, Rob among them.

He was stunned to hear that Ibn Sina had volunteered to lead the surgeons who would accompany Alā’s army north. Al-Juzjani, who had gotten over his anger or hidden it, told him.

“A waste, to send such a mind to war.”

Al-Juzjani shrugged. “The Master wishes one last campaign.”

“He is old and won’t survive.”

“He has looked old forever but he hasn’t yet lived sixty years.” Al-Juzjani sighed bitterly. “I believe he hopes an arrow or a spear will find him. It wouldn’t be tragedy to meet a quicker death than now appears to lie in store for him.”

The Prince of Physicians quickly let it be known that he had chosen a party of eleven to accompany him as surgeons to the Persian army. Four were medical students, three were the newest of the young doctors, and four were veteran physicians.

Now al-Juzjani became Chief Physician in title as well as in fact. It was a grim promotion in that it caused the medical community to realize that Ibn Sina would not be back as their leader.

To Rob’s surprise and consternation he was named to fill some of the duties al-Juzjani had performed for Ibn Sina, although there were a number of more experienced physicians al-Juzjani could have selected. Also, since five of the twelve who had gone with the army were teachers, he was told he would be expected to lecture more often and to teach when he visited his patients in the maristan.

In addition, he was made a permanent member of the examining board and was asked to serve on the committee that oversaw the cooperation between the hospital and the school. His first meeting on the committee was held in the lavish home of Rotun bin Nasr, governor of the school. The title was an honorific and the governor didn’t bother to attend, but he had made his home available and had left orders that a fine meal should be served to the gathered physicians.

The first course consisted of slices of large green-fleshed melons of singular flavor and melting sweetness. Rob had tasted this type of melon only once before and was about to remark on it when his former teacher, Jalal-ul-Din, grinned widely at him. “We may thank the governor’s new bride for the delicious fruit.”

Rob didn’t understand.

The bonesetter winked. “Rotun bin Nasr is a general and the Shah’s cousin, as you may know. Alā visited here last week to plan the war and no doubt met the youngest wife. After royal seeds have been planted, there is always a gift of Alā’s special melons. And if the seeds result in a male crop, then there is a princely gift, a Samanid rug.”

He didn’t manage to get through the meal but pleaded illness and left the meeting. With his mind in turmoil he rode straight to the house in Yehuddiyyeh. Rob J. was off playing in the garden with his mother but the infant was in the cradle and Rob took Tam into his arms and inspected him.

Just a small, new baby. The same child he had loved when he left the house that morning.

He returned the boy and went to the sandalwood chest and removed the carpet bestowed by the Shah. He spread it on the floor next to the cradle.

When he glanced up, Mary was in the doorway.

They looked at one another. It became a fact then, and the pain and pity he experienced for her was wrenching.

He went to her, intending to take her into his arms, but instead he found that both of his hands were gripping her very tightly. He tried to speak but no words came.

She tore away and kneaded her upper arms.

“You have kept us here. I have kept us alive,” she said with contempt. The sadness in her eyes had changed to something cold, the reverse of love.

That afternoon she moved out of his chamber. She bought a narrow pallet and set it down between the sleeping places of her children, next to the carpet of the Samanid princes.
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Unable to sleep all that night, he felt bewitched, as if the ground had disappeared beneath his feet and he must walk a long way on air. It wasn’t unusual for someone in his situation to kill the mother and the child, he reflected, but he knew Tam and Mary were safe in the next room. He was haunted by mad thoughts but he wasn’t mad.

In the morning he rose and went to the maristan, where all was not well either. Four of the nurses had been taken into the army by Ibn Sina as litter bearers and collectors of the wounded, and al-Juzjani had not yet found four more who met his standards. The nurses who were left in the maristan were overworked and sullen, and Rob visited his patients and did his physician’s work unassisted, sometimes pausing to clean up what a nurse had not had time to set right, or bathe a feverish face or fetch water to ease a dry and thirsty mouth.

He came upon Qasim ibn Sahdi lying whey-faced and groaning, the floor next to him soiled with vomitus.

Ill, Qasim had left his room next to the charnel house and given himself a place as a patient, aware that Rob would find him as he made his way through the maristan.

He had been afflicted several times within the past week, Qasim said.

“But why have you not told me!”

“Lord, I had my wine. I took my wine and the pain went away. But now the wine doesn’t help, Hakim, and I cannot bear it.”

He felt feverish but not burning, and his abdomen was tender but soft. Sometimes in his pain he panted like a dog; his tongue was coated and his breath was strong.

“I’ll make you an infusion.”

“Allah will bless you, lord.”

Rob went directly to the pharmacy. In the red wine Qasim loved he steeped opiates and buing, then hurried back to his patient. The eyes of the old keeper of the charnel house were filled with fearful portent as he swallowed the potion.

Through the thin fabric screens of the open windows, sounds had been invading the maristan in increasing volume, and when Rob went outside he saw that the city had turned out to bid its army farewell.

He followed the people to the maidans. This army was too large to be contained in the squares. It spilled over and filled the streets throughout the central portion of the city. Not hundreds, as in the raiding party that had gone to India, but thousands. Long ranks of heavy infantry, longer ranks of lightly armed men. Javelin hurlers. Lancers on horses, and sword cavalry on ponies and camels. The press of the crowd was tremendous, as was the hubbub: cries of farewell, weeping, the screams of women, obscene badinage, commands, words of farewell and encouragement.

He pushed his way forward like a man swimming against the human tide, through the stink, an amalgam of human odor and camel sweat and horseshit. The sun-glitter on the polished weapons was blinding. At the head of the line were the elephants. Rob counted thirty-four. Alā was committing all the war elephants he owned.

Rob didn’t see Ibn Sina. He had made his farewells to several of the departing physicians in the maristan, but Ibn Sina hadn’t come to say goodbye nor had he summoned Rob, and it was obvious he preferred no words of leavetaking.

Here came the royal musicians. Some blew long golden trumpets and others rang silver bells, heralding the swaying approach of the great elephant Zi, a ponderous force. The mahout Harsha was dressed in white and the Shah clad in the blue silks and red turban that was his costume for going to war.

The people roared in ecstasy at seeing their warrior king. As he raised his hand in royal greeting, they knew he was promising them Ghazna. Rob studied the Shah’s rigid back; at that moment, Alā was not Alā—he had become Xerxes, he had become Darius, he had become Cyrus the Great. He was all conquerors to all men.

We are four friends. We are four friends. Rob felt dizzy, thinking of the occasions when it would have been so easy to kill him.

He was far back in the crowd. Even if he had been up front, he would have been cut down the moment he hurled himself at the king.

He turned away. He didn’t wait with the others to see the departing parade of those bound to glory or to death. He struggled out of the crowd and walked unseeingly until he came to the banks of Zayendeh, the River of Life.

He took from his finger the ring of massy gold Alā had given him for his service in India and dropped it into the brown water. Then, while in the distance the crowd roared and roared, he walked back to the maristan.

Qasim had been dosed heavily with the infusion but he appeared to be very ill. His eyes were vacant, his countenance pale and sunken. Though the day was warm he was shivering, and Rob covered him with a blanket. Soon the blanket was soaked and when he felt Qasim’s face, it was hot.

By late afternoon the pain had become so powerful that when Rob touched his abdomen, the old man screamed.

Rob didn’t go home. He stayed in the maristan, returning often to Qasim’s pallet.

That evening, in the midst of Qasim’s agony, there was complete relief. For a time his breathing was quiet and even, and he slept. Rob dared hope, but within a few hours he was reclaimed by fever and his body became ever hotter, his pulse rapid and at times barely perceptible.

He tossed and thrashed in delirium. “Nuwas,” he called. “Ah, Nuwas.” Sometimes he spoke to his father or to his uncle Nili, and again and again to the unknown Nuwas.

Rob took his hands and his heart sank; he didn’t let go, for now he could offer only his presence and the meager comfort of a human touch. At length the labored breathing simply slowed and then stopped. He was still holding the callused hands when Qasim died.

He placed one arm beneath the knobby knees and the other under the bare bony shoulders and carried the body into the charnel house, then he went into the room next door. It stank; he would have to see that it was scrubbed. He sat among Qasim’s belongings, which were few: one extra garment, shabby; a prayer rug, tattered; some paper sheets and a tanned leather on which Qasim had paid a scribe to copy several prayers from the Qu’ran. Two flasks of forbidden wine. A loaf of stale Armenian bread and a bowl of rancid green olives. A cheap dagger with a nicked blade.

It was past midnight and most of the hospital slept. Now and again a patient cried out or wept. Nobody saw him remove Qasim’s meager belongings from the little room. While he was carrying in the wooden table he met a nurse, but the shortage of help had given the man courage to look the other way and hurry past the hakim before he could be given more work than he already had.

In the room, under two of the legs at one end Rob placed a board so the table tilted, and on the floor under the lower end he set a basin. He needed ample light and he prowled the hospital, stealing four lamps and a dozen candles, which he set around the table as though it were an altar. Then he brought Qasim from the charnel house and laid him on the table.

Even as Qasim lay dying, Rob had known he would break the commandment.

Yet now the moment was at hand and he found it difficult to breathe. He wasn’t an ancient Egyptian embalmer who could call in a despised paraschiste to open the body and absorb the sin. The act and the sin, if any, must be his own.

He picked up a curved, probe-tipped surgical knife called a bistoury and made the incision, slicing open the abdomen from the groin to the sternum. The flesh parted crisply and began to ooze blood.

He didn’t know how to proceed and he flayed the skin away from the sternum, then he lost his nerve. In all his life he had had but two peer friends and each had died by having his body cavity cruelly violated. If he were caught he would die the same way but in addition there would be flaying, the ultimate agony. He left the little room and nervously prowled the hospital, but those who were awake paid him no heed. He still felt as though the ground had opened up and he walked on air, but now he believed he was peering deep into the abyss.

He fetched a small-toothed bone saw to the makeshift little laboratory and sawed through the sternum in imitation of the wound that had killed Mirdin in India. At the bottom of the incision he cut from the groin to the inside of the thigh, making a large, clumsy flap that he was able to fold back, exposing the abdominal cavity. Beneath the pink belly the stomach wall was red meat and whitish strands of muscle, and even in skinny Qasim there were yellow globules of fat.

The thin inner lining of the abdominal wall was inflamed and covered with a coagulable substance. The organs appeared healthy to his dazzled eyes except for the small intestine, which was reddened and angry in many places. Even the smallest vessels were so filled with blood they looked as if they had been injected with red wax. A little pouchy part of the gut was unusually black and adhered to the abdominal lining; when he attempted to separate them gently by pulling, the membranes broke and exposed two or three spoonfuls of pus, the infection that had caused Qasim so much pain. He suspected that Qasim’s agony had stopped when the diseased tissue had ruptured. A thin, dark-colored, fetid fluid had escaped from the inflammation into the cavity of the abdomen. He dipped a fingertip into it and sniffed it with interest, for this might be the poison that had produced fever and death.

He wanted to examine the other organs but he was afraid.

He sewed up the opening carefully, so that if the holy men were right and Qasim ibn Sahdi should be resurrected from the grave, he would be whole. Then he crossed the wrists and tied them and used a large cloth to bind the old man’s loins. He carefully wrapped the body in a shroud and returned it to the charnel house to await burial in the morning.

“Thank you, Qasim,” he said somberly. “May you rest.”

Taking a single candle to the maristan baths, he scrubbed himself clean and changed his garments. But still he fancied the odor of death remained on him and he rinsed his hands and arms in perfume.

Outside, in the darkness, he was still afraid. He could not believe what he had done.

It was almost dawn when he settled himself onto his pallet. In the morning he slept deeply and Mary’s face turned to stone as she breathed another woman’s flowery scent that seemed to foul their house.
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Yussuf-ul-Gamal beckoned Rob into the scholarly shade of the library. “I want to show you a treasure.”

It was a thick book, an obviously new copy of Ibn Sina’s masterwork, Canon of Medicine.

“This Qanūn isn’t owned by the House of Wisdom. It is a copy made by a scribe of my acquaintance. It is for sale.”

Ah. Rob picked it up. It was lovingly done, the letters black and crisp on each ivory-colored page. It was a codex, a book with many gatherings—large sheets of vellum folded and then cut so each page could be freely turned. The gatherings had been finely stitched between covers of soft tanned lambskin.

“It is costly?”

Yussuf nodded.

“How much?”

“He will sell for eighty silver bestis. Because he needs money.” He pursed his lips, aware he didn’t have that much. Mary had a large sum, her father’s money, but he and Mary no longer …

Rob shook his head.

Yussuf sighed. “I felt you should own it.”

“When must it be sold?”

Yussuf shrugged. “I can keep it for two weeks.”

“All right, then. Keep it.”

The librarian looked at him doubtfully. “Will you have the money then, Hakim?”

“If it is God’s will.”

Yussuf smiled. “Yes. Imshallah.”

He placed a stout hasp and a heavy lock on the door of the chamber next to the charnel house. He brought in a second table, a steel, a fork, a small knife, several sharp scalpels, and the kind of chisel stonecutters call a quarrel; a drawing board, paper and charcoals and leads; thongs, clay and wax, quills, and an inkstand.

One day he took several strong students to the market and brought back the fresh carcass of a hog, with no little effort. No one appeared to think it odd when he said he would do some dissecting in the little room.

That night, alone, he carried in the corpse of a young woman who had died a few hours before and placed her on the empty table. Her name had been Melia.

This time he was more eager and less afraid. He had thought about his fear and didn’t think he was driven to his actions by witchery or the work of a djinn. He believed he had been allowed to become a physician to work toward the protection of God’s finest creation, and that the Almighty wouldn’t frown at his learning more about so complex and interesting a creature.

Opening both the pig and the woman, he prepared to make a careful comparison of the two anatomies.

Because he began his double inspection in the area where abdominal distemper takes place, he was brought up short at once. The pig’s cecum, the pouchlike gut from which the large intestine began, was substantial, almost eighteen inches long. But the woman’s cecum was tiny in comparison, only two or three inches long and as wide as Rob’s little finger. And halloo! … attached to this tiny cecum was … something. It looked like nothing so much as a pink worm, uncovered in the garden, picked up and placed within the woman’s belly.

The pig on the other table did not have a wormlike attachment, and Rob had never observed a similar appendage on a pig’s bowel.

He drew no swift conclusions. He thought at first that the small size of the woman’s cecum might be an anomaly, and that the wormlike thing was a rare tumor or some other growth.

He prepared the corpse of Melia for burial as carefully as he had done with Qasim, and returned her to the charnel house.

But in the nights that followed he opened the bodies of a stripling youth, a middle-aged woman, and a six-week-old male infant. In each case, with rising excitement, he found that the same tiny appendage was there. The “worm” was a part of every person—one tiny proof that the organs of a human being were not the same as the organs of a swine.

Oh, you damned Ibn Sina. “You bloody old man,” he whispered. “You’re wrong!”

Despite what Celsus had written, despite what had been taught for a thousand years, men and women were unique. And if this was so, who knew how many magnificent mysteries might be uncovered and answered simply by looking for them within the bodies of human beings.

All his life Rob had been alone and lonely until he had met her, and now he was lonely again and could not bear it. One night when he came into the house he lay down next to her between the two sleeping children.

He made no move to touch her but she turned like a wild creature. Her hand found his face with a stinging blow. She was a large female and strong enough to do hurt. He took her hands and pinned them to her sides.

“Madwoman.”

“Do not come to me from Persian harlots!”

It was the aromatic, he realized. “I use it because I’ve been dissecting animals in the maristan.”

She said nothing for a moment but then she tried to move free. He could feel the familiar body against him as she struggled and the scent of her red hair was in his nostrils.

“Mary.”

She became calmer; perhaps it was what was in his voice. Still, when he moved to kiss her it wouldn’t have surprised him to be bitten on the mouth or the throat, but he was not. It took him a moment to realize she was kissing him back. He stopped holding her hands and was infinitely grateful to touch breasts that were rigid but not with death.

He couldn’t tell if she was weeping or merely aroused because she was making little moaning sounds. He tasted her milky nipples and nuzzled her navel. Beneath this warm belly shiny pink and gray viscera were coiled and twined like sea creatures in congress, but her limbs were not stiff and cold and in the mound first one of his fingers and then two found heat and slipperiness, the stuff of life.

When he thrust inside her they came together like clapping hands, pounding and slamming as if trying to destroy something they couldn’t face. Exorcising the djinn. Her nails punished his back as she banged straight at him. There was only a quiet grunting and the slap-slap-slap of their mating until finally she cried out and then he cried out, and Tam bawled and Rob J. awoke with a scream, and together the four of them laughed or wept, the adults doing both.

Eventually things were sorted out. Little Rob J. returned to sleep and the infant was brought to the breast, and as she fed him, in a quiet voice she told Rob of how Ibn Sina had come to her and instructed her about what she must do. And so he heard how the woman and the old man had saved his life.

He was surprised and shocked to hear of Ibn Sina’s involvement.

As for the rest, her experience was close to what he had already guessed, and after Tam fell asleep he held her in his arms and told her she was his own chosen woman for always, and smoothed the red hair and kissed the nape of her white neck where freckles didn’t dare appear. When she slept too he lay and stared at the dark ceiling.

In the days that followed she smiled a lot and it saddened and angered him to see the trace of fear in the smiles, though by his actions he tried to show his love and gratitude.

One morning, caring for a sick child in the house of a member of the court, he saw next to the sleeping pallet the small blue carpet of Samanid royalty. When he looked at the boy he observed swarthy skin, a nose already hooked, a certain quality in the eyes. It was a familiar face, made even more familiar whenever he looked at his own younger son.

He broke with his schedule and went home and picked up little Tam and held him to the light. The face was brother to that of the sick child’s.

And yet Tam did also sometimes look remarkably like Rob’s lost brother Willum.

Before and after the time he had spent in Idhaj on Ibn Sina’s errand, he and Mary had made love. Who was to say this was not fruit of his own seed?

And he changed the child’s wet cloth and touched the small hand and kissed the so-soft cheek, and returned him to his cradle.

That night he and Mary made tender and considerate love that brought them release but wasn’t the same as once it was. Afterward he went out and sat in the moon-washed garden next to the autumnal ruins of the flowers on which she had lavished her care.

Nothing ever remains the same, he realized. She wasn’t the young woman who had followed him so trustingly into a field of wheat, and he wasn’t the youth who had led her there.

And that was not the least of the debts for which he yearned to repay Alā Shah.
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Out of the east there arose a dust cloud of such proportion that the lookouts confidently expected an enormous caravan, or perhaps even several great caravans merged into a single train.

Instead, an army approached the city.

When it reached the gates it was possible to identify the soldiers as Afghans from Ghazna. They stopped outside the walls and their commander, a young man wearing a dark blue robe and snowy turban, entered Ispahan accompanied by four officers. No one was there to stop him. Alā’s army having followed him to Hamadhān, the gates were guarded by a handful of aged troopers, old men who melted away at the foreign army’s approach, so that Sultan Masūd—for it was he—rode into the city unchallenged. At the Friday Mosque the Afghans dismounted and went inside, where reportedly they joined the congregation at Third Prayer and then sequestered themselves for several hours with the Imam Musa Ibn Abbas and his coterie of mullahs.

Most of the inhabitants of Ispahan didn’t see Masūd, but as the Sultan’s presence was made known, Rob and al-Juzjani were among those who went to the top of the wall and looked down upon the soldiers of Ghazna. They were tough-looking men in ragged trousers and long loose shirts. Some of them wore the ends of their turbans wrapped about their mouths and noses to keep out the dust and sand of travel, and quilted bed mats were rolled behind the small saddles of their shaggy ponies. They were in high spirits, fingering arrows and shifting their longbows as they looked upon the rich city with its unprotected women, the way wolves would look at a warren of hares, but they were disciplined and waited without violence while their leader was in the mosque. Rob wondered if among them was the Afghan who had run so well against Karim in the chatir.

“What can Masūd want with the mullahs?” he asked al-Juzjani.

“Doubtless his spies have told him of Alā’s troubles with them. I think he intends to rule here some day soon and bargains with the mosques for blessings and obedience.”

It may have been so, for soon Masūd and his aides returned to their troops and there was no pillaging. The Sultan was young, hardly more than a boy, but he and Alā could have been kinsmen: they had the same proud, cruel predator’s face. They watched him unwind the clean white turban, which was then carefully stowed away, and put on a filthy black turban before he resumed the march.

The Afghans rode to the north, following the route taken by Alā’s army.

“The Shah was wrong in thinking they would come by way of Hamadhān.”

“I think the main Ghazna force is in Hamadhān already,” al-Juzjani said slowly.

Rob realized he was right. The departing Afghans were far fewer in number than the Persian army and there were no war elephants among them; they had to have another force. “Then Masūd is springing a trap?”

Al-Juzjani nodded.

“We can ride to warn the Persians!”

“It is too late, or Masūd wouldn’t have left us alive. At any rate,” al-Juzjani said with irony, “it little matters whether Alā defeats Masūd or Masūd defeats Alā. If the Imam Qandrasseh truly has gone to lead the Seljuks to Ispahan, ultimately neither Masūd nor Alā will prevail. The Seljuks are fearsome, and they are as numerous as the sands of the sea.”

“If the Seljuks come, or if Masūd returns to take this city, what will become of the maristan?”

Al-Juzjani shrugged. “The hospital will close for a while and we’ll all scurry to hide from disaster. Then we’ll come out of our holes and life will be same as before. With our Master I have served half a dozen kings. Monarchs come and go, but the world continues to need physicians,” he said.

Rob asked Mary for the money for the book, and the Qanūn became his. It filled him with awe to hold it in his hand. Never had he owned a book before, but so great was his delight in proprietorship of this book that he vowed there would be others.

Yet he didn’t spend overly long reading it, for Qasim’s room drew him.

He dissected several nights a week and began to use his drawing materials, hungry to do more but unable because he required a minimum of sleep in order to function in the maristan during the day.

In one of the corpses he studied, that of a young man who had been knifed in a wineshop brawl, he found the little cecum appendage enlarged and with its surface reddened and rough, and he surmised he was looking at the earliest stage of the side sickness, when the patient would begin to get the first intermittent pangs. He now had a picture of the progress of the illness from onset to death, and he wrote in his casebook:

Perforating abdominal distemper has been witnessed in six patients, each of whom died.

The first decided symptom of the disease is sudden abdominal pain.

The pain is usually intense and rarely slight.

Occasionally it is accompanied by an ague and more often by nausea and vomiting.

The abdominal pain is followed by fever as the next constant symptom.

A circumscribed resistance is felt on palpation of the right lower belly, with the area often agonized by pressure and the abdominal muscles tense and rigid.

The condition comes to an appendage of the cecum which in appearance is not unlike a fat, pink earthworm of common variety. Should this organ become angry or infected it turns red and then black, fills with pus and finally bursts, its contents escaping into the general abdominal cavity.

In that event death follows rapidly, as a rule within half an hour to thirty-six hours of the onset of high fever.

He cut and studied only those parts of the body that would be covered by the burial shroud. This excluded the feet and the head, a frustration because he was no longer content with examining a pig’s brain. His respect for Ibn Sina remained unbounded, but he had become aware that in certain areas his mentor had himself been taught incorrectly about the skeleton and the musculature and had passed on the misinformation.

Rob worked patiently, uncovering and sketching muscles like wire and like strands of rope, some beginning in a cord and ending in a cord, some with flat attachment, some with round attachment, some with cord only at one end, and some that were compound muscles with two heads, their special value apparently being that if one head is injured the other will take over its function. He began in ignorance and gradually, in a constant state of fevered and dreamlike excitement, he learned. He made sketches of bone and joint structure, shape, and position, realizing that such drawings would be invaluable in teaching young doctors how to deal with sprains and fractures.

Always when he finished working he shrouded and returned the bodies and took his drawings away with him. He no longer felt that he peered into the pit of his own damnation, but he never lost the awareness of the terrible end that awaited him if he were discovered. Dissecting in the uneven, flickering lamplight of the airless little room, he started at every noise and froze in terror on the rare occasion when someone walked past the door.

He had good reason for his fear.

Early one morning he removed from the charnel house the body of an elderly woman who had died only a short time before. Outside the door he looked up to see a nurse coming toward him, carrying the body of a man. The woman’s head lolled and one arm swung as Rob stopped wordlessly and gazed at the nurse, who bent his head politely.

“Shall I help you with that one, Hakim?”

“She’s not heavy.”

Preceding the nurse, he went back inside and they laid the two bodies side by side and left the charnel house together.

The pig he had dissected had lasted only four days, rapidly reaching a state of ripeness that made disposal a necessity. Yet opening the human stomach and gut released odors far worse than the sickly-sweet stench of porcine rot. Despite soap and water, the smell permeated the place.

One morning he bought a new hog. That afternoon he walked past Qasim’s room to discover the hadji Davout Hosein rattling the locked door.

“Why is it locked? What is inside?”

“It’s a room in which I am dissecting a pig,” Rob said calmly.

The deputy governor of the school gazed at him in disgust. These days, Davout Hosein looked at everything with stern suspicion, for he had been delegated by the mullahs to police the maristan and the madrassa for infractions of Islamic law.

Several times that day, Rob observed him hovering watchfully.

That evening Rob went home early. Next morning when he came to the hospital he saw that the lock on the door of the little room had been forced and broken. Inside, things were as he had left them—but not quite. The pig lay covered on the table. His instruments had been disarranged but none was missing. They had found nothing to incriminate him, and he was safe for the moment. But the intrusion had chilling implications.

He knew sooner or later he would be discovered, but he was learning precious facts and seeing marvelous things and was not ready to stop.

He waited two days, in which the hadji left him alone. An old man died in the hospital while holding a quiet conversation with him. That night he opened the body to see what had accomplished so peaceful a death and found that the artery which had fed the heart and the lower members was parched and shrunken, a withered leaf.

In a child’s body he saw why cancer had received its name, noting how the hungry crablike growth had extended its claws in every direction. In another man’s body he found that the liver, instead of being soft and of a rich red-brown, had turned into a yellowish object of woody hardness.

The following week he dissected a woman several months pregnant and sketched the womb in the swollen belly like an inverted drinking glass cradling the life that had been forming in it. In the drawing he gave her the face of Despina, who would never give life to a child. He labeled it the Pregnant Woman.

And one night he sat by the dissection table and created a young man to whom he gave the features of Karim, an imperfect likeness but a recognizable one to anybody who had loved him. Rob drew the figure as if the skin were made of glass. What he couldn’t see for himself in the body on the table he drew as Galen had claimed it existed. He knew some of this unsubstantiated detail would be inaccurate, but still the drawing was remarkable even to him, showing organs and blood vessels as if the eye of God were peering through man’s solid flesh.

When it was completed he exultantly signed his name and the date and labeled the drawing the Transparent Man.
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All this time there had been no news of the war. By prearrangement four caravans laden with supplies had gone out in search of the army, but they were never seen again and it was supposed they had found Alā and had been absorbed into the fighting. And then one afternoon just before Fourth Prayer a rider came, bearing the worst possible intelligence.

As had been surmised, by the time Masūd had paused in Ispahan his main force already had found the Persians and was engaging them. Masūd had sent two of his senior generals, Abū Sahl al-Hamdûnī and Tāsh Farrāsh, to lead his army along the expected route. They planned and executed the frontal attack perfectly. Splitting their force in two, they hid behind the village of al-Karaj and sent forth their scouts. When the Persians drew close enough, Abū Sahl al-Hamdūnī’s host streamed from around one side of al-Karaj and Tāsh Farrāsh’s Afghans came around the other side. They fell upon Alā Shah’s men on two flanks, which rapidly drew together until the Ghazna army was reunited across a giant semicircular line of combat, like a net.

After their initial surprise the Persians fought bravely but they were outnumbered and outmaneuvered, and they lost ground steadily for days. Finally they discovered that at their back was another Ghazna force led by Sultan Masūd. Then the fighting grew ever more desperate and savage, but the end was inevitable. In front of the Persians was the superior force of the two Ghazna generals. Behind them, the cavalry of the Sultan, small in number and vicious, waged a conflict similar to the historic battle between the Romans and the ancient Persians, but this time Persia’s enemy was the ephemeral harrying force. The Afghans struck again and again and always melted away to reappear in another rear sector.

Finally, when the bloodied Persians had been sufficiently weakened and confused, under cover of a sandstorm Masūd launched the full power of all three of his armies in all-out attack.

Next morning, the sun disclosed sand swirling over the bodies of men and beasts, the better part of the Persian army. Some had escaped and it was rumored Alā Shah was among them, the messenger said, but this wasn’t certain.

“What has befallen Ibn Sina?” al-Juzjani asked the man.

“Ibn Sina left the army well before it reached al-Karaj, Hakim. He had been afflicted by a terrible colic that rendered him helpless, and so with the Shah’s permission the youngest physician among the surgeons, one Bibi al-Ghurī, took him to the city of Hamadhān, where Ibn Sina still owns the house that had been his father’s.”

“I know the place,” al-Juzjani said.

Rob knew al-Juzjani would go there. “Let me come too,” he said.

For a moment jealous resentment flickered in the older physician’s eyes, but reason quickly won and he nodded.

“We shall leave at once,” he said.

It was a hard and gloomy trip. They pushed their horses hard, not knowing if they would find him alive when they arrived. Al-Juzjani was made dumb by despair and this wasn’t to be wondered at; Rob had loved Ibn Sina for relatively few years, while al-Juzjani had worshiped the Prince of Physicians all his life.

It was necessary for them to circle to the east to avoid the war, which for all they knew, was still being fought in the territory of Hamadhān. But when they reached the capital city that gave the territory its name, Hamadhān appeared sleepy and peaceable, with no hint of the great slaughter that had taken place only a few miles away.

When Rob saw the house it seemed to him that it suited Ibn Sina better than the grand estate in Ispahan. This mud-and-stone house was like the clothing Ibn Sina always wore, unprepossessing, shabby and comfortable.

But within was the stench of illness.

Al-Juzjani jealously asked Rob to wait outside the chamber in which Ibn Sina lay. Moments later Rob heard a low murmur of voices and then, to his surprise and alarm, the unmistakable sound of a blow.

The young physician named Bibi al-Ghurī emerged from the chamber. His face was white and he was weeping. He pushed past Rob without greeting and rushed from the house.

Al-Juzjani came out a short while later, followed by an elderly mullah.

“The young charlatan has doomed Ibn Sina. When they arrived here, al-Ghurī gave the Master celery seed to break the wind of the colic. But instead of two danaqs of seed he gave five dirhams, and ever since then Ibn Sina has passed great amounts of blood.”

There were six dānaqs to a dirham; that meant that fifteen times the recommended dosage of the brutal cathartic had been given.

Al-Juzjani looked at him. “I myself served on the examining board that passed al-Ghurī,” he said bitterly.

“You weren’t able to look into the future and see this mistake,” Rob said gently.

But al-Juzjani wasn’t to be consoled. “What a cruel irony,” he said, “that the great physician should be undone by an inept hakim!”

“Is the Master aware?”

The mullah nodded. “He has freed his slaves and given his wealth to the poor.”

“May I go in?”

Al-Juzjani waved his hand.

Inside the chamber, Rob was shocked. In the four months since he had last seen him, Ibn Sina’s flesh had melted. His closed eyes were sunken, his face looked caved in, and his skin was waxen.

Al-Ghurī had done him harm, but mistreatment had only served to hasten the inevitable result of the stomach cancer.

Rob took his hands and felt so little life that he found it hard to speak. Ibn Sina’s eyes opened. They bore into his; he felt they could see his thoughts, and there was no need for dissembling. “Why is it, Master,” he asked bitterly, “that despite all a physician is able to do, he is as a leaf before the wind, and the real power lies only with Allah?”

To his mystification, a brilliance illuminated the wasted features. And suddenly he knew why Ibn Sina was attempting to smile.

“That is the riddle?” he asked faintly.

“It is the riddle … my European. You must spend the rest of your life … seeking … to answer it.”

“Master?”

Ibn Sina had closed his eyes again and didn’t answer. For a time Rob sat next to him in silence.

“I could have gone elsewhere without dissembling,” he said in English. “To the Western Caliphate—Toledo, Cordova. But I’d heard of a man. Avicenna, whose Arab name seized me like a spell and shook me like an ague. Abu Ali at-Husain ibn Abdullah ibn Sina.”

He couldn’t have understood more than his name, yet he opened his eyes again and his hands put a slight pressure on Rob’s.

“To touch the hem of your garment. The greatest physician in the world,” Rob whispered.

He scarcely remembered the tired, world-whipped carpenter who had been his natural father. Barber had treated him well but had stopped short of affection. This was the only father his soul had known. He forgot about the things he had scorned and was conscious only of a need.

“I ask your blessing.”

The halting words Ibn Sina spoke were pure Arabic but it was unnecessary to understand them. He knew Ibn Sina had blessed him long before.

He kissed the old man goodbye. When he left, the mullah had settled by the bed again and was reading aloud from the Qu’ran.
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He rode back to Ispahan by himself. Al-Juzjani had remained in Hamadhān, making it plain that he wished to be alone with his dying Master in the final days.

“We shall never see Ibn Sina again,” Rob told Mary gently when he returned home, and she averted her face and wept like a child.

As soon as he had rested he hurried to the maristan. Without either Ibn Sina or al-Juzjani the hospital was disorganized and full of loose ends, and he spent a long day examining and treating patients, lecturing on wounds and—a distasteful chore—meeting with the hadji Davout Hosein regarding the general administration of the school.

Because of the uncertain times, many of the students had left their apprenticeships and returned to their homes outside the city. “This leaves few medical clerks to do the work of the hospital,” the hadji grumbled. Fortunately, the patient population was correspondingly low, people instinctively feeling more concern about impending military violence than about illness.

That night Mary’s eyes were red and swollen and she and Rob clung to one another with a tenderness that had almost been forgotten.

In the morning when he left the little house in Yehuddiyyeh he could feel change in the air like dampness before an English storm.

In the Jewish market most of the shops were uncharacteristically empty, and Hinda was frantically packing up the goods in her stall.

“What is it?” he said.

“The Afghans.”

He rode to the wall. When he climbed the stairs he found the top lined with strangely silent people and at once saw the reason for their fear, for the host of Ghazna lay assembled in great strength. Masūd’s foot warriors filled half the small plain outside the western wall of the city. The horsemen and camel soldiers were encamped across the foothills, and war elephants were tethered on the higher slopes near the tents and booths of the nobles and commanders, whose standards snapped in the dry wind. In the midst of the camp, floating above all, was the serpentine banner of the Ghaznavids, a black leopard’s head on an orange field.

Rob estimated this Ghazna army to be four times as large as the one Masūd had led through Ispahan on his way west.

“Why haven’t they entered the city?” he asked a member of the kelonter’s police force.

“They have pursued Alā here and he is within the city walls.”

“Why should that hold them outside?”

“Masūd says Alā must be betrayed by his own people. He says if we deliver the Shah, they will spare our lives. If we do not, he promises a mountain of our bones in the central maidan.”

“Will Alā be delivered?”

The man glared and spat. “We are Persians. And he is the Shah.”

Rob nodded. But he did not believe.

He descended the wall and rode the horse back to the house in Yehuddiyyeh. The English sword had been stored away, wrapped in oily rags. He strapped it to his side and bade Mary to take out her father’s sword and barricade the door behind him.

Then he remounted the horse and rode to the House of Paradise.

On the Avenue of Ali and Fatima, people stood in worried groups. There were fewer persons in the four-laned Avenue of the Thousand Gardens and no one in the Gates of Paradise. That usually immaculate royal boulevard showed signs of neglect; caretakers had not groomed or pruned the landscaping of late. At the far end of the road was a solitary sentry.

The guard stepped out to challenge as Rob approached.

“I am Jesse, hakim at the maristan. Summoned by the Shah.”

The guard was little more than a boy and looked uncertain, even frightened. Finally he nodded and stepped aside so the horse might pass.

Rob rode through the artificial woods created for kings, past the green field for ball-and-stick, past the two racing tracks and the pavilions.

He stopped behind the stables, at the living quarters that had been given to Dhan Vangalil. The Indian weapons-maker and his elder son had been taken to Hamadhān with the army. Rob didn’t know if the two men had survived, but their family was gone. Their little house was deserted and someone had kicked in the clay walls of the smelting furnace Dhan had built with such care.

He rode down the long graceful approach road to the House of Paradise. The battlements were empty of sentries. His mount’s hooves clattered hollowly across the drawbridge, and he tethered the horse outside the great doors.

Inside the House of Paradise his footsteps echoed through the empty corridors. Finally he came to the audience chamber in which he had always come before the king, and he saw that Alā sat in a corner alone on the floor, his legs crossed. Before him was a ewer half-filled with wine, and a board set up with a problem in the Shah’s Game.

He looked as rank and untended as some of the gardens outside. His beard was untrimmed. There were purple smudges under his eyes and he was thinner, making his nose more of a harsh beak than ever. He stared up at Rob standing before him with his hand on the hilt of his sword.

“Well, Dhimmi? Have you come to avenge yourself?”

It was a moment before Rob realized Alā was talking of the Shah’s Game and already rearranging the pieces on the game board.

He shrugged and took his hand from the hilt, arranging the sword so he could be comfortable as he sat on the floor opposite the king.

“Fresh armies,” Alā said without humor, and opened by moving an ivory foot soldier.

Rob moved a black soldier. “Where is Farhad? Was he slain in the fighting?” He had not expected to find Alā alone. He had thought he would have to kill the Captain of the Gates first.

“Farhad was not slain. He has fled.” Alā took a black soldier with his white horseman, and at once Rob used one of his ebony horsemen to capture a white foot soldier.

“Khuff would not have deserted you.”

“No, Khuff would not have run away,” Alā agreed absently. He studied the board. Finally, at the end of the battle line he picked up and moved the rukh warrior carved in ivory with killer’s hands cupped to his lips, drinking his enemy’s blood.

Rob baited a trap and sucked Alā in, giving up an ebony horseman in exchange for the white rukh.

Alā stared.

After that the king’s moves were more deliberate and he spent more time in contemplation. His eyes gleamed as he gained the other white horseman but cooled when he lost his elephant.

“What of the elephant Zi?”

“Ah, that was a good elephant. I lost him too at the Gate of al-Karaj.”

“And the mahout Harsha?”

“Killed before the elephant died. A lance through the chest.” He drank wine without offering any to Rob, directly from the pitcher and spilling some on his already filthy tunic. He wiped his mouth and beard with the back of his hand. “Sufficient talk,” he said, and settled into play, for the slight advantage was with the ebony pieces.

Alā turned grim attacker and tried all the ruses that once had worked so well, but Rob had spent the last years pitted against finer minds; Mirdin had shown him when to be daring and when to be cautious and Ibn Sina had taught him to anticipate, to think so far ahead that now it was as though he led Alā down the very paths in which annihilation of the ivory pieces was a certainty.

Time passed, and a sheen of sweat appeared on Alā’s face, though the stone walls and stone floor kept the room cool.

It seemed to Rob that Mirdin and Ibn Sina played as part of his mind.

Of the ivory pieces there came to be on the board only the king, the general, and a camel; and soon, his eyes holding the Shah’s, Rob took the camel with his own general.

Alā placed his general before the king piece, blocking the line of attack. But Rob had five pieces left: the king, the general, a rukh, a camel, and a foot soldier, and he quickly moved the unthreatened foot soldier to the opposite side of the board, where the rules allowed him to exchange it for his other rukh, no longer lost.

In three moves he had sacrificed the newly reclaimed rukh in order to capture the ivory general.

And in two more moves his own ebony general periled the ivory king. “Remove, O Shah,” he said softly.

He repeated the words three times, while he positioned his pieces so there was no place for Alā’s beleaguered king to turn.

“Shahtreng,” he said finally.

“Yes. The agony of the king.” Alā swept the remaining pieces from the board.

Now they examined one another and Rob’s hand was back on the hilt of his sword.

“Masūd has said if the people don’t deliver you up, the Afghans will murder and pillage in this city.”

“The Afghans will murder and pillage in this city whether they give me up or don’t give me up. There is only one chance for Ispahan.” He clambered to his feet, and Rob rose so a commoner would not be seated while the ruler stood.

“I will challenge Masūd to combat, king against king.”

Rob desired to kill him, not to admire or like him, and he frowned.

Alā bent the heavy bow few men could have bent, and strung it. He pointed to the sword of patterned steel Dhan Vangalil had made, where it hung on the far wall. “Fetch my weapon, Dhimmi.”

Rob brought it and watched him strap it on. “You go against Masūd now?”

“Now appears a good time.”

“You wish me to attend you?”

“No!”

Rob saw shocked disdain at the suggestion that the King of Persia would be squired by a Jew. Instead of being angry, he felt relief; for it had been said impulsively and regretted as soon as uttered, since he could see no sense or glory in dying alongside Alā Shah.

Yet the hawk’s face softened and Alā Shah paused before leaving. “It was a manly offer,” he said. “Consider what you would like as reward. When I return, I shall issue you a calaat.”

Rob climbed a narrow stone stairway to the highest battlements of the House of Paradise, and from this aerie he could see the houses of the wealthiest part of Ispahan, Persians standing atop the wall of the city, the plain beyond, and the Ghazna encampment that stretched into the hills.

He waited for a long time with the wind whipping his hair and beard, and Alā did not appear.

As more time elapsed he began to blame himself for not having killed the Shah, certain Alā had gulled him and then made good an escape.

But presently he saw.

The western gate was hidden from his sight but there on the flat plain beyond the wall the Shah emerged from the city, astride a familiar mount, the savagely beautiful white Arabian stallion, which was tossing its head and prancing smartly.

Rob watched Alā ride straight for the enemy camp. When he was close, he reined up the horse and stood in the stirrups as he shouted his challenge. Rob couldn’t hear the words, only a thin, unintelligible shouting. But some of the king’s people could hear. They had been raised on the legend of Ardewan and Ardeshir and the first duel to choose a Shahanshah, and from the top of the wall rose the sound of cheering. In the Ghazna camp, a small group of horsemen rode down from the area of officers’ tents. The man in the lead wore a white turban but Rob couldn’t tell if it was Masūd. Wherever Masūd was, if he had heard of Ardewan and Ardeshir and the ancient battle for the right to be King of Kings, he cared nothing for legends.

A troop of archers on fast horses burst from the Afghan ranks.

The white stallion was the fastest horse Rob had ever seen, but Alā didn’t try to outrun them. He stood in the stirrups again. This time, Rob was certain, he shouted taunts and insults at the young Sultan who would not fight.

When the soldiers were almost on him, Alā readied his bow and began to flee on the white horse, but there was no place to run. Riding hard, he turned in the saddle and loosed a bolt that felled the leading Afghan, a perfect Parthian shot that drew cheers from those watching on the wall. But an answering hail of arrows found him.

Four arrows found his horse as well. A red gush appeared at the stallion’s mouth. The white beast slowed and then stopped and stood, swaying, before it crashed to the ground with its dead rider.

Rob was taken unawares by his sadness.

He watched them tie a rope to Alā’s ankles and then pull him to the Ghazna camp, raising a trail of gray dust. For a reason Rob didn’t understand, he was especially bothered by the fact that they dragged the king over the ground face down.

He took the brown horse to the paddock behind the royal stables and removed the saddle. It was a task to open the massive gate alone but the place was as unattended as the rest of the House of Paradise, and he manhandled it himself.

“Goodbye, friend,” he said.

He slapped the horse on the rump and when it joined the herd he shut the gate carefully. Only God knew who would own the brown horse by morning.

At the camel paddock he collected a pair of halters from the impedimenta hanging in an open shed and chose the two young, strong females he wanted. They knelt in the dust chewing their cuds, watching his approach.

The first tried to bite off his arm when he drew near with the bridle; but Mirdin, that most gentle of men, had shown him how to reason with camels, and he punched the animal so hard in the ribs that the breath whistled from between the square yellow teeth. After that the camel was tractable and the other animal gave no trouble, as though it learned by observation. He rode the larger and led the second beast on a rope.

At the Gates of Paradise the young sentry was gone, and as Rob traveled into the city it appeared Ispahan had gone mad. People were rushing everywhere, bearing bundles and leading animals laden with their belongings. The Avenue of Ali and Fatima was in an uproar; a runaway horse careered past Rob, causing the camels to shy. In the marketplaces, some of the merchants had abandoned their goods. He saw covetous glances directed at the camels, and he took his sword from its sheath and held it across his lap as he rode. He had to make a wide berth around the eastern part of the city in order to reach Yehuddiyyeh; people and animals already were backed up for a quarter of a mile as they tried to flee Ispahan through the eastern gate to evade the enemy camped beyond the western wall.

When he reached the house, Mary opened the door at his call, her face ashen and her father’s sword still in her hand.

“We are going home.”

She was terrified but he saw her lips moving in thanksgiving.

He took off the turban and Persian clothing and put on his black caftan and the leather Jew’s hat.

They assembled his copy of Ibn Sina’s Canon of Medicine, the anatomical drawings rolled and inserted into a length of bamboo, his casebook, his kit of medical tools, Mirdin’s game, foodstuffs and a few drugs, her father’s sword and a small box containing their money. All this was packed on the smaller camel.

From one side of the larger camel he hung a reed basket and from the other, a loosely woven sack. He had a tiny amount of buing in a small vial, just enough to allow him to wet the end of his little finger and let Rob J. suckle the fingertip, and then do the same for Tam. When they were sleeping he placed the older boy in the basket and the baby in the sack, and their mother mounted the camel to ride between them.

It wasn’t quite dark when they left the little house in Yehuddiyyeh for the last time, but they didn’t dare delay, since the Afghans could fall upon the city at any moment.

Darkness was complete by the time he led the two camels through the deserted western gate. The hunting trail they followed through the hills passed so close to the Ghazna campfires that they could hear singing and shouting, and the shrill cries of the Afghans working themselves into a frenzy for the pillaging.

Once a horseman seemed to be galloping straight at them, yipping as he rode, but the hoofbeats veered away.

The buing began to wear off and Rob J. started to whimper and then to cry. Rob thought the sound doomingly loud, but Mary took the boy from the basket and silenced him with her teat.

There was no pursuit. Soon they left the campfires behind, but when Rob looked back whence they had come a roseate nimbus had appeared low in the sky and he knew Ispahan was burning.

They traveled all night and when the first thin light of morning came, he saw he had led them out of the hills and no soldiers were in sight. His body was numb, and his feet … he knew that when he stopped walking pain would be another enemy. By this time both children were wailing and his gray-faced wife rode with closed eyes, but Rob didn’t stop. He forced his tired legs to continue to plod, leading the camels west, toward the first of the Jewish villages.
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They crossed the great channel on March 24, Anno Domini 1043, and touched land late in the afternoon at Queen’s Hythe. Perhaps if they had come to the city of London on a warm summer’s day the rest of their lives might have been different, but Mary landed in a sleety spring rain carrying her younger son, who, like his father, had retched and vomited from France till journey’s end, and she disliked and mistrusted London from the damp bleakness of the first moment.

There was scarcely room to disembark; of fearsome black naval ships alone, Rob counted more than a score riding the swells at anchor, and merchant craft were everywhere. They were, all four, exhausted by travel. They made their way to one of the market inns Rob remembered at Southwark but it proved a sorry haven, crawling with vermin that added to their misery.

At earliest light next morning he set out alone to find them a better place, walking down the causeway and over London Bridge, which was in good repair, the least changed detail of the city. London had grown; where there had been meadows and orchards he saw unfamiliar structures and streets that meandered as crazily as those in Yehuddiyyeh. The northern quarter of the town made a complete stranger of him, for when he was a boy it had been a neighborhood of manor houses set off by fields and gardens, the properties of old families. Now some of these had been sold and the land converted to use by the dirtier trades. There was an iron works, and the goldsmiths had their own cluster of houses and shops, as did the silversmiths and the copper workers. It was not a place he chose to live, with its pall of misty wood smoke, the stink of the tanneries, the constant clang of hammers on anvils, the roaring of the furnaces, and the tapping, beating, and banging of work and industry.

Every neighborhood came up lacking something in his eyes. Cripple gate was hard by the undrained moor, Halborn and Fleet Street remote from the center of London, Cheapside too crowded with retail business. The lower part of the city was even more congested but it had been a heroic part of his childhood and he found himself drawn back to the waterfront.

Thames Street was the most important street in London. In the squalor of the narrow lanes that ran from Puddle Dock on one end of it and Tower Hill on the other lived porters, stevedores, servants, and other unprivileged folk, but the long stretch of Thames Street itself and its wharves were the prosperous center of the export, import, and wholesale trades. On the south side of the street, the river wall and the quays compelled a certain amount of alignment, but the north side ran crazily, sometimes narrow, sometimes broad. In places, great houses pushed gabled fronts out as pregnant overhangs. Sometimes a small fenced garden poked out or a warehouse stood back, and most of the time the street was filled with humanity and animals whose vital effluvia and sounds he remembered well.

In a tavern he inquired about empty housing and was told of a place not far from the Walbrook. It proved to be next to the small Church of St. Asaph, and he told himself Mary would like that. On the ground floor lived the landlord, Peter Lound. The second floor was to let, being one small room and one large room for general living, connected to the busy street below by the steep stairway.

There was no sign of bugs and the price seemed fair. And it was a good location, for along the better side streets on the rising land to the north, wealthy merchants lived and kept their shops.

Rob lost no time in going to Southwark to fetch his family.

“Not yet a fine home. But it will do, will it not?” he asked his wife.

Mary’s eyes were timid and her reply was lost in the sudden ringing of the bells of St. Asaph’s, which proved to be very loud.

As soon as they were settled he hurried to a sign-maker’s and ordered the man to carve an oak board and blacken the letters. When the sign was done, it was fastened next to the doorway of the house on Thames Street, so all might see it was the home of Robert Jeremy Cole, Physician.

At first it was pleasant for Mary to be among Britons and speak English, although she continued to address her sons in Erse, wanting them to have the language of the Scots. The chance to obtain things in London was heady fare. She found a seamstress and ordered a dress of decent brown stuff. She would have wished a blue such as the dye her father once had given her, a blue like summer sky, but of course that was impossible. Nevertheless, this dress was comely—long, girdled, with a high round neck and sleeves so loose they fell away from her wrists in luxurious folds.

For Rob they ordered good gray trousers and a kirtle. Though he protested the extravagance, she bought him two black physician’s robes, one of light unlined stuff for summer and the other heavier and with a hood trimmed in fox. New garments were overdue him, since he still wore the clothing bought in Constantinople after they had completed the trail of Jewish safe places like following a chain, link by link. He had trimmed the bushy beard to a goatee and traded for Western dress, and by the time they joined a caravan, Jesse ben Benjamin had disappeared. In his place was Robert Jeremy Cole, an Englishman taking his family home.

Ever frugal, Mary had kept the caftan and used the material to make garments for her sons. She saved Rob J.’s clothing for Tam, though this was made difficult by the fact that Rob J. was large for his age and Tam slightly smaller than most boys because he had experienced grave illness on their journey west. In the Frankish town of Freising both children had been taken by quinsy throats and watery eyes, and then racked by hot fevers that terrified her with the thought of losing her sons. The children had been febrile for days; Rob J. was left with no visible defect but the illness had settled in Tam’s left leg, which became pallid and appeared to be lifeless.

The Cole family had come to Freising with a caravan that was soon scheduled to depart, and the caravan master said he wouldn’t wait for illness.

“Go and be damned,” Rob had told him, because the child required treatment and would receive it. He had kept hot moist bandages on Tam’s limb, going without sleep in order to change them constantly and to engulf the small leg in his large hands and bend the knee and work the muscles again and again, and to pinch and squeeze and knead the leg with bear fat.

Tam recovered, but slowly. He had been walking less than a year when stricken; he had had to learn again to creep and to crawl, and this time when he took his first steps he was off balance, the left leg being slightly shorter than the other.

They were in Freising not quite twelve months waiting for Tam’s recovery and then for a suitable caravan. Although he never learned to love the Franks, Rob came to mellow somewhat regarding Frankish ways. People had come to him there for doctoring despite his ignorance of their language, having seen the care and tenderness with which he treated his own child. He had never stopped working on Tam’s leg, and although the boy sometimes dragged his left foot a bit when he walked, he was among the most active children in London.

Indeed, both her children were more at ease in London than their mother, for she couldn’t reconcile herself. She found the weather damp and the English cold. When she went to the marketplace she had to steel herself against slipping into the spirited Eastern haggling to which she had grown affectionately accustomed. The people were generally less amiable here than she had expected. Even Rob said he missed the effusive flow of Persian conversation. “Though the flattery was seldom more than sheep jakes, it was pleasant,” he told her wistfully.

She felt herself in turmoil concerning him. Something was amiss in their marriage bed, a joylessness she couldn’t define. She bought a looking-glass and studied her reflection, noting that her skin had lost luster under the cruel sun of travel. Her face was thinner than once it had been, and her cheekbones more pronounced. She knew her breasts had been altered by nursing. Everywhere in the city, hard-eyed tarts walked the street and some of them were beautiful. Would he turn to them, sooner or later? She imagined him telling a whore what he had learned of love in Persia and drew pain from the thought of them rolling about in laughter as once she and Rob had done.

To her, London was a black quagmire in which they already stood ankle deep. The comparison was not accidental, for the city smelled more foul than any swamp she had encountered in her travels. The open sewers and dirt were no worse than the open sewers and dirt of Ispahan, but here there were many times the number of people and in some neighborhoods they lived crammed together, so the accumulated stench of their bodily wastes and garbage was an abomination.

When they had reached Constantinople and she found herself once again among a Christian majority she had indulged in an orgy of churchgoing, but now that had palled, for she found London’s churches overpowering. There were far more churches in London than there had been mosques in Ispahan, more than a hundred churches. They towered over every other sort of building—it was a city built between churches—and they spoke with a constant booming voice that made her tremble. Sometimes she felt she was about to be lifted and carried away by a great churchly wind stirred up by the bells. Though the Church of St. Asaph was small, its bells were large and reverberated in the house on Thames Street, and they rang in dizzying concert with all the others, communicating more effectively than an army of muezzins. The bells called worshipers to prayer, the bells witnessed to the consecration of the Mass, the bells warned laggards about the curfew; the bells rocked the steeples for christenings and weddings and sounded a grim and solemn knell for every soul passing on; the bells clanged the alert for fire and riot, welcomed distinguished visitors, pealed to announce each holy day, and tolled with muffled tones to mark disasters. To Mary, the bells were the city.

And she hated the damned bells.

The first person brought to their door by the new sign was not a patient. He was a slight, stooped man who peered and blinked through narrowed eyes.

“Nicholas Hunne, physician,” he said, and cocked his balding head like a sparrow, awaiting a reaction. “Of Thames Street,” he added meaningfully.

“I’ve seen your sign,” Rob said. He smiled. “You’re at one end of Thames Street, Master Hunne, and I now establish myself on the other end. Between us there are enough ailing Londoners for the distraction of a dozen busy physicians.”

Hunne sniffed. “Not so many ailing folk as you may think. And not such busy physicians. London is already too crowded with medical men, and in my opinion an outlying town would make a better choice for a physician just starting out.”

When he asked where Master Cole had trained, Rob lied like a rug dealer and said he had apprenticed for six years in the East Frankish Kingdom.

“And what shall you charge?”

“Charge?”

“Yes. Your fees, man, your schedule of fees!”

“I haven’t given it sufficient thought.”

“Do so at once. I’ll tell you what is the custom here, for it wouldn’t do for a newcomer to undercut the rest. Fees vary depending upon the patient’s wealth—heaven’s the limit, of course. Yet you must never go beneath forty pence for phlebotomy, since bloodletting is the staple of our trade, nor less than thirty-six pence for the examination of urine.”

Rob stared thoughtfully, for the quoted fees were ruthlessly high.

“You shan’t bother with the rabble who cluster at the far ends of Thames Street. They have their barber-surgeons. Nor will it be fruitful to yearn after the nobility, since these are tended by only a few physicians—Dryfield, Hudson, Simpson, and that lot. But Thames Street is a ripe enough garden of rich merchants, even if I have learned to get payment before treatment is begun, when the patient’s anxiety is highest.” He cast Rob a shrewd glance. “Our competition need not be all disadvantage, for I’ve found it impressive to call in a consultant when the afflicted is prosperous, and we shall be able to employ one another with profitable frequency, eh?”

Rob took several steps toward the door, ushering him out. “I prefer to work largely alone,” he said coolly.

The other colored, for there was no mistaking the rejection.

“Then you will be content, Master Cole, for I shall spread the word and no other physician will come within hailing distance of you.” He nodded curtly and was gone.

Patients came, but not often.

It was to be expected, Rob told himself; he was a new herring in a strange sea, and it would take time for his presence to be realized. Better to sit and wait than to play dirty, prosperous games with such as Hunne.

Meantime, he settled in. He took his wife and children to visit his family graves and the little boys played among the markers in the churchyard at St. Botolph’s. By now he acknowledged, deep in the most secret part of himself, that he would never find his sister or his brothers, but he took comfort and pride in this new family he had made, and he hoped that somehow his brother Samuel and Mam and Da could know about them.

He found a tavern he liked on Cornhill. It was called The Fox, a workingmen’s public house of the kind in which his father had sought refuge when Rob was a boy. Here he avoided metheglin again and drank brown ale, and he discovered a contractor-builder named George Markham who had been in the carpenters’ guild at the same time as Rob’s father. Markham was a stout, red-faced man with black hair gone snowy at the temples and at the bottom of his beard. He had been in a different Hundred than Nathanael Cole but remembered him, and it turned out he was nephew to Richard Bukerel, who had been Chief Carpenter then. He had been a friend of Turner Home, the Master Carpenter with whom Samuel had lived before he had been run over on the docks. “Turner and his woman were killed by marsh fever five years ago, along with their youngest child. That was a terrible winter,” Markham said.

Rob told the men in The Fox that he had been abroad for years, learning to be a physician in the East Frankish Kingdom. “Do you know an Apprentice Carpenter named Anthony Tite?” he asked Markham.

“He was a Companion Joiner when he died last year of the chest disease.”

Rob nodded, and they drank in silence for a time.

From Markham and others at The Fox, Rob caught up on what had been happening to England’s throne. Some of the story he’d learned from Bostock in Ispahan. Now he discovered that after succeeding Canute, Harold Harefoot proved a weak king but with a strong guardian in Godwin, Earl of the West Saxons. His half-brother Alfred, who called himself the Atheling or Crown Prince, came from Normandy, and Harold’s forces butchered his men, put out Alfred’s eyes, and kept him in a cell until he died horribly from the festering of his tortured eye sockets.

Harold quickly ate and drank himself to death and Harthacnut, another of his half-brothers, returned from fighting a war in Denmark and succeeded him.

“Harthacnut ordered Harold’s body dug up from Westminster and thrown into a fenny marsh near the Isle of Thorney,” said George Markham, his tongue loosened by too much drink. “His own half-brother’s body! As if it were a sack of shit or a dead dog.”

Markham told how the corpse that had been King of England lay in the reeds while tides ebbed and flowed over it.

“Finally, a few of us sneaked down there in secret. Cold it was, that night, with a heavy fog that mostly hid the moon. We placed the body in a boat and guided it down the Thames. We buried the remains decently in the tiny churchyard of St. Clement’s. It was the least Christian men could do.” He crossed himself and took a deep draught from his cup.

Harthacnut had lasted only two years as king, dropping dead one day at a wedding feast, and at last it was Edward’s turn. By then Edward had married Godwin’s daughter and he too was firmly dominated by the Saxon earl, but the people liked him. “Edward’s a good king,” Markham told Rob. “He’s built a proper fleet of black ships.”

Rob nodded. “I’ve noted them. Are they fast?”

“Fast enough to keep the sea lanes free of pirates.”

All this royal history, embellished with tavern anecdotes and recollections, created thirsty throats that demanded to be whetted, and it required many a toast to the dead brothers and certainly to the living Edward, monarch of the realm. So several evenings Rob forgot his inability to manage spirits and reeled from The Fox to the house on Thames Street, and Mary was faced with the task of undressing a surly sot and putting him to bed.

The sadness in her face deepened.

“Love, let us go away from here,” she said to him one day.

“Why, where should we go?”

“We could live in Kilmarnock. There is my holding there, and a circle of kinsmen who would be warmed to see my husband and sons.”

“We must give London more chance than that,” he said gently.

He was no fool, and he vowed to be more careful when he went to The Fox, and to go there less often. What he didn’t tell her was that London had become a vision for him, more than just an opportunity for a living as a leech. He had absorbed things in Persia that were now a part of him, things they didn’t know here. He yearned for the open exchange of medical ideas that had existed in Ispahan. That required a hospital, and London would be an excellent location for an institution like the maristan.

That year the long wintry spring turned into a wet summer. Each morning thick fog hid the waterfront. By midmorning, on days when it didn’t rain, the sun cut through the gray gloom and the city was coaxed into instant life. This moment of rebirth was Rob’s favorite time for walking, and on a particularly lovely day the dissolution of the fog came when he was passing a commercial wharf on which a large party of slaves was stacking iron pigs for shipment.

There were a dozen piles of the heavy metal bars. They had been stacked too high, or perhaps there was an irregularity in one of the rows. Rob was enjoying the gleam of the sun on the wet metal when the driver of a dray, with loud commands and a cracking of his whip and tugging on his reins, backed his dirty white horses too far and too fast, so that the rear of the heavy wagon hit the pile with a thud.

Rob long had vowed that his boys would not play on the docks. He hated drays. Never did he see one but that he thought of his brother Samuel being crushed to death under the wheels of a freight wagon. Now he watched in horror as another accident occurred.

The iron bar at the top was jarred forward, so that it teetered at the edge and then began to slide over the lip of the pile, followed by two more.

There was a shouted cry of warning and a desperate human scattering, but two of the slaves had others in front of them. They fell as they scrabbled, so that the full weight of one of the pigs of iron came down on one of them, crushing life from him in an instant.

One end of another pig slammed down on the other man’s lower right leg, and his screaming incited Rob to action.

“Here, get it off them. Quickly and carefully, now!” he said, and half a dozen slaves lifted the iron bars from the two men.

He had them moved well away from the pile of iron. A single glance was all that was necessary to ascertain that the man who had taken the full brunt was dead. His chest was crushed and he had been throttled by a broken windpipe, so that his face already was dark and engorged.

The other slave no longer was screaming, having fainted when he was moved. It was just as well; his foot and ankle were fearsomely mangled and Rob could do nothing to restore them. He dispatched a slave to his house to fetch his surgical kit from Mary, and while the wounded man was unconscious he incised the healthy skin above the injury and began to flay it back to make a flap, and then to slice through meat and muscle.

From the man arose a personal stink that made Rob nervous and afraid, the stench of a human animal who had sweated in toil again and again until his unwashed rags had absorbed his rotten smell and compounded it and made it almost a tangible part of him like his shaven slave’s head or the foot Rob was in the process of removing. It caused Rob to remember the two similarly stinking stevedore slaves who had carried Da home from his job on the docks, home to die.

“What in hell do you believe you’re doing?”

He looked up and struggled to control his expression, for standing next to him was a person he had last seen in the home of Jesse ben Benjamin in Persia.

“I am tending a man.”

“But they say you’re a physician.”

“They are right.”

“I am Charles Bostock, merchant and importer, owner of this warehouse and this dock. And I’m not so foolish, God’s arse, as to hire a physician for a slave.”

Rob shrugged. The kit arrived and he was ready for it; he took up his bone saw and cut off the ruined foot and sewed the flap over the blood-oozing stump as neatly as al-Juzjani would have demanded.

Bostock was still there. “I meant my words precisely,” he was saying. “I ain’t to pay you. Not a ha’-penny shall you get from me.”

Rob nodded. He gently tapped the slave’s face with two fingers and the man groaned.

“Who are you?”

“Robert Cole, physician of Thames Street.”

“Are we acquainted, master?”

“Not to my knowledge, master merchant.”

He collected his belongings, nodded, and went away. At the end of the dock he risked a glance back, and he saw Bostock standing as one transfixed, or deeply puzzled, and continuing to stare after him as he made his escape.

He told himself Bostock had seen a turbaned Jew in Ispahan, with a bushy beard and Persian clothing, the exotic Hebrew Jesse ben Benjamin. And on the dock the merchant had spoken with Robert Jeremy Cole, a free Londoner in plain English garb, his face … transformed? … by a closetrimmed beard.

It was possible Bostock wouldn’t remember him at all. And equally possible that he would.

Rob worried the question like a dog with a bone. It was not so much that he was frightened for himself (although he was frightened) as that he was concerned over what would happen to his wife and sons in the event that trouble should claim him.

And so when Mary chose to talk about Kilmarnock that evening he listened with a dawning realization of what had to be done.

“How I wish we could go there,” she said. “I’ve a yearning to walk the ground I own and to be again among kinsfolk and Scots.”

“There are things I must do here,” he said slowly. He took her hands. “But I think that you and the young ones should go to Kilmarnock without me.”

“Without you?”

“Yes.”

She sat perfectly still. The pallor seemed to heighten her high cheekbones and cast interesting new shadows in her slender face, making her eyes appear larger as she examined him. The corners of her mouth, those sensitive corners that always betrayed her emotions, told him how unwelcome was the suggestion.

“If that is what you want, we shall go,” she said quietly.

In the next few days he changed his mind a dozen times. There was no outcry or alarm. No armed men came to arrest him. It was obvious that though he had seemed familiar to Bostock, the merchant hadn’t identified him as Jesse ben Benjamin.

Don’t go, he wanted to tell her.

Several times he almost said it, but always something kept him from uttering the words; within him he carried a heavy burden of fear, and it could do no harm if she and the boys were safely elsewhere for a time.

So they spoke of it again. “If you can get us to the port of Dunbar,” she said.

“What is in Dunbar?”

“MacPhees. Kinsmen to Cullens. They will see to our safe arrival in Kilmarnock.”

Dunbar proved no problem. It was by then almost the end of summer, and there was a flurry of sailings as owners of ships attempted to crowd in last short voyages before storms closed off the North Sea for another winter. In The Fox, Rob heard of a packet boat that stopped at Dunbar. It was called the Aelfgifu after Harold Harefoot’s mother, and its captain was a grizzled Dane who was happy to be paid for three passengers who would not eat much.

The Aelfgifu would leave in less than two weeks, and it demanded hurried preparation, mending of clothing, decisions about what she would take and what she would not.

Suddenly, their leavetaking was a few days away.

“I’ll come for you in Kilmarnock when I’m able.”

“Will you?” she said.

“Of course.”

On the night before departure she said, “If you cannot come …”

“I shall.”

“But… if you do not. If the world should keep us apart in some way, know that my kinsmen will raise the boys to manhood.”

That served to annoy him more than it reassured, and it so fueled his fears that he was sorry he had suggested that they part from him.

They touched each other carefully, all the familiar places, like two sightless people wishing to store the memory in their hands. It was a sad lovemaking, as though they knew it was for the last time. When they were done, she wept soundlessly and he held her without words. There were things he desired to say but could not.

In the morning he put them aboard the Aelfgifu in gray light. She was built along the lines of a stable Viking ship but only sixty feet long, with an open deck. There was one mast, thirty feet high, and a large square sail, and the hull was built of thick overlapping planks of oak. The king’s black ships would keep pirates far out to sea and the Aelfgifu would hug the coast, putting in to deliver and take on cargo and at first sign of a storm. It was the safest sort of boat.

Rob stood on the dock. Mary was wearing her invincible face, the armor she wore when she had girded herself against the threatening world.

Though the boat was only rocking in the swells, poor Tam already looked greenish and distressed. “You must continue to work his leg,” Rob called, and made massaging motions. She nodded to show she understood. A crewman lifted the hawser away from the mooring and the boat swung free. Twenty oarsmen pulled once and it was sucked into the strong outgoing tide. A good mother, Mary had placed her boys on cargo in the boat’s very heart, where they couldn’t fall overboard.

She leaned down and said something to Rob J. as the sail was raised.

“Fare thee well, Da!” the thin, obedient voice shouted clearly.

“Go with God!” Rob called.

Too soon they were indeed gone, though he stayed where he was and strained his eyes peering after them. He didn’t wish to leave the dock, for it struck him that he had come again to a place he had been when he was nine years old, without family or friends in the city of London.


76

THE LONDON LYCEUM

[image: image]

That year on the ninth of November a woman named Julia Swane became the chief topic of conversation in the city when she was arrested as a witch. It was charged she had transformed her daughter Glynna, age sixteen, into a flying horse and then had ridden her so brutally the girl was permanently maimed. “If true, it is heinous and wicked, to do that to one’s child,” his landlord told Rob.

He missed his own children grievously, and their mother. The first ocean storm had come more than four weeks after they had left him. By that time they must long since have landed at Dunbar, and he prayed that wherever they were, they would wait out storms in safe places.

Again he became a solitary wanderer, revisiting all the parts of London he had known and the new sights that had emerged since his boyhood. When he stood before King’s House, which once had seemed to him the perfect picture of royal magnificence, he marveled at the difference between its English simplicity and the soaring lushness of the House of Paradise. King Edward spent most of the time in his castle at Winchester, but one morning outside King’s House Rob witnessed him walking in silence among his housecarls and henchmen, pensive and introspective. Edward looked older than his forty-one years. It was said his hair had gone white when he was very young, on hearing what Harold Harefoot had done to their brother Alfred. Rob didn’t think Edward nearly so kingly a figure as Alā had been, but he minded himself that Alā Shah was gone and King Edward was alive.

From Michaelmas onward that autumn was cold and scourged by winds. Early winter came warm and rainy. He thought of them often, wishing he knew exactly when they had arrived in Kilmarnock. Out of loneliness he spent many an evening at The Fox but tried to keep his thirst in check, not wishing to fall into brawling as he had done in his youth. Yet the drink brought him more melancholy than ease, for he felt himself turning into his father, a man of the public houses. It caused him to resist the drabs and the available females made more attractive by a troubling horniness; he told himself bitterly that despite the drink he must not become entirely transformed into Nathanael Cole the married whoremaster.

The advent of Christmas was difficult, a holiday that begged to be spent with family. Christmas Day he ate a purchased meal at The Fox: the head-cheese called brawn and a mutton pie, washed down by a prodigious amount of mead. Making his way home he came upon two sailors beating a man whose leather cap was in the mud, and Rob saw that he wore a black caftan. One of them held the Jew’s arms behind his back while the other delivered punches that thudded sickeningly each time they landed.

“Cease, damn you.”

The puncher paused in his work. “Shove away, master, while it’s yet safe.”

“What has he done?”

“A crime committed a thousand years ago, and now we’ll send the stinking Frenchy Hebrew back to Normandy dead.”

“Leave him be.”

“You like him so, we’ll watch you suck his cock.”

Alcohol always built an aggressive fury in him and he was ready. His fist smashed into the tough and ugly face. The accomplice released the Jew and sprang away as the sailor he had knocked down climbed to his feet. “Bastard! You’ll drink the Saviour’s blood from this fucking Jew’s cup!”

Rob didn’t chase them when they ran. The Jew, a tall man of middle age, stood with heaving shoulders. His nose was bloody and his lips smashed but he seemed to weep more from humiliation than from hurt.

“Halloa, what is happening?” asked a newcomer, a man with frizzy red hair and beard and a large vein-purpled nose.

“It isn’t much. This man was waylaid.”

“Hmmm. You’re certain he was not the instigator?”

“Yes.”

The Jew had won control of himself and found his voice. It was clear he was expressing gratitude, but he spoke in voluble French.

“Do you understand that language?” Rob asked the red-haired man, who shook his head scornfully. Rob wanted to speak to the Jew in the Tongue and wish him a more peaceful Festival of Lights, but in the presence of the witness he didn’t dare. Presently the Jew picked up his hat and went away, and so did the bystander.

On the riverfront Rob found a small public house and rewarded himself with red wine. The place was dark and airless and he carried the flask of wine onto a dock to drink, sitting on a piling his father might have set, with the rain soaking and the wind buffeting him and the dangerous-looking gray waves curling through the waters below.

He was satisfied. What better day to have prevented a crucifixion?

The wine wasn’t a regal vintage and it stung when swallowed, but nonetheless it pleased him.

He was his father’s son and could enjoy drink if he allowed himself.

No, the transformation already had taken place; he was Nathanael Cole. He was Da. And in some strange way he knew he was also Mirdin and Karim. And Alā and Dhan Vangalil. And Abu Ali at-Husain ibn Abdullah ibn Sina (oh, yes, especially he was Ibn Sina!) … But he was also the fat highwayman he had killed years ago, and that pious old shit, the hadji Davout Hosein …

With a clarity that numbed him more than the wine, he knew he was all men and all men were part of him, and that whenever he fought the fucking Black Knight he was simply fighting for his own survival. Alone and drunk, he perceived that for the first time.

When he had finished the wine he slid from the piling. Carrying the empty flask, which soon would contain medicine or perhaps somebody’s piss to be analyzed for a fair fee, he and all the rest of them walked carefully and unsteadily from the dock toward the safety of the house on Thames Street.

He hadn’t remained behind without wife and children to turn into a sot, he told himself severely on the following day, when his head had cleared.

Determined to tend to the details of healing, he went to an herb seller’s shop on lower Thames Street to renew his supply of medicinals, for in London it was easier to buy certain herbs than to try to find them in nature. He had already met the proprietor, a small, fussy man named Rolf Pollard who appeared to be a capable pharmacist.

“Where shall I go to find the company of other physicians?” Rob asked him.

“Why, I should say the Lyceum, Master Cole. It’s a meeting held regularly by the physicians of this city. I don’t have details, but doubtless Master Rufus does,” he said, indicating a man at the other end of the room who was sniffing a branch of dried purslane to test its volatility.

Pollard led Rob across the shop and introduced him to Aubrey Rufus, physician of Fenchurch Street. “I’ve told Master Cole of the Physicians’ Lyceum,” he said, “but couldn’t recall the particulars.”

Rufus, a sober fellow about ten years older than Rob, ran a hand over his thinning sandy hair and nodded pleasantly enough. “It’s held first Monday eve of each month, dinner hour in the room above Illingsworth’s Tavern on Cornhill. Mostly it’s an excuse to make gluttons of ourselves. Each man buys his own food and drink.”

“Must one be invited?”

“Not at all. It is open to London physicians. But if an invitation is more pleasing, why I invite you now,” Rufus said affably, and Rob smiled and thanked him and took his leave.

So it happened that on the first Monday of the slushy new year he went to Illingsworth’s Tavern and found himself in the company of a score of medical men. They sat around tables talking and laughing over drink, and when he came in they inspected him with the furtive curiosity a group always directs at a newcomer.

The first man he recognized was Hunne, who scowled when he saw Rob and muttered something to his companions. But Aubrey Rufus was at another table and motioned for Rob to join him. He introduced the four others at the table, mentioning that Rob was recently arrived in the city and set up in practice on Thames Street.

Their eyes contained varying amounts of the grim wariness with which Hunne had regarded him.

“Under whom did you prentice?” asked a man named Brace.

“I clerked with a physician named Heppmann, in the East Frankish town of Freising.” During the time they had spent in Freising while Tam was ill, Heppmann had been their landlord’s name.

“Hmmph,” Brace said, doubtless an opinion of foreign-trained physicians. “How long an apprenticeship?”

“Six years.”

His questioning was diverted by the arrival of the victuals, overdone roast fowl with baked turnips, and ale that Rob drank sparingly, not wanting to make a fool of himself. After the meal it turned out that Brace was the lecturer of the evening. He spoke on cupping, warning his fellow physicians to heat the cupping glass sufficiently, since it was the warmth in the glass that drew the blood’s ugliness to the surface of the skin, where it might be eliminated by bleeding.

“You must demonstrate to the patients your confidence that repeated cupping and bleeding will bring cures, so they may share your optimism,” Brace said.

The talk was ill prepared, and from the conversation Rob knew that by the time he was eleven Barber had taught him more about bleeding and cupping, and when to use them and when not to use them, than most of these physicians knew.

So the Lyceum was quickly a disappointment.

They seemed obsessed with fees and income. Rufus even envyingly joshed the chairman, a royal physician named Dryfield, because each year he was furnished with a stipend and robes.

“It’s possible to heal for a stipend without serving the king,” Rob said.

Now he gained their attention. “How might this happen?” Dryfield asked.

“A physician might work for a hospital, a healing center devoted to patients and the understanding of illness.”

Some looked at him blankly but Dryfield nodded. “An Eastern idea that is spreading. One hears of a hospital newly established in Salerno, and the Hôtel Dieu has long been in Paris. But let me warn you, folk are sent to die in the Hôtel Dieu and then forgotten, and it is a hellish place.”

“Hospitals needn’t be like the Hôtel Dieu,” Rob said, troubled that he couldn’t tell them of the maristan.

But Hunne cut in. “Perhaps such a system works well for the greasier races, but English physicians are more independent of spirit and must be free to conduct their own businesses.”

“Surely medicine is more than a business,” Rob objected mildly.

“It is less than a business,” Hunne said, “fees being what they are and new shitty-legged come-latelys arriving in London all the time. How do you count it as more than a business?”

“It is a calling, Master Hunne,” he said, “as men are said to be divinely called to the Church.”

Brace hooted. But the chairman coughed, having had enough of wrangling. “Who will offer the discourse next month?” he asked.

There was a silence.

“Come now, each must do his share,” Dryfield said impatiently.

It was a mistake to offer at his first meeting, Rob knew. But nobody else said a word and finally he spoke. “I’ll lecture, if it’s your desire.”

Dryfield’s eyebrows went up. “And on what subject, master?”

“I’ll speak on the subject of abdominal distemper.”

“On abdominal distemper? Master … ah, Crowe, was it?”

“Cole.”

“Master Cole. Why, a talk on abdominal distemper would be splendid,” the chairman said, and beamed.

Julia Swane, accused witch, had confessed. The witch’s spot had been found in the soft white flesh of her inner arm, just beneath the left shoulder. Her daughter Glynna testified that Julia had held her down and laughed while she was used sexually by someone she took to be the Fiend. Several of her victims accused her of casting spells. It was while the witch was being tied into the dunking stool before immersion in the icy Thames that she decided to tell all, and now she was cooperating with the evil-rooters of the Church, who were said to be interviewing her at length regarding all manner of subjects relating to witchcraft. Rob tried not to think of her.

He bought a somewhat fat gray mare and arranged to board her at what had been Egglestan’s stables, now owned by a man named Thorne. She was aging and undistinguished but, he told himself, he wouldn’t be playing ball-and-stick on her. He rode to patients when summoned, and others found their way to his door. It was the season for croup and though he’d have liked Persian medicinals such as tamarind, pomegranate, and powdered fig, he made up potions with what was at hand: purslane steeped in rose water to produce a gargle for angry throat, an infusion of dried violet to treat headache and fever, pine resin mixed with honey to be eaten against phlegm and cough.

One who came to him said his name was Thomas Hood. He had carroty hair and beard and a discolored nose; he seemed familiar and presently Rob realized the man had been the bystander at the incident between the Jew and the two sailors. Hood complained of thrushlike symptoms but there were no pustules in his mouth, no fever, no redness in the throat, and he was far too lively to be afflicted. In fact, he was a constant source of personal questions. With whom had Rob apprenticed? Did he reside alone? What, no wife, no child? How long had he been in London? Whence had he come?

A blind man would clearly see this was no patient but a snoop. Rob told him nothing, prescribed a strong purgative he knew Hood wouldn’t take, and ushered him out amid more questions he ignored.

But the visit bothered him inordinately. Who had sent Hood? For whom was he inquiring? And was it only coincidence that he had observed Rob’s routing of the two sailors?

On the following day he learned some possible answers when he went to the herb seller’s to buy ingredients for remedies, and again found Aubrey Rufus there on the same errand.

“Hunne is speaking against you when he can,” Rufus told him. “He says you are too forward. That you have the appearance of a ruffian and blackguard and he doubts you are a physician. He seeks to close membership in the Lyceum to any who haven’t prenticed to English physicians.”

“What is your advice?”

“Oh, do nothing,” Rufus said. “It’s apparent he cannot reconcile him self to sharing Thames Street with you. We all know Hunne would rip away his grandfather’s ballocks for a coin. No one will pay him heed.”

Comforted, Rob returned to the Thames Street house.

He would overcome their doubts with scholarship, he decided, and fell to work preparing the discourse on abdominal distemper as though he would be giving it in the madrassa. The original Lyceum near ancient Athens was where Aristotle had lectured; he wasn’t Aristotle, but he had been trained by Ibn Sina and would show these London physicians what a medical lecture could be like.

There was interest, certainly, because every man attending the Lyceum had lost patients who had suffered agony in the lower right portion of the abdomen. But there was also general scorn.

“A little worm?” drawled a wall-eyed physician named Sargent. “A little pink worm in the belly?”

“A wormlike appendage, master,” Rob said stiffly. “Attached to the cecum. And suppurating.”

“Galen’s drawings show no wormlike appendage on the cecum,” Dryfield said. “Celsus, Rhazes, Aristotle, Diascorides—who among these has written of this appendage?”

“No one. Which does not mean it isn’t there.”

“Have you dissected a pig, Master Cole?” Hunne asked.

“Yes.”

“Well, then you know that a pig’s innards are same as a man’s. Have you ever noted a pink appendage on the cecum of a pig?”

“It was a small pork sausage, master!” a wit cried, and there was general laughter.

“Internally, a pig appears to be same as a man,” Rob said patiently, “but there are subtle differences. One of these is the small appendage on the human cecum.” He unrolled the Transparent Man and fixed the illustration to the wall with iron pins. “This is what I am talking about. The appendage is depicted here in the early stages of irritation.”

“Suppose the abdominal illness is caused precisely in the way you have described,” said a physician with a thick Danish accent. “Do you then suggest a cure?”

“I know of no cure.”

There were groans.

“Then why does it matter a whitebait whether or not we understand the origin of the disease?” Others voiced agreement, forgetting how much they loathed Danes in their unified eagerness to oppose the newcomer.

“Medicine is like the slow raising of masonry,” Rob said. “We are fortunate, in a lifetime, to be able to lay a single brick. If we can explain the disease, someone yet unborn may devise a cure.”

More groans.

They crowded about and studied the Transparent Man.

“Your drawing, Master Cole?” Dryfield asked, noting the signature.

“Yes.”

“It is an excellent work,” the chairman said. “What served as your model?”

“A man whose belly was torn.”

“Then you’ve seen only one such appendage,” Hunne said. “And no doubt the omnipotent voice that summoned you to our calling also told you the little pink worm in the bowel is universal?”

It drew more laughter and Rob allowed himself to be stung. “I believe the appendage on the cecum is universal. I have seen it in more than one person.”

“In as many as … say, four?”

“In as many as half a dozen.”

They were staring at him instead of at the drawing.

“Half a dozen, Master Cole? How did you come to see inside the bodies of six human folk?” Dryfield said.

“Some of the bellies were slit in the course of accidents. Others were laid open during fighting. They were not all my patients, and the incidents occurred over a period of time.” It sounded unlikely even to his own ears.

“Females as well as men?” Dryfield asked.

“Several were females,” he said reluctantly.

“Hmmmph,” the chairman said, making it clear he thought Rob a liar.

“Had the women been dueling, then?” Hunne said silkily, and this time even Rufus laughed. “I call it coincidence indeed that you have been able to look inside so many bodies in this manner,” Hunne said, and seeing the fierce glad light in his eyes, Rob was aware that volunteering to give a lecture at the Lyceum had been a mistake from the start.

Julia Swane didn’t escape the Thames. On the last day of February more than two thousand people gathered at daybreak to watch and cheer as she was sewn into a sack, along with a cock, a snake, and a rock, and cast into the deep pool at St. Giles.

Rob didn’t attend the drowning. Instead he went to Bostock’s wharf in search of the thrall whose foot he had removed. But the man wasn’t to be found and a curt overseer would say only that the slave had been taken from London to another place. Rob feared for him, knowing that a slave’s existence depended on his ability to work. At the dock he saw another slave whose back was crisscrossed with whipping sores that seemed to gnaw into his body. Rob went to his house and made up a salve of goat grease, swine grease, oil, frankincense, and copper oxide, then he returned to the wharf and spread it on the thrall’s angry flesh.

“Here, now. What in the bloody hell is this?”

An overseer was bearing down on them, and although Rob hadn’t quite finished spreading the salve, the slave fled.

“This is Master Bostock’s wharf. Does he know you’re here?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

The overseer glared but didn’t follow, and Rob was glad to leave Bostock’s wharf without further trouble.

Paying patients came to him. He cured a pale and weepy woman of the flux by dosing her with boiled cow’s milk. A prosperous shipwright came in with his kirtle soaked in blood from a wrist so deeply cut that his hand seemed partially severed. The man readily admitted he had done it with his own knife, seeking to end his life while despondent with drink.

He had almost reached the mortal depth, stopping just short of the bone. Rob knew from the cutting he had done in the maristan’s charnel house that the artery in the wrist rested close to the bone; if the man had sliced a hair deeper he would have achieved his drunken desire for death. As it was, he had severed the tough cords that governed movement and control of the thumb and first finger of his hand. When Rob had sewn and dressed the wrist, those fingers were stiff and numb.

“Will they regain movement and feeling?”

“It’s up to God. You did a workmanlike job. Should you try again, I think you’ll kill yourself. Therefore, if you desire to live, you must shun strong drink.”

Rob feared the man would try again. It was the time of year when cathartics were needed because there had been no greens all winter, and he made up a tincture of rhubarb and within a week dispensed it all. He treated a man bitten in the neck by a donkey, lanced a brace of boils, wrapped a sprained wrist, and set a broken finger. One midnight a frightened woman summoned him well down Thames Street—into what he had come to regard as no-man’s land, the area midway between his house and Hunne’s. He would have been fortunate had she summoned Hunne, for her husband was grievously taken. He was a groom at Thorne’s stables who had cut his thumb three days before, and that evening he had gone to bed with pains in his loins. Now his jaws were locked, his spittle became frothy and could scarcely pass through his clenched teeth, and his body assumed the shape of a bent bow as he raised his stomach and supported himself on his heels and the top of his head. Rob never had seen the disease before but recognized it from Ibn Sina’s written description; it was episthotonos, “the backward spasm.” There was no known cure, and the man died before morning.

The experience at the Lyceum had left the taste of ashes in Rob’s mouth. That Monday he forced himself to attend the March meeting as a spectator who held his tongue, but the damage already was done and he saw that they regarded him as a foolish braggart who had allowed his imagination to rule. Some smiled at him in derision while others regarded him coldly. Aubrey Rufus didn’t invite his company but glanced away when their eyes met, and he sat at a table with strangers who didn’t address him.

The lecture concerned fractures of the arm, forearm, and ribs, and dislocations of the jaw, shoulder, and elbow. Given by a short, round man named Tyler, it was the poorest kind of lesson, containing so many errors in method and fact that it would have sent Jalal the bonesetter into a rage. Rob sat and kept his silence.

As soon as the speaker was done, they turned their conversation to the witch’s drowning.

“Others will be caught, mark my word,” said Sargent, “for witches practice their foul art in groups. In examining folks’ bodies, we must seek to detect and report the devil’s spot.”

“We must take care to appear above reproach,” Dryfield said thoughtfully, “for many think physicians are close to witchcraft. I’ve heard it said that a physician-witch can cause patients to foam at the mouth and stiffen as though dead.”

Rob thought uneasily of the stable groom who had been taken by episthotonos, but no one accosted or accused him.

“How else is a male witch recognized?” Hunne asked.

“They appear much as any other men,” Dryfield said. “Though some say they cut their pricks like heathens.”

Rob’s own scrotum tightened with fear. As soon as possible he took his leave and knew he wouldn’t return, for it wasn’t safe to attend a place where life could be forfeit if a colleague should witness him passing water.

If his experience at the Lyceum had resulted only in disappointment and tarnished reputation, at least he had hope in his work, and rude health, he told himself.

But the following morning Thomas Hood, the red-haired snoop, appeared at the house on Thames Street with two armed companions.

“What can I do for you?” Rob asked coldly.

Hood smiled. “We are all three summoners for the Bishop’s Court.”
 
“Yes?” Rob asked, but he already knew.

It pleased Hood to hawk and spit onto the physician’s clean floor. “We are come to place you in arrest, Robert Jeremy Cole, and bring you to God’s justice,” he said.
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“Where are you taking me?” he asked when they were on their way. “Court will be held on the South Porch at St. Paul’s.”

“What is the charge?”

Hood shrugged and shook his head.

When they arrived at St. Paul’s he was ushered into a small room filled with waiting folk. There were guards at the door.

He had a sense that he had lived through this experience before. In limbo all morning on a hard bench, listening to the gabble of a flock of men in religious habit, he might have been back in the realm of the Imam Qandrasseh, but this time he wasn’t there as physician to the court. He felt he was a sounder man than he had ever been, yet he knew that by churchly reckoning he was as guilty as anyone hailed to judgment that day.

But he was not a witch.

He thanked God that Mary and their sons weren’t with him. He wanted to request permission to go to the chapel to pray but knew it wouldn’t be granted, so he silently prayed where he was, asking God to keep him from being sewn into a sack with a cock, a snake, and a stone and cast into the deep.

He worried about the witnesses they might have summoned: whether they had called the physicians who had heard him tell of poking about within human bodies, or the woman that had watched him treat her husband who had stiffened and foamed at the mouth before dying. Or Hunne, the dirty bastard, who would invent any sort of lie to make him out a witch and be rid of him.

But he knew that if they had made up their minds, witnesses wouldn’t matter. They would strip him and see his circumcision as proof, and they would search his body until they decided they had found the witch’s spot.

Doubtless they had as many methods as the Imam for gaining a confession.

Dear God …

He had more than enough time for his fear to mount. It was early afternoon before he was called into the clerics’ presence. Seated on an oak throne was a squinting elderly bishop in faded brown wool alb, stole, and chasuble; from listening to others outside Rob knew he was Aelfsige, ordinary of St. Paul’s and a hard punisher. To the bishop’s right were two middle-aged priests in black, and to his left, a young Benedictine in severe dark gray.

A clerk produced Holy Writ, which Rob was bade to kiss and swear solemn oath that his testimony would be true. It began matter-of-factly.

Aelfsige peered at him. “What is your name?”

“Robert Jeremy Cole, Excellency.”

“Residence and occupation?”

“Physician of Thames Street.”

The bishop nodded to the priest on his right.

“Did you, on the twenty-fifth day of December last, join with a foreign Hebrew in unprovoked attack on Master Edgar Burstan and Master William Symesson, freeborn London Christians of the Parish of St. Olave?”

For a moment Rob was puzzled and then he felt tremendous relief as he realized they weren’t stalking him for sorcery. The sailors had reported him for coming to the aid of the Jew! A minor charge, even if he were to be convicted.

“A Norman Jew named David ben Aharon,” the bishop said, blinking rapidly. His vision appeared to be very bad.

“I have never before heard the Jew’s name nor those of the complainants. But the seamen have reported it untruly. It was they who had been unfairly ganging on the Jew. That was why I intervened.”

“Are you a Christian?”

“I am baptized.”

“You attend regular service?”

“No, Excellency.”

The bishop sniffed and nodded gravely. “Fetch the deponent,” he told the gray monk.

Rob’s sense of relief dissipated at once when he saw the witness.

Charles Bostock was richly clothed and wore a heavy gold neck chain and a large seal ring. During his identification he told the court he had been elevated to the rank of thane by King Harthacnut in reward for three voyages as a merchant-adventurer, and that he was an honorary canon of St. Peter’s. The churchmen treated him with deference.

“Now then, Master Bostock. Do you know this man?”

“He is Jesse ben Benjamin, a Jew and a physician,” Bostock said flatly.

The nearsighted eyes fixed on the merchant. “You are certain of the Jew portion?”

“Excellency, four or five years ago I was traveling the Byzantine Patriarchate, buying goods and serving as envoy from His Blessed Holiness in Rome. In the city of Ispahan I learned of a Christian woman who had been left alone and bereft in Persia by the death of her Scottish father, and had married a Jew. Upon receiving invitation, I could not resist going to her home to investigate the whisperings. There, to my dismay and disgust, I saw that the stories were true. She was wife to this man.”

The monk spoke for the first time. “You’re certain this is he, good thane, the same man?”

“I am sure, holy brother. He appeared some weeks ago on my wharf and tried to charge me dear for butchering up one of my thralls, for which of course I would not pay. When I saw his face I understood that I knew it from somewhere, and I studied on the matter until I recalled. He is the Jew physician of Ispahan, of that there is no doubt. A despoiler of Christian females. In Persia, the Christian woman already had one child by this Jew and he had bred her a second time.”

The bishop leaned forward. “On solemn oath, what is your name, master?”

“Robert Jeremy Cole.”

“The Jew lies,” Bostock said.

“Master merchant,” the monk said. “Was it only a single time that you saw him in Persia?”

“Yes, one occasion,” Bostock said grudgingly.

“And you did not see him again for almost five years?”

“Closer to four years than five. But that is true.”

“Yet you are certain?”

“Yes. I tell you, I have no doubt.”

The bishop nodded. “Very well, Thane Bostock. You have our thanks,” he said.

While the merchant was escorted away, the clerics looked at Rob and he struggled to remain calm.

“If you are a freeborn Christian, does it not seem strange,” the bishop said thinly, “that you are brought before us on two separate charges, and the one states that you aided a Jew and the other states that you are a Jew yourself?”

“I am Robert Jeremy Cole. I was baptized half a mile from here, in St. Botolph’s. The parish book will bear me out. My father was Nathanael, a journeyman joiner in the Corporation of Carpenters. He lies buried in St. Botolph’s churchyard, as does my mother, Agnes, who in life was a seamstress and an embroiderer.”

The monk addressed him coldly. “Did you attend the church school at St. Botolph’s?”

“Two years only.”

“Who taught the Scriptures there?”

Rob closed his eyes and wrinkled his brow. “That was Father … Philibert. Yes, Father Philibert.”

The monk glanced inquiringly at the bishop, who shrugged and shook his head. “The name Philibert isn’t familiar.”

“Then Latin? Who taught you Latin?”

“Brother Hugolin.”

“Yes,” the bishop said. “Brother Hugolin taught Latin at the St. Botolph’s school. I recall him well. He has been dead these many years.” He pulled his nose and regarded Rob nearsightedly. Finally he sighed. “We shall check the parish book, of course.”

“You will find it as I have said, Excellency,” Rob told him.

“Well, I shall allow you to purge yourself by oath that you are the person you claim to be. You are instructed to appear again before this court in three weeks’ time. With you must come twelve free men as compurgators, each willing to swear that you are Robert Jeremy Cole, Christian and freeborn. Do you understand?”

He nodded and was dismissed.

Minutes later he stood outside St. Paul’s scarcely crediting that he was no longer exposed to their sharp and pecking words.

“Master Cole!” someone called, and he turned and saw the Benedictine hastening after him.

“Will you join me in the public house, master? I would like to speak with you.”

Now what? he thought.

But he followed the man across the muddy street and into the tavern, where they took a quiet corner. The monk said he was Brother Paulinus, and both of them ordered ale.

“I thought that in the end the proceedings went well for you.”

Rob said nothing, and his silence raised the monk’s eyebrows. “Come, an honest man can find twelve other honest men.”

“I was born in St. Botolph’s Parish. Which I left as a young boy,” Rob said gloomily, “to wander England as a barber-surgeon’s helper. I will have damn-all of a time finding twelve men, honest or otherwise, who remember me and will be willing to travel to London to say so.”

Brother Paulinus sipped his ale. “If you do not find all twelve, the issue is thrown into doubt. You will then be given an opportunity to prove your innocence by ordeal.”

The ale tasted of despair. “What are the ordeals?”

“The Church uses four ordeals—cold water, hot water, hot iron, and consecrated bread. I can tell you that Bishop Aelfsige favors hot iron. You will be given holy water to drink and holy water will be sprinkled on the hand to be used for the ordeal. Your choice of hand. You will pick a white-hot iron from the fire and carry it nine feet in three steps, then you will drop it and hasten to the altar, where the hand will be wrapped and sealed. In three days the wrapping will be removed. If your hand is white and pure within the wrapping, you will be declared innocent. If the hand is not clean, you will be excommunicated and given over to civil authority.”

Rob tried to conceal his emotions, but he had no doubt that his face had lost color.

“Unless your conscience is better than those of most men born of women, I think you must leave London,” Paulinus said drily.

“Why are you telling me these things? And why do you offer me advice?”

They studied one another. The man had a tight-curled beard and tonsure the light brown of old straw, eyes color of slate and just as hard … but secretive, the eyes of a man who lives within himself. A slash of righteous mouth. Rob was certain he had never seen this man before he had entered St. Paul’s that morning.

“I know you are Robert Jeremy Cole.”

“How do you know it?”

“Before I became Paulinus in the Community of Benedict I was named Cole. Almost certainly I am your brother.”

Rob accepted it at once. He had been ready to accept it for twenty-two years and now he felt a rising jubilation that was cut short by a quick and guilty caution, a sense of something amiss. He had started to rise, but the other man was still seated, watching him with an alert calculation that caused Rob to sit back into his chair.

He heard his own breathing.

“You are older than the baby, Roger, would be,” he said. “Samuel is dead. Did you know that?”

“Yes.”

“Therefore, you are … Jonathan or …”

“No, I was William.”

“William.”

The monk continued to watch him.

“After Da died you were taken by a priest named Lovell.”

“Father Ranald Lovell. He brought me to the Monastery of St. Benedict in Jarrow. He lived only four more years himself, and then it was decided I should become an oblate.”

Paulinus told his story sparely. “The abbot at Jarrow was Edmund, who was the loving guardian of my youth. He challenged and molded me, with the result that I was novice, monk, and provost, all at an early age. I was more than his strong right arm. He was abbas et presbyter, devoting himself wholly and continuously to reciting the opus dei and learning, teaching, and writing. I was the stern administrator, Edmund’s reeve. As provost I was not popular.” He smiled tightly. “When he died two years ago I was not elected to replace him, but the archbishop had been watching Jarrow and asked me to leave the community that had been my family. I am to take ordination and serve as auxiliary bishop of Worcester.”

A curious and loveless reunion speech, Rob thought, this flat recital of career with its implicit admission of expectation and ambition. “Great responsibilities must lie in store for you,” he said bleakly.

Paulinus shrugged. “It is with Him.”

“At least,” Rob said, “now I need find only eleven other compurgators. Perhaps the bishop will allow my brother’s testimony to count for several others.”

Paulinus didn’t smile. “When I saw your name in the complaint, I made an inquiry. Given encouragement, the merchant Bostock could testify in interesting detail. What if you are asked whether you have pretended to be a Jew in order to attend a heathen academy in defiance of the Church?”

The tavern girl came to them and Rob waved her away. “Then I would reply that in His wisdom God has allowed me to become a healer because He did not create men and women solely for suffering and dying.”

“God has an anointed army which interprets what He intends for man’s body and his soul. Neither barber-surgeons nor heathen-trained physicians are anointed, and we have enacted churchly laws to stop such as you.”

“You have made it difficult for us. At times you have slowed us. I think, Willum, that you have not stopped us.”

“You will leave London.”

“And is your concern because of brotherly love, or fear that the next auxiliary bishop of Worcester will be embarrassed by an excommunicated brother who has been executed for heathenism?”

Neither spoke for an endless moment.

“I have searched for you all my life. I always dreamed of finding the children,” he said bitterly.

“We are no longer children. And dreams are not reality,” Paulinus said.

Rob nodded. He pushed back his chair. “Do you know of any of the others?”

“Only the girl.”

“Where is she?”

“She is dead these last six years.”

“Oh.” Now he stood heavily. “Where shall I find her grave?”
 
“There is no grave. It was a great fire.”

Rob nodded, then he walked away from the public house without looking back at the gray monk.

Now he was less afraid of arrest than of killers hired by a powerful man to get rid of an embarrassment. He hurried to Thorne’s stables and paid his bill and took his horse. At the house on Thames Street, he paused only long enough to collect the things that had become essential parts of his life. He was weary of leaving places in a desperate hurry and then of traveling vast distances, but he had become swift and expert at it.

When Brother Paulinus was seated at his evening meal in the refectory at St. Paul’s, his blood brother was departing the city of London. Rob rode the plodding horse over the muddy Lincoln road leading to the north country, chased by furies but never escaping them because some of them were carried within himself.
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The first night he slept soft on a hay pile by the side of the road. It was last fall’s hay, ripe and rotten below the surface, so he didn’t burrow into it, but it still gave off a little heat and the air was mild. When he awoke in the dawning his first thought was the bitter realization that he had left behind in the house on Thames Street the Shah’s Game that had been Mirdin’s. It was so precious to him that he had carried it across the world from Persia, and the reality that it was lost to him forever was a stab.

He was hungry but didn’t want to try for a meal at a farmhouse, where he would be well remembered to anyone who might be seeking after him. Instead, he rode half the morning with an empty belly until he came to a village with a marketplace, where he bought bread and cheese to satisfy his hunger and extra to carry with him.

He brooded as he rode. Finding such a brother was worse than never finding him, and he felt cheated and denied.

But he told himself he had mourned Willum after they had lost each other as boys, and he would be happy not to set eyes upon the cold-eyed Paulinus again.

“Go to hell, auxiliary bishop of Worcester!” he shouted.

The yell sent the birds fluttering out of the trees and caused his horse to prick up its ears and shy. Lest it lead anyone to think the countryside was under attack, he sounded the Saxon horn, and the familiar moan drew him back into his childhood and youth and was a comfort to him.

If there were pursuers they would search along the main routes, so he turned off the Lincoln road and followed the coastal roads linking the seaside villages. It was a trip he had made a number of times with Barber. Now he sounded no drum and gave no entertainment, nor did he seek out patients for fear a search was under way for a fugitive physician. In none of the villages did anyone recognize the young barber-surgeon of long ago; it would have been impossible to find compurgators in these places. He would have been doomed. He knew he was blessed to have escaped, and the bleakness left him as he realized that life was still full of infinite possibilities.

He half-recognized some places, noting that here a landmark house or church had burned to the ground, or that there, where a new dwelling had been raised, forest had been cleared. He made painfully slow progress, for in places the tracks were deep muck and soon the horse was in very bad shape. The horse had been perfect for carrying him to midnight medical calls at a dignified pace, but it was unsuitable for traveling open country or muddy roads—elderly, broken-down, and dispirited. He did his best by the beast, stopping frequently to lie on his back by a riverside while the animal cropped the new green grass of spring and rested. But nothing would make the horse young again, or fit to ride.

Rob husbanded his money. Whenever permission was given or sold he slept in warm barns on straw, avoiding people, but when it was unavoidable he sheltered in inns. One night in a public house in the harbor town of Middlesbrough, he watched two seamen putting away a fearsome amount of ale.

One of them, squat and broad, with black hair half hidden by a stocking cap, pounded the table. “We need a crewman. Bound down the coast to port of Eyemouth, Scotland. Fish for herring all the way. Is there a man in this place?”

The tavern was half full, but there was a silence and a few chuckles, and no one stirred.

Dare I? Rob wondered. It would be so much faster.

Even the ocean was better than floundering the horse through the mud, he decided, and he rose and went to them.

“Is it your boat?”

“Yes, I am the captain. I am Nee. He is Aldus.”

“I am Jonsson,” Rob said. It was as good a name as any other.

Nee peered up at him. “A big fucker.” He took Rob’s hand and turned it over, prodding at the soft palm contemptuously.

“I can work.”

“We’ll see,” Nee said.

Rob gave the horse away that night to a stranger in the tavern, for there would be no time to sell it in the morning and the animal would have brought little. When he saw the weathered herring boat he thought it was as old and as poor as the horse, but Nee and Aldus had spent their winter well. The boat’s seams were caulked tightly with oakum and pitched, and it rode the swells lightly.

He was in trouble a short time after they were under way, leaning overboard and vomiting while the two fishermen cursed and threatened to throw him into the sea. Despite the nausea and vomiting he forced himself to work. Within an hour they let out the net, dragging it behind them as they sailed and then all three of them hauling together to bring it in, empty and dripping. They let it out and pulled it back again and again, but they brought in few fish, and Nee became short-tempered and ugly. Rob was convinced that only his size kept them from treating him badly.

The evening meal was hard bread, bony smoked fish, and water that tasted of herring. Rob tried choking down a few bites but cast it up. To make matters worse, Aldus had a loose stomach and soon made the slop bucket an offense to the eyes and nostrils. It was nothing to faze one who had worked in a hospital, and Rob emptied the bucket and rinsed it in sea water until it was clean. Perhaps the accomplishment of the homely chore took the other two men by surprise, for after that they didn’t curse him.

That night, lying cold and desperate as the boat heaved and yawed in the darkness, Rob crawled again and again to the side, until he had nothing left in him to vomit. In the morning the routine began again, but on the sixth dragging of the net, something changed. When they tugged on it, it seemed anchored. Slowly, laboriously, they gathered it in, and finally it brought them a silvery, wriggling stream.

“Now we catch herring!” Nee exulted.

Three times the net came in full, and then with lesser amounts, and when there was no more room to store fish they steered before the wind for land.

Next morning the catch was taken by merchants who would sell it fresh and sun-dried and smoked, and as soon as Nee’s boat had been unloaded, they put out to sea again.

Rob’s hands blistered and smarted and toughened. The net tore and he learned how to tie the knots needed to make repairs. On the fourth day, without his notice, the queasy illness disappeared. It didn’t come back. I must tell Tam, he thought gratefully when he realized.

Each day they inched farther up the coast, always putting into a new harbor to sell the latest catch before it could spoil. Sometimes on moonlit nights Nee would see a spray of fish tiny as raindrops, breaking water to escape a feeding school, and they would drop the net and drag it along a path of moonshine, pulling in the gift of the sea.

Nee began to smile a lot and Rob heard him tell Aldus that Jonsson had brought good fortune. Now when they put into port of an evening, Nee bought his crew ale and a hot meal and the three of them sat up late and sang. Among the things Rob learned as a crewman was a number of filthy songs.

“You would make a fisherman,” Nee said. “We’ll be in Eyemouth five, six days, repairing nets. Then we go back toward Middlesbrough because that is what we do, drift for herring between Middlesbrough and Eyemouth, back and forth. You want to stay?”

Rob thanked him, pleased the offer was made, but said he would leave them in Eyemouth.

They arrived a few days later, sailing into a crowded, pretty harbor, and Nee paid him off with a few coins and a clap on the back. When Rob mentioned his need for a mount, Nee led him through the town to an honest dealer who said he could recommend two of his horses, either a mare or a gelding.

The mare was a prettier animal by far. “I once had good luck with a gelding,” Rob said, and chose to try a gelding again. This one was no Arabian horse but a scrubby-looking English native with short, hairy legs and a tangled mane. It was two years old and strong and alert.

He arranged his pack behind the saddle and swung up onto the animal, and he and Nee saluted one another.

“May you find good fishing.”

“Go with God, Jonsson,” Nee said.

The wiry gelding gave him pleasure. It was better than its appearance and he decided to call it Al Borak, after the horse Muslims believed carried Mohammed from earth to the seventh heaven.

During the warmest part of each afternoon he tried to pause at a lake or a stream to give Al Borak a bath, and he worked at the tangled mane with his fingers, wishing he had a strong wooden comb. The horse seemed tireless and the roads were drying, so he traveled faster. The herring boat had taken him beyond the land with which he was familiar and now everything was more interesting because it was new. He followed a bank of the River Tweed for five days, until it turned south and he turned north, entering the uplands and riding between ridges that were too low to be called mountains. The rolling moors were broken in places by rocky cliffs. This time of year snowmelt still rushed down the hillsides and each stream crossing was a feat.

Farms were few and widespread. Some were large holdings, others were modest crofts; he noted that most were well kept and had the beauty of order that could be achieved only through hard work. He sounded the Saxon horn often. The crofters were watchful and guarded but no one tried to harm him. Observing the country and its people, for the first time he comprehended certain things about Mary.

He hadn’t seen her in many long months. Was he on a fool’s errand? Maybe by now she had another man, perhaps the damn cousin.

It was terrain pleasing to men but designed for sheep and cows. The tops of the hills were largely barren but most of the lower slopes consisted of rich pastureland. All the shepherds used dogs and he learned to fear them.

Half a day beyond Cumnock he stopped at a farm to ask permission to sleep that night on their hay, and he found that the day before, the woman of the place had had a breast ripped off by one of the dogs.

“Praise Jesus!” her husband whispered when Rob said he was a physician.

She was a stout female with grown children, and now she was out of her mind with pain. It had been a savage attack, as if she had been bitten by a lion. “Where is the dog?”

“The dog is no more,” the man said grimly.

They forced grain liquor into her. It made her choke, but it helped her while Rob trimmed ragged flesh and sewed. He thought she’d have lived anyway, but there was no doubt she was better off because of him. He should have watched over her a day or two, but he stayed a week, until one morning he realized he was still there because he wasn’t far from Kilmarnock and he was afraid to finish his journey.

He told her husband where he wanted to go and the man showed him the best way.

Her wounds were still on his mind two days later when he was accosted by a great growling cur that blocked the horse’s way. His sword was half drawn when the animal was called off. The shepherd said something crisp to Rob in the Erse.

“I haven’t your language.”

“Ye be on Cullen land.”

“That’s where I want to be.”

“Eh? Why is that?”

“I’ll tell that to Mary Cullen.” Rob appraised him and saw a man who was still young, but weathered and grizzled and as watchful as the dog. “Who are you?”

The Scot stared back at him, seeming undecided about whether he wanted to answer. “Craig Cullen,” he said finally.

“My name is Cole. Robert Cole.”

The shepherd nodded, appearing neither surprised nor welcoming. “Best follow,” he said, and started off afoot. Rob hadn’t seen him signal the dog but the beast held back and trailed close behind the horse, so that he came in between the man and the dog, delivered like a stray thing they had found in the hills.

The house and barn were of stone, well-laid long ago. Children stared and whispered as he rode in, and it took him a moment to realize his sons were among them. Tam spoke quietly to his brother in the Erse.

“What did he say?”

“He said, ‘Is that our Da?’ I said you was.”

Rob smiled and wanted to gather them up, but they shrieked and scattered with the rest of the children when he swung from the saddle. Tam still hobbled but was able to run with ease, Rob noted gladly.

“They’re just shy. They’ll be back,” she said from the doorway. She kept her face averted and wouldn’t meet his eyes; he thought she wasn’t glad to see him. Then she was in his arms, where she felt so fine! If she had another man, right there in the barnyard they gave him something to think about.

Kissing her, he discovered she was missing a tooth, to the right of the middle of her upper jaw.

“I was struggling to get a cow into the pen and fell against her horns.” She was crying. “I am old and ugly.”

“I didn’t take a damned tooth to wife.” His tone was rough but he touched the gap with a gentle fingertip, feeling the wet, warm springiness of her mouth as she sucked his finger. “It wasn’t a damned tooth I took to my bed,” he said, and though her eyes still glittered, she smiled.

“To your wheat field,” she said. “Right down in the dirt next to mice and crawling things, like a ram doing a ewe.” She wiped her eyes. “You’ll be worn and hungry,” she said, and took his hand and led him into a kitchen house. It was strange for him to see her so at home here. She gave him oat cakes and milk and he told her of the brother he had found and lost, and about fleeing London.

“How strange and sad for you… If it hadn’t happened, would you have come to me?”

“Sooner or later.” They kept smiling at one another. “This is a beautiful country,” he said. “But hard.”

“Easier with warmer weather. Before we know, it will be plowing time.”

He could no longer swallow the oat cakes. “It is plowing time now.”

She still colored easily. It was a thing that would never change, he noted with satisfaction. As she led him to the main house they tried to keep hold of one another but it led to tangled legs and bumped hips, so that soon they were laughing so hard he feared it would interfere with the lovemaking, but that didn’t prove to be a problem.
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Next morning, both with a child before them in the saddle, she led him through the enormous, hilly holding. Sheep were everywhere, lifting black faces, white faces, and brown faces from the new grass when the horses passed. She took him a distance, showing everything proudly. There were twenty-seven small crofts on the outskirts of the large farm. “All the crofts-men are my kin.”

“How many men are there?”

“Forty-one.”

“Your entire family is gathered here?”

“The Cullens are here. The Tedders and the MacPhees are our kinsmen too. The MacPhees live a morning’s ride away, through the low hills to the east. The Tedders live a day’s ride to the north, through the clough and across the big river.”

“With the three families, how many men do you have?”

“Perhaps a hundred and a half.”

He pursed his lips. “Your own army.”

“Yes. It is a comfort.”

There seemed to him to be unending rivers of sheep.

“Fleeces and hides are why we keep the flocks. The meat spoils quickly, so we all eat it. You will grow weary of mutton.”

He was pulled into the family business that morning. “Spring birthings already have begun,” Mary said, “and night and day everyone must help the ewes. Some of the lambs have to be killed in the third to tenth day of life, when the pelts are finest.” She turned him over to Craig and left him. By midmorning the shepherds had accepted him, observing that he was cool during problem births and knew how to whet and use knives.

He was dismayed by their method of altering newborn male lambs. They bit off the tender gonads and spat them into a bucket.

“Why do you do that?” he asked.

Craig grinned at him with a bloody mouth. “Gotta take the balls. Can’t have too many rams, can ye?”

“Why not use a knife?”

“This is the way ‘twas always done. Fastest way, and causes the lambs t’least pain.”

Rob went to his pack and took out the scalpel of patterned steel, and soon Craig and the other shepherds grudgingly acknowledged that his way also was efficient. He didn’t tell them he had learned to be fast and skillful in order to spare pain to men in the process of turning them into eunuchs.

He saw that the shepherds were independent men, and with indispensable skills.

“No wonder you wanted me,” he told her, later. “Everyone else in this bloody country is kin.”

She flashed a tired smile, for they had been skinning all day. The room stank of sheep but also of blood and flesh, not uncomfortable smells for him because they were reminders of the maristan and the hospital tents in India.

“Now that I’m here, you’ll need one less shepherd,” he said to her, and her smile faded.

“Whisht,” she said sharply. “Are you crazy?”

She took his hand and led him out of the skinning room to another stone outbuilding. Inside were three whitewashed rooms. One was a study. One clearly had been set up as an examining room, with tables and cabinets duplicating the room he had used in Ispahan. In the third room there were wooden benches on which patients would sit while waiting to see the physician.

He began to learn about the people as individuals. A man named Ostric was the musician. A skinning knife slipped and sliced into an artery in Ostric’s forearm, and Rob halted the bleeding and closed the wound.

“Shall I be able to play?” Ostric said anxiously. “It’s the arm that bears the weight of the pipes.”

“A few days will make all the difference,” Rob assured him.

Several days later, walking through the tanning shed where the pelts were cured, he saw Craig Cullen’s old father Malcolm, cousin to Mary. He stopped and studied the man’s clubbed and swollen fingertips and saw how his fingernails had curved strangely as they grew.

“For a long time you’ve had a bad cough. And frequent fevers,” he told the old man quietly.

“Who has been telling you?” Malcolm Cullen said.

It was a condition Ibn Sina had called “Hippocratic fingers,” and it always meant lung disease. “I can see it in your hands. Your toes are the same way, are they not?”

The old man nodded. “Can you do ought for me?”

“I don’t know.” He placed his ear against the chest and heard a crackling sound such as made by boiling vinegar.

“You’re full of fluid. Come to the dispensary some morning. I’ll drill a small hole between two ribs and tap that water, a little at a time. Meanwhile, I’ll study your urine and watch the progress of the disease, and I’ll give you fumigations and a diet to dry up your body.”

That night Mary smiled at him. “How have you bewitched old Malcolm? He is telling everyone you have magical powers of healing.”

“I’ve done nothing for him yet.”

Next morning he was the only one in the dispensary; there was no Malcolm or any other living soul. Nor the morning after that.

When he complained, Mary shook her head. “They won’t come until after lambing is done, it’s their way.”

It was true. No one came to him for ten days more. Then it was the quieter time between the lambing and the labor of shearing, and one morning he opened the dispensary door and the benches were filled with people and old Malcolm wished him a fine day.

After that they came readily each morning, for word spread in the cloughs and vales among the hills that Mary Cullen’s man was a true healer. There never had been a physician in Kilmarnock and he recognized that he would spend years trying to undo some of the self-doctoring. In addition, they led their ailing animals or, if they could not, they weren’t bashful about summoning him to their barns. He became well acquainted with foot rot and sore mouth. When opportunity arose, he dissected a cow and some sheep so he could know what he was doing. He found them nothing like a pig or a man.

In the darkness of their bedchamber, where these nights they were willingly employed in the task of starting another child, he tried to thank her for the dispensary, which, he’d been told, was the first thing she had done on returning to Kilmarnock.

She leaned over him. “How long would you stay with me without your work, Hakim?”

There was no sting in the words, and she kissed him as soon as she said them.
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Rob took his boys into the forest and the hills and searched out the plants and herbs he wanted, and the three of them gathered the medicinals and brought them back, drying some and powdering others. He sat with his sons and taught them carefully, showing them each leaf and each flower. He told them about the herbs—which was used to cure the headache and which for cramp, which for fever and which for catarrh, which for bleeding nose and which for chilblains, which for quinsy and which for aching bones.

Craig Cullen was a spoonmaker and turned his craft toward the fashioning of covered wooden boxes in which the pharmacy herbs could be kept safe and dry. The boxes, like Craig’s spoons, were decorated with carved nymphs and sprites and wild creatures of every sort. Seeing them, Rob was inspired to draw some of the pieces that made up the Shah’s Game.

“Could you make something like these?”

Craig looked at him quizzically. “Why not?”

Rob drew likenesses of each piece and the checkered board. With very little guidance Craig carved everything, so that presently Rob and Mary once again spent some of their hours at a pastime taught him by a dead king.

Rob was determined to learn Gaelic. Mary owned no books but set out to teach him, beginning with the eighteen-letter alphabet. By now he knew what must be done to learn a strange language and all through the summer and autumn he labored, so that by early winter he was writing short sentences in the Erse and trying to speak it, to the amusement of the shepherds and his sons.

As he had supposed, winter there proved hard. The bitterest cold came just before Candlemas. After that was the time of the huntsmen, for snowy ground helped them track venison and fowl and hunt down catamounts and wolves that harried the flocks. In the evenings there were always people gathered in the hall in front of a great fire. Craig might be there whittling, others would sit and repair harness or accomplish whatever homely tasks could be done in warmth and company. Sometimes Ostric played his pipes. They made a famous woollen cloth at Kilmarnock, dying their best fleeces the colors of heather by steeping them with lichens picked from the rocks. They wove in privacy but congregated in the hall for waulking, the shrinking of the fabric. The wet cloth, which had been soaked in soapy water, was passed around the table while each woman pounded and rubbed it. All the while they sang waulking songs, and Rob thought that their voices and Ostric’s pipes made a singular sound.

The nearest chapel was a three-hour ride and Rob had believed it wouldn’t be difficult to avoid priests, but one day in his second spring in Kilmarnock there appeared a small, plump man with a tired smile.

“Father Domhnall! It is Father Domhnall!” Mary cried, and hastened to bid him welcome.

They clustered about him and greeted him warmly. He spent a moment with each, asking a question with a smile, patting an arm, dropping a word of encouragement—like a good earl walking among his churls, Rob thought sourly.

He came to Rob and looked him over. “So. You are Mary Cullen’s man.”

“Yes.”

“Are you a fisher?”

The question disconcerted him. “I fish for trouts.”

“I’d have wagered so. I would take you after salmon tomorrow in the morning,” he said, and Rob said he would go.

Next day they walked in gray light to a small, rushing river. Domhnall had brought two massive poles that were surely too heavy, and stout line and long-shanked feathered lures with barbs hidden treacherously in their handsome centers. “Like men I know,” Rob observed to the priest, and Domhnall nodded, regarding him curiously.

Domhnall showed him how to fling the lure and bring it back through the water in little surges that resembled the darting of a small fish. They did it again and again with no result, but Rob didn’t care, for he was lost in the rush of the water. Now the sun was up. High overhead he watched an eagle floating on nothing, and somewhere nearby he heard the cry of a grouse.

The big fish took his lure at the surface with a slash that sent a spout of water into the air.

It began to run upstream at once.

“You must go toward him or he’ll break the line or tear out the hook!” Domhnall shouted.

Rob was already splashing into the river, clattering after the salmon. Expending its first surge of strength the fish almost did him in, for he fell several times in the frigid water, following over the stony bottom and floundering in and out of deep pools.

The fish ran again and again, taking him up and down the river. Domhnall had been shouting instructions, but once Rob looked up at the sound of a splash and saw that Domhnall now had troubles of his own. He had hooked a fish and was in the river too.

Rob fought to keep the fish in the middle of the stream. Eventually the salmon seemed under his control, though it felt dangerously heavy at the end of his line.

Soon he was able to skid the feebly struggling fish—so big!—into shingled shallows. As he grasped the shank of the lure, the salmon gave one last convulsive leap and the hook tore free, bringing with it a strip of bloody tissue from within the fish’s throat. For a moment the salmon lay motionless on its side and then, as Rob saw a thick haze of blood rise darkly from its gills, it flipped into deep water and was gone.

He stood trembling and disgusted, for the blood cloud told him he had killed the fish, and now it had been wasted.

Moving more by instinct than out of hope, he walked downstream, but before he had taken half a dozen steps he saw a silvery patch in the water ahead and splashed toward it. He lost the pale reflection twice as the fish swam or was moved by the river. Then he saw he was right on top of it. The salmon was dying but not quite dead, pressed against the upstream side of a boulder by the strong current.

He had to immerse himself in the numbing water to take it in both arms and carry it to the bank, where he ended its pain with a rock. It weighed at least two stone.

Domhnall was just landing his fish, which wasn’t nearly as large.

“Yours is enough flesh for us all, eh?” he said. When Rob nodded, Domhnall returned his salmon to the river. He held it carefully to let the water do its work. The fins moved and waved as languorously as if the fish were not struggling to maintain its existence, and the gills began to pump. Rob saw the quiver of life run through the fish, and as he watched it move away from them and disappear into the current, he knew that this priest would be his friend.

* * *

They took off their sodden garments and spread them to dry, then lay near them on a huge sun-warmed rock.

Domhnall sighed. “Not like catching trouts,” he said.

“The difference between picking a flower and felling a tree.” Rob had half a dozen bleeding cuts on his legs from falling in the river, and innumerable bruises.

They grinned at one another.

Domhnall scratched his round little belly, white as any fish’s, and lapsed into silence. Rob had expected questions, but he perceived it was this priest’s style to listen intently and wait, a valuable patience that would make him a deadly opponent if Rob should teach him the Shah’s Game.

“Mary and I are not married in the Church. Do you know that?”

“I had heard something.”

“Well. We have been truly wed, these years. But it was a hand-held union.”

Domhnall grunted.

He told the cleric their story. He didn’t omit or make light of his troubles in London. “I would like you to marry us, but I must warn that perhaps I’ve been excommunicated.”

They dried lazily in the sun, considering the problem.

“If this auxiliary bishop of Worcester could have done, he would gloss it over,” Domhnall said. “Such an ambitious man would rather have a missing and forgotten brother than close kin scandalously driven from the Church.”

Rob nodded. “Suppose he could not cover it over?”

The priest frowned. “You have no sure proof of excommunication?”

Rob shook his head. “But it is possible.”

“Possible? I cannot run my ministry according to your fears. Man, man, what do your fears have to do with Christ? I was born in Prestwick. Since ordination I have never left this mountain parish and I expect I will be pastor here when I die. Other than yourself, never in all my life have I encountered anyone from London or from Worcester. I have never received a message from an archbishop or from His Holiness, but only from Jesus. Can you believe it is the will of the Lord that I not make a Christian family of the four of you?”

Rob smiled at him and shook his head.

All their lives the two sons would remember the wedding of their parents, and describe it to their own grandchildren. The Nuptial Mass in the Cullen hall was small and quiet. Mary had a dress of light gray stuff and wore a silver brooch and a roeskin belt studded with silver. She was a composed bride, but her eyes shone as Father Domhnall declared that ever more and in sanctified protection she and her children were irreversibly joined to Robert Jeremy Cole.

Thereafter Mary sent invitations for all her kinfolk to meet her husband. On the appointed day the MacPhees came west through the low hills and the Tedders crossed the big river and came through the clough to Kilmarnock. They came bearing wedding gifts and fruit cakes and game pies and casks of strong drink and the great meat-and-oats puddings they loved. At the holding, an ox and a bull were slowly turning on spits over open fires, and eight sheep and a dozen lambs, and numerous fowl. There was the music of harp, pipe, viol, and trump, and Mary joined in when the women sang.

All afternoon, during the athletic contests, Rob met Cullens and Tedders and MacPhees. Some he admired at once and others he did not. He tried not to study the male cousins, who were legion. Everywhere, men began to become drunk, and some tried to force the groom to join them. But he toasted his bride and his sons and their clan, and for the rest he put them off with an easy word and a smile.

That evening, while the roistering was still in high progress, he walked from the buildings, past the pens and away. It was a good night, starry but still not warm. He could smell the spice of the gorse, and as the sounds of the celebration faded behind him he heard the sheep and the nickering of a horse and the wind in the hills and the rushing of streams, and he fancied he could feel taproots emerging from the soles of his feet and pushing deep into the thin, flinty soil.
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Why a woman should quicken with new life, or not, was the perfect mystery. After bearing two sons and then passing five years in barrenness, Mary ripened with child following their wedding. She was careful at her work, quicker now to ask one of the men to help her with a task. The two sons trailed after her and did light chores. It was easy to see which child would be the sheepman; at times Rob J. seemed to enjoy the work, but Tam was always eager to feed the lambs and begged for a chance to shear. There was something else about him, seen first in the crude outlines he scraped into the earth with a stick, until his father gave him charcoal and a pine board and showed him how things and people might be pictured. Rob didn’t have to tell the boy not to leave out the flaws.

On the wall above Tam’s bed hung the rug of the Samanid kings, and it was understood by everyone that it was his, the gift of a family friend in Persia. Only once did Mary and Rob face the thing they had compressed and pushed into the recesses of their minds. Watching him run after a straying ewe, Rob knew it would be no blessing for the boy to learn he had an army of foreign stranger-brothers he would never see. “We will never tell him.”

“He is yours,” she said. She turned and held him in her arms, and between them was the thickening bulge that was to be Jura Agnes, the only daughter.

Rob learned the new language, for it was spoken all about him and he applied himself. Father Domhnall loaned him a Bible written in the Erse by monks in Ireland, and as he had mastered Persian from the Qu’ran, he learned the Gaelic from Holy Scripture.

In his study he hung the Transparent Man and the Pregnant Woman and began to teach his sons the anatomical charts and answer their questions. Often when he was summoned to tend a sick person or an animal, one or both of them went with him. On such a day Rob J. rode behind his father on Al Borak’s back, to a hill-croft house that stank of the dying of Ostric’s wife, Ardis.

The boy watched as he measured out and gave her an infusion, and Rob poured water on a cloth and handed it to his son.

“You may bathe her face.”

Rob J. did it gently, taking great care with her cracked lips. When he was finished Ardis fumbled, taking the young hands in hers.

Rob saw the tender smile change into something else. He witnessed the confusion of first awareness, the pallor. The starkness with which the boy thrust away her hands.

“It’s all right,” he said. He put his arms around the thin shoulders and held Rob J. tight. “It is all right.” Only seven years old. Two years younger than he had been himself. He knew, wonderingly, that his life had completed a great circle.

He comforted and tended Ardis. When they were outside the house, he took his son’s hands so Rob J. could feel his father’s living strength and be reassured. He looked into Rob J.’s eyes.

“What you felt in Ardis, and the life you detect in me now … to sense these things is a gift from the Almighty. A good gift. It isn’t evil, don’t fear it. Don’t try to understand it now. There will be time for you to understand it. Don’t be afraid.”

The color was returning to his son’s face. “Yes, Da.”

He mounted and swung the boy up behind his saddle, and took him home.

Ardis died eight days later. For months after that, Rob J. didn’t come to the dispensary or ask to accompany his father when he went to tend the sick. Rob didn’t urge him. Even for a child, he felt, involving oneself with the world’s suffering had to be a voluntary act.

Rob J. tried to interest himself in herding the sheep with Tam. When that palled, he went off alone and picked herbs, hour after long hour. He was a puzzled boy.

But he had complete trust in his father, and the day came when Rob J. ran after Rob as he was riding out of the farmyard. “Da! May I go with you? To tend the horse and such?”

Rob nodded and pulled him up behind the saddle.

Soon Rob J. began coming to the dispensary sporadically and his instruction resumed; and when he was nine years old, at his own request he began to assist his father every day as apprentice.

The year after Jura Agnes was born, Mary gave birth to a third male child, Nathanael Robertsson. A year later there was the stillbirth of a boy who was christened Carrik Lyon Cole before burial, and then two difficult miscarriages in succession. Though she was still of childbearing age, Mary didn’t become pregnant again. It grieved her, he knew, for she had wanted to give him many children, but Rob was content to see her gradually regain her strength and spirit.

One day when his youngest child was in his fifth year, a man in a dusty black caftan and bell-shaped leather cap rode into Kilmarnock, leading a laden ass.

“Peace unto you,” Rob said in the Tongue, and the Jew gaped at the language and answered, “Unto you, peace.”

A muscular man with a great, unkempt brown beard, skin burnt by travel, and exhaustion pulling at his mouth and making lines in the corners of his eyes. He was Dan ben Gamliel of Rouen, and a long way from home.

Rob saw to his beasts and gave him water in which to wash and then set before him unforbidden foods. He found his own grasp of the Tongue was poor, for a surprising amount had slipped away from him, but he made the blessings over the bread and the wine.

“Are you then Jews?” Dan ben Gamliel said, staring.

“No, we are Christians.”

“Why do you do this?”

“We owe a great debt,” Rob said.

His children sat at the table and stared at a man who looked like no one they had ever seen, listening in wonder as their father joined him in uttering strange blessings before they ate their food.

“After we have eaten, you may care to study with me.” Rob felt the rise of an almost-forgotten excitement. “Perhaps we may sit together and study the commandments,” he said.

The stranger peered at him. “I regret—No, I cannot!” Dan ben Gamliel’s face was pallid. “I am not a scholar,” he muttered.

Masking his disappointment, Rob took the traveler to a good place to sleep, as it would have been done in a Jewish village.

Next day he rose early. Among the things he had taken from Persia he found the Jew’s cap and prayer shawl and phylacteries and went to join Dan ben Gamliel at morning devotions.

Dan ben Gamliel stared as he bound the little black box to his forehead and wound the leather around his arm to form the letters in the name of the Unutterable. The Jew watched him sway and listened to his prayers.

“I know what you are,” he said thickly. “You were a Jew and you became an apostate. A man who has turned his back on our people and our God and given his soul to the other nation.”

“No, it isn’t so,” Rob said, and saw with regret that he had disrupted the other’s praying. “I will explain when you have finished,” he said, and withdrew.

But when he returned to summon the man to the morning meal, Dan ben Gamliel wasn’t there. The horse was gone. The ass was gone. The heavy load had been picked up and carried away, and his guest had fled rather than expose himself to the dread contagion of apostasy.

It was Rob’s last Jew; he never saw another nor spoke the Tongue again.

He felt his memory of Persian slipping from him too, and one day determined that before it abandoned him, he must translate the Qānîin into English so he might continue to consult the Master Physician. It took him a dreadfully long time. Again and again he told himself that Ibn Sina had written The Canon of Medicine in less time than it took Robert Cole to translate it!

Sometimes he regretted wistfully that he hadn’t studied all the commandments at least once. Often he thought of Jesse ben Benjamin but increasingly made peace with his passing—it was hard to be a Jew!—and he came almost never to speak of other times and places. Once when Tam and Rob J. were entered in the running contest that each year celebrated the feast day of St. Kolumb in the hills, he told them of a runner named Karim who had won a long and wonderful race called the chatir. And rarely—usually when engaged in one of the mundane tasks that marked the even rhythm of a Scot’s days, mucking the pens or moving drifted snow or hewing firewood—he would smell the cooling heat of the desert at night, or remember the sight of Fara Askari kindling Sabbath tapers, or the enraged trumpet call of an elephant charging into battle, or the breathless sensation of flying perched atop the long-legged stagger of a racing camel. But it came to seem that Kilmarnock had always been his life, and that what had happened before was a tale he had heard told around the fire when the wind blew cold.

His children throve and changed, his wife turned finer with age. As the seasons slipped by, only one thing was constant. The extra sense, the healer’s sensitivity, never abandoned him. Whether he was called lonely in the night to a bedside or hurried of a morning into the crowded dispensary, he could always feel their pain. Hastening to struggle with it, he never failed to know—as he had known from the first day in the maristan—a rush of wondering gratitude that he was chosen, that it was he whom God’s hand had reached out and touched, and that such an opportunity to minister and serve should have been given to Barber’s boy.
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PART ONE
COMING HOME

April 22, 1864
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JIGGETY-JIG
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The Spirit of Des Moines had sent signals ahead as it approached the Cincinnati depot in the coolness of dawn, detected by Shaman first as a delicate trembling barely perceived in the wooden station platform, then a pronounced shivering that he felt clearly, then a shaking. All at once the monster was there with its perfume of hot oiled metal and steam, charging toward him through the gloomy gray half-light, brass fittings gleaming in the black-dragon body, mighty piston-arms moving, the pale smoke cloud belching skyward like the spout of a whale and then drifting and trailing in dissolving tatters as the locomotive slid to a halt.

Inside the third car only a few of the hard wooden seats were empty, and he settled himself on one of them as the train shuddered and resumed its progress. Trains were still a novelty, but they involved traveling with too many people. He liked to ride a horse alone, lost in thought. The long car was crammed with soldiers, drummers, farmers, and assorted females with and without small children. The crying of the children didn’t bother him at all, of course; but the car was redolent with a combination of stink—stale stockings, soiled nappies, poor digestions, sweaty and unwashed flesh, and the fug of cigars and pipes. The window seemed designed to be a challenge, but he was large and strong and finally succeeded in raising it, an act that quickly proved an error. Three cars ahead, the tall stack of the locomotive cast forth, in addition to smoke, a mixture of soot, live and dead cinders, and ash, swept backward by the speed of the train, some of it finding its way through the open window. Soon an ember had set Shaman’s new coat to smoking. Coughing and muttering in exasperation, he slammed the window closed and beat his coat until the spark was dead.

Across the aisle, a woman glanced at him and smiled. She was about ten years older than he, dressed fashionably but sensibly for traveling in a gray wool dress with a hoopless skirt trimmed in blue linen to highlight her blond hair. Their eyes met for a moment before her glance returned to the tatting shuttle in her lap. Shaman was content to turn away from her; mourning wasn’t a period in which to savor the games between men and women.

He had brought an important new book to read, but each time he tried to become engrossed in it, his thoughts returned to Pa.

The conductor had worked his way down the aisle behind him, and Shaman’s first knowledge of his presence was when the man’s hand touched his shoulder. Startled, he looked up into a florid face. The conductor’s mustache ended in two waxed points and he had a graying ginger beard that Shaman liked because it left his mouth clearly visible. “Must be deef!” the man said jovially. “I’ve asked you three times for your ticket, sir.”

Shaman smiled at him, at ease because this was a situation he had met again and again, all his life. “Yes. I am deaf,” he said, and handed the ticket over.

He watched the prairie unroll outside his window, but it wasn’t something to keep his attention. There was a sameness to the terrain and, besides, a train flashed past things so fast they barely had time to register on his consciousness before they were gone. The best way to travel was on foot or on horseback; if you came to a place and you were hungry or had to piss, you could just turn in and satisfy yourself. When the train came to that kind of place, it vanished in an instant blur.

The book he had brought was Hospital Sketches, by a Massachusetts woman named Alcott who had been nursing the wounded since the beginning of the war, and whose picture of the agony and terrible conditions in army hospitals was creating a stir in medical circles. Reading it made things worse, because it caused him to imagine the suffering that might be facing his brother Bigger, who was missing in action as a Confederate scout. If, indeed, he reflected, Bigger wasn’t among the nameless dead. That kind of thinking led him directly back to Pa over a road of choking grief, and he began looking about him desperately.

Near the front of the car, a skinny little boy started to vomit, and his mother, sitting white-faced among piles of bundles and three other small children, leapt to hold his forehead in order to keep him from soiling their belongings. When Shaman reached her, she had already started the unpleasant cleaning up.

“Maybe I can help him? I’m a doctor.”

“No money to pay thee.”

He waved it aside. The boy was sweating after the paroxysm of nausea but was cool to the touch. His glands weren’t swollen and his eyes seemed bright enough.

She was Mrs. Jonathan Sperber, she said in answer to his questions. From Lima, Ohio. Going to join her husband, homesteading with other Quakers in Springdale, fifty miles west of Davenport. The patient was Lester, eight years old. Wan, but with color returning, he didn’t appear to be gravely ill.

“What’s he been eating?”

From a greasy flour sack her reluctant hands took a homemade sausage. It was green, and his nose confirmed what his eyes told him. Jesus.

“Uh … did you feed this to all of them?”

She nodded, and he looked at her other young ones with respect for their digestions.

“Well, you can’t feed it to them anymore. It’s gone way too high.”

Her mouth became a straight line. “Not so high. It’s well-salted; we’ve eaten worse. If it’s that bad, the others would be sick and so would I.”

He knew enough about homesteaders of whatever religious persuasion to hear what she was really saying: the sausage was all there was, they ate spoiled sausage or nothing. He nodded and walked back to his own seat. His food was in a cornucopia twisted from sheets of the Cincinnati Commercial, three thick sandwiches of lean beef on dark German bread, a strawberry-jam tart, and two apples that he juggled for a few moments to make the children laugh. When he gave the food to Mrs. Sperber, she opened her mouth as though to protest, but then she closed it. A homesteader’s wife needs a healthy dose of realism. “We are obliged to thee, friend,” she said.

Across the aisle, the blond woman watched, but Shaman was trying the book again when the conductor came back. “Say, I know you, it just come to me. Doc Cole’s boy, from over to Holden’s Crossing. Right?”

“Right.” Shaman understood it was his deafness that had identified him.

“You don’t recall me. Frank Fletcher? Used to grow corn out there on the Hooppole road? Your daddy took care of the seven of us for more’n six years, till I sold out and joined the railroad and we moved into East Moline. I member sometimes when you was just a shadder you’d come with him, behind him on the horse, holdin on for dear life.”

House calls had been the only way his father could spend time with his boys, and they had loved making house calls with him. “I do recall you now,” he told Fletcher. “And your place. White frame house, red barn with a tin roof. The original sod house, you used for storage.”

“That was it, all right. Sometimes you came with him, sometimes your brother, what’s his name?”

Bigger. “Alex. My brother Alex.”

“Yeah. Where’s he at now?”

“Army.” Not saying which one.

“Course he is. You studyin to be a minister?” the conductor said, eyeing the black suit that twenty-four hours earlier had hung on a rack in Seligman’s Store in Cincinnati.

“No, I’m a doctor too.”

“Lordy. Hardly seem old enough.”

He felt his lips tighten, because his age was harder to deal with than the deafness. “I’m old enough. Been working in a hospital in Ohio. Mr. Fletcher … my father died on Thursday.”

His smile faded so slowly, so completely, there was no mistaking the power of his sadness. “Oh. We losin all the best ones, ain’t we? The war?”

“He was home at the time. The telegraph message said typhoid.”

The conductor shook his head. “Will you kindly tell your momma the prayers of a whole lot of folks are with her?”

Shaman thanked him and said she’d appreciate that. “… Will vendors be getting on the train at any of the stations up ahead?”

“No. Everybody brings food on.” The trainman looked at him worriedly. “You won’t have a chance to buy the least thing until you change trains in Kankakee. Lord’s sake, didn’t they tell you that when you bought your ticket?”

“Oh, sure, I’m fine. I was just curious.”

The conductor touched the brim of his cap and went away. Presently the woman across the aisle stretched to reach the luggage rack and take down a good-sized oak splint basket, showing an attractive line from bosom to thigh, and Shaman went across the aisle and took it down for her.

She smiled at him. “You must share mine,” she said firmly. “As you can see, I’ve enough for an army!” He disagreed, but allowed perhaps she had enough for a platoon. Soon he was eating baked chicken, pumpkin bannock, potato pie. Mr. Fletcher, coming back with a battered ham sandwich he had begged someplace for Shaman, grinned and declared that Dr. Cole was better at foraging than the Army of the Potomac, and left again with the avowed intention of eating the sandwich himself.

Shaman ate more than he talked, shamed and astonished by his hunger in the face of grief. She talked more than she ate. Her name was Martha McDonald. Her husband, Lyman, was sales agent in Rock Island for the American Farm Implements Company. She expressed regrets at Shaman’s loss. When she served him, their knees brushed, a pleasant intimacy. He had long since learned that many women reacted to his deafness by being either repelled or aroused. Perhaps those in the latter group were stimulated by the prolonged eye contact; his eyes never left their faces while they spoke, a necessity caused by the fact that he had to read their lips.

He had no illusions about his looks. But if he wasn’t handsome, he was large without being clumsy, he exuded the energy of young maleness and excellent health, and his regular features and the piercing blue eyes that had come to him from his father at least made him attractive. At any rate, none of this mattered where Mrs. McDonald was concerned. He made it a rule—as inviolable as the necessity to scrub his hands before and after surgery—never to become involved with a married woman. As soon as he could manage it without adding insult to rejection, he thanked her for a fine lunch and moved himself back across the aisle.

He whiled away most of the afternoon with his book. Louisa Alcott wrote of operations done without agents to deaden the pain of the cutting, of men dying of poisoned wounds in hospitals reeking of filth and corruption. Death and suffering never ceased to make him sad, but needless pain and unnecessary death made him mad as hell. Late in the afternoon Mr. Fletcher came by and announced that the train was traveling at forty-five miles per hour, three times the speed of a running horse, and without tiring! A telegraph message had told Shaman of his father’s death the morning after it happened. He wonderingly considered that the world was hurtling into an era of swift transport and swifter communication, of new hospitals and methods of treatment, of surgery without torture. Tiring of grand thoughts, he covertly undressed Martha McDonald with his eyes and spent a pleasant, cowardly half-hour imagining a medical examination that progressed to seduction, the safest, most harmless violation of his Hippocratic oath.

The diversion didn’t last. Pa! The closer he came to home, the more difficult it was to contemplate reality. Tears prickled behind his eyelids. Twenty-one-year-old physicians shouldn’t cry in public. Pa … Night fell blackly, hours before they changed trains at Kankakee. Finally, and too soon, scarcely eleven hours after they had left Cincinnati, Mr. Fletcher announced the station as “Ro-o-ock I-I-I-sla-a-and!”

The depot was an oasis of light. As he left the train, Shaman saw Alden at once, waiting for him under one of the gas lamps. The hired man patted his arm, giving him a sad smile and a familiar greeting. “Home again, home again, jiggety-jig.”

“Hello, Alden.” They lingered for a moment under the light, in order to talk. “How is she?” Shaman asked.

“Well, you know. Shit. Hasn’t really struck her yet. She hasn’t had much of a chance to be alone, with all the churchfolk, and the Reverend Blackmer right there in the house with her all day.”

Shaman nodded. His mother’s inflexible piety was a trial to them all, but if the First Baptist Church could help them through this, he was grateful.

Alden had guessed correctly that Shaman would carry only one bag, allowing him to bring the trap, which had good springs, instead of the buckboard, which had none. The horse was Boss, a gray gelding his father had liked a lot; Shaman rubbed his nose before getting up into the seat. Once they were under way, conversation became impossible, for in the darkness he couldn’t see Alden’s face. Alden smelled the same, of hay and tobacco and raw wool and whiskey. They crossed the Rocky River on the wooden bridge and then followed the road northeast at a trot. He couldn’t see the land on either side, but he knew every tree and rock. In some places the road was hard to use because the snow was almost gone and the melt had turned it to mud. After driving for an hour, Alden reined up to breathe the horse where he always did, and he and Shaman got down and pissed on Hans Buckman’s wet lower pasture and then walked a few minutes to get the kinks out. Soon they were crossing the narrow bridge over their own river, and the scariest part for Shaman came when the house and the barn loomed into view. Up to now it hadn’t been unusual, Alden picking him up in Rock Island and driving him home, but when they arrived, Pa wouldn’t be there. Not ever again.

Shaman didn’t go right into the house. He helped Alden unhitch and followed him into the barn, lighting the oil lantern so they could talk. Alden reached into the hay and pulled out a bottle that was still about one-third full, but Shaman shook his head.

“You become Temperance up there in Ohio?”

“No.” It was complicated. He was a poor drinker, like all Coles, but, more important, a long time ago his father had explained to him that alcohol drove away the Gift. “Just don’t use it very much.”

“Yeh, you’re like him. But tonight, you should.”

“Don’t want her to smell it on me. I’ve got enough trouble with her without fighting about that. But leave it, will you? I’ll come and get it on my way to privy, after she’s gone to bed.”

Alden nodded. “You be a little patient with her,” he said hesitantly. “I know she can be hard, but …” He froze in astonishment as Shaman came and put his arms around him. That wasn’t part of their relationship; men didn’t hug men. The hired man patted Shaman’s shoulder self-consciously. In only a moment Shaman had mercy on him and blew out the lantern and went through the dark yard to the kitchen, where, all others departed, his mother was waiting.
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Next morning, although the level of brown liquid in Alden’s bottle had gone down only a couple of inches, Shaman’s head throbbed. He had slept poorly; the old rope mattress hadn’t been tightened and reknotted for years. He cut his chin shaving. At midmorning, none of those things mattered. His father had been buried quickly because he’d died of typhoid, but the service had been postponed until Shaman’s return. The small First Baptist Church was jammed with three generations of patients who had been doctored by his father, delivered, or treated for diseases, gunshot wounds, stabbings, groin rash, broken bones, and who only knew what else. The Reverend Lucian Blackmer delivered the eulogy—warmly enough to forestall the animosity of those in attendance, yet not so warmly that anyone might get the notion it was all right to die as Dr. Robert Judson Cole had done, without having had the good sense to join the one true church. Shaman’s mother several times had expressed her gratitude that, out of respect for her, Mr. Blackmer had allowed her husband to be interred in the church burying ground.

All afternoon the Cole house was filled with people, most of them bringing dishes of roasts, forcemeats, puddings, and pies, so much food the occasion took on an almost festive quality. Even Shaman found himself nibbling on slices of cold baked heart, his favorite meat. It had been Makwa-ikwa who had taught him to fancy it; he had thought it an Indian delicacy, like boiled dog or squirrel cooked with the innards, and it had been a happy discovery that many of his white neighbors also cooked the heart after butchering a cow or killing a deer. He was helping himself to another slice when he looked up to see Lillian Geiger crossing the room purposefully toward his mother. She was older and more worn, but she was still attractive; it was from her mother that Rachel had inherited her looks. Lillian had on her best black satin dress, with a black linen overdress and a folded white shawl, the little silver Star of David swinging against her fine bosom on its chain. He noticed she was careful whom she greeted; there were some who might reluctantly give polite greetings to a Jewess, but never to a Copperhead. Lillian was cousin to Judah Benjamin, the Confederate secretary of state, and her husband, Jay, had departed for his native South Carolina at the beginning of the war and joined the Army of the Confederacy with two of his three brothers.

By the time Lillian made her way to Shaman, her smile was strained. “Aunt Lillian,” he said. She wasn’t his aunt at all, but the Geigers and the Coles had been like kinfolk when he was growing up, and this was the way he’d always addressed her. Her eyes softened. “Hello, Rob J.,” she said, in the old, tender way; no one else called him that—it was what they called his father—but Lillian seldom had called him Shaman. She kissed him on the cheek and didn’t bother to say she was sorry.

From what she heard from Jason, she said, which was rare, because his letters had to come across the lines, her husband was healthy and didn’t seem to be in danger. An apothecary, he had been made steward of a small military hospital in Georgia when he had joined up, and now was commandant of a larger hospital on the banks of the James River in Virginia. His last letter, she said, contained the news that his brother, Joseph Reuben Geiger, a pharmacist like the other males in his family, but one who had turned cavalryman, had been killed in the fighting under Stuart.

Shaman nodded soberly, also not voicing the regrets people had come to take for granted.

And how were her children?

“Fine as fine. The boys have grown so, Jay won’t know them! They eat like tigers.”

“And Rachel?”

“She lost her husband, Joe Regensberg, last June. He died of typhoid fever, like your father.”

“Oh,” he said heavily. “I heard typhoid fever was common in Chicago last summer. Is she all right?”

“Oh, yes. Rachel is very well, as are her children. She has a son and a daughter.” Lillian hesitated. “She is seeing another man, a cousin of Joe’s. Their engagement will be announced after her year of mourning has been completed.”

Ah. Surprising it should still matter so, twist in so deeply. “And how do you enjoy being a grandmother?”

“I like it very much,” she said, and, separating herself from him, passed on into quiet conversation with Mrs. Pratt, whose land adjoined the Geiger place.

Toward evening, Shaman heaped a plate with food and took it up to Alden Kimball’s stuffy little cabin that always smelled of wood smoke. The hired man sat on the bunk in his underwear, drinking from a jug. His feet were clean, he had bathed in honor of the funeral service. His other woolen undersuit, more gray than white, was hung to dry in the middle of the cabin, suspended by a cord tied between a nail in a beam and a stick placed between the shoulders.

Shaman shook his head when offered the jug. He sat in the single wooden chair and watched Alden eat. “Been up to me, I’d have buried Pa on our own land, overlooking the river.”

Alden shook his head. “She wouldn’t of stood for it. Be too close to the Injun woman’s grave. Before she was … killed,” he said carefully, “folks talked enough about them two. Your ma was somethin-awful jealous.”

Shaman was itching to ask questions about Makwa and his mother and father, but it didn’t feel right to gossip about his parents with Alden. Instead he waved good-bye and made his departure. It was dusk when he walked down to the river, to the ruins of Makwa-ikwa’s hedonoso-te. One end of the longhouse was intact, but the other end was fallen in, the logs and branches rotting, a certain home for snakes and rodents.

“I’m back,” he said.

He could feel Makwa’s presence. She had been dead a long time; what he felt for her now was regret that paled against his sorrow over his father. He wanted comfort, but all he felt was her terrible anger, so certainly that the hair rose on the back of his neck. Not far away was her grave, unmarked but carefully tended, the grass cut, the border transplanted with wild yellow day lilies that had been taken from a nearby patch along the riverbank. The green shoots were already spiking through the wet earth. He knew it must have been his father who had taken care of the grave, and he knelt and pulled a couple of weeds from among the flowers.

It was almost dark. He fancied he could feel Makwa trying to tell him something. It had happened before, and he always half-believed that was why he could feel her rage, because she couldn’t tell him who had killed her. He wanted to ask her what he should do next, with Pa gone. The wind made ripples on the water. He could see the first pale stars, and he shivered. There was a lot of winter’s cold left, he thought as he went back to the house.

Next day he knew he should hang around the house in case there were laggard visitors, but he found he couldn’t. He put on working clothes and spent the morning dipping sheep with Alden. There were new lambs and he castrated the males among them, Alden claiming the prairie oysters to fry with eggs for his dinner.

In the afternoon, bathed and again wearing the black suit, Shaman sat in the parlor with his mother. “Best go through your father’s things and decide who’s to have what,” she said.

Even with her blond hair mostly gray, his mother was one of the most interesting women he had ever seen, with her beautiful long nose and sensitive mouth. Whatever it was that always got in their way was still there, but she could sense his reluctance. “It has to be done sooner or later, Robert,” she said.

She was getting ready to bring empty dishes and plates to the church, where they would be picked up by visitors who had brought food to the funeral, and he offered to take them over for her. But she wanted to visit with Reverend Blackmer. “You come too,” she said, but he shook his head, knowing it would entail a long session of listening to why he should allow himself to receive the holy spirit. Continually the literalness of his mother’s belief in heaven and in hell astonished him. Remembering her past arguments with his father, he knew she must be suffering special anguish now, because it had always tortured her that her husband, having refused baptism, wouldn’t be waiting for her in paradise.

She held up her hand and pointed to the open window. “Somebody comin on a horse.”

She listened for a while and gave him a bitter grin. “Woman asked Alden if the doctor’s here, says her husband’s hurt over to their place. Alden told her the doctor died. ‘Young doctor?’ she asks. Alden says, ‘Oh, him, no, he’s here.’”

Shaman thought it was funny too. Already she’d gone straight to where Rob J.’s medical bag waited in its customary place by the door, and she handed it to her son. “Take the wagon, it’s all hitched up. I’ll go to church later.”

The woman was Liddy Geacher. She and her husband, Henry, had bought the Buchanan place while Shaman was away. He knew the way well, it was only a few miles. Geacher had fallen from the haymow. They found him still lying where he’d landed, breathing in shallow, painful gasps. He groaned when they tried to undress him, so Shaman cut away his clothing, careful to separate the seams so Mrs. Geacher could sew the garments together again. There was no blood, just nasty bruising and a puffed-up left ankle. From the bag Shaman took his father’s stethoscope. “Come here, please. I want you to tell me what you hear,” he said to the woman, and fitted the pieces into her ears. Mrs. Geacher’s eyes widened when he placed the bell to her husband’s chest. He let her listen for a good long time, holding the bell in his left hand while he felt the man’s pulse with the fingertips of his right hand.

“Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump!” she whispered.

Shaman smiled. Henry Geacher’s pulse was fast, and who could blame him? “What else you hear? Take your time.”

She listened at length.

“No soft crackling, like someone was crumpling dry straw?”

She shook her head. “Thump-thump-thump.”

Good. No broken rib had pierced a lung. He relieved her of the stethoscope and then went over every inch of Geacher’s surface with his hands. With no hearing, he had to be more careful and observant with every one of his other senses than most doctors. When he held the man’s hands, he nodded in satisfaction at what the Gift told him. Geacher had been lucky, landing on enough old hay to make the difference. He’d banged up his ribs, but Shaman couldn’t find any sign of a bad fracture. He thought the fifth through the eighth ribs probably were cracked, and possibly the ninth. When he bound the ribs, Geacher breathed easier. Shaman strapped up the ankle and then took a bottle of his father’s painkiller from the bag, mostly alcohol with a little morphia and a few herbs. “He’s going to hurt. Two teaspoonfuls every hour.”

A dollar for the house call, fifty cents for the dressings, fifty cents for the medicine. But only part of the job was done. The Geachers’ nearest neighbors were the Reismans, a ten-minute ride away. Shaman went there and talked to Tod Reisman and his son Dave, who agreed they could pitch in and keep the Geacher farm going a week or so, till Henry was back on his feet.

He drove Boss slowly on the way home, savoring spring. The black earth was still too wet to plow. That morning in the Cole pastures he’d seen that the low flowers were arriving, bird’s-foot violet, orange puccoon, pink prairie phlox, and in a few weeks the plains would be alive with taller color at its brightest. With pleasure, he breathed in the familiar heavy sweetness of manured fields.

When he got home, the house was empty and the egg basket was missing from its hook, which meant his mother was in the henhouse. He didn’t seek her out. He examined the medical bag before replacing it by the door, as though he were seeing it for the first time. The leather was worn, but it was good cowhide and would last and last. Inside, the instruments, dressings, and medications were as his father’s own hands had arranged them, neat, in order, ready for anything.

Shaman went to the study and began a methodical inspection of his father’s belongings, rummaging through desk drawers, opening the leather chest, separating things into three categories: for his mother, first choice of all small objects that might hold emotional value; for Bigger, the half-dozen sweaters Sarah Cole had knitted from their own wool to keep the doctor warm on cold night calls, their father’s fishing and hunting equipment, and a treasure new enough so Shaman saw it for the first time, a Colt .44-caliber Texas Navy revolver with black-walnut grips and a nine-inch rifled barrel. The gun was a surprise and shock. Even though his pacifist father had agreed, finally, to treat Union troops, it was always with the clear understanding that he was a noncombatant who wouldn’t bear arms; why, then, had he purchased this obviously expensive weapon?

The medical books, the microscope, the medical bag, the pharmacy of herbs and drugs, would go to Shaman. In the chest under the microscope case was a collection of books, a number of volumes of stitched ledger paper.

When Shaman looked through them, he saw that they were his father’s lifetime journal.

The volume he picked at random had been written in 1842. Leafing through it, Shaman found a rich, haphazard collection of medical notes, pharmacology, and intimate thoughts. The journal was sprinkled with sketches—faces, anatomical drawings, a full-length nude drawing of a woman; she was, he realized, his mother. He studied the younger face and stared fascinated at forbidden flesh, aware that beneath the unmistakably pregnant belly there had been a fetus that would become himself. He opened another volume that had been written earlier, when Robert Judson Cole was a young man in Boston, fresh off the boat from Scotland. It too contained a female nude, this time with a face unknown to Shaman, the features indistinct but the vulva drawn in clinical detail, and he found himself reading of a sexual affair his father had had with a woman in his boardinghouse.

As he read the entire account, he grew younger. The years fell away, his body regressed, the earth reversed its spinning, and the fragile mysteries and torments of youth were restored. He was a boy again, reading forbidden books in this library, looking for words and pictures that would reveal every one of the secret, base, perhaps thoroughly wonderful things men did with women. He stood and trembled, listening lest his father should emerge through the door and find him there.

Then he felt the vibration of the back door being firmly closed as his mother came in with her eggs, and he forced himself to close the book and replace it in the chest.

At supper he told his mother he had begun to go through his father’s belongings and would carry an empty box down from the attic in order to pack away the things that would go to his brother.

Between them hung the unspoken question of whether Alex was alive to return and use them, but then Sarah made up her mind to nod. “Good,” she said, obviously relieved that he was getting to the task.

That night, sleepless, he told himself reading the journals would make him a voyeur, an intruder into his parents’ lives, perhaps even into their bedroom, and that he must burn the books. But logic told him his father had written them to record the essence of his life, and now Shaman lay in the sagging bed and wondered what the truth had been about how Makwa-ikwa had lived and died, and worried lest truth might contain grievous dangers.

Finally he got up and lighted the lamp, carrying it down the hall stealthily so as not to awaken his mother.

He trimmed the smoking wick and turned the flame up as high as it would go. That produced a light barely adequate for reading. The study was uncomfortably cold, this time of night. But Shaman took the first book and started to read, and presently he was unaware of the illumination or the temperature, as he began to learn more than he had ever wanted to know about his father and about himself.
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Rob J. Cole first saw the New World on a foggy spring day as the packet Cormorant—a clumsy ship with three squat masts and a mizzen sail, but the pride of the Black Ball Line—was sucked into a commodious harbor by the incoming tide and dropped its hook in the choppy swells. East Boston wasn’t much, a couple of rows of ill-built wooden houses, but from one of the piers, for three pence he took a little steamboat ferry that threaded its way through an impressive array of shipping, across the harbor to the main waterfront, a sprawl of tenements and shops smelling reassuringly of rotting fish, bilges, and tarred rope, like any Scots port.

He was tall and broad, larger than most. When he walked the crooked cobblestoned streets away from the water, it was hard going because the voyage had made him bone weary. On his left shoulder he bore his heavy trunk, while under his right arm, as if he carried a woman by the waist, was a very large stringed instrument. He absorbed America through his pores. Narrow streets, scarcely allowing room for wagons and carriages. Most buildings of wood or constructed of very red brick. Shops well-supplied with goods, flaunting colorful signs with gilded letters. He tried not to ogle the females entering and leaving the shops, although he had an almost drunken urge to smell a woman.

He peeked into a hotel, the American House, but was intimidated by chandeliers and Turkish carpets, knowing its rates were too high. In an eating house on Union Street he had a bowl of fish soup and asked two waiters to recommend a boardinghouse that was clean and cheap.

“Make up your mind, lad, it’ll either be one or the other,” one of them said. But the other waiter shook his head and sent him to Mrs. Burton’s on Spring Lane.

The one available room had been built as servants’ quarters and shared the attic with the rooms of the hired man and the maid. It was tiny, up three flights of stairs to a cubby under the eaves, certain to be hot in the summer and cold in the winter. There were a narrow bed, a little table with a cracked washbowl, and a white chamber pot covered by a linen towel embroidered with blue flowers. Breakfasts—porridge, biscuits, one hen’s egg—came with the room for a dollar and fifty cents a week, Louise Burton told him. She was a sallow widow in her sixties, with a direct stare. “What is that object?”

“It’s called a viola da gamba.”

“You earn your living as a musician?”

“I play for my pleasure. I earn my living as a doctor.”

She nodded doubtfully. She demanded payment in advance and told him of an ordinary off Beacon Street where he could get his dinners for another dollar a week.

He fell into the bed as soon as she was gone. All that afternoon and evening and night he slept, dreamless save that somehow he still felt the pitch and toss of the vessel, but in the morning he awakened young again. When he went down to attack his breakfast, he sat next to another boarder, Stanley Finch, who worked in a hatter’s shop on Summer Street. From Finch he learned two facts of prime interest: water could be heated and poured into a tin tub by the porter, Lem Raskin, at a charge of twenty-five cents; and Boston had three hospitals, the Massachusetts General, the Lying-in, and the Eye and Ear Infirmary. After breakfast he soaked blissfully in a bath, scrubbing only when the water cooled, and then labored to make his clothing as presentable as possible. When he came down the stairs, the maid was on her hands and knees washing the landing. Her bare arms were freckled, and her gluteal roundnesses quivered with the vigor of her scrubbing. A sullen tabby’s face looked up at him as he passed, and he saw that beneath her cap her red hair was the color that pleased him least, the shade of wet carrots.

At the Massachusetts General Hospital he waited half the morning and then was interviewed by Dr. Walter Channing, who wasted no time in telling him the hospital needed no additional physicians. The experience was quickly repeated at the other two hospitals. At the Lying-in, a young doctor named David Humphreys Storer shook his head sympathetically. “Harvard Medical School turns out doctors every year who have to stand in line for staff appointments, Dr. Cole. The truth is, a newcomer has little chance.”

Rob J. knew what Dr. Storer wasn’t saying: some of the local graduates had the help of family prestige and connections, just as in Edinburgh he had enjoyed the advantage of being one of the medical Coles.

“I would try another city, perhaps Providence or New Haven,” Dr. Storer said, and Rob J. muttered his thanks and took his leave. But a moment later, Storer came hurrying after him. “There is a remote possibility,” he said. “You must talk with Dr. Walter Aldrich.”

The physician’s office was in his home, a well-kept white frame house on the south side of the meadowlike green they called the Common. It was visiting hours, and Rob J. waited a long time. Dr. Aldrich proved to be portly, with a full gray beard that failed to hide a mouth like a slash. He listened as Rob J. spoke, interrupting now and again with a question. “University Hospital in Edinburgh? Under the surgeon William Fergusson? Why would you leave an assistantship like that?”

“I’d have been transported to Australia if I hadn’t fled.” He was aware his only hope was in the truth. “I wrote a pamphlet that led to an industrial riot against the English crown, which for years has been bleeding Scotland. There was fighting, and people were killed.”

“Plainly spoken,” Dr. Aldrich said, nodding. “A man must struggle for his country’s welfare. My father and my grandfather each fought the English.” He regarded Rob J. quizzically. “There is an opening. With a charity that sends physicians to visit the city’s indigent.”

It sounded like a grubby, inauspicious job; Dr. Aldrich said most visiting physicians were paid fifty dollars a year and were happy to receive the experience, and Rob asked himself what a doctor from Edinburgh could learn about medicine in a provincial slum.

“If you’ll join the Boston Dispensary, I’ll arrange for you to assist evenings as docent in the anatomy laboratory of the Tremont Medical School. That will bring you another two hundred and fifty dollars a year.”

“I doubt I can exist on three hundred dollars, sir. I have almost no funds.”

“I have nothing else to offer. Actually, the annual income would be three hundred and fifty dollars. The work is in District Eight, for which the dispensary’s board of governors recently voted to pay the visiting physician one hundred dollars instead of fifty.”

“Why does District Eight pay twice as much as other areas?”

Now it was Dr. Aldrich who chose candor. “It is where the Irish live,” he said in a tone as thin and bloodless as his lips.

Next morning Rob J. climbed creaking stairs at 109 Washington Street and entered the cramped apothecary’s shop that was the Boston Dispensary’s only office. It was already crowded with physicians awaiting their daily assignments. Charles K. Wilson, the manager, was brusquely efficient when Rob’s turn came. “So. New doctor for District Eight, is it? Well, the neighborhood’s been unattended. These await you,” he said, handing over a wad of slips, each bearing a name and address.

Wilson explained the rules and described the eighth district. Broad Street ran between the ocean docks and the looming bulk of Fort Hill. When the city was new, the neighborhood was formed by merchants who built large residences in order to be near their warehouses and waterfront businesses. In time, they moved on to other, finer streets, and the houses were occupied by working-class Yankees, then in turn by poorer native tenants as the structures were subdivided; and finally by the Irish immigrants who came pouring from the holds of ships. By then the huge houses were run-down and in disrepair, subdivided and subrented at unfair weekly rates. Warehouses were converted into hives of tiny rooms without a single source of light or air, and living space was so scarce that beside and behind every existing structure there had risen ugly, leaning shacks. The result was a vicious slum in which as many as twelve people lived in a single room—wives, husbands, brothers, sisters, and children, sometimes all sleeping in the same bed.

Following Wilson’s directions, he found District Eight. The stink of Broad Street, the miasma given off by too few toilets used by too many people, was the smell of poverty, the same in every city in the world. Something within him, tired of being a stranger, welcomed the Irish faces because they shared his Celticness. His first ticket was made out to Patrick Geoghegan of Half Moon Place; the address might as well have been on the sun, for almost immediately he became lost in the maze of alleys and unsigned private ways that ran off Broad Street. Finally he gave a dirty-faced boy a penny to lead him into a tiny crowded court. Inquiries sent him to an upper story of a neighboring house, where he made his way through rooms inhabited by two other families to reach the tiny quarters of the Geoghegans. A woman sat and searched a child’s scalp by candlelight.

“Patrick Geoghegan?”

Rob J. had to repeat the name before he won a hoarse whisper. “Me Da … dead these five days, of brain fever.”

It was what the people of Scotland, too, called any high fever that preceded death. “I’m sorry for your trouble, madam,” he said quietly, but she didn’t even look up.

Downstairs he stood and gazed. He knew every country had streets like this, reserved for the existence of injustice so crushing it creates its own sights and sounds and odors: a whey-faced child seated on a stoop gnawing a bare bacon rind like a dog with a bone; three unmatched shoes worn beyond all repair, adorning the littered dirt lane; a drunken male voice making a hymn of a maudlin song about the green hills of a fled land; curses shouted as passionately as prayers; the smell of boiled cabbage dampened by the stink, everywhere, of overflowed drains and many kinds of dirt. He was familiar with the poor neighborhoods of Edinburgh and Paisley, and with the stone row houses of a dozen towns where adults and children left home before daybreak, plodding to the cotton factories and woolen mills, not to drag themselves home until well after night had fallen again, pedestrians only of the dark. The irony of his situation struck him: he had fled Scotland because he’d fought the forces that formed slums such as this, and now in a new country his nose was being rubbed in it.

His next ticket was for Martin O’Hara of Humphrey Place, a shed-and-shanty area cut into the slope of Fort Hill and reached by means of a fifty-foot wooden stairway so steep as to be virtually a ladder. Alongside the stairway was a wooden open gutter down which the raw wastes of Humphrey Place oozed and flowed, dropping to add to the troubles of Half Moon Place. Despite the misery of his surroundings, he climbed quickly, becoming acquainted with his practice.

It was exhausting work, yet at the end of the afternoon he could look forward only to a meager, worried meal and an evening at his second job. Neither job would provide him with money for a month, and the funds he had left wouldn’t pay for many dinners.

The dissection laboratory and classroom of the Tremont Medical School was a single large room over Thomas Metcalfe’s apothecary shop at 35 Tremont Place. It was run by a group of Harvard-trained professors who, disturbed by the rambling medical education offered by their alma mater, had designed a controlled three-year program of courses they believed would make better doctors.

The professor of pathology under whom he would work as dissection docent proved to be a short, bandy-legged man about ten years older than himself. His nod was perfunctory. “I am Holmes. Are you an experienced docent, Dr. Cole?”

“No. I’ve never been a docent. But I’m experienced at surgery and dissection.”

Professor Holmes’s cool nod said: We shall see. He outlined briefly the preparations to be completed before his lecture. Except for a few details, it was a routine with which Rob J. was familiar. He and Fergusson had done autopsies every morning before going on rounds, for research and for the practice that enabled them to maintain their speed when operating on the living. Now he removed the sheet from the skinny cadaver of a youth, then donned a long gray dissection apron and laid out the instruments as the class began to arrive.

There were only seven medical students. Dr. Holmes stood at a lectern to one side of the dissection table. “When I studied anatomy in Paris,” he began, “any student could buy a whole body for only fifty sous at a place that sold them each day at high noon. But today cadavers for study are in short supply. This one, a boy of sixteen who died this morning of a congestion of the lungs, comes to us from the State Board of Charities. You will do no dissecting this evening. At a future class the body will be divided among you, two of you getting an arm for study, two a leg, the rest of you sharing the trunk.”

As Dr. Holmes described what the docent was doing, Rob J. opened the boy’s chest and began to remove the organs and weigh them, announcing each weight in a clear voice so the professor could record it. After that, his duties consisted of pointing to various sites in the body to illustrate something the professor was saying. Holmes had a halting delivery and a high voice, but Rob J. quickly saw that the students considered his lectures a treat. He wasn’t afraid of salty language. Illustrating how the arm moves, he delivered a ferocious uppercut at the air. While explaining the mechanics of the leg, he did a high kick, and to show how the hips worked, a belly dance. The students ate it up. At the end of the lecture they crowded around Dr. Holmes with questions. As the professor answered them, he watched his new docent place the cadaver and the anatomical specimens in the pickling tank, wash down the table, and then wash and dry the instruments and put them away. Rob J. was scrubbing his own hands and arms when the last student left.

“You were quite adequate.”

Why not, he wanted to say, since it was a job a bright student could have done? Instead, he found himself asking meekly if advance payment was possible.

“I’m told you work for the dispensary. I worked for the dispensary myself once. Goddamned hard work and guaranteed penury, but instructional.” Holmes took two five-dollar notes from his purse. “Is the first halfmonth’s salary sufficient?”

Rob J. tried to keep the relief from his voice as he assured Dr. Holmes it was. They turned down the lamps together, saying good night at the bottom of the stairs and going separate ways. He was giddily conscious of the notes in his pocket. As he passed Allen’s Bakery, a man was removing trays of pastries from the window, closing for the night, and Rob J. went in and bought two blackberry tarts, a celebration.

He intended to eat them in his room, but in the house on Spring Street the maid was still up, finishing the dishwashing, and he turned into the kitchen and held out the pastries. “One is yours, if you help me steal some milk.”

She smiled. “Needn’t whisper. She’s asleep.” She pointed toward Mrs. Burton’s room on the second floor. “Nothin wakes her once she sleeps.” She dried her hands and fetched the milk can and two clean cups. They both enjoyed the conspiracy of the theft. Her name was Margaret Holland, she told him; everyone called her Meg. When they finished their treat, a milky trace remained in the corner of her full mouth, and he reached across the table and with a steady surgeon’s fingertip obliterated the evidence.
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Almost at once he saw the terrible flaw in the system used by the dispensary. The names on the tickets he was given each morning didn’t belong to the sickest people in the Fort Hill neighborhood. The health-care plan was unfair and undemocratic; treatment tickets were divided among the wealthy donors to the charity, who passed them out to whomever they pleased, most of the time to their own servants as rewards. Frequently Rob J. had to search out a tenement to care for someone with a minor complaint, while just down the hall an unemployed pauper lay dying of medical neglect. The oath he’d taken when he had become a physician forbade him to leave the desperately ill patient untreated, yet if he was to keep his job, he had to turn in a large number of tickets and report that he had treated the patients whose names were on them.

One evening at the medical school he discussed the problem with Dr. Holmes. “When I was with the dispensary I collected treatment tickets from my family’s friends who donated money,” the professor said. “I’ll collect tickets from them again, and give them to you.”

Rob J. was grateful, but his spirits didn’t rise. He knew he wouldn’t be able to collect enough blank treatment tickets to care for all the needy patients in District Eight. That would require an army of physicians.

The brightest part of his day often happened when he returned to Spring Street late in the evening and spent a few minutes eating contraband leftovers with Meg Holland. He fell into the habit of bringing her small bribes, a pocketful of roasted chestnuts, a piece of maple sugar, some yellow pippins. The Irish girl told him the gossip of the house: how Mr. Stanley Finch, second-floor front, bragged—bragged!—he’d got a girl in the family way in Gardner and run off; how Mrs. Burton could be unpredictably very nice or a holy bitch; how the hired man, Lemuel Raskin, who had the room adjoining Rob J.’s, had a powerful thirst.

When Rob had been there a week, she mentioned ever so casually that whenever Lem was given half a pint of brandy he swallowed it all at once and thereupon couldn’t be awakened.

Rob J. made Lemuel a gift of brandy the following evening.

It was hard to wait, and more than once he told himself he was a fool, that the girl had just been prattling. The old house had a variety of nighttime noises, random squeaking of boards, Lem’s guttural snoring, mysterious poppings in the wood siding. Finally there was the smallest sound at the door, really only the suggestion of a knock, and when he opened it, Margaret Holland slipped into his cubby carrying the faint odors of womanhood and dishwater, and whispered it would be a cool night and held out her excuse, a threadbare extra blanket.

Barely three weeks after the dissection of the youth’s cadaver, the Tremont Medical School was sent another bonanza, the body of a young woman who had died in prison of puerperal fever after birthing a child. That evening Dr. Holmes was held up at the Massachusetts General and Dr. David Storer of the Lying-in served as professor. Prior to Rob J.’s dissection, Dr. Storer insisted upon giving the docent’s hands the closest of inspections. “No hangnails or breaks in the skin?”

“No, sir,” he said a bit resentfully, unable to see a reason for the interest in his hands.

When the anatomy lesson was over, Storer told the class to move to the other side of the room, where he would demonstrate how to conduct internal examinations of patients who were pregnant or had female problems. “You may find the modest New England woman will shy away from such examination or even forbid it,” he said. “Yet it’s your responsibility to gain her confidence in order to help her.”

Dr. Storer was accompanied by a heavy woman in an advanced stage of pregnancy, perhaps a prostitute hired for the demonstration. Professor Holmes arrived while Rob J. was cleaning the dissection area and setting it in order. When he finished, he started to join the students who were examining the woman, but an agitated Dr. Holmes suddenly barred his way. “No, no!” the professor said. “You must scrub yourself and leave here. At once, Dr. Cole! Go to the Essex Tavern and wait there while I gather together some notes and papers.”

Rob did so, mystified and annoyed. The tavern was just around the corner from the school. He ordered ale because he was nervous, although it occurred to him that perhaps he was being fired as docent and shouldn’t spend the money. He had time to finish only half a glass before a second-year student named Harry Loomis appeared bearing two notebooks and several reprints of medical articles.

“The poet sent these.”

“Who?”

“Don’t you know? He’s Boston’s laureate. When Dickens visited America, it was Oliver Wendell Holmes who was asked to write lines welcoming him. But you needn’t worry, he’s a better doctor than he is a poet. Capital lecturer, isn’t he?” Loomis cheerfully signaled for a glass of ale of his own. “Although a bit dotty about washing one’s hands. Thinks dirt causes infection in wounds!”

Loomis also had brought a note scrawled on the back of an overdue laudanum bill from the drug house of Weeks & Potter: Dr. Cole, read these before returning to the Tremont Med Schl tomorrow night. Without fail, pls. sinc yrs, Holmes

He began to read almost as soon as he got back to his room at Mrs. Burton’s, at first somewhat resentfully, and then with growing interest. The facts had been told by Holmes in a paper published in the New England Quarterly Journal of Medicine and abstracted in the American Journal of the Medical Sciences. At first they were familiar to Rob J. because they precisely paralleled what he knew was happening in Scotland—a large percentage of pregnant women sickening with extremely high temperatures that quickly led to a condition of general infection and then to death.

But Dr. Holmes’s paper related that a Newton, Massachusetts, physician named Whitney, assisted by two medical students, had undertaken a postmortem examination of a woman who had died of puerperal fever. Dr. Whitney had had a hangnail on one finger, and one of the medical students had had a small raw scar from a burn on his hand. Neither man had felt that his injury was more than an unimportant nuisance, but within a few days the doctor’s arm began to tingle. Halfway up his arm was a red spot the size of a pea, from which a fine red line extended to the hangnail. The arm rapidly swelled to twice its normal size, and he developed a very high fever and had uncontrollable vomiting. Meanwhile, the student with the burned hand also became febrile; within a few days his condition deteriorated rapidly. He turned purple, his belly became very swollen, and finally he died. Dr. Whitney came very close to death, but slowly improved and eventually recovered. The second medical student, who had had no cuts or sores on his hands when they had done the autopsy, developed no serious symptoms.

The case was reported, and Boston doctors discussed the apparent connection between open sores and infection with puerperal fever, but gained few insights. However, several months later, a physician in the town of Lynn had examined a case of puerperal fever while he had open sores on his hands, and within a few days he was dead of massive infection. At a meeting of the Boston Society for Medical Improvement, an interesting question had been raised. What if the dead doctor had not had any sores on his hands? Even if he hadn’t become infected, wouldn’t he have carried the infectious material around with him, spreading disaster whenever he happened to touch another patient’s wounds or sores, or the raw womb of a new mother?

Oliver Wendell Holmes hadn’t been able to get the question out of his mind. For weeks he had researched the subject, visiting libraries, consulting his own records, and begging case histories from doctors who had obstetric practices. Like a man working an intricate picture puzzle, he brought together a conclusive collection of evidence that covered a century of medical practice on two continents. The cases had appeared sporadically and unnoticed in the medical literature. It was only when they were sought out and brought together that they buttressed one another and made a startling and horrifying argument: puerperal fever was caused by doctors, nurses, midwives, and hospital attendants who, after touching a contagious patient, went on to examine uncontaminated women and doomed them to a feverish death.

Puerperal fever was a pestilence caused by the medical profession, Holmes wrote. Once a doctor realized this, it must be considered a crime—murder—for him to infect a woman.

Rob read the papers twice and then lay there stunned.

He yearned to be able to scoff, but Holmes’s case histories and statistics weren’t vulnerable to anyone with an open mind. How could this runty New World doctor know more than Sir William Fergusson? On occasion Rob had helped Sir William perform autopsies on patients who had died of puerperal fever. Subsequently they had examined pregnant women. And now he forced himself to remember the women who had died following the examinations.

It seemed that, after all, these provincials had things to teach him about the art and science of medicine.

He got up to trim the lamp so he could read the material still another time, but there was a scratching at the door and Margaret Holland slipped into the room. She was shy about taking off her clothes, but there was no place to go for privacy in the small room, and anyway, he was already undressing too. She folded her things and removed her crucifix. Her body was plump but muscular. Rob kneaded the indentations her whalebone stays had left in her flesh and was progressing to more rousing caresses when he stopped, struck by a sudden terrifying thought.

Leaving her in the bed, he got up and splashed water into the washbowl. While the girl stared as though he had taken leave of his senses, he soaped and scrubbed his hands. Again. Again. And again. Then he dried them and returned to the bed and resumed their love play. Soon, despite herself, Margaret Holland began to giggle.

“You are the strangest young gentleman I have ever met,” she whispered into his ear.
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At night when he returned to his room he was so tired that he was able to play the viola da gamba only infrequently. His bowing was rusty but the music was a balm, unfortunately denied him because Lem Raskin soon hammered on the wall to tell him to be quiet. He couldn’t afford to feed Lem whiskey in order to provide for music as well as sex, so music suffered. A journal in the medical-school library recommended that following intercourse a woman who didn’t wish to become a mother should douche with an infusion of alum and white-oak bark, but he was certain Meggy couldn’t be depended upon to douche regularly. Harry Loomis took it very seriously when Rob J. sought his advice, sending him to a neat gray house on the south side of Cornhill. Mrs. Cynthia Worth was white-haired and matronly. She smiled and nodded at Harry’s name. “I give good price to medical folk.”

Her product was made from the intestinal cecum of sheep, a natural cavity of gut, open at one end and thus admirably suited for conversion by Mrs. Worth. She was as prideful about holding up her wares as if she managed a fish market and they were sea creatures with eyes bejeweled in freshness. Rob J. drew a breath when he heard their price, but Mrs. Worth was unperturbed. “The labor is considerable,” she said. She described how the ceca had to be soaked for hours in water; turned inside out; macerated again in a weak alkaline solution that was changed every twelve hours; scraped carefully until they were free of mucous membrane, leaving the peritoneal and muscular coats exposed to a vapor of burning brimstone; washed in soap and water; blown up and dried; cut on the open ends to lengths of eight inches; and furnished with red or blue ribbons so they could be tied shut, offering protection. Most gentlemen purchased by threes, she said, as they were cheapest that way.

Rob J. bought one. He expressed no color preference, but the ribbon was blue.

“With care, one may serve you.” She explained that it could be used again and again if washed after each use, blown up, and powdered. When Rob left with his purchase, she bade him a cheerful good day and asked to be recommended to his colleagues and patients.

Meggy hated the sheath. She was more appreciative of a gift Harry Loomis gave to Rob, telling him to have a wonderful time. It was a bottle containing a colorless liquid, nitrous oxide, called laughing gas by the medical students and young doctors who had taken to using it for entertainment. Rob poured some into a rag and he and Meggy sniffed it before making love. The experience was an unqualified success—never had their bodies seemed droller or the physical act more comically absurd.

Beyond the pleasures of the bed there was nothing between them. When the act was slow, there was a little tenderness, and when it was furiously physical there was more desperation than passion. When they spoke, she tended either to gossip about the boardinghouse, which bored him, or to reminisce about the old country, which he avoided because memory caused him pain. There was no contact between their minds or souls. The chemical hilarity they shared a single time through the use of nitrous oxide was never approached again, for their sexual gaiety had been noisy; though the drunken Lem had been oblivious, they knew they had been lucky to go undetected. They laughed together only once more, when Meggy peevishly observed that the sheath must have come from a ram, and christened it Old Horny. He was troubled by the extent that he was using her. Observing that her petticoat was exceedingly darned, he bought her a new one, a guilt offering. It pleased her tremendously, and he sketched her in his journal reclining on his narrow bed, a plump girl with a smiling cat’s face.

He saw many other things he’d have sketched if he’d had energy left over from medicine. He’d begun as an art student in Edinburgh, in rebellion from the Cole medical tradition, dreaming only of being a painter, for which the family had thought him touched. In his third year at the University of Edinburgh he was told he had artistic talent, but not enough. He was too literal. He lacked the vital imagination, the misty vision. “You have the flame but lack the heat,” his professor of portraiture had told him, not unkindly but too plainly. He was crushed, until two things happened. In the dusty archives of the university library he came across an anatomical drawing. It was very old, perhaps pre-Leonardo, a nude male figure that appeared cut away to reveal the organs and blood vessels. It was entitled “The Second Transparent Man,” and with a wonderful shock he saw it had been drawn by one of his ancestors, whose signature was legible, “Robert Jeffrey Cole, after the fashion of Robert Jeremy Cole.” It was evidence that at least several of his ancestors had been artists as well as medical men. And two days later he wandered into an operating theater and saw William Fergusson, a genius who performed surgery with absolute certainty at lightning speed to minimize the patient’s shock from the agonizing pain. For the first time, Rob J. understood the long line of Cole doctors, because the certainty came to him that the most glorious canvas could never be as precious as a single human life. In that moment, medicine claimed him.

From the start of his training he had what his Uncle Ranald, who was in general practice near Glasgow, called “the Cole gift”—the ability to tell, by holding a patient’s hands, whether he or she would live or die. It was a diagnostic sixth sense, part instinct, part input from inherited detectors no one could identify or understand, but it worked so long as it wasn’t blunted by the overuse of alcohol. For a physician it was a true gift, but now, transplanted to a distant land, it was one that ground Rob J.’s spirit, because District Eight had more than its share of people who were dying.

The God-cursed district, as he had come to think of it, dominated his existence. The Irish had arrived with the greatest expectations. In the old country a laborer’s daily wage was sixpence, when there was work. In Boston there was less unemployment and workers earned more, but they were worked fifteen hours a day, seven days a week. They paid high rents for their slums, they paid more for their food, and here there was no little garden, no tiny patch for growing mealy bog apples, no cow for milk, no pig for bacon. The district haunted him with its poverty and filth and its needs that should have paralyzed him but instead stimulated him to work like a tumblebug attempting to move a mountain of sheep shit. Sundays should have been his to use as a brief time of recovery from the numbing work of the terrible week. Sunday mornings, even Meg got a few hours off to allow her to go to mass. But each Sunday found Rob J. back in the district, freed from the necessity of conforming to the schedule dictated by the appointment slips, able to donate hours that were his, hours he didn’t have to steal. It took him no time at all to establish a real, if mostly unpaid, Sunday practice, for everywhere he looked there was illness, injury, disease. Word spread very quickly of the physician who was able and willing to converse in the Erse, the ancient Gaelic language shared by the Scots and the Irish. When they heard him uttering the sounds of their old home, even the bitterest and foulest tempered brightened and beamed. Beannacht De ort, dochtuir oig—Bless you, young doctor!—they called after him in the streets. One person told another about the lad of a doctor who “had the tongue,” and soon he was speaking the Erse every day. But if he was adored on Fort Hill, he was less than popular in the office of the Boston Dispensary, for all manner of unexpected patients began to appear there with prescriptions from Dr. Robert J. Cole for medications and crutches and even for food prescribed to treat malnourishment.

“What is happening? What? They are not on the list of those referred by donors for treatment,” Mr. Wilson complained.

“They’re the ones in District Eight who need our help most.”

“Nevertheless. The tail must not be allowed to wag the dog. If you are to remain with the dispensary, Dr. Cole, you must obey its rules,” Mr. Wilson told him severely.

One of the Sunday patients was Peter Finn of Half Moon Place, who suffered a tear in the calf of his right leg when a crate fell from a wagon while he was picking up half a day’s wages on the wharves. The laceration, bandaged with a dirty rag, was swollen and painful by the time he showed it to the doctor. Rob washed and sewed together the ragged lips of flesh, but corruption began at once, and the very next day he was forced to remove the stitches and place a drain in the wound. The infection proceeded at a terrifying rate, and within a few days the Gift told him that if he was to save Peter Finn’s life, the leg must be taken.

It was on a Tuesday, and the matter couldn’t be put off until Sunday, so he was back to stealing time from the dispensary. Not only was he forced to use one of the precious blank treatment slips given him by Holmes, he had to give his own scarce and hard-earned money to Rose Finn so she could go to a tenement saloon for the jug of poteen that was as necessary to the operation as the knife.

Joseph Finn, Peter’s brother, and Michael Bodie, his brother-in-law, reluctantly agreed to assist. Rob J. waited until Peter was stuporous with morphia-laced whiskey and laid out on the kitchen table like a sacrifice. But at the first cut of the scalpel the longshoreman’s eyes bugged in disbelief, the cords in his neck stood out, and his great scream was an accusation that made Joseph Finn turn pale and Bodie stand useless and trembling. Rob had strapped the offending leg to the table, but with Peter thrashing and bellowing like an agonized beast, he shouted to the two men, “Hold him! Hold him down, now!”

He cut as he had been taught by Fergusson, truly and swiftly. The cries ceased as he sliced through flesh and muscle, but the grinding of the man’s teeth was more terrible than screams. When he severed the femoral artery the bright blood leapt, and he tried to take Bodie’s hand and show him how to stem the arterial fountain. But the brother-in-law lurched away.

“Come back. Oh, you son of a bitch.”

But Bodie was running down the stairs, weeping. Rob tried to work as if he had six hands. His own size and strength enabled him to help Joseph pin the thrashing Peter to the table, while at the same time he somehow found the dexterity to pinch off the slippery end of the artery, damming the blood. But when he let go to reach for his saw, the hemorrhaging began anew.

“Show me what to do.” Rose Finn had slipped next to him. Her face was the color of flour paste but she was able to grasp the artery end and control the bleeding. Rob J. sawed through the bone, made a few quick cuts, and the leg dropped free. Now he was able to tie the artery and trim and stitch the flaps. By this time, Peter Finn’s eyes were glassy with shock and his only sound was raw, ragged breathing.

Rob carried away the leg, wrapped in a threadbare stained towel, to be studied later in the dissection room. He was dull with fatigue, more from his awareness of Peter Finn’s martyrdom than because of the exertion of the amputation. He could do nothing about his bloodied clothes, but at a public tap on Broad Street he washed the blood from his hands and arms before going on to his next patient, a woman of twenty-two he knew to be dying of the consumption.

When they were at home in their own neighborhoods, the Irish lived miserably. Outside their own neighborhoods, they were calumnized. Rob J. saw posters in the streets: “All Catholics and all persons who favor the Catholic Church are vile impostors, liars, villains, and cowardly cutthroats. A TRUE AMERICAN.”

Once a week he attended a medical lecture in the second-floor amphitheater at the Athenaeum, in its sprawling quarters that had been made by joining two mansions on Pearl Street. Sometimes after the talk he sat in the library and read the Boston Evening Transcript, which reflected the hatred that twisted the society. Distinguished clergymen like Reverend Lyman Beecher, minister of the Hanover Street Congregational Church, wrote article after article about the “whoredom of Babylon” and the “foul beast of Roman Catholicism.” Political parties glorified the native-born and wrote of “dirty, ignorant Irish and German immigrants.”

When he read the national news to learn about America, he saw that it was an acquisitive country, grabbing land with both hands. Recently it had annexed Texas, acquired the Oregon Territory through a treaty with Great Britain, and gone to war with Mexico over California and the southwestern portion of the American continent. The frontier was the Mississippi River, dividing civilization from the wilderness into which the Plains Indians had been pushed. Rob J. was fascinated with Indians, having devoured James Fenimore Cooper’s novels throughout his boyhood. He read whatever material the Athenaeum had on Indians, then turned to the poetry of Oliver Wendell Holmes. He liked it, especially the portrait of the tough old survivor in “The Last Leaf,” but Harry Loomis was right: Holmes was a better doctor than he was a poet. He was a superlative doctor.

Harry and Rob took to ending their long days with a glass of ale at the Essex, and often Holmes joined them. It was evident that Harry was the professor’s favorite student, and Rob found it hard not to envy him. The Loomis family was well-connected; when the time came, Harry would receive the proper hospital appointments to ensure him a satisfying medical career in Boston. One evening over their drink, Holmes remarked that while doing some library work he had come upon reference to both Cole’s Goiter and Cole’s Malignant Cholera. His curiosity whetted, he had searched the literature and found ample evidence of the Cole family’s contributions to medicine, including Cole’s Gout, and Cole’s and Palmer’s Syndrome, a malady in which edema was accompanied by heavy sweats and stertorous respirations. “Furthermore,” he said, “I found that more than a dozen Coles have been professors of medicine in either Edinburgh or Glasgow. All kinfolk of yours?”

Rob J. grinned, embarrassed but pleased. “All kinfolk. But most of the Coles down through the centuries have been simple country physicians in the lowland hills, like my father.” He said nothing about the Cole Gift; it wasn’t something one discussed with other doctors, who would think him either unhinged or a liar.

“Is your father there still?” Holmes asked.

“No, no. Killed by runaway horses when I was twelve.”

“Ah.” That was the moment when Holmes, despite the relatively small difference in their ages, determined to fill a father’s role in gaining Rob admission to the charmed circle of Boston families through an advantageous marriage.

Soon after that, twice Rob accepted invitations to the Holmes house on Montgomery Street, where he glimpsed a life-style similar to the one that once he had thought possible for himself in Edinburgh. On the first occasion, Amelia, the professor’s vivacious, matchmaking wife, introduced him to Paula Storrow, whose family was old and rich but who was a lumpish and painfully stupid woman. But at the second dinner his partner was Lydia Parkman. She was too slender and lacked any sign of breasts, but beneath her smooth walnut-brown hair her face and eyes radiated a wry and mischievous humor, and they spent the evening engaged in a teasing but farranging conversation. She knew some things about Indians, but they talked mostly about music, for she played the harpsichord.

That night, when Rob came back to the house on Spring Street, he sat on his bed beneath the eaves and contemplated what it might be like to spend his life in Boston, colleague as well as friend to Harry Loomis and Oliver Wendell Holmes, married to a hostess who presided over a witty table.

Presently there was the small knock he had come to know. Meg Holland let herself into his room. She wasn’t too thin, he noted as he smiled a greeting and began to unbutton his shirt. But for once Meggy sat on the edge of the bed without moving.

When she spoke, it was in a hoarse whisper, her tone even more than her words striking deep into his spirit. Her voice had a tight, dead quality, like the sound of dried leaves pushed by a breeze across hard, cold ground.

“Caught,” she said.
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“Right and proper,” she told him.

He couldn’t find the words to say to her. She’d been experienced when she came to him, he cautioned himself. How did he know the child was his? I always wore the sheath, he protested silently. But in fairness he knew he’d worn nothing the first few times, and again on the night when they’d tried the laughing gas.

He was conditioned by his training never to countenance abortion, and he was sensitive enough now to resist suggesting it, aware that her religion was the strongest part of her.

Finally he told her he would stand by her. He wasn’t Stanley Finch.

She didn’t appear tremendously buoyed by the declaration. He forced himself to take her into his arms and hold her. He wanted to be tender and comforting. It was the worst possible moment to perceive that her feline face within a few years would be decidedly bovine. Not the face of his dreams.

“You’re a Protestant.” It wasn’t a question, for she knew the answer.

“I was so raised.”

She was a plucky woman. Her eyes filled for the first time only when he told her he was uncertain about the existence of God.

“You charmer, you scoundrel! Lydia Parkman was favorably impressed by your company,” Holmes told him next evening at the medical school, and beamed when Rob J. said he thought her an extremely pleasant woman. Holmes mentioned casually that Stephen Parkman, her father, was a Superior Court judge and an overseer of Harvard College. The family had begun as dealers in dried fish, eventually had become flour merchants, and now controlled the widespread and lucrative trade of barreled grocery staples.

“When do you intend to see her again?” Holmes asked.

“Soon, of that you can be certain,” Rob J. said guiltily, unable to allow himself to think of it.

Holmes’s ideas about medical hygiene had revolutionized the practice of medicine for Rob. Holmes told him two stories that buttressed his theories. One concerned scrofula, a tubercular disease of the lymphatic glands and joints; in medieval Europe it was believed that scrofula could be cured by the touch of royal hands. The other tale dealt with the ancient superstitious practice of washing and bandaging soldiers’ wounds and then applying ointment—terrible unguents containing such ingredients as decaying flesh, human blood, and moss from the skull of an executed man—to the weapon that had inflicted the hurt. Both methods were successful and famous, Holmes said, because inadvertently they provided for the patient’s cleanliness. In the first case, the scrofulous patients were washed completely and carefully lest the royal “healers” should be offended when it came time to touch them. In the second case, the weapon was smeared with foul stuff but the wounds of the soldiers, washed and then left alone, had a chance to heal without infection. The magic “secret ingredient” was hygiene.

It was difficult to maintain clinical cleanliness in District Eight. Rob J. took to carrying towels and brown soap in his bag and washed his hands and instruments many times a day, but the conditions of poverty combined to make the district a place in which it was easy to sicken and die.

He tried to fill his life and his mind with the daily medical struggle, but as he dwelt long and hard on his predicament, he wondered if he was bent on his own destruction. He had thrown away career and roots in Scotland by his involvement in politics, and now in America he had compounded his ruination by entangling himself in a disastrous pregnancy. Margaret Holland was facing the situation practically; she asked him questions about his means. Far from filling her with dismay, his annual income of $350 seemed comfortable to her. She asked about his people.

“My father is dead. My mother was failing badly when I left Scotland, and I’m certain that by now … I have one brother, Herbert. He manages the family holding in Kilmarnock, raises sheep. He owns the property.”

She nodded. “I’ve a brother, Timothy, lives in Belfast. He’s a member of Young Ireland, always in trouble.” Her own mother was dead; there were a father and four brothers in Ireland, but a fifth brother, Samuel, lived in the Fort Hill area of Boston. She asked timidly if she shouldn’t tell her brother about Rob and ask Samuel to keep his eyes open for rooms for them, perhaps near his own flat.

“Not yet. Still early days,” he said, and then touched her cheek to reassure her.

The idea of living in the district horrified him. Yet he knew if he remained a doctor to the immigrant poor, only in some such warren could he maintain life for himself, a wife, and a child. Next morning he regarded the district with fear as well as rage, and despair grew in him that matched the hopelessness he saw everywhere in the mean streets and alleyways.

He began to sleep restlessly at night, disturbed by nightmares. Two dreams recurred again and again. On a bad night, he had them both. When he couldn’t sleep, he lay in the dark and went over the events in detail again and again, so that finally he couldn’t tell whether he was asleep or awake.

Early morning. Gray weather, but with an optimistic sun. He stands among several thousand men outside the Carron Iron Works, where large-caliber ships’ guns are made for the English navy. It begins well. A man atop a crate is reading the broadside Rob J. had written anonymously to bring men to the demonstration: “Friends and Countrymen. Roused from the state in which we have been held for so many years, we are compelled, by the extremity of our positions and the contempt heaped upon our petitions, to assert our rights at the hazard of our lives.” The man’s voice is high and cracks at times to reveal his fright. He is cheered when he is done. Three pipers play, the assembled men singing lustily, at first hymns and then more spirited stuff, ending with “Scots Wha’ Hae Wi’ Wallace Bled.” The authorities have seen Rob’s broadside and have made preparations. There are armed policemen, militia, the First Battalion of the Rifle Brigade, and well-trained cavalry soldiers of the Seventh Hussars and the Tenth Hussars, veterans of European wars. The soldiers wear gorgeous uniforms. The high polished boots of the hussars gleam like rich dark mirrors. The troops are younger than the policemen, but their faces contain an identical hard contempt. The trouble starts when Rob’s friend Andrew Gerould of Lanark makes a speech about the destruction of farms and the inability of laboring men to live on the mite given for work that enriches England and makes Scotland ever poorer. As Andrew’s voice grows in heat, the men start to roar their anger and to shout, “Liberty or death!” The dragoons edge their horses forward, pushing the demonstrators from the fence surrounding the iron works. Someone hurls a rock. It strikes a hussar, who drops from his saddle. Immediately the other horsemen draw swords with a rattle, and a shower of stones fells other soldiers, spattering blood on blue, crimson, and gold uniforms. The militia begins to fire into the crowd. The cavalrymen are hacking. Men scream and weep. Rob is hemmed in. He can’t flee on his own. He can only allow himself to be swept beyond the vengeance of the soldiers, fighting to keep his feet, knowing that if he stumbles he will be trampled by the terror of the running mob.

The second dream is worse.

Amidst a large assemblage again. As many as had been at the iron works, but this time men and women standing before eight gallow trees raised at Stirling Castle, the crowd contained by militia formed up all around the square. A minister, Dr. Edward Bruce of Renfrew, sits and reads silently. Opposite him sits a man in black. Rob J. recognizes him before he takes refuge behind a black mask; he is Bruce Something-or-other, an impoverished medical student who is earning fifteen pounds as executioner. Dr. Bruce leads the people in the 130th Psalm: “Out of the depths have I cried unto thee, O Lord.” Each of the condemned is given the customary glass of wine and then led onto the platform, where eight coffins wait. Six prisoners choose not to speak. A man named Hardie looks out over the sea of faces and says in a muffled voice, “I die a martyr to the cause of justice.” Andrew Gerould speaks clearly. He appears weary and older than his twenty-three years. “My friends, I hope none of you has been hurt. After this is done, please go quietly to your homes and read your Bibles.” Caps are placed over their heads. Two of them call farewell as the nooses are fixed. Andrew says nothing more. At a signal it is done, and five die without struggle. Three kick for a time. Andrew’s New Testament falls from his nerveless fingers into the silent crowd. After they are cut down, the executioner chops through each neck with an ax, one by one, and holds up the terrifying object by the hair, saying every time as the law prescribes: “This is the head of a traitor!”

Sometimes when Rob J. escaped from the dream he lay in the narrow bed under the eaves, touching his limbs and trembling with relief that he was alive. Staring up into the darkness, he wondered how many people no longer were living because he had written the broadside. How many destinies had been changed, how many lives were ended because he had projected his beliefs onto so many people? The accepted morality said that principles were worth fighting for, dying for. Yet when everything else was taken into account, was not life the single most precious possession a human being owned? And as a doctor wasn’t he committed to protect and preserve life above all? He swore to himself and to Aesculapius, the father of healing, that he would never again cause a human being to die because of a difference in beliefs, never again even strike another person in anger, and for the thousandth time he marveled at what a hard way it had been for Bruce Something-or-other to have earned fifteen pounds.
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“It is not your money that you spend!” Mr. Wilson told him sourly one morning as he handed over a sheaf of appointment slips. “It is money given to the dispensary by leading citizens. The charity’s funds are not to be wasted at the whim of a doctor in our employ.”

“I’ve never wasted the charity’s money. I’ve never treated or prescribed for any patient who wasn’t genuinely ill and badly in need of our help. Your system is bad. It sometimes has me treating somebody with a strained muscle while others die for lack of treatment.”

“You exceed yourself, sir.” Mr. Wilson’s eyes and voice were calm, but his hand holding the slips trembled. “Do you understand that in future you must limit your visits to the names on the slips I assign to you each morning?”

Rob desperately desired to tell Mr. Wilson what he understood, and what Mr. Wilson might best do with his appointment slips. But in view of the complications in his life, he didn’t dare. Instead, he forced himself to nod and to turn away. Stuffing the sheaf of slips into his pocket, he made his way into the district.

That evening, everything changed. Margaret Holland came to his room and sat on the edge of his bed, her place for announcements.

“I’m bleedin.”

He forced himself to think first as a doctor. “Are you hemorrhaging, losing a great deal of blood?”

She shook her head. “At first, a little heavier than usual. Then, like my regular bleedin. Almost done now.”

“When did it begin?”

“Four days past.”

“Four days!” Why had she waited four days to tell him? She didn’t look at him. She sat absolutely still, as if steeling herself against his fury, and he realized she’d spent the four days struggling with herself. “Came close to not telling me at all, didn’t you.”

She didn’t answer, but he understood. Despite his being strange, a handwashing Protestant, he had been an opportunity for her eventually to escape the prison of her poverty. Having been forced to peer into that prison at close range, it was a wonder to him that she’d been able to tell him the truth at all, so that instead of anger at her delay, what he felt was admiration, overwhelming gratitude. He went to her, lifted her to her feet, and kissed her reddened eyes. Then he put his arms about her and held her, patting her gently from time to time, as if comforting a frightened child.

Next morning he wandered, light-headed, at times his knees weak with relief. Men and women smiled at his greeting. It was a new world, with a brighter sun and more benevolent air to breathe.

He took care of his patients with his usual attentiveness, but in between each case his mind was racing. Finally he sat on a wooden stoop on Broad Street and contemplated the past, the present, and his future.

For the second time he had escaped a terrible fate. He felt he had received a warning that his existence must be carefully, more respectfully used.

He thought of his life as a large painting in progress. Whatever happened to him, the finished picture would be of medicine, but he sensed that if he stayed in Boston the painting would be rendered in shades of gray.

Amelia Holmes could arrange what she called “a brilliant match” for him, but having escaped an unloving impoverished marriage, he had no desire to cold-bloodedly seek out an unloving rich one or to allow himself to be sold on Boston society’s marriage market, medical meat at so much per pound.

He wanted his life to be painted with the strongest colors he could find.

When he was through with his work that afternoon, he went to the Athenaeum and reread the books that had so captured his interest. Long before he finished them, he knew where he wanted to go and what he wanted to do.

That night as Rob lay in his bed, there was a familiar small signal at the door. He stared up at the darkness without moving. The scratching knock sounded a second time, and then a third.

For several reasons he wanted to go to the door and open it. But he lay without moving, frozen into a moment as bad as any of those in the nightmares, and eventually Margaret Holland went away.

It took him more than a month to make his preparations and resign from the Boston Dispensary. In lieu of a farewell party, on a brutally cold December evening he, Holmes, and Harry Loomis dissected the body of a Negro slave named Delia. She had labored all her life and the body had remarkable musculature. Harry had demonstrated a genuine interest and talent in anatomy and would replace Rob J. as docent at the medical school. Holmes lectured as they cut, showing them that the fimbriated end of the Fallopian tube was “like the fringe of a poor woman’s shawl.” Every organ and muscle reminded one of them of a story, a poem, an anatomical pun, or a scatological joke. It was serious scientific work, they were meticulous about every detail, yet while they worked they roared with laughter and good feeling. Following the dissection they repaired to the Essex Tavern and drank mulled wine until closing. Rob promised to stay in touch with both Holmes and Harry when he arrived at a permanent destination, and to call on both of them with problems if the need should arise. They parted in such fellowship that Rob was regretful about his decision.

In the morning he walked to Washington Street and bought some roasted chestnuts, bringing them back to the house on Spring Street in a twist of paper torn from the Boston Transcript. He stole into Meggy Holland’s room and left them under the pillow of her bed.

Shortly after noon he climbed aboard a railroad car, which presently was pulled out of the train yards by a steam locomotive. The conductor who collected his ticket looked askance at his luggage, for he had declined to put either his viola da gamba or his box into the baggage car. In addition to his surgical instruments and clothing, the trunk now contained Old Horny and half a dozen bars of strong brown soap, the same kind Holmes used. So though he had little cash, he was leaving Boston far wealthier than when he had arrived.

It was four days before Christmas. The train glided past houses in which wreaths decorated doors and Yule trees could be glimpsed through windows along the track. Soon the city was left behind. Despite a lightly falling snow, in less than three hours they made Worcester, the terminus of the Boston Railroad. Passengers had to transfer to the Western Railroad, and in the new train Rob sat next to a portly man who promptly offered him a flask.

“No, thank you kindly,” he said, but accepted conversation to take the sting from the refusal. The man was a drummer of wrought nails—clasp, clinch, double-headed, countersunk, diamond, and rose, in sizes ranging from tiny needle nails to huge boat spikes—and showed Rob his samples, a good way to while away the miles.

“Traveling west! Traveling west!” the salesman said. “You too?”

Rob J. nodded. “How far do you go?”

“Just about the end of the state! Pittsfield. You, sir?”

It gave him an inordinate amount of satisfaction to answer, so much pleasure that he grinned and had to restrain from shouting for all to hear, as the words played their own music and shed a fine romantic light in every corner of the rocking railroad car.

“Indian country,” he said.
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He progressed through Massachusetts and New York via a series of short railroads connected by stagecoach lines. It was hard traveling in the winter. At times a stage had to wait while as many as a dozen oxen dragged plows to clear drifts or packed down the snow with great wooden rollers. Inns and taverns were expensive. He was in the forest of the Allegheny Plateau in Pennsylvania when he ran out of money and deemed himself lucky to find work in Jacob Starr’s timber camp, doctoring lumberjacks. When there was an accident, it was likely to be serious, but in between there was little for him to do, and he sought out labor, joining the crews in hewing down white pines and hemlocks that had lived more than two hundred and fifty years. Usually he manned one end of a “misery whip,” or two-man saw. His body hardened and thickened. Most camps didn’t have a doctor, and the lumberjacks knew how valuable he was to them, and protected him as he worked at their dangerous trade. They taught him to soak his bleeding palms in brine till they toughened. In the evenings he juggled in the bunkhouse to keep his callused fingers dexterous for surgery, and he played his viola da gamba for them, alternating accompaniments of their raunchy bellowed songs with selections by J. S. Bach and Marais, to which they listened raptly.

All winter they stockpiled huge logs on the banks of a stream. On the back of every single-bitted ax head in camp, raised in steel, was a large five-pointed star. Each time a tree was felled and trimmed, the men reversed their axes and slammed the embossed star into the fresh-cut butt, marking it as a Starr log. When the spring melt came, the stream rose eight feet, carrying the logs to the Clarion River. Huge log rafts were assembled, and on them were built bunkhouses, cookhouses, and supply shacks. Rob rode the rafts downriver like a prince, a slow, dreamlike journey interrupted only when the logs jammed and piled up, to be unsnarled by the skilled, patient boom-men. He saw all manner of birds and animals, drifting down the serpentine Clarion until it joined the Allegheny, and riding the logs down the Allegheny all the way to Pittsburgh.

In Pittsburgh he said good-bye to Starr and his lumberjacks. In a saloon he was hired as physician to a track-laying crew of the Washington & Ohio Railroad, a line seeking to compete with the state’s two busy canals. With a work crew he was taken into Ohio, to the beginning of a great openness bisected by two shining rails. Rob was given living quarters with the bosses aboard four railroad cars. Springtime on the great plain was beautiful, but the world of the W&O RR was ugly. The track layers, graders, and teamsters were immigrant Irish and Germans whose lives were regarded as a cheap commodity. Rob’s responsibility was to ensure that the last ounces of their strength were available for laying track. He welcomed the pay, but the job was doomed from the start, for the superintendent, a dark-visaged man named Cotting, was a piece of nastiness who wouldn’t spend money on food. The railroad employed hunters who killed plenty of wild meat, and there was a chicory drink that passed for coffee. But save at the table shared by Cotting, Rob, and the managers, there were no greens, no cabbage, no carrots, no potatoes, nothing to supply ascorbic acid except, as a very rare treat, a pot of beans. The men had scurvy. Though anemic, they had no appetites. Their joints were sore, their gums bled, their teeth were falling out, and their injuries wouldn’t heal. They were literally being murdered by malnutrition and heavy work. Finally Rob J. broke into the locked supply car with a crowbar and passed out crates of cabbages and potatoes until the bosses’ own foodstuffs were gone. Fortunately, Cotting didn’t know his young physician had taken a vow of nonviolence. Rob’s size and condition and the cold contempt in his eyes made the superintendent decide it was easier to pay him off and be rid of him than to fight him.

He’d earned barely enough money from the railroad to buy a slow old mare, a used twelve-gauge muzzle-loading rifle and a light little goose gun with which to hunt smaller game, needles and thread, a fishline and hooks, a rusty iron frying pan, and a hunting knife. He named the horse Monica Grenville, in honor of a beautiful older woman, his mother’s friend, whom for years he had dreamed of riding during the fevered fantasies of his adolescence. Monica Grenville the horse allowed him to work his way west on his own terms. He shot game easily after discovering that the rifle pulled to the right, and caught fish if there was opportunity, and he earned money or goods wherever he came to people who needed a doctor.

The size of the country stunned him, mountain and valley and plain. After a few weeks he became convinced he could go on as long as he lived, riding Monica Grenville ploddingly and eternally in the direction of the setting sun.

He ran out of pharmaceuticals. It was hard enough performing surgery without the aid of the few inadequate palliatives that were available, but he had neither laudanum nor morphine nor any other drug and had to rely on his swiftness as a surgeon and whatever rotgut whiskey he was able to buy as he went along. Fergusson had taught him a few helpful tricks that he remembered. Lacking tincture of nicotine, given by mouth as a muscle relaxant to slacken the anal sphincter during an operation for fistula, he bought the strongest cigars he could find and inserted one into the patient’s rectum until the nicotine was absorbed from the tobacco and relaxation took place. Once in Titusville, Ohio, an elderly citizen happened upon him overseeing a patient who was bent over a wagon shaft, the cigar protruding.

“Do you have a match, sir?” Rob J. asked him.

Later, at the general store, he heard the old man tell his friends solemnly, “You would never believe how they was smokin em.”

In a tavern in Zanesville, he saw his first Indian, a crushing disappointment. In contrast to James Fenimore Cooper’s splendid savages, the man was a soft-fleshed, sullen drunkard with snot on his face, a pitiful creature taking abuse while begging drinks.

“Delaware, I guess,” the saloonkeeper said when Rob asked him the Indian’s tribe. “Miami, mebbe. Or Shawnee.” He shrugged contemptuously. “Who cares? The mizzable bastards is all a same to me.”

A few days later, in Columbus, Rob discovered a stout black-bearded young Jew named Jason Maxwell Geiger, an apothecary with a well-stocked pharmacy.

“You have laudanum? You have tincture of nicotine? Potassium iodide?” No matter what he requested, Geiger answered with a smile and a nod, and Rob wandered happily among the jars and retorts. Prices were lower than he would have feared, for Geiger’s father and brothers were manufacturers of pharmaceuticals in Charleston, and he explained that whatever he couldn’t make himself, he was able to order from his family at favorable terms. So Rob J. put in a good supply. It was when the pharmacist helped carry his purchases to the horse that Geiger saw the wrapped bulk of the musical instrument and turned at once to his visitor. “Surely it’s a viol?”

“Viola da gamba,” Rob said, and saw something new enter the man’s eyes, not exactly cupidity, but a wistful yearning so powerful as to be unmistakable. “Would you care to see it?”

“You must bring it into the house, show it to my wife,” Geiger said eagerly. He led the way to the dwelling behind the apothecary shop. Inside, Lillian Geiger held a dish towel across her bodice as they were introduced, but not before Rob J. had noticed the stains from her leaking breasts. In a cradle slept their two-month-old daughter, Rachel. The house smelled of Mrs. Geiger’s milk and fresh-baked hallah. The dark parlor contained a horsehair sofa and chair and a square piano. The woman slipped into the bedroom and changed her dress while Rob J. unwrapped the viol; then she and her husband examined the instrument, running their fingers over the seven strings and ten frets as if they were stroking a newly recovered family icon. She showed him her piano, with its carefully oiled dark walnut wood. “Made by Alpheus Babcock of Philadelphia,” she said. Jason Geiger brought another instrument to light from behind the piano. “It was made by a brewer of beer named Isaac Schwartz who lives in Richmond, Virginia. It’s just a fiddle, not good enough to be called a violin. Someday I hope to own a violin.” But in a moment, when they were tuning up, Geiger drew sweet sounds.

They regarded one another warily lest they prove to be musically incompatible.

“What?” Geiger asked him, giving the visitor the courtesy.

“Bach? Do you know this prelude from The Well-Tempered Clavier? It’s from Book II, I forget the number.” He played them the opening, and at once Lillian Geiger joined in and, nodding, so did her husband. The twelfth, Lillian mouthed. Rob J. cared nothing about identifying the piece, for this kind of playing was not to entertain lumberjacks. It was at once apparent that the man and woman were accomplished and accustomed to accompanying one another, and he was certain he’d make an ass of himself. Wherever their music progressed, his followed tardily and jerkily. His fingers, instead of flowing along the musical path, seemed to make spastic leaps, like salmon fighting their way up a falls. But halfway through the prelude he forgot his fear, for the habits of many long years of playing overcame the clumsiness caused by lack of practice. Soon he was able to observe that Geiger played with his eyes closed, while his wife wore on her face a look of glazed pleasure that was at the same time sharing and intensely private.

The satisfaction was almost like pain. He hadn’t realized how much he had missed music. When they finished they sat and grinned at one another. Geiger hurried out to put a Closed sign on the door of his shop, Lillian went to check on her child and to place a roast in the oven, Rob unsaddled and fed poor patient Monica. When they came back, it turned out the Geigers knew nothing by Marin Marais, while Rob J. had memorized none of the works of that Polish fellow, Chopin. But they all three knew Beethoven’s sonatas. All afternoon they constructed for themselves a shimmering, special place. By the time the wailing of the hungry infant interrupted their play, they were drunk with the heady beauty of their own sounds.

The pharmacist wouldn’t hear of his leaving. The evening meal was pink lamb tasting faintly of rosemary and garlic and roasted with little carrots and new potatoes, and a blueberry compote. “You will sleep in our guest room,” Geiger said.

Drawn toward them, Rob asked Geiger about opportunities for physicians in the area.

“Lots of people hereabouts, Columbus being state capital, and a number of doctors already are here to take care of em. It’s a good place for a pharmacy, but we’re going to be leaving Columbus ourselves when our baby is old enough to survive the trip. I want to be a farmer as well as an apothecary, and I want land to leave to my children. Farmland in Ohio is just too damned high. I’ve been making a study of places where I can buy fertile land I can afford.”

He had maps, which he opened on his table. “Illinois,” he said, and pointed out to Rob J. the part of the state that his investigations had indicated the most desirable, a section between the Rocky River and the Mississippi. “A good supply of water. Beautiful woods lining the rivers. And the rest of it is prairie, black earth that’s never felt a plow.”

Rob J. studied the maps. “Maybe I ought to go there myself,” he said finally. “See if I like it.”

Geiger beamed. They spent a long time hunched over the maps, marking the best route, arguing good-naturedly. After Rob went to bed, Jay Geiger stayed up late and by candlelight copied the music of a Chopin mazurka. They played it next morning after breakfast. Then the two men consulted the marked map one more time. Rob J. agreed that if Illinois proved to be as good as Geiger believed, he would settle there and write at once to his new friend, telling him to bring his family to the western frontier.
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Illinois was interesting right from the start. Rob entered the state in late summer, when the tough green stuff of the prairie was dried and bleached from too many long days in the sun. At Danville he watched men boiling down the water from saline springs in big black kettles, and when he left, he carried with him a packet of very pure salt. The prairie was rolling and, in places, adorned with low hills. The state was blessed with sweet water. Rob came to only a few lakes but saw a number of marshes feeding streams that merged into rivers. He learned that when people in Illinois spoke of the land between the rivers they most likely meant the southern tip of the state that lay between the Mississippi and the Ohio. It had deep, rich alluvial soils from both great rivers. Folks called the region Egypt, because they thought it was as fertile as the fabled soil of the great Nile delta. On Jay Geiger’s map Rob J. saw that there were a number of “little Egypts” between rivers in Illinois. Somehow, during his brief encounter with Geiger the man had earned his respect, and he kept on traveling toward the region Jay had told him was the likeliest one for settlement.

It took him two weeks to work his way across Illinois. On the fourteenth day the trail he was on entered a fringe of woods, offering blessed coolness and the smell of moist growing things. Following the narrow track, he heard the sound of a lot of water, and presently he emerged on the eastern bank of a good-sized river that he guessed to be the Rocky.

It was dry season but the current was strong, and the great rocks that gave the river its name created white water. Riding Monica along the bank, he was trying to pick out a place that appeared fordable when he came to a deeper, slower section. Between two huge tree trunks on the opposite banks, a thick rope cable was suspended. An iron triangle and a piece of steel were hung from a branch next to a sign that read:

HOLDEN’S CROSSING
Ring for Ferry

He clanged the triangle vigorously and, it seemed to him, for a long time before he saw a man leisurely making his way down the far bank, where the raft was moored. Two stout vertical posts on the raft ended in great iron rings through which passed the suspended hawser, allowing the raft to slide along the rope as it was poled across the river. By the time the raft was mid-river, the current had pulled the rope downstream, so that the man moved the raft over an arc instead of making a straight crossing. In the middle, the dark oily waters were too deep to pole, and the man pulled the raft along slowly by hauling on the rope cable. The ferryman was singing, and baritone lyrics carried clearly to Rob J.

One day I was walkin, I heerd a complainin,
An saw a old woman the picture of gloom.
She gazed at the mud on her doorstep (’twas rainin)
An this was her song as she wielded her broom.

Oh, life is a toil and love is a trouble,
Beauty’ll fade an riches’ll flee,
Pleasures they dwindle an prices they double,
An nothin is as I would wish it to be….

There were many verses, and long before they ended, the rafter was able to start poling again. As the raft drew closer, Rob could see a muscular man, perhaps in his thirties. He was a head shorter than Rob and looked very much a native of the land, with heavy boots on his feet, brown linseywoolsey pants that were too heavy for the weather, a blue cotton shirt with a heavy collar, and a sweat-stained leather hat with a wide brim. He had a mane of black hair he wore long, and a full black beard, and prominent cheekbones balanced on either side of a thin curved nose that might have given cruelty to his face except for his blue eyes, which were cheerful and welcoming. As the distance between them closed, Rob felt the wariness, the expectation of affectation, that resulted from seeing a perfectly beautiful woman or a too-handsome man. But there appeared to be little affectation in the ferryman.

“Howdy,” he called. One final shove on the pole sent the raft grinding into the sandy bank. He held out his hand. “Nicholas Holden, at your service.”

Rob shook his hand and identified himself. Holden had taken a dark, moist plug from his shirt pocket and cut himself a chaw with his knife. He held it out to Rob J., who shook his head. “How much to ride across?”

“Three cents for you. Ten cents, the horse.”

Rob paid as requested, thirteen cents in advance. He tethered Monica to rings set in the floor of the raft for that purpose. Holden gave him a second pole, and the two of them grunted as they put their backs to it.

“Looking to settle in these parts?”

“Might be,” Rob said cautiously.

“Not a farrier, by chance?” Holden had the bluest eyes Rob had ever seen on a man, saved from femininity by a piercing glance that made him appear secretly amused. “Damn,” he said, but seemed unsurprised at Rob’s headshake. “Sure would like to find me a good blacksmith. Farmer, are you?”

He perked up visibly when Rob told him he was a doctor. “Thrice welcome, and welcome again! We need a doctor in the township of Holden’s Crossing. Any doctor can ride this ferry for free,” he said, and paused in his poling long enough to count three cents solemnly back into Rob’s palm.

Rob looked at the coins. “What about the other ten cents?”

“Shit, I don’t suppose the horse is a doctor too?” When he grinned, he was likable enough to make you think he was ugly.

He had a tiny cabin of squared-off logs chinked with white clay, near a garden and a spring and set on a rise overlooking the river. “Just in time for dinner,” he said, and soon they were eating a fragrant stew in which Rob identified turnip and cabbage and onion but was puzzled by the meat. “Got me an old hare and a young prairie chicken this morning, and they’re both in there,” Holden said.

Over refilled wooden bowls they told enough about themselves to make things comfortable. Holden was a country lawyer from the state of Connecticut. He had big plans.

“How come they named the town after you?”

“They didn’t. I did,” he said affably. “I got here first and set up the ferry. Whenever someone comes to settle, I tell them the name of the town. Nobody’s argued yet.”

In Rob’s opinion, Holden’s log house wasn’t the equal to a snug Scots cottage. It was dark and stuffy. The bed, too close to the smoky fireplace, was covered with soot. Holden told him cheerfully that the only good thing about the place was the homesite; within a year, he said, the cabin would be razed and a fine house built in its place. “Yessir, big plans.” He told Rob J. of the things that would soon come—an inn, a general store, eventually a bank. He was frank about his desire to sell Rob on settling in Holden’s Crossing.

“How many families live here now?” Rob J. asked, and smiled ruefully at the answer. “A doctor can’t make a living taking care of only sixteen families.”

“Well, course not. But homesteaders are going to be coming in here more eager than a man on a cunt. And those sixteen families live within the township. Beyond the town line, there’s no doctor between here and Rock Island, and there’s lots of farms scattered through the plains. You’d just have to get yourself a better horse and be willing to travel a bit to make a house call.”

Rob remembered how frustrated he had felt because he had been unable to practice good medicine in the teeming population of District Eight. But this was the other side of the coin. He told Nick Holden he would sleep on it.

He slept that night in the cabin, wrapped in a quilt on the floor, while in the bed Nick Holden snored. But that was no hardship to someone who had spent the winter in a bunkhouse with nineteen farting, hawking lumberjacks. In the morning Holden cooked breakfast but left Rob to clean the dishes and frypan, saying he had something to tend to and would be back.

It was a clear, fresh day. Already the sun was hot, and Rob unwrapped the viola and sat on a shaded rock in the clearing between the rear of the cabin and the tree line of the woods. Next to him on the rock he spread the copy of Chopin’s mazurka that Jay Geiger had transcribed for him, and painstakingly he began to play.

For perhaps half an hour he worked on the theme and the melody until it began to be music. Glancing up from the page, he looked into the woods and saw two Indians on horseback watching him from just beyond the edge of the clearing.

He was alarmed, because they restored his confidence in James Fenimore Cooper, being hollow-cheeked men with bare chests that looked hard and lean, shiny with some kind of oil. The one closer to Rob wore buckskin pants and had a great hooked nose. His shaved head was divided by a gaudy scalplock of stiff, coarse animal hair. He carried a rifle. His companion was a big man, as tall as Rob J. but bulkier. He had long black hair held back by a leather headband, and wore a breechclout and leather leggings. He carried a bow and Rob J. could clearly see a quiver of arrows hanging from his horse’s neck, like a drawing in one of the books on Indians in the Boston Athenaeum.

He didn’t know if there were others in the woods behind them. If their intent was hostile, he was lost, because the viola da gamba is a poor weapon of choice. It occurred to him to resume playing, and he placed the bow back onto the strings and began, but not with the Chopin; he didn’t want to look away from them to gaze at the score. Without thinking about it, he played a seventeenth-century piece he knew well, Cara La Vita Mia, by Oratio Bassani. He played it all the way through, and then halfway through again. Finally he stopped, because he couldn’t sit and play music forever.

Behind him he heard something and half-turned quickly to see a red squirrel skittering off. When he turned back, he was both vastly relieved and enormously regretful because the two Indians were gone. For a moment he could hear their horses moving off; then the only sound was the soughing of the wind in the leaves of the trees.

Nick Holden tried not to show how upset he was when he returned and was told. He made a quick inspection tour, but said nothing seemed to be missing.

“The Indians hereabouts were Sauks. They were driven across the Mississippi into Iowa nine or ten years back, with fighting that folks have come to call Black Hawk’s War. A few years ago, all the Sauks who were still alive were moved onto a reservation in Kansas. Last month we heard that about forty braves with their women and children had lit out from the reservation. They were rumored to be heading toward Illinois. I doubt that even they are stupid enough to give us any trouble, that small a bunch. I think they’re just hoping we’ll leave them alone.”

Rob nodded. “If they’d wanted to give me trouble, they could have done it easily enough.”

Nick was eager to change the subject away from anything that might cast Holden’s Crossing in a poor light. He had spent the morning looking at four parcels of land, he said. He wanted to show them, and at his urging Rob saddled up the mare.

It was government property. As they rode, Nick explained that the land had been platted by federal surveyors into parcels of eighty acres. Private property was selling at eight dollars an acre or more, but government land was priced at $1.25 an acre, an eighty-acre section for one hundred dollars. One-twentieth of the purchase price had to be put down at once to hold the land, and twenty-five percent had to be paid within forty days, the remainder being due in three equal installments at the end of two, three, and four years from the date of entry. Nick said it was the best homesteading land anybody was going to find, and when they came to the land, Rob believed him. The parcels ran along almost a mile of the river, offering a deep fringe of riverbank forest that contained several pure springs and timber for building. Beyond the woods lay the fertile promise of the unplowed plain.

“Here’s my advice,” Holden said. “I wouldn’t look on this land as four eighty-acre parcels, but as two hundred-and-sixty-acre pieces. Just now, the government is letting new settlers buy as much as two sections, and that’s what I’d do, were I you.”

Rob J. grimaced and shook his head. “It’s nice land. But I just don’t have the necessary fifty dollars.”

Nick Holden looked at him thoughtfully. “My future is tied up in this might-be town. If I can attract settlers, I’ll own the general store, I’ll own the mill, I’ll own the inn. Settlers flock to a place where there’s a doctor. To me, it’s money in the sock to have you living in Holden’s Crossing. Banks are lending money at two-and-one-half-percent interest per annum. I’ll let you have the fifty dollars as a loan at one and one-half percent, to be paid back within eight years.”

Rob J. looked around, drew a breath. It was nice land. The place felt so right to him that he had to struggle to control his voice as he accepted the offer. Nick shook his hand warmly and brushed off his gratitude: “Just good business.” They rode slowly over the property. The southernmost double parcel was bottomland, virtually flat. The northern section was rolling, with several rises that could almost be described as small hills.

“I’d take the southern pieces,” Holden said. “The soil’s better, and easier to plow.”

But Rob J. already had made up his mind to buy the northern section. “I’ll keep most of it in grass and raise sheep, that’s the kind of agriculture I understand. But I already know somebody anxious to be a dirt farmer, and maybe he’ll want the southern pieces.”

When he told Holden about Jason Geiger, the lawyer grinned with pleasure. “A pharmacy in Holden’s Crossing? Wouldn’t that be icing on the cake? Well, I’ll put a deposit on the southern section to reserve it in Geiger’s name. If he doesn’t want it, it won’t be hard to turn over land this good.”

The following morning the two men rode into Rock Island, and when they left the United States Land Office, Rob J. was a landowner and a debtor.

In the afternoon he rode back to his property alone. He tethered the mare and explored the woods and the prairie on foot, studying and planning. As in a dream, he walked along the river, throwing stones into the water, unable to believe all this was his. In Scotland, land was enormously difficult to come by. His family’s sheep holding in Kilmarnock had been handed down for many centuries, generation to generation.

That evening he wrote a letter to Jason Geiger describing the 160 acres that had been reserved next to his own property, and he asked Geiger to let him know as soon as possible whether he wanted to assume permanent possession of the land. He also asked Jason to ship him an ample supply of sulfur, because Nick reluctantly had told him that in the spring there were always outbreaks of what folks called the Illinois mange, and the strong administration of sulfur was the only thing that seemed to work against it.
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THE RAISING
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Word got around at once about a doctor’s presence. Three days after Rob J. arrived in Holden’s Crossing he was summoned sixteen miles to his first patient, and after that he never stopped working. Unlike the settlers of southern and central Illinois, most of whom came from southern states, the farmers settling northern Illinois came from New York and New England, more every month, by foot, horseback, or prairie schooner, sometimes driving a cow, a few hogs, some sheep. His practice would cover a huge territory—prairie rolling between great rivers, crisscrossed by small streams, broken by wooded groves, and marred by deep, muddy sloughs. If patients came to him, he charged seventy-five cents per consultation. If he made a home call, he charged a dollar, and if it was at night, $1.50. His working day consisted mostly of time in the saddle, because the homesteads were so far apart in this strange countryside. Sometimes by nightfall he was so travel-weary all he could do was fall onto the floor and into deep sleep.

He told Holden he’d be able to pay something toward his debt at the end of the month, but Nick smiled and shook his head. “Don’t hurry. In fact, I think I’d better lend you a little more. Winters are hard and you’re going to need a stronger animal than that horse you ride. And with all your doctoring, you don’t have time to raise yourself a cabin before snowfall. Best let me look around for someone who can build one for you, for pay.”

Nick found a cabin builder named Alden Kimball, a whipcord-thin tireless man with yellowed teeth from constantly smoking a stinking corncob. He had grown up on a farm in Hubbardton, Vermont, and more recently was a reprobate Mormon from the town of Nauvoo, Illinois, where folks were known as Latter-day Saints and men were rumored to have as many wives as they wanted. When Rob J. met him, Kimball said he’d had a disagreement with the church elders and just lit out. Rob J. wasn’t inclined to question him too closely. It was enough for him that Kimball used an ax and an adz as if they were part of his body. He felled and trimmed logs and worked them flat on two sides where they lay, and one day Rob rented an ox from a farmer named Grueber. Rob somehow knew that Grueber wouldn’t have trusted his valuable ox to him if Kimball hadn’t been along. The fallen saint patiently insisted that the ox bend to his will, and together the two men and the beast in a single day snaked the shaped logs to the building site Rob had chosen on the riverbank. As Kimball joined the foundation logs with wooden pegs, Rob saw that the single great log that would support the north wall had a bad crook in it about a third of the way down its length, and he called it to Alden’s attention.

“Be all right,” Kimball said, and Rob went away and let him work.

Visiting the site a couple of days later, Rob saw that the walls of the cabin had risen. Alden had chinked the logs with clay dug from a place in the riverbank, and was whitewashing the clay strips. On the north side, all the logs had a crookedness that almost exactly matched the foundation log, giving the entire wall a slight bend. It must have taken Alden a lot of time to search out logs with exactly the right defect, and, indeed, two of the logs had had to be worked with the adz to make them conform.

It was Alden who told him about a quarter horse Grueber had for sale. When Rob J. confessed he didn’t know much about horseflesh, Kimball shrugged. “Four-year-old, still puttin on height and bone. Sound, nothin wrong with her.”

So Rob bought the quarter-horse mare. She was what Grueber called a blood bay, more red than brown, with black legs, mane, and tail, and black spots like freckles all over her forehead, fifteen hands high, with a serviceable body and an intelligent look in her eyes. Because the freckles reminded him of the girl he’d known in Boston, he called her Margaret Holland. Meg for short.

He could see that Alden had an eye for animals, and one morning he asked if Kimball would care to stay on as hired man after the cabin was finished, and work the farm.

“Well … what kind of farm?”

“Sheep.”

Alden made a face. “Know naught about sheep. Always worked with milch cows.”

“I grew up with sheep,” Rob said. “Not much to watching them. Sheep tend to flock up, they can be handled easily on the open prairie by one man and a dog. As for the other chores, castrating and shearing and the like, I could show you.”

Alden appeared to consider, but he was just being polite. “Truth to tell, don’t care much for sheep. No,” he said finally. “Thank you kindly, but suppose not.” Perhaps to change the subject, he asked Rob what he intended to do with his old horse. Monica Grenville had carried him west, but she was an exhausted mount. “Don’t figger to get much for her if you sell without bringin her back to condition. Plenty of grass on the prairie, but you’d have to buy hay for winter feed.”

That problem was solved a few days later, when a farmer who was short of cash paid for a birthing with a wagonload of hay. After consultation, Alden agreed to extend the cabin roof out over the southern wall, supporting the corners with poles to create an open barn for the two horses. A few days after it was finished, Nick stopped by to look it over. He grinned at the attached animal shelter and avoided Alden Kimball’s eyes. “Makes for kind of a queer-looking cabin, you have to admit.” And he lifted his eyebrows at the cabin’s north end. “The damn wall is crooked.”

Rob J. rubbed his fingertips admiringly over the bend in the logs. “No, it was built that way on purpose, that’s the way we like it. That’s what makes it different from other cabins you’re likely to see.”

Alden worked in silence for about an hour after Nick left; then he stopped hammering pegs and walked over to where Rob was currying Meg’s coat. He knocked the dottle out of his pipe against his boot heel. “Guess I’m able to learn to handle sheep,” he said.
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For his starter herd, Rob J. decided to get mostly Spanish merinos, because their fine wool would make a valuable crop, and to cross-breed them with a long-wool English breed, as his family had done in Scotland. He told Alden he wouldn’t buy the animals until spring, to save the expense and effort required to keep them during winter. In the meantime, Alden labored at stockpiling fenceposts, building two lean-to barns, and putting up a cabin in the woods for himself. Fortunately, the hired man was capable of working unsupervised, because Rob J. was occupied. Those who lived nearby had gotten along without a doctor, and he spent his first few months trying to correct the effects of neglect and home remedies. He saw patients with gout and cancer and dropsy and scrofula, and too many children with worms, and people of all ages with consumption. He grew tired of pulling rotten teeth. He felt the same way about pulling teeth as he did about amputating limbs, hating to take away something he was never going to be able to put back.

“Wait until spring, that’s when everybody around here comes down with some kind of fever. You’ll make your fortune,” Nick Holden told him cheerfully. His calls took him onto remote, almost nonexistent trails. Nick offered the loan of a revolver until he could buy one. “Travel is dangerous, there are bandits like land pirates, and now those damned hostiles.”

“Hostiles?”

“Indians.”

“Has anyone else seen them?”

Nick scowled. They had been sighted several times, he said, but admitted against his will that they had molested no one. “So far,” he added darkly.

Rob J. bought no handgun, nor did he wear Nick’s. He felt secure on the new horse. She had great endurance, and he enjoyed the surefooted way she could scramble up and down steep riverbanks and ford swift streams. He taught her to accept being mounted from either side, and she learned to trot to him when he whistled. Quarter horses were used for herding cattle, and she had already been taught by Grueber to start, stop, and turn instantly, responding to the slightest shift of Rob’s weight or a small movement of the reins.

One day in October he was summoned to the farm of Gustav Schroeder, who had gotten two fingers of his left hand crushed between heavy rocks. On the way, Rob became lost, and he stopped to ask directions at a sorry-looking shack that stood next to well-tended fields. The door opened just a crack but he was assailed by the worst of odors, stinks of old body wastes, rotten air, putrefaction. A face peered out and he saw red swollen eyes, dank, dirt-plastered witch’s hair. “Go away!” a hoarse female voice commanded. Something the size of a small dog scuttled in the room beyond the door. Not a child in there? The door slammed like a blow.

The groomed fields proved to be Schroeder’s. When Rob reached the farmhouse he had to amputate the farmer’s little finger and the top joint of the third finger, agony for the patient. When he was through, he asked Schroeder’s wife about the woman in the shack, and Alma Schroeder looked a little ashamed.

“That is only poor Sarah,” she told him.
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THE BIG INDIAN
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Nights grew chill and crystal clear, with enormous stars, then for weeks in a row the sky lowered. The snow arrived, lovely and terrible, before November was old, then the wind came and carved the deep white covering, piling it into drifts that challenged but never stopped the mare. It was seeing how the quarter horse responded to the snow, with so much heart, that made Rob J. really begin to love her.

The bitter cold across the plains stayed that way through December and most of January. Making his way home one dawn after a night of sitting up in a smoky sod house with five children, three of whom had bad croup, he came upon two Indians in miserable trouble. He recognized at once the men who had listened to him playing the viola outside Nick Holden’s cabin. The carcasses of three snowshoe hares attested that they had been hunting. One of their ponies had foundered, snapping a foreleg at the fetlock and pinning its rider, the Sauk with the great hooked nose. His companion, the huge Indian, had killed the horse at once and slit its belly, and then had managed to drag the injured man free of the carcass and place him within the horse’s steaming cavity to keep him from freezing.

“I’m a doctor, maybe I can help.”

They understood no English, but the big Indian made no attempt to stop him from examining the injured man. As soon as he groped beneath the tattered fur clothing it was apparent that the hunter had suffered a posterior dislocation of the right hip and was in agony. The sciatic nerve had been damaged, because his foot hung loose, and when Rob pulled off his skin shoe and pricked him with a knife point, he was unable to move his toes. The guarding muscles had become as intractable as wood because of pain and the freezing cold, and there was no way to set the hip then and there.

To Rob J.’s annoyance, the large Indian mounted his horse and abandoned them, riding across the prairie toward the tree line, perhaps for help. Rob was wearing a moth-eaten sheepskin coat, won at poker from a lumberjack the previous winter, and he took it off and covered the patient, then opened his saddlebag and took out rag bandages that he used to tie the Indian’s legs together to immobilize the unseated hip. Presently the large Indian returned dragging two trimmed tree limbs, stout but flexible poles. Tying them on each side of his horse as shafts, he connected them with some of his skin garments until he had a trailing litter. Onto this they lashed the injured man, who must have suffered terribly as he was trailed, though the snow gave him a smoother ride than if there had been bare ground.

A light sleet began to fall as Rob J. rode behind the travois. They traveled along the edge of the forest that bordered the river. Finally the Indian turned his horse into a break between the trees and they rode into the camp of the Sauks.

Conical skin tipis—there would prove to be seventeen when Rob J. had a chance to count—had been set up among the trees, where they were protected from the wind. The Sauks were warmly dressed. Everywhere was evidence of the reservation, for they wore the castoff clothing of whites as well as animal skins and furs, and old army ammunition boxes could be seen in several of the tents. They had plenty of dead wood for fires, and gray wisps rose from the smoke holes of the tipis. But the eagerness with which hands reached for the three skinny snowshoe hares wasn’t lost on Rob. J., nor was the pinched look in all the faces he saw, for he had witnessed starving people before.

The injured man was carried into one of the tipis, and Rob followed along. “Does anyone speak English?”

“I have your language.” The age was hard to determine, for the speaker wore the same shapeless bundle of fur garments as anyone else, with the head covered by a hood of sewn gray squirrel pelts, but the voice was a woman’s.

“I know how to fix this fellow. I’m a doctor. Do you know what a doctor is?”

“I know.” Her brown eyes regarded him calmly beneath the fur folds. She spoke briefly in their own language, and the others in the tent waited, watching him.

Rob J. took a few sticks from their woodpile and built up the fire. When he freed the man from his clothing, he saw that the hip was internally rotated. He raised the Indian’s knees until they were fully flexed, and then, working through the woman, he made certain that strong hands firmly held the man pinned down. Crouching, he got his right shoulder just beneath the knee of the injured side. Then he drove up with all his might, and the snap was audible as the ball found its way back into the socket of the joint.

The Indian lay as though dead. Through it all, he had scarcely grunted, and Rob J. felt that a swallow of whiskey and laudanum was in order for him. But both medicinals were in his saddlebag, and before he could get them, the woman had poured water into a gourd and mixed it with powder from a small deerskin bag, and then had given it to the injured man, who drank it eagerly. She placed a hand on each of the man’s hips and looked into his eyes and half-sang something in their tongue. Watching her and listening, Rob J. felt the hair lift on the back of his neck. He realized she was their doctor. Or maybe some kind of priest.

In that moment the sleepless night and the snow-struggle of the past twenty-four hours caught up with him, and in a fog of fatigue he moved out of the dimly lit tipi into the crowd of snow-dusted Sauks waiting outside. A rheumy-eyed old man touched him wonderingly. “Cawso wabeskiou!” he said, and others took it up: “Cawso wabeskiou, Cawso wabeskiou.”

The doctor-priest left the tipi. As the hood swung away from her face, he saw she wasn’t old. “What are they saying?”

“They call you a white shaman,” she said.

The medicine woman told him that, for reasons that were at once obvious to him, the injured man’s name was Waucau-che, Eagle Nose. The large Indian’s name was Pyawanegawa, Comes Singing. As Rob J. traveled toward his own cabin, he met Comes Singing and two other Sauks, who must have ridden back to the horse carcass as soon as Eagle Nose was brought in, in order to reach the meat before the wolves. They had cut up the dead pony and were bringing the meat back on two packhorses. They passed him single file without seeming to glance at him once, as if they were riding past a tree.

After he arrived home, Rob J. wrote in his journal and attempted to draw a picture of the woman from memory, but try as he might, all that came was a kind of generic Indian face, sexless and tight with hunger. He needed sleep, but he wasn’t tempted by his straw mattress. He knew Gus Schroeder had extra dried ears to sell, and Alden had mentioned that Paul Grueber had a little extra grain put by for a cash crop. He rode Meg and led Monica, and that afternoon he went back to the Sauk camp and dropped off two sacks of corn and one of swedes and one of wheat.

The medicine woman didn’t thank him. She just looked at the sacks of food and rapped out some orders, and eager hands hustled them inside the tipis, out of the cold and the wet. The wind flapped open her hood. She really was a redskin: her face was a ruddy, mordant rouge-brown. Her nose had a prominent bump on the bridge, and almost negroid nostrils. Her brown eyes were swimmingly large and her gaze was direct. When he asked her name, she said it was Makwa-ikwa.

“What does that mean in English?”

“The Bear Woman,” she said.
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THROUGH THE COLD TIME
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The stubs of Gus Schroeder’s amputated fingers healed without infection. Rob J. visited the farmer perhaps too often, for he was intrigued by the woman in the cabin on the Schroeder place. Alma Schroeder at first was closemouthed, but as soon as she was convinced that Rob J. wanted to help, she became maternally voluble about the younger woman. Twenty-two years old, Sarah was a widow, having come to Illinois from Virginia five years before with her young husband, Alexander Bledsoe. For two springs Bledsoe had broken the stubborn deep-rooted sod, struggling with a plow and a yoke of oxen to make his fields as large as possible before the summer prairie grass sent spears higher than the top of his head. In May of his second year in the west he came down with the Illinois mange, followed by the fever that killed him.

“That next spring she tries to plow and plant, all by herself,” Alma said. “She gets in a kleine crop, breaks a little more sod, but she just can’t do it. Just can’t farm. That summer we come from Ohio, Gus and me. We make, what you call it? A rangement? She turns her fields over to Gustav, we keep her in cornmeal, garden sass. Wood for the fire.”

“How old is the child?”

“Two year,” Alma Schroeder said levelly. “She never said, but we think Will Mosby was the father. Will and Frank Mosby, brothers, used to live downriver. When we moved here, Will Mosby was spending lots of time with her. We were glad. Out here, a woman needs a man.” Alma sighed with contempt. “Them brothers. No good, no good. Frank Mosby is hiding from the law. Will was killed in a saloon fight, just before the baby come. Couple months later, Sarah gets sick.”

“She doesn’t have much luck.”

“No luck. She’s bad sick, says she’s dying of cancer. Gets pains in her stomach, hurts so bad she can’t … you know … hold the water.”

“Has she lost control of her bowels too?”

Alma Schroeder colored. Talk of a baby born out of wedlock was merely observation of life’s vagaries, but she wasn’t accustomed to discussing bodily functions with any man but Gus, not even a doctor.

“No. Just the water…. She wants me to take the boy when she goes. We’re already feeding five …” She looked at him fiercely. “You got medicine to give her for the hurting?”

Someone with cancer had a choice of whiskey or opium. There was nothing she could take and still look after her child. But when he left the Schroeders’, he stopped by her cabin, closed up and lifeless-looking. “Mrs. Bledsoe,” he called. He rapped on the door.

Nothing.

“Mrs. Bledsoe. I’m Rob J. Cole. I’m a doctor.” He knocked again.

“Go way!”

“I said I’m a doctor. Maybe I can do something.”

“Go way. Go way. Go away.”

By the end of winter his own cabin took on a feeling of home. Wherever he went he acquired homely things—an iron pot, two tin drinking cups, a colored bottle, an earthen bowl, wooden spoons. Some he bought. Some he accepted in payment, like the pair of old but serviceable patchwork quilts; he hung one on the north wall to cut down the drafts and used the other to comfort the bed Alden Kimball made for him. Alden also made him a three-legged stool and a low bench for in front of the hearth, and just before the snows came Kimball had rolled into the cabin a three-foot section of sycamore tree and set it on its end. He nailed a few lengths of board to it and Rob spread an old wool blanket over the planks. At this table he sat kinglike on the best piece of furniture in the house, a chair with a seat of plaited hickory bark, taking his meals or reading his books and journals before bedtime by the uncertain light of a rag burning in a dish of melted lard. The fireplace made of river stones and clay kept the small cabin warm. Over it, his rifles rested on pegs, and from the rafters he had hung bunches of herbs, braids of onions and garlic, threads of dried apple slices, and a hard sausage and a smoke-blackened ham. In a corner he accumulated tools—a hoe, an ax, a grubber, a wooden fork, all made with differing degrees of workmanship.

Occasionally he played the viola da gamba. Most of the time he was too tired to make music all by himself. On March 2 a letter from Jay Geiger and a supply of sulfur came to the stage office in Rock Island. Geiger wrote that Rob J.’s description of the land in Holden’s Crossing was more than he and his wife had hoped for. He had sent Nick Holden a draft of money to cover the deposit on the property and he would take over future payments to the government land office. Unfortunately, the Geigers didn’t plan to come to Illinois for some time; Lillian was pregnant again, “an unexpected occurrence which, though it fills us with joy, will delay our departure from this place.” They would wait until their second child was born and was old enough to survive the jolting ride over the prairie.

Rob J. read the letter with mixed feelings. He was delighted that Jay trusted his recommendation about the land and someday would be his neighbor. Yet he despaired because that day wasn’t in sight. He would have given a lot to be able to sit with Jason and Lillian and make music that comforted him and transported his soul. The prairie was a huge, silent prison, and most of the time he was alone in it.

He told himself he should look for a likely dog.

By midwinter the Sauks were lean and hungry again. Gus Schroeder wondered aloud why Rob J. wanted to buy two more sacks of corn, but didn’t press the matter when Rob offered no explanation. The Indians accepted the additional gift of corn from him silently and without visible emotion, as before. He brought Makwa-ikwa a pound of coffee and took to spending time by her fire. She eked out the coffee with so much parched wild root that it was different from any coffee he’d ever had. They drank it black; it wasn’t good but it was hot and somehow Indian-tasting. Gradually they learned about one another. She had four years of schooling in a mission for Indian children near Fort Crawford. She could read a little and had heard of Scotland, but when he assumed she was a Christian, she set him right. Her people worshiped Se-wanna—their top god—and other manitous, and she told them how to do it, in the old ways. He saw she was as much a priestess as anything, which helped her be an effective healer. She knew all about the botanical medicines of that place, and bunches of dried herbs hung from her tent poles. Several times he watched her treat Sauks, beginning by squatting at the sick Indian’s side and softly playing a drum made from a pottery jar filled two-thirds with water and with a thin cured skin stretched over its mouth. She rubbed the drumhead with a curved stick. The result was a low-pitched thunder that eventually had a soporific effect. After a while, she put both her hands on the body part that needed healing and talked to the sick person in their tongue. He saw her ease a young man’s sprung back that way, and an old woman’s tortured bones.

“How do your hands make the pain go away?”

But she shook her head. “I can’t splain.”

Rob J. took the old woman’s hands in his. Despite the fact that her pain had been driven away he felt the ebbing of her forces. He told Makwa-ikwa the old woman had only a few days to live. When he returned to the Sauk camp five days later, she was dead.

“How did you know?” Makwa-ikwa asked.

“Death that’s coming … some people in my family can feel it. A kind of gift. I can’t explain.”

So each took the other on faith. He found her tremendously interesting, completely different from anyone he had known. Even then, physical awareness was a presence between them. Mostly they sat by her small fire in the tipi and drank coffee or talked. One day he tried to tell her what Scotland was like and was unable to determine how much she comprehended, but she listened and now and then asked a question about wild animals or crops. She explained to him the tribal structure of the Sauks, and now it was her turn to be patient, for he found it complicated. The Sauk Nation was divided into twelve groups similar to Scottish clans, only instead of McDonald and Bruce and Stewart they had these names: Namawuck, Sturgeon; Muc-kissou, Bald Eagle; Pucca-hummowuck, Ringed Perch; Macco Pennyack, Bear Potato; Kiche Cumme, Great Lake; Payshake-issewuck, Deer; Pesshe-peshewuck, Panther; Waymeco-uck, Thunder; Muck-wuck, Bear; Me-seco, Black Bass; Aha-wuck, Swan; and Muhwha-wuck, Wolf. The clans lived together with no competition, but every Sauk male belonged to one of two highly competitive Halves, the Keeso-qui, Long Hairs, or the Osh-cush, Brave Men. Each first man-child was declared a member of his father’s Half at birth; each second boy became a member of the other Half, and so forth, alternating so that the two Halves were represented more or less equally within each family and within each clan. They competed in games, in hunting, in making children, in counting coup and other deeds of bravery—in every aspect of their lives. The savage competition kept the Sauks strong and courageous, but there were no blood feuds between Halves. It struck Rob J. that it was a more sensible system than the one with which he was familiar, more civilized, for thousands of Scots had died at the hands of rival clansmen during many centuries of savage internecine strife.

Because of the short rations and a queasiness toward trusting the Indians’ food preparation, at first he avoided sharing Makwa-ikwa’s meals. Then, on several occasions when the hunters were successful, he ate her cooking and found it palatable. He saw that they ate more stews than roasts and, given a choice, would take red meat or fowl over fish. She told him about dog feasts, religious meals because the manitous esteemed canine flesh. She explained that the more the dog was valued as a pet, the better the sacrifice at a dog feast and the stronger the medicine. He couldn’t hide his revulsion. “You don’t find it strange to eat a pet dog?”

“Not so strange as to eat blood and body of Christ.”

He was a normal young man, and sometimes, even though they were bundled against the cold by many layers of clothing and furs, he became painfully horny. If their fingers touched as she handed him coffee, he felt a glandular shock. Once he took her cold square hands in his and was shaken by the vitality he felt surging in her. He examined her short fingers, the roughened red-brown skin, the pink calluses in her palms. He asked if she would come sometime to his cabin, to visit. She looked at him silently and reclaimed her hands. She didn’t say she wouldn’t visit his cabin, but she never came.

During mud season Rob J. rode out to the Indian village, avoiding the sloughs that had sprung up everywhere as the spongelike prairie was unable to absorb all the bounty of the melted snows. He found the Sauks breaking their winter camp and followed them six miles to an open site where the Indians were replacing their snug winter tipis by building hedonoso-tes, longhouses of interwoven branches through which the mild breezes of summer would blow. There was a good reason for moving camps; the Sauks knew nothing about sanitation, and the winter camp stank of their shit. Surviving the harsh winter and moving to the summer camp obviously had lifted the Indians’ spirits, and everywhere Rob J. looked he saw young men wrestling, racing, or playing at ball-and-stick, a game he had never witnessed before. It utilized stout wooden staffs with leather webbed bags at one end, and a buckskin-covered wooden ball. While running at full speed, a player hurled the ball out of his netted stick and another player caught it deftly in his net. By passing it to one another they moved the ball considerable distances. The play was fast and very rough. When a player carried the ball, the other players felt free to try to dislodge it from his net by lashing out with their sticks, often landing wicked blows on their opponents’ bodies or limbs, with contenders tripping and crashing. Noting the fascination with which Rob was following the action, one of the four Indian players beckoned and handed over his stick.

The others grinned and quickly made him part of the game, which seemed to him to be more mayhem than sport. He was larger than most of the other players, more muscular. At first opportunity, the man with the ball flicked his wrist and sent the hard sphere hurtling toward Rob. He stabbed at it ineffectually and had to run to claim it, only to find himself in the midst of a wildcat fight, a clashing of long sticks that mostly seemed to land on his flesh. The long passing baffled him. Full of rueful appreciation of skills he didn’t possess, he soon handed the stick back to its owner.

While he ate stewed rabbit in Makwa-ikwa’s longhouse, the medicine woman told him quietly that the Sauks wished him to do them a service. All through the hard winter they had taken pelts in their traps. Now they had two bales of prime mink, fox, beaver, and muskrat. They wanted to trade the furs for seed to plant their first summer’s crop.

It surprised Rob J., because he hadn’t thought of Indians as farmers.

“If we brought the furs to a white trader ourselves, we would be cheated,” Makwa-ikwa told him. She said it without rancor, the way she would tell him any other fact.

So one morning he and Alden Kimball led two packhorses laden with fur pelts, and another horse without a pack, all the way to Rock Island. Rob J. traded hard with the storekeeper there and in exchange for the furs came away with five sacks of seed corn—a sack of small early corn, two sacks of a larger, flinty, hard-kerneled corn for hominy, and two sacks of a large-eared soft-kerneled meal corn—and three sacks each of bean, pumpkin, and squash seeds. In addition, he received three United States twenty-dollar gold pieces to give the Sauks a small emergency fund for other things they might need to buy from the whites. Alden was full of admiration for his employer’s shrewdness, believing Rob J. had arranged the complicated trading deal for his own profit.

That night they stayed in Rock Island. In a saloon Rob nursed two glasses of ale and listened to the bragging reminiscences of old Indian fighters. “This whole place belonged to either the Sauk or the Fox,” said the rheumy-eyed barkeep. “The Sauk called themselves the Osaukie and the Fox called themselves Mesquakies. Together they had everthin between the Mississippi on the west, Lake Michigan on the east, the Wisconsin on the north, and the Illinois River on the south—fifty million damned acres of the best farmland! Their biggest village was Sauk-e-nuk, a regular town with streets and a square. Eleven thousand Sauks lived there, farmin twenty-five hundred acres between the Rock River and the Mississippi. Well, it didn’t take us very long to stampede them red bastards and put that good land to use!”

The stories were anecdotes of bloody fights with Black Hawk and his warriors, in which the Indians always were demonic, the whites always brave and noble. They were tales related by veterans of the Great Crusades, mostly transparent lies, dreams of what might have been if those telling them had been better men. Rob J. recognized that most white men didn’t see what he did when he looked at Indians. The others talked as if the Sauks were wild animals who had been righteously hunted down until they had fled, leaving the countryside safer for human folk. Rob had been searching all his life for the spiritual freedom he recognized in the Sauks. It was what he had been seeking when he wrote the handbill in Scotland, what he’d thought he had watched die when Andrew Gerould had been hanged. Now he had discovered it in a bunch of ragtag red-skinned exotics. He was not romanticizing; he recognized the squalor of the Sauk camp, the backwardness of their culture in a world that had passed them by. But nursing his mug of drink, trying to pretend interest in the alcoholic stories of disembowelments, of scalpings, of looting and rapine, he knew that Makwa-ikwa and her Sauks were the best thing that had happened to him in this place.
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BALL-AND-STICK
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Rob J. came upon Sarah Bledsoe and her child the way one surprises wild creatures in rare moments of ease. He’d seen birds drowsing in the sun with just such rapt contentment after dusting themselves and preening. The woman and her son were sitting on the ground outside her cabin, their eyes closed. She’d done no preening. Her long blond hair was dull and snarled, and the wrinkled dress that covered her skinny body was filthy. Her skin was puffy and her drawn white face reflected her illness. The little boy, who was asleep, had fair hair like his mother’s, equally matted.

When Sarah opened her blue eyes and looked into Rob’s, everything rushed into her face—surprise, fear, dismay, and anger—and without a word she swept up her son and bounded into the house. He went up to the cabin entrance. He’d come to hate his periodic attempts to talk to her through this slab of wood.

“Mrs. Bledsoe, please. I want to help you,” he called, but her only answer was a grunt of effort and the sound of the heavy bar falling across the door.

The Indians didn’t bust the sod with plows, the way white homesteaders would. Instead, they looked for thin places in the grass cover and poked through to the soil, dropping seeds into the drills left by their sharpened planting sticks. They covered the toughest areas of grass with brush piles that would cause the sod to rot out in a year, so there would be more planting area in which to sow their seeds the following spring.

When Rob J. visited the Sauks’ summer camp, the corn planting was done and celebration was in the air. Makwa-ikwa told him that after planting came the Crane Dance, their most joyous festival. Its first event was a great ball-and-stick game in which every male participated. There was no need to recruit teams, it was Half against Half. The Long Hairs had half a dozen fewer men than the Brave Men. It was the big Indian called Comes Singing who brought about Rob’s undoing, for while he stood and talked with Makwa-ikwa, Comes Singing came and spoke with her.

“He invites you to run at the ball-and-stick with the Long Hairs,” she said in English, turning to Rob.

“Ah, well.” He grinned at them foolishly. It was the last thing he wanted to do, recalling the Indians’ skill and his own clumsiness. The words of refusal were on his tongue, but the man and woman watched him with a special interest, and he sensed that the invitation had significance he didn’t understand. So instead of waving the summons off, which a sensible man would have done, he thanked them politely and told them he’d be pleased to run with the Long Hairs.

In her precise schoolgirl English—so curious to hear—she explained that the contest would start in the summer village. The winning Half would be the one that put the ball into a small cave in the opposite riverbank, about six miles downstream.

“Six miles!” He was further astonished to learn that there were no sidelines. Makwa-ikwa managed to convey to him that anyone who ran off to the side in order to avoid his opponents would not be highly regarded.

To Rob it was a foreign contest, an alien game, a manifestation of a savage culture. So why was he doing this? He asked himself the question dozens of times that night, for he slept in Comes Singing’s hedonoso-te because the game would start soon after dawn. The longhouse was about fifty feet long and twenty feet wide, constructed of woven branches covered on the outside by sheets of elm bark. There were no windows, and the doorways at each end were hung with buffalo robes, but the loose construction provided plenty of air. It had eight compartments, four on either side of a central corridor. Comes Singing and his wife, Moon, slept in one, Moon’s elderly parents slept in another, and another was occupied by their two children. The other compartments were storerooms, in one of which Rob J. spent a restless night, studying the stars through the smoke hole in the roof and listening to sighs, bad dreams, windbreaking and, on several occasions, what could only have been the sounds of vigorous and enthusiastic copulation, although his host never sang a note or even hummed.

In the morning, after breakfasting on boiled white-flint hominy in which he tasted lumps of ash and mercifully didn’t recognize other things, Rob J. submitted to an unlikely honor. Not all the Long Hairs had long hair; the way the teams would be differentiated was in their paint. Long Hairs wore black paint, a mixture of animal grease and charcoal. Brave Men smeared themselves with a white clay. All over the camp, males dipped their fingers into the paint bowls and decorated their skins. Comes Singing applied black streaks to his own features, chest, and arms. Then he proffered the paint to Rob.

Why not? he asked himself giddily, scooping out the black dye with two fingers like a man eating pease porridge without a spoon. It felt gritty as he drew it on his forehead and across his cheeks. He dropped his shirt to the ground, a nervous male butterfly shedding its chrysalis, and streaked his torso. Comes Singing stared at his heavy Scots brogues and disappeared, coming back with a pair of light deerskin shoes similar to those worn by all the Sauks, but though Rob tried on several pairs, he had a great foot, even larger than Comes Singing’s. They laughed together at the size, and the big Indian abandoned the cause and left him shod in his heavy boots.

Comes Singing handed him a net-stick whose hickory handle was as stout as a cudgel, and motioned for him to follow. The competing forces assembled in an open square around which the longhouses were built. Makwa-ikwa made a pronouncement in their tongue, doubtless a benediction, and then, before Rob J. knew what had happened, she drew back her hand and flung the ball, which swam toward the waiting warriors in a lazy parabola that ended in the savage clashing of sticks and wild cries and grunts of pain. To Rob’s disappointment, the Brave Men gained the ball, which was carried off in the net of a long-legged breech-clad youth, hardly more than a boy, but with the muscular legs of an adult runner. He was quick off the mark, and the pack followed behind like dogs after a hare. It was clearly a time for the sprinters, for the ball was passed several times on the dead run and soon was far ahead of Rob.

Comes Singing had remained by his side. Several times they gained on the swiftest men as combat was joined, slowing the forward movement. Comes Singing grunted in satisfaction as the ball was snared in the net of a Long Hair, but he didn’t appear surprised when it was recaptured by the Brave Men a few minutes later. As the pack coursed along the tree line that followed the river, the big Indian gestured for Rob to follow him, and the two of them turned off from the route the others had taken and moved across the open prairie, their pounding feet sending the heavy dew flying from the young grass, so it looked as though a swarm of silver insects sought to eat their heels.

Where was he being led? And could he trust this Indian? It was too late to worry himself with such questions, for he had already invested his faith. He concentrated his energy on keeping up with Comes Singing, who moved well for so large a person. Soon he saw Comes Singing’s purpose: they were running headlong in a straight line that might make it possible to intercept the others on the longer route along the river trail. By the time he and Comes Singing were able to stop running, Rob J.’s feet were leaden, he was gulping for breath, and there was a stitch in his side. But they got to the bend in the river before the pack.

Indeed, the pack had been left behind by front-runners. As Rob and Comes Singing waited in a grove of hickories and oak, sucking as much air as possible into their lungs, three white-painted runners loped into sight. The leading Sauk didn’t have the ball; he carried his empty net-stick loosely as he ran, as if it were a spear. His feet were bare, and for clothing he wore only a pair of ragged trousers that had started life as white man’s brown homespun pants. He was smaller than either of the two men in the trees but muscular and made even more fierce-looking by the fact that his left ear had been torn off a long time ago, a trauma that had left that side of his head knotted with scar tissue. Rob J. tensed, but Comes Singing touched his arm, restraining him, and they let the scout runner pass. Not far behind, the ball was carried in the net of the youthful Brave Man who had snagged it when Makwa-ikwa had thrown it into play. Next to him ran a short, burly Sauk in cut-down trousers that once had been issued by the U.S. cavalry, blue with a broad dirty-yellow stripe on each side.

Comes Singing pointed to Rob and then at the youth, and Rob nodded: the boy was his responsibility. He knew they had to strike before surprise was lost, because if this Brave Man ran away, he and Comes Singing wouldn’t catch him.

So they struck like thunder and lightning, and now Rob J. saw one of the purposes of the leather thongs tied about his arms, for as quickly as a good shepherd would have upended a ram and bound his legs, Comes Singing flung the guard runner to the ground and trussed his wrists and ankles. And none too soon, for the scout runner had turned back. Rob was slower in binding the young Sauk, so Comes Singing went out alone to face the one-eared man. The Brave Man used his net-stick as a club, but Comes Singing eluded the blow almost disdainfully. He was half again the other man’s size, and fiercer, and he grappled him to the ground and tied him almost before Rob J. was finished with his own prisoner.

Comes Singing picked up the ball and dropped it into Rob’s net. Without a word or glance at the three bound Sauks, Comes Singing ran off. Holding the ball in the net as if it were a bomb with a lighted fuse, Rob J. plunged down the trail after him.

They’d gone unchallenged when Comes Singing stopped him and indicated they had reached the place where they would cross the river. Another use of the thongs was demonstrated when Comes Singing tied Rob’s net-stick to his belt, leaving his hands free for swimming. Comes Singing tied his own stick to his loincloth and kicked off his deerskin shoes, abandoning them. Rob J. knew his feet were too tender to allow him to run without his boots, so he joined them by their laces and hung them around his neck. That left him with the ball, and he tucked it down the front of his trousers.

Comes Singing grinned and held up three fingers.

Though it didn’t represent the soul of wit, yet it broke Rob’s tension, and he threw back his head and laughed—a mistake, for the water that carried away the sound gave back cries of pursuit as their location was discovered, and they lost no time in entering the cold river.

They kept pace, although Rob used the European breaststroke and Comes Singing propelled himself by moving his hands the way animals swim. Rob was enjoying himself mightily; he didn’t feel like a noble savage, exactly, but it would take very little to convince himself he was Leatherstocking. When they reached the far shore, Comes Singing grunted at him impatiently while he pulled on his boots. The heads of their pursuers could be seen bobbing on the river like so many apples in a tub. When finally Rob was ready and the ball was back in his net, the foremost of the swimmers was almost across.

As soon as they ran, Come Singing’s pointing finger showed him the mouth of the small cave that was their goal, and the dark opening pulled him forward. An exultant cry in the Erse rose to his tongue, but it was premature. Half a dozen Sauks burst onto the trail between them and the mouth of the cave; although the water had obliterated much of their paint, traces of white clay remained. Almost at once a pair of Long Hairs followed the Brave Men out of the woods and attacked. In the fifteenth century, one of Rob’s ancestors, Brian Cullen, had single-handedly held off an entire war party of the McLaughlins by whirling his great Scots sword in a whistling circle of death. With two less lethal circles that were nonetheless intimidating, the two Long Hairs now held three of their opponents at bay by whirling their sticks. This left three Brave Men free to try to get the ball. Comes Singing neatly parried a bludgeon swing with his own net-stick and then disposed of his opponent with the well-placed sole of his bare foot.

“That’s it, in the arse, kick his murderous arse,” Rob J. bellowed, forgetting none could understand his words. An Indian came at him as if hemp-crazed. Rob sidestepped and, as the man’s bare toes hove into range, stamped down a heavy brogan. A few running paces beyond his groaning victim, and he was close enough to the cave even for his limited skills. With a snap of his wrists the ball was on its journey. Never mind that instead of a hard, clean shot it bounced its way into the dim interior. The important thing was, they saw it enter.

He threw his stick into the air and screamed, “Victore-e-e! To the Black Clan!”

He heard rather than felt the blow as the net-stick swung by the man behind him connected with his head. It was a crisp, solid sound, similar to one he’d learned to recognize in the lumber camp, the thunk made by a double-bitted ax coming into contact with a solid oak log. To his amazement, the ground seemed to open. He fell into a deep hole that brought on the darkness and ended everything, turning him off like a stopped clock.
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A PRESENT FROM STONE DOG
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He knew nothing of being toted back to their camp like a sack of grain. When he opened his eyes it was dark of night. He smelled bruised grass. Roasted meat, perhaps fat squirrel. The smoke of the fire. The femaleness of Makwa-ikwa, who leaned over him and watched him with young-ancient eyes. He didn’t know the question she was asking, aware only of a terrible pain in his head. The smell of the meat nauseated. Apparently she anticipated it, for she was holding his head over a wooden bucket and enabling him to vomit.

When he was finished, and weak and gasping, she gave him a potion to drink, something cool and green and bitter. He thought he detected mint, but there was a stronger and less agreeable taste. He tried to turn his head in refusal, but she held him firmly and forced him to swallow as if he were a child. He was annoyed with her, angry. But soon after, he slept. From time to time he awakened and she force-fed him the bitter green liquid. And in this way, sleeping, semiconscious, or suckling at Mother Nature’s odd-tasting teat, he passed almost two days.

On the third morning the lump on his head was down and the headache was gone. She agreed he was getting better but dosed him just as heavily, and he slept again.

All around him, the festival of the Crane Dance continued. Sometimes there were the mutterings of her water drum and of voices singing in their strange and guttural language, and the near and far-off noises of games and races, the shouts of the Indian spectators. Late in the day he opened his eyes in the dimness of the longhouse and saw Makwa-ikwa changing her costume. He focused on her womanly breasts, puzzling to him because there was enough light to reveal what appeared to be welts and scars forming strange symbols, runelike markings that ran from her chest wall to the areolae of both nipples.

Although he didn’t move and made no sound, somehow she sensed his wakefulness. For a moment as she stood before him, their eyes met. Then she faced away from him, turned her back. Not, he felt, to hide the dark, tangled triangle so much as to protect from him the mysterious symbols on the priestly bosom. Sacred breasts, he told himself wonderingly. There was nothing sacred about her hips and buttocks. She was large-boned but he wondered why she was called Bear Woman, for in her face and suppleness she was more like a powerful cat. He couldn’t guess her age. He was afflicted by a sudden vision of taking her from behind while grasping in each hand a thick braid of greased black hair, like riding a sensual human horse. He contemplated with amazement the fact that he was planning to be the lover of a red-skinned female savage more wonderful than any James Fenimore Cooper had been able to imagine, and became aware of a vigorous physical response. Priapism could be an ominous sign, but he knew the manifestation was caused by this woman and not by an injury, and therefore presaged his recovery.

He lay quietly and watched as she put on a fringed garment of deerskin. From her right shoulder she hung a strap composed of four strands of colored thongs, ending in a leather pouch painted with symbolic figures and a circlet of large bright feathers from birds unfamiliar to Rob, the pouch and circlet falling on her left hip.

In a moment she had slipped outside. Soon, as he lay there, he heard her voice rising and falling, certainly in prayer.

Heugh! Heugh! Heugh! they answered her in unison, and she sang some more. He didn’t have the slightest idea what she was saying to their god, but her voice gave him chills and he listened hard, peering up through the smoke hole of her lodge at stars like chunks of ice that somehow she had set on fire.

That night he waited impatiently for sounds of the Crane Dance to end. He dozed, awoke to listen, fretted, waited some more, until the sounds were done, the voices dwindled and fallen silent, the festivities over. Finally he was alerted by the sound of someone entering the longhouse, of the rustling of clothing removed and dropped. A body settled beside him with a sigh, hands reached out and found him, his hands discovered flesh. All was accomplished in silence save for indrawn breaths, an amused grunt, a hiss. He needed to do little. If he wanted to prolong pleasure, he could not, for he had been too long celibate. She was experienced and deft, he was urgent and quick, and afterward, disappointed.

… Like biting into wonderful fruit to find it not what he had hoped.

Taking inventory in the dark, it now seemed to him that the breasts drooped more than he remembered, and under his fingers their walls were smooth and scarless. Crawling to the fire, Rob J. took a stick and waved the glowing end to cause it to burn.

When he crept back to the mat with the torch, he sighed.

The broad flat face that smiled up at him was in no way unpleasant, only he had never seen the woman before.

In the morning, when Makwa-ikwa returned to her longhouse, she wore again her customary shapeless costume of faded homespun. Clearly the Crane Dance festival finally was over. While she prepared the hominy to break their fast, he was sullen. He told her she must never send a woman to him again, and she nodded in a bland, noncommittal way she doubtless had learned as a girl when the Christian teachers had talked to her severely.

The female she had sent him was named Smoke Woman, she said. As she cooked, she told him without emotion that she herself couldn’t lie with a man, for to do so would be to lose her medicine.

Bloody aborigine nonsense, he thought in despair. Yet obviously she believed it.

But he considered it as they ate, her harsh Sauk coffee tasting more bitter than ever to him. In fairness, he acknowledged how quickly he would shun her if slipping his penis into her would mean an end to his doctoring.

He was forced to admire the way she had handled the situation, making certain the fires of his ardor had been banked before telling him simply and honestly where things stood. She was a most unusual woman, he told himself, not for the first time.

That afternoon, Sauks crowded into her hedonoso-te. Comes Singing spoke briefly, addressing the other Indians instead of Rob, but Makwa-ikwa translated.

“I’neni’wa. He is a man,” the big Indian said. He said that Cawso wabeskiou, the White Shaman, ever more would be a Sauk and a Long Hair. For all their days all Sauks would be the brothers and sisters of Cawso wabeskiou.

The Brave Man who had hit Rob on the head after the ball-and-stick game had been won was pushed forward, grinning and shuffling. He was a man named Stone Dog. Sauks didn’t know about apologies, but they knew about reparations. Stone Dog gave him a leather pouch similar to the one Makwa-ikwa sometimes wore, only decorated with wood-pig quills instead of feathers.

Makwa-ikwa said it was to hold his medicine bundle, the collection of sacred personal articles called a Mee-shome, never to be shown to anyone, from which every Sauk draws strength and power. To allow him to wear the pouch, she gave him a gift of four dyed sinews—a brown, an orange, a blue, and a black—fastening them to the pouch like a strap so he could wear it from his shoulder. The cords were called Izze cloths, she said. “Wherever you wear them, bullets can’t hurt you, and your presence will help the crops and cure the sick.”

He was moved, yet embarrassed. “I am happy to be a brother to the Sauks.”

He had always had a hard time expressing appreciation. When his uncle Ranald had spent fifty pounds to buy him the post of dresser at University Hospital so he could gain surgical experience while a medical student, he had scarcely been able to utter thanks. Now he didn’t do better. Fortunately, the Sauk were not given to displays of gratitude either, or to farewells, and nobody made anything of it when he went out and saddled his horse and rode away.

Back at his own cabin, at first he made a game of selecting objects for his sacred medicine bundle. Several weeks before, he had found a tiny animal skull, white and clean and mysterious, on the floor of the woods. He thought it was a skunk’s, it seemed the right size. All right, but what else? The finger of a birth-strangled child? Eye of newt, toe of frog, wool of bat, tongue of dog? Suddenly he wanted to assemble his medicine bundle with great seriousness. What were the objects of his essence, the clues to his soul, the Mee-shome wherein Robert Judson Cole derived his power?

He placed in the pouch the prize heirloom of the Cole family, the blue steel surgeon’s knife that the Coles called Rob J.’s scalpel and that always went to the oldest son who became a physician.

What else could be drawn from his early life? It wasn’t possible to put the cold air of the Highlands in a bag. Or the warm security of family. He wished he owned a likeness of his father, whose features he had long forgotten. His mother had given him a Bible when they had said good-bye, and for that reason he treasured it, but it wouldn’t go into his Mee-shome. He knew he wouldn’t see his mother again; perhaps she was already dead. It occurred to him to try to put her likeness to paper while it was still familiar. When he tried, a sketch came easily except for her nose, then it took anguished hours of failure until finally he had her right, and he rolled up the paper and tied it and placed it in the pouch.

He added the score that Jay Geiger had transcribed so he would be able to play Chopin on the viola da gamba.

A bar of strong brown soap went in, symbol of what Oliver Wendell Holmes had taught him about cleanliness and surgery. That started him thinking along new lines, and after some reflection he removed everything from the pouch but the scalpel and the soap. Then he added rags and dressings, an assortment of drugs and medicinals, and the surgical instruments he needed when he made house calls.

When he was done, the pouch was a medicine bag that carried the supplies and tools of his art and craft. Therefore it was the medicine bundle that gave him his powers, and he was extremely happy with the gift the blow to his hard head had won from the White Paint named Stone Dog.
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It was an important event when he bought his sheep, because the blatting was the last detail needed to make him know he was at home. At first he worked the merinos with Alden, but it was apparent that Kimball was as capable with sheep as with other animals, and soon Alden was docking tails, castrating male lambs, and watching out for scab all by himself, as though he’d been a shepherd for years. It was well Rob wasn’t needed on the farm, because as word spread about the presence of a good doctor, patients summoned him to ride greater distances. Soon, he knew, he’d have to limit the area of his practice, because Nick Holden’s dream was working, and new families kept arriving in Holden’s Crossing. Nick rode over one morning to inspect the flock and pronounce it odoriferous, and stayed “to let you in on something promising. A grist mill.”

One of the new arrivals was a German named Pfersick, a miller from New Jersey. Pfersick knew where he could buy milling equipment, but he had no capital. “Nine hundred dollars should do it. I’ll put up six hundred for fifty percent of the stock. You put up three hundred for twenty-five percent—I’ll advance what you need—and we’ll give Pfersick twenty-five percent for running the business.”

Rob had paid back less than half the money he owed Nick, and he hated debt. “You’re putting out all the money, why not just take seventy-five percent?”

“I want to feather your nest until its so soft and rich you won’t be tempted to fly. You’re as much a commodity to a town as water.”

Rob J. knew it was true. When he and Alden had gone to Rock Island to buy sheep, they’d seen a handbill Nick had distributed, describing the many advantages of settling in Holden’s Crossing, among which the clinical presence of Dr. Cole had been prominent. He couldn’t see that going into the grist-mill business would compromise his position as a physician, and in the end he nodded.

“Partners!” Nick said.

They shook hands on the deal. Rob refused a huge celebratory cigar—using stogies to administer nicotine anally had dampened his appetite for tobacco. When Nick lit up, Rob said he looked the perfect banker.

“That’ll come sooner than you expect, and you’ll be among the first to know.” Nick blew smoke at the sky in satisfaction. “I’m going doe hunting in Rock Island this weekend. Care to join me?”

“Deer hunting? In Rock Island?”

“Not deer. People of the female persuasion. What do you say, old buck?”

“I stay away from brothels.”

“I’m talkin about choice private goods.”

“Sure. I’ll join you,” Rob J. said. He had tried to speak casually, but doubtless something in his voice revealed he didn’t treat such matters lightly, because Nick Holden grinned.

The Stephenson House reflected the personality of a Mississippi River town where nineteen hundred steamboats docked annually and where rafts of logs a third of a mile long often floated past. Whenever rivermen and lumberjacks had money, the hotel was noisy and sometimes violent. Nick Holden had made arrangements that were both expensive and private, a two-bedroom suite separated by a sitting-dining room. The women were cousins, both named Dawber, pleased by the fact that their patrons were professional men. Nick’s was Lettie, Rob’s was Virginia. They were small and pert, like sparrows, but they shared an arch manner that set Rob’s teeth on edge. Lettie was a widow. Virginia told him she’d never married, but that night when he became familiar with her body, he saw she’d borne children.

Next morning when the four of them met at breakfast, the women whispered together and giggled. Virginia must have told Lettie about the sheath Rob called Old Horny, and Lettie must have told Nick, because as they rode homeward, Nick mentioned it and laughed. “Why bother with those blamed things?”

“Well, disease,” Rob said mildly. “And to ward off fatherhood.”

“Spoils the pleasure.”

Had it been all that pleasurable? He acknowledged that his body and spirit had been eased, and when Nick said he had enjoyed the companionship, Rob said so had he, and agreed that they must go doe hunting again.

The next time he rode past the Schroeders’ place he saw Gus in a meadow wielding a scythe despite the amputated fingers, and they exchanged salutes. He was tempted to go right on past the Bledsoe cabin, because the woman had made it clear she considered him an intruder and the thought of her put him out of sorts. But at the last moment he turned the horse into the clearing and dismounted.

At the cabin he held his hand back before his knuckles could strike the door, because he could plainly hear from within the wailing of the child and hoarse adult screams. Bad sounds. When he tried the door, he found it unlocked. Inside, the smell was like a blow and the light was dim, but he could see Sarah Bledsoe on the floor. Next to her the baby sat, his wet face screwed up in terror so great at this final blow, the sight of a huge stranger, that no sound came from his open mouth. Rob J. wanted to pick up the child and comfort him, but as the woman screamed again, he knew his attention must go to her.

He knelt and touched her cheek. Cold sweat. “What is it, madam?”

“The cancer. Ah.”

“Where does it hurt, Mrs. Bledsoe?”

Her hands, long fingers spread, went like white spiders to her lower abdomen on both sides of her pelvis.

“A sharp or a dull pain?”

“Stabbing! Piercing! Sir. It’s … terrible!”

He feared her urine spilled from her through a fistula caused by child-bearing. If so, he could do nothing to help her.

She closed her eyes, for the evidence of her constant incontinence was in his nose and lungs with every breath.

“I must examine you.”

Doubtless she’d have objected, but when she opened her mouth, it was to cry out in fresh pain. She was stiff with tension but tractable as he molded her into a semiprone position on her left side and chest, her right knee and thigh drawn up. He could see that there was no fistula.

He had in his bag a small container of fresh white lard that he used as lubricant. “You must allow yourself no distress. I’m a physician,” he told her, but she wept more from humiliation than discomfort as the middle finger of his left hand slid into her vagina while his right hand palpated her abdomen. He tried to make the tip of his finger an eye; at first it could see nothing as he moved and probed, but as it came close to the pubic bone he found something.

And then another.

Gently he withdrew and gave her a rag to wipe herself, and went out to the brook to wash his hands.

In order to talk to her, he led her blinking into the harsh sunshine outside, and seated her on a stump with the cosseted child in her arms.

“You don’t have cancer.” He wished it could stop there. “You suffer from bladder-stone.”

“I shan’t die?”

He was held to truth. “With cancer you’d have little chance. With bladder-stone there’s decent chance.” He explained to her about the growth of mineral stones in the bladder, caused perhaps by unchanging diet and prolonged diarrhea.

“Yes. I had diarrhea for a long time after his birth. Is there a medicine?”

“No. No medicine to dissolve the stones. The little stones sometimes pass from your body with the urine, and often they have sharp edges that can tear tissue. I believe that’s why you’ve experienced bloody urine. But you have two large stones. Too large to pass.”

“Then will you cut me? For God’s sake …” she said unsteadily.

“No.” He hesitated, deciding how much she had to know. Part of the Hippocratic Oath he had taken said: I will not cut a person who is suffering from a stone. Some butchers ignored the oath and cut anyway, slicing deep into the perineum between the anus and the vulva or scrotum to open the bladder and get at the stones, leaving a few victims who eventually recovered, and many who died of peritonitis, and others who were maimed for life because an intestine or bladder muscle had been severed. “I’d go into the bladder with a surgical instrument through the urethra, the narrow canal through which you pass water. The instrument is called a lithotrite. It has two little steel pincers, like jaws, with which to remove or crush the stones.”

“Would there be pain?”

“Yes, mostly when I inserted the lithotrite and removed it. But the pain would be less than what you now suffer. If the procedure should succeed, you could be totally cured.” It was difficult admitting the greatest danger was that his skill might prove inadequate. “If, in trying to grasp the stone in the jaws of the lithotrite, I were to pinch the bladder and break it, or if I should tear the peritoneum, likely you would die of infection.” Studying her drawn face, he saw flashes of a younger, prettier woman. “You must decide if I am to try.”

In her agitation she held the baby too tightly and the boy began to cry again. Because of that, it took Rob J. a moment to realize what the word was that she had whispered.

Please.

He knew he’d need help while he performed the lithocenosis. Remembering the rigidity of her body during examination, he felt instinctively that his assistant should be a woman, and when he left Sarah Bledsoe he rode straight to the nearby farmhouse and had a talk with Alma Schroeder.

“Oh, I cannot, no never!” Poor Alma blanched. Her consternation was made worse by her genuine feeling for Sarah. “Gott im Himmel! Oh, Dr. Cole, please, I cannot.”

When he saw it was so, he assured her it didn’t diminish her. Some just couldn’t stand to see surgery. “It’s all right, Alma. I’ll find someone else.”

Riding away, he tried to think of a female in the district who might assist him, but he rejected the few possibilities, one by one. He had had enough of weeping; what he required was an intelligent woman with strong arms, a woman with a spirit that would allow her to remain steadfast in the face of suffering.

Halfway home, he turned the horse and rode in the direction of the Indian village.
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When Makwa allowed herself to think on it, she remembered a time when only a few of the people had white man’s clothing, when a ragged shirt or a torn dress was strong medicine because everyone wore buckskin cured and worked and chewed soft, or animal furs. When she was a child in Sauk-e-nuk—she was called Nishwri Kekawi, Two Skies, then—at first there were too few white people, mookamonik, to affect their lives. There was an army garrison on the island, established after officials in St. Louis got some Mesquakies and Sauks drunk and coerced them into signing a paper whose contents they couldn’t read sober. Two Skies’ father was Ashtibugwa-gupichee, Green Buffalo. He told Two Skies and her older sister, Meci-ikwawa, Tall Woman, that when the army post was built, the Long Knives destroyed the People’s best berry bushes. Green Buffalo was of the Bear gens, a proper birth for leadership, but he had no desire to be a chief or a medicine man. Despite his sacred name (he was named after the manitou), he was a simple man, respected because he got good yields from his fields. When he was young he fought the Iowas and counted coup. He wasn’t like some, always boasting, but when her uncle Winnawa, Short Horn, died, Two Skies learned about her father. Short Horn was the first Sauk she knew who drank himself to death on the poison the mookamon called Ohio whiskey and the People called pepper water. Sauks buried their dead, unlike some tribes, who simply raised a body into the crotch of a tree. When they lowered Short Horn into the ground, her father had struck the grave’s edge with his pucca-maw, wielding the battle club savagely. “I have killed three men in war, and I give their spirits to my brother who lies here, to serve him as slaves in the other world,” he said, and that was how Two Skies learned her father was once a warrior.

Her father was mild, a worker. First he and her mother, Matapya, Union-of-Rivers, farmed two fields of corn, pumpkins, and squash, but when the Council saw he was a good farmer they gave him two more fields. The trouble began in Two Skies’ tenth year, when a mookamon named Hawkins came and built a cabin in the field next to one her father had in corn. The field Hawkins settled on had been abandoned after its farmer, Wegu-wa, Shawnee Dancer, had died, and the Council hadn’t gotten around to reassigning the land. Hawkins brought in horses and cows. The crop fields were separated only by brush fences and hedgerows, and his horses got into Green Buffalo’s field and ate his corn. Green Buffalo caught the horses and brought them to Hawkins, but next morning the animals were back in his cornfield. He complained, but the Council didn’t know what to do, because five other white families had come and settled on Rock Island too, on land that had been farmed by Sauks for more than one hundred years.

Green Buffalo resorted to tethering Hawkins’ livestock on his own land instead of returning them, and at once he was visited by the Rock Island trader, a white named George Davenport. Davenport had been the first white to live among them, and the People trusted him. He told Green Buffalo to give the horses back to Hawkins or the Long Knives would imprison him, and Green Buffalo did as his friend Davenport advised.

That fall, the autumn of 1831, the Sauks went to their winter camp in Missouri, as they did each year. When they came back to Sauk-e-nuk in the spring, they found that additional white families had come and homesteaded on Sauk fields, breaking down fences and burning longhouses. Now the Council no longer could avoid action, and it consulted with Davenport and Felix St. Vrain, the Indian agent, and Major John Bliss, the leader of the soldiers in the fort. The meetings dragged on, and in the meantime the Council assigned other fields to the tribesmen whose land had been usurped.

A short, stocky Pennsylvania Dutchman named Joshua Vandruff had appropriated the field of a Sauk named Makataime-shekiakiak, Black Hawk. Vandruff began selling whiskey to the Indians from the hedonoso-te Black Hawk and his sons had built with their own hands. Black Hawk wasn’t a chief, but for most of his sixty-three years he’d fought against Osage, Cherokee, Chippewa, and Kaskaskia. When war between the whites had broken out in 1812, he’d gathered a force of fighting Sauks and offered their services to the Americans, only to be rebuffed. Insulted, he had extended the same offer to the English, who treated him with respect and gained his services throughout the war, giving him weapons, ammunition, medals, and the red coat that marked a soldier.

Now, as he neared old age, Black Hawk watched whiskey being sold from his home. Worse, he witnessed the corruption of his tribe by alcohol. Vandruff and his friend B. F. Pike got Indians drunk and cheated them out of furs, horses, guns, and traps. Black Hawk went to Vandruff and Pike and asked them to stop selling whiskey to Sauks. When he was ignored, he returned with half a dozen warriors who rolled all the casks from the long-house, staved them in, and poured the whiskey into the ground.

Vandruff at once packed his saddlebags with provisions for a long journey and rode to Bellville, home of John Reynolds, governor of Illinois. He swore in a deposition to the governor that the Sauk Indians were on a rampage that had resulted in a stabbing and much damage to white homesteads. He gave Governor Reynolds a second petition signed by B. F. Pike that said “the Indians pasture their horses in our wheatfields, shoot our cows and cattle, and threaten to burn our homes over our heads if we do not leave.”

Reynolds was newly elected and had promised the voters that Illinois was safe for settlers. A governor who was a successful Indian fighter might dream of the presidency. “By Jesus, sir,” he told Vandruff emotionally, “you’re asking the right man for justice.”

Seven hundred horse soldiers came and camped below Sauk-e-nuk, their presence causing excitement and unease. At the same time, a steamship belching smoke chugged up the Rocky River. The ship grounded on some of the rocks that gave the river its name, but the mookamonik freed it and soon it was anchored, its single cannon pointed directly at the village. The war chief of the whites, General Edmund P. Gaines, called a parley with the Sauks. Seated behind a table were the general, the Indian agent St. Vrain, and the trader Davenport, who interpreted. Perhaps twenty prominent Sauks came.

General Gaines said the treaty of 1803 that had set up the fort on Rock Island also had given the Great Father in Washington all the Sauk lands east of the Mississippi—fifty million acres. He told the stunned and puzzled Indians that they had received annuities, and now the Great Father in Washington wanted his children to leave Sauk-e-nuk and go to live on the other side of Masesibowi, the large river. Their Father in Washington would give them a gift of corn to see them through the winter.

Chief of the Sauks was Keokuk, who knew that the Americans were too many. When Davenport gave him the words of the white war chief, a great fist squeezed Keokuk’s heart. Though the others looked at him to answer, he was silent. But a man rose to his feet, who had learned enough language while fighting for the British, so he spoke for himself. “We never sold our country. We never received any annuities from our American Father. We will hold our village.”

General Gaines saw an Indian, almost old, without a chief’s headdress. In stained buckskins. Hollow-cheeked, with a high, bony forehead. More gray than black in the roached scalp lock that split his shaven skull. An insulting beak of a big nose leaping out between wide-set eyes. A sullen mouth above a dimpled lover’s chin that didn’t belong in that ax of a face.

Gaines sighed, and looked questioningly at Davenport.

“Name of Black Hawk.”

“What is he?” the general asked Davenport, but Black Hawk answered.

“I am a Sauk. My fathers were Sauks, great men. I wish to remain where their bones are and be buried with them. Why should I leave their fields?”

He and the general gazed at one another, stone on steel.

“I came here not to beg nor to hire you to leave your village. My business is to remove you,” Gaines said mildly. “Peaceably, if I can. Forcibly, if I must. I now give you two days to remove. If you don’t cross the Mississippi by that time, I will force you away.”

The People talked together, staring at the ship’s cannon pointed at them. The soldiers who rode by in small groups, yipping and hollering, were well-fed and well-armed, with plenty of ammunition. The Sauks had old rifles, few bullets, no reserve of food.

Keokuk sent a runner to summon Wabokieshiek, White Cloud, a medicine man who lived among the Winnebago. White Cloud was the son of a Winnebago father and a Sauk mother. He was tall and fat, with long gray hair and, a rarity among Indians, a scraggly black mustache. He was a great shaman, tending to the spiritual and medical needs of the Winnebago, the Sauks, and the Mesquakies. All three tribes knew him as the Prophet, but White Cloud had no comforting prophecy to offer Keokuk. He said the militia was a superior force and Gaines wouldn’t listen to reason. Their friend Davenport the trader met with the chief and the shaman and urged them to do as they were ordered and abandon the land before the dispute became bloody trouble.

So on the second night of the two days the People had been granted, they left Sauk-e-nuk like animals that were driven away, and they went across Masesibowi into the land of their enemies, the Iowa.

That winter Two Skies lost her belief that the world was safe. The corn delivered by the Indian agent to the new village west of Masesibowi was of poor quality and not nearly enough to keep hunger away. The People couldn’t hunt or trap enough meat, for many had bartered their guns and traps for Vandruff’s whiskey. They mourned the loss of the crops left in their fields. The mealy corn. The rich, nourishing pumpkins, the huge sweet squashes. One night five women recrossed the river and went to their old fields and picked some frozen ears of the corn they had planted themselves the previous spring. They were discovered by white homesteaders and severely beaten.

A few nights later, Black Hawk led a few men on horseback back to Rock Island. They filled sacks with corn from the fields and broke into a storehouse, taking squashes and pumpkins. Through the terrible winter, a debate raged. Keokuk, the chief, argued that Black Hawk’s action would bring the white armies. The new village wasn’t Sauk-e-nuk, but it could be a good place to live, he argued, and the presence of mookamonik across the river meant a market for the furs of Sauk trappers.

Black Hawk said whiteskins would push the Sauks as far as possible and then destroy them. The only choice was to fight. The only hope for all red men was to forget tribal enmities and join together from Canada to Mexico, with the help of the English Father, against the greater enemy, the American.

The Sauks argued at length. By spring most of the People had decided to stay with Keokuk west of the wide river. Only 368 men and their families linked their fate with Black Hawk. Among them was Green Buffalo.

Canoes were laden. Black Hawk, the Prophet, and Neosho, a Sauk medicine man, set out in the lead canoe, then the others pushed off, paddling hard against the mighty current of Masesibowi. Black Hawk wanted no destruction or killing unless his force was attacked. As they moved downstream, when they approached a mookamon settlement he ordered his people to beat their drums and sing. With women, children, and the old, he had nearly thirteen hundred voices, and settlers fled the terrible sound. In a few settlements they collected food, but they had many mouths to feed and no time to hunt or fish.

Black Hawk had sent runners to Canada to ask the British for help, and to a dozen tribes. The messengers brought back bad news. It wasn’t surprising that old enemies like the Sioux and Chippewa and Osage wouldn’t join with the Sauks against the whiteskins, but neither would their brother nation the Mesquakies, or any other friendly nation. Worse, their British Father sent the Sauks only words of encouragement and wishes for good fortune in war.

Remembering the cannon on warships, Black Hawk took his people off the river, beaching their canoes on the eastern bank from which they had been exiled. Since each scrap of food was precious, everyone became a bearer, even squaws who were big with child, like Union-of-Rivers. They skirted Rock Island and went up the Rocky River to meet with Potawatomi from whom they hoped to lease land on which to grow a corn crop. It was from the Potawatomi that Black Hawk heard that the Father in Washington had sold the Sauk territory to white investors. The townsite of Sauk-e-nuk and nearly all their fields had been bought by George Davenport, the trader who, pretending he was their friend, had urged them to abandon the land.

Black Hawk ordered a dog feast, for he knew the People needed the help of the manitous. The Prophet oversaw the strangling of the dogs, the cleansing and purification of the meat. While it was stewing, Black Hawk set his medicine bags before his men. “Braves and warriors,” he said, “Sauk-e-nuk is no more. Our lands are stolen. White-skinned soldiers have burned our hedonoso-tes. They have torn down the fences of our fields. They have plowed up our Place of the Dead and planted corn among our sacred bones. These are the medicine bags of our father, Muk-ataquet, who was the beginning of the Sauk nation. They were handed down to the great war chief of our nation, Na-namakee, who was at war with all the nations of the lakes and all the nations of the plains, and was never disgraced. I expect you all to protect them.”

The warriors ate the sacred flesh and were given courage and strength. It was necessary, for Black Hawk knew the Long Knives would be moving against them. Perhaps it was the manitous who allowed Union-of-Rivers to drop her baby at this encampment rather than along the trail. It was a man-child and did as much for the warriors’ spirits as the dog feast, because Green Buffalo named his son Wato-kimita, He-Who-Owns-Land.

Spurred by public hysteria over rumors that Black Hawk and the Sauks were on the warpath, Governor Reynolds of Illinois called for one thousand mounted volunteers. More than twice that number of would-be Indian fighters came forward, and 1,935 untrained men were mustered into military service. They were assembled at Beardstown, merged with 342 regular militiamen, and quickly formed into four regiments and two battalions of scouts. Samuel Whiteside of St. Clair County was declared a brigadier general and placed in command.

Reports from settlers indicated where Black Hawk was, and Whiteside moved his brigade out. It had been an unusually wet spring and they had to swim even the smaller creeks, while ordinary sloughs became bayous through which they floundered. It took them five days of hard travel through trailless country to reach Oquawka, where supplies should have been waiting. But the army had blundered; there were no supplies, and the men long since had eaten what they had carried in their saddlebags. Undisciplined and cantankerous, they berated their officers like the civilians they actually were, demanding that they be fed. Whiteside sent a dispatch to General Henry Atkinson at Fort Armstrong, and at once Atkinson ordered the steamer Chieftain downstream with a cargo of food. Whiteside sent the two battalions of regular militia forward, while for almost a week the main body of volunteers filled their bellies and rested.

They never lost the awareness that they were in a strange and ominous environment. On a mild May morning the bulk of the force, some sixteen hundred mounted men, burned Prophetstown, White Cloud’s deserted village. Having done so, they were inexplicably nervous and gradually became convinced that avenging Indians were behind every hill. Soon nervousness became fear, and terror produced a rout. Abandoning equipment, weapons, supplies, and ammunition, they fled for their lives before a nonexistent enemy, crashing through grasslands, brush, and forest, not stopping until, singly and in small groups, they made their shamefaced way into the settlement of Dixon, ten miles from the place where they had started to run.

The first actual contact took place not long after. Black Hawk and about forty braves were on their way to meet with some Potawatomi from whom they were trying to rent a cornfield. They had made camp on the banks of the Rock River when a runner told them a large force of Long Knives was moving in their direction. At once Black Hawk fixed a white flag to a pole and sent three unarmed Sauks to carry it to the whites and request a meeting between Black Hawk and their commander. Behind them he sent five Sauks on horseback to function as observers.

The troops were inexperienced Indian fighters, terrified at the sight of Sauks. They quickly seized the three men with the truce flag and made them prisoners, and then set out after the five observers, two of whom were overtaken and killed. The other three made it back to their camp, pursued by the militia. When the white soldiers arrived, they were attacked by about thirty-five braves led by a coldly furious Black Hawk, who was willing to die a good death to avenge the whiteskins’ treachery. The soldiers in the vanguard of the cavalry had no idea that the Indians didn’t have a vast army of warriors behind them. They took one glance at the charging Sauks and turned their ponies and fled.

Nothing is so infectious as panic in battle, and within minutes all was chaos within the militia. In the confusion, two of the three Sauks who had been captured with the flag of truce escaped. The third was shot and killed. The 275 armed and mounted militiamen were gripped by terror and fled as hysterically as had the main body of volunteers, but this time their peril wasn’t imaginary. Black Hawk’s few dozen warriors stampeded them, harried the stragglers, and came away with eleven scalps. Some of the 264 retreating whites didn’t stop their withdrawal until they reached their homes, but most of the soldiers finally straggled into the town of Dixon.

For the rest of her life the girl who was then called Two Skies would remember the joy following the battle. A child felt the hope. News of the victory sped through the red-skinned world, and at once ninety-two Winnebago came to join them. Black Hawk strode about wearing a ruffled white shirt, a leather-bound law book under his arm—both found in a saddlebag abandoned by a fleeing officer. His oratory waxed. They had shown that the mookamonik could be defeated, he said, and now the other tribes would send warriors to form the alliance that was his dream.

But the days passed, and no other warriors came. Food dwindled and hunting was bad. Finally Black Hawk sent the Winnebago in one direction and he led the People in another. Against his orders, the Winnebago struck unprotected white homesteads and took scalps, including that of St. Vrain, the Indian agent. Two days in a row the sky turned green-black and the manitou Shagwa shook air and earth. Wabokieshiek warned Black Hawk never to travel without sending scouts deep ahead, and Two Skies’ father muttered heavily that it didn’t take a prophet to know bad things were going to happen.

Governor Reynolds was furious. His shame over what had happened to his militia was shared by the populace of every border state. The depredations of the Winnebago were magnified and blamed on Black Hawk. Fresh volunteers poured in, drawn by a rumor that a bounty set by the Illinois legislature in 1814 was still in force—fifty dollars to be paid for every male Indian killed or every squaw or red-skinned child captured. Reynolds had no trouble swearing in three thousand more men. Two thousand nervous soldiers already were camped in forts along the Mississippi, under the command of General Henry Atkinson, Colonel Zachary Taylor second in command. Two companies of infantry were moved into Illinois from Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and an army of one thousand regular soldiers was transferred from eastern posts under the command of General Winfield Scott. These troops were afflicted with cholera while steamboats carried them across the Great Lakes, but even without them, an enormous force, hungry for racial revenge and restored honor, had been set into motion.

For the girl Two Skies the world became small. Always it had seemed enormous during the leisurely journey between the Sauks’ winter camp in Missouri and their summer village on the Rocky River. But now wherever her people turned there were white scouts and there was firing and screaming before they could break away. They took a few scalps and lost a few braves. They were fortunate not to encounter a main body of white-skinned troops. Black Hawk feinted and twisted in his tracks, laying false trails in an attempt to elude the soldiers, but most of his followers were women and children, and it was hard to conceal the movements of so many.

They quickly became fewer. Old people died, and some children. Two Skies’ infant brother grew small-faced and large-eyed. Their mother’s milk didn’t dry up, but the flow slackened and turned thin, so there was never enough to satisfy the child. Two Skies carried her brother most of the time.

Very soon, Black Hawk stopped speaking about driving away the whiteskins. Now he talked of escaping into the far north from which the Sauks had come hundreds of years before. But as the moons passed, many of his followers didn’t have enough faith to stay with him. Lodge by lodge left the Sauk party, slipping off by themselves. Small groups probably wouldn’t survive, but most had made up their minds that the manitous weren’t with Black Hawk.

Green Buffalo remained faithful, despite the fact that four moons after they had left Keokuk’s Sauks, Black Hawk’s party had dwindled to a few hundred people trying to keep alive by eating roots and tree bark. They returned to Masesibowi, as always taking comfort from the great river. The steamboat Warrior came upon most of the Sauks in the shallows at the mouth of the Ouisconsin River, trying to catch fish. As the boat moved toward them, Black Hawk saw the six-pound gun on the bow and knew they could fight no longer. His men waved a white flag, but the boat drew near and a Winnebago mercenary on the deck shouted in their language, “Run and hide, the whites are going to shoot!”

They had started to splash shoreward, screaming, when the cannon let go canister point-blank, followed by a heavy fire of musketry. Twenty-three Sauks were killed. The others made it into the woods, some of them dragging or carrying the wounded.

That night they talked among themselves. Black Hawk and the Prophet decided to go to the country of the Chippewa to see if they could live there. Three lodges of people said they would go with them, but the others, including Green Buffalo, had no faith that the Chippewa would give the Sauks cornfields when other tribes wouldn’t, and they determined to rejoin Keokuk’s Sauks. In the morning they said good-bye to the few who were going to the Chippewa, and they started south, toward home.

The steamboat Warrior tracked the Indians by following the flocks of carrion crows and vultures downstream. Wherever the Sauks went now, the dead were simply abandoned. Some were old people and children, some were those wounded in the previous attack. When the boat stopped to examine bodies, always the ears and the scalps were taken. It didn’t matter if the patch of dark hair came from a child or the red ear was a woman’s; they would be proudly carried back to small towns as evidence that their owners were Indian fighters.

Those Sauks still alive left Masesibowi and moved inland, only to meet the army’s Winnebago hirelings. Behind the Winnebago, lines of soldiers fixed the bayonets that led the Indians to call them Long Knives. As the whites charged, a hoarse animal cry rose from them, deeper than a war whoop but just as savage. They were so many, so intent on killing in order to regain something they believed they had lost. The Sauks could do nothing but fall back, firing. When they reached Masesibowi again they tried to fight but were quickly driven into the river. Two Skies was standing next to her mother in waist-deep water when a lead ball tore through Union-of-Rivers’ lower jaw. She dropped into the water facedown. Two Skies had to turn her mother onto her back while holding the infant He-Who-Owns-Land. She managed to do so only with the greatest difficulty; then she understood that Union-of-Rivers was dead. She couldn’t see her father or her sister. The world was gunfire and screams, and when the Sauks waded through the water to a little willow island, she went with them.

They tried to make a stand on the island, huddling behind rocks and fallen logs. But on the river, moving out of the mist like a great ghost, the steamboat soon had the small island under crossfire from its cannon. Some of the women ran into the river and tried to swim its expanse. Two Skies didn’t know that the army had hired Sioux to wait on the far bank and kill any who managed to cross, and finally she slipped into the water, clamping her teeth into the soft loose skin at the back of the baby’s neck, leaving her hands free to swim. Her teeth bit into the infant’s flesh and she could taste her brother’s blood, and the muscles in her own neck and shoulders became agonized by the strain of keeping the little head above the water. She tired quickly and knew if she continued, she and the infant would drown. The current of the river swept them downstream, away from the fire, and she turned back toward land, swimming like a fox or a squirrel moving young. When she had achieved the shore, she lay next to the screaming baby, trying not to see his ruined neck.

Soon she picked up He-Who-Owns-Land and carried him away from the sound of firing. A woman sat on the riverbank, and as they approached, Two Skies saw it was her sister. Tall Woman was covered with blood but she told Two Skies it wasn’t hers, a soldier had been raping her when a bullet hit him in the side. She had managed to get out from under his bloody body; he had lifted a hand and asked for help in his language, and she had taken a rock and killed him.

She managed to tell her story but didn’t comprehend when Two Skies told her of their mother’s death. The sound of screams and firing seemed closer. Two Skies carried her brother and led her sister deep into riverside brush, and the three of them huddled. Tall Woman didn’t speak, but He-Who-Owns-Land never stopped his high-pitched bawling, and Two Skies was afraid soldiers would hear him and come. She opened her dress and lifted his mouth to her undeveloped breast. The little nipple grew under the dry tugging of his lips and she held the baby close.

As hours passed, the firing grew less frequent and the tumult died. Afternoon shadows were long when she heard the approaching steps of a patrol, and the baby started to cry again. She thought of strangling He-Who-Owns-Land so she and Tall Woman might live. Instead, she did nothing but wait, and in a few minutes a skinny white boy poked his musket into the brush and then dragged them out.

On the way to the steamboat, wherever they looked they saw familiar dead without ears or scalps. On the deck, the Long Knives assembled thirty-nine women and children. Everyone else had been killed. The baby was still crying, and a Winnebago looked at the emaciated infant with the torn neck. “Little rat,” he said scornfully, but a redheaded soldier with two yellow stripes on his blue sleeve mixed sugar and water in a whiskey bottle and stuck a rag into it. He pulled the baby from Two Skies’ arms and gave him the sugar teat to suck, and he walked away with a pleased face, carrying her brother. Two Skies tried to follow, but the Winnebago came and struck her across the head with his hand until her ears rang. The boat moved away from the mouth of the Bad Ax, through the floating Sauk bodies. It carried them forty miles downriver to Prairie du Chien. At Prairie du Chien she and Tall Woman and three other Sauk girls, Smoke Woman, Moon, and Yellow Bird, were taken off the steamboat and placed in a wagon. Moon was younger than Two Skies. The other two were older, but not as old as Tall Woman. She didn’t know what became of the rest of the Sauk prisoners, and she never saw He-Who-Owns-Land again.

The wagon came to an army post they later learned to call Fort Crawford but didn’t turn in, taking the young Sauk females three miles beyond the fort to a white farmhouse surrounded by outbuildings and fences. Two Skies could see plowed and planted fields, and several kinds of grazing animals, and fowl. Inside the house she could scarcely draw a breath because the air was foreign with harsh soap and polishing wax, a smell of mookamonik sanctity she loathed for the rest of her life. At the Evangelical School for Indian Girls, she had to endure it for four years.

The school was run by Reverend Edvard Bronsun and Miss Eva, a middle-aged brother and sister. Nine years before, under the sponsorship of the Missionary Society of New York City, they had set forth to enter the wilderness and bring the heathen Indian to Jesus. They had started their school with two Winnebago girls, one of them feebleminded. Perversely, Indian females had resisted their repeated invitations to come and work the Bronsuns’ fields, tend their stock, whitewash and paint their buildings, and do their housework. It was only through the cooperation of law authorities and the military that their enrollment grew until, with the arrival of the Sauks, they had twenty-one sullen but obedient pupils tending one of the best-kept farms in their area.

Mr. Edvard, tall and spare, with a freckled balding scalp, instructed the girls in agriculture and religion, while Miss Eva, corpulent and icy-eyed, taught how whiteskins expected floors to be scrubbed and furniture and woodwork to be polished. The pupils’ studies consisted of housework and unceasing heavy farm labor, learning to speak English, unlearning their native languages and culture, and praying to unfamiliar gods. Miss Eva, always smiling coldly, punished for infractions such as sloth or insolence or the use of an Indian word, utilizing supple switches cut from the farm’s greengage plum tree.

The other pupils were Winnebago, Chippewa, Illinois, Kickapoo, Iroquois, and Potawatomi. All regarded the newcomers with hostility, but the Sauks didn’t fear them; arriving together, they were a tribal majority, although the system of the place sought to nullify this advantage. The first thing each new girl lost was her Indian name. The Bronsuns considered only six biblical names worthy of inspiring piety in a convert: Rachel, Ruth, Mary, Martha, Sarah, and Anna. Since this limited choice meant that several girls shared the same name, to avoid confusion they also gave each pupil a numeral that became available only when its owner left the school. Thus, Moon became Ruth Three; Tall Woman, Mary Four; Yellow Bird, Rachel Two; and Smoke Woman, Martha Three. Two Skies was Sarah Two.

It wasn’t hard to adjust. The first English words they learned were “please” and “thank you.” At meals, all foods and drinks were identified once, in English. From then on, those who didn’t ask for them in English went hungry. The Sauk girls learned English quickly. The two daily meals were hominy and cornbread and hashed root vegetables. Meat, served rarely, was fatback or small game. Children who had experienced starvation always ate hungrily. Despite the hard work, they put flesh on their bones. The dullness disappeared from Tall Woman’s eyes, but of the five Sauks she was most likely to forget herself and speak in the language of the People, and so she was beaten most often. In their second month at the school, Miss Eva heard Tall Woman whispering in the Sauk tongue and whipped her severely while Mr. Edvard watched. That night Mr. Edvard came into the dark attic dormitory and whispered that he had salve to spread on Mary Four’s back to remove the pain. He led Tall Woman out of the dormitory.

Next day, Mr. Edvard gave Tall Woman a bag of cornbread that she shared with the other Sauks. After that, he often came to the dormitory at night for Tall Woman, and the Sauk girls grew accustomed to the extra food.

Within four months Tall Woman began to be sick in the mornings, and she and Two Skies knew even before it showed in her belly that she was with child.

A few weeks later Mr. Edvard hitched the horse to the buggy and Miss Eva took Tall Woman in the buggy with her and drove away. When she came back alone, she told Two Skies her sister was blessed. Miss Eva said from now on Mary Four would work on a fine Christian farm on the other side of Fort Crawford. Two Skies never saw Tall Woman again.

Whenever Two Skies was sure they were alone, she spoke to the other Sauks in their own tongue. Picking potato bugs, she told them stories Union-of-Rivers had told her. Weeding beets, she sang the songs of the Sauks. Chopping wood, she spoke to them of Sauk-e-nuk and of the winter camp, reminding them of the dances and festivals, and of kinsmen dead and alive. If they didn’t answer in their own language, she threatened to beat them worse than Miss Eva did. Although two of the girls were older and larger than she, none challenged her, and they kept their old language.

When they had been there more than three and a half years, a Sioux girl came as a new pupil. Wing Flapper was older than Tall Woman. She was of the band of Wabashaw, and at night she taunted the Sauks with stories of how her father and her brothers had waited on the far bank of Masesibowi and had killed and scalped every one of their Sauk enemies who had made it across the river during the massacre at the mouth of the Bad Ax. Wing Flapper was given Tall Woman’s name, Mary Five. From the start, Mr. Edvard fancied her. Two Skies dreamed of killing her, but Wing Flapper’s presence proved fortunate, for within a few months she too was pregnant; perhaps Mary was a begetting name.

Two Skies watched Wing Flapper’s belly grow, and planned and prepared. Miss Eva drove Wing Flapper away in the buggy on a hot, still summer’s day. Mr. Edvard was one person, so he couldn’t watch everyone. As soon as the woman was gone, Two Skies dropped the hoe she’d been wielding in the beet field and crept out of sight behind the barn. She piled fat pine kindling against the dry timbers and ignited them with the sulfur matches she’d stolen and set aside for this moment. By the time the fire was noticed, the barn was well ablaze. Mr. Edvard ran in from the potato field like a crazy man, shouting and pop-eyed, and directed the girls to set up a bucket brigade.

Two Skies stayed cool amid the general excitement. She gathered up Moon, Yellow Bird, and Smoke Woman. As an afterthought she took one of Miss Eva’s plum switches and used it to move the farm’s great porker out of the deep black mud of the sty. She drove the pig into Miss Eva’s scrubbed and polished pious-smelling house and closed the door. Then she led the others into the woods and away from that mookamon place.

They avoided roads, staying in the woods until they reached the river. An oak log was snagged on the bank, and the four girls pushed it free. The warm waters contained the bones and ghosts of their loved ones and embraced the girls as they held on to the log and let Masesibowi carry them southward.

They left the river when it began to grow dark. That night they slept hungry in the woods. In the morning, picking berries in a riverside patch, they found a hidden Sioux canoe and stole it at once, hoping it belonged to a kinsman of Wing Flapper. It was midafternoon when they rounded a bend and came upon Prophetstown. On the bank, a red man was cleaning fish. When they saw he was a Mesquakie they laughed in relief and sent the canoe arrowing toward him.

As soon as he was able after the war, White Cloud had returned to Prophetstown. The white-skinned soldiers had burned his longhouse along with the others, but he built another hedonoso-te. When word was spread that the shaman had returned, families came as before from several tribes and raised lodges nearby so they could live their lives close to him. Other disciples arrived from time to time, but now he looked with special interest at the four small girls who had escaped the whites and blundered their way to him. For days he scrutinized them while they rested and fed in his lodge, noting the way three of them looked to the fourth for guidance in all things. He questioned them separately and at length, and each of them told him of Two Skies.

Always, Two Skies. He began to watch her with growing hope.

Finally he caught two ponies from his string and told Two Skies to come with him. She rode behind his horse for most of a day, until the ground began to rise. All mountains are sacred, but in flat country even a hill is a holy place; on the wooded hilltop he led her into a clearing musky with the smell of bears, where the bones of animals were scattered, and ashes of dead fires.

When they dismounted, Wabokieshiek took the blanket from his shoulders and told her to disrobe and lie on it. Two Skies dared not refuse, though she was certain the old shaman meant to use her sexually. But when Wabokieshiek touched her, it wasn’t as a lover. He examined her until he was satisfied she was intact.

As the sun lowered, they went into the nearby woods and he set three snares. Then he built a fire in the clearing and sat by it, chanting while she lay on the ground and slept.

When she woke, he had collected a rabbit from one of the snares and was slitting the belly. Two Skies was hungry but he made no move to cook the rabbit; instead, he fingered the viscera and studied them at greater length than he had examined the body of the girl. When he had finished, he grunted in satisfaction and looked at her warily and with wonder.

After he and Black Hawk had heard about the massacre of their people at the Bad Ax River, their spirits had sickened. They had wanted no more Sauks to die under their leadership, so they had given themselves up to the Indian agent at Prairie du Chien. At Fort Crawford they had been turned over to a young army lieutenant named Jefferson Davis, who had taken his prisoners down Masesibowi to St. Louis. All winter they were confined in Jefferson Barracks, suffering the humiliation of the ball and chain. In the spring, to show the whiteskins how completely their army had vanquished the People, the Great Father in Washington ordered the two prisoners brought to American cities. They saw railroads for the first time and traveled on them to Washington, New York, Albany, and Detroit. Everywhere, crowds like buffalo herds came to gape at the curiosities, the defeated “Indian chiefs.”

White Cloud had seen enormous settlements, magnificent buildings, terrifying machines. Endless Americans. When he had been allowed to return to Prophetstown, he contemplated bitter truth: the mookamonik could never be driven from Sauk lands. Red people would be pushed and pushed, always away from the best farming and hunting. Those who were his children, the Sauks and the Mesquakies and the Winnebago, needed to become accustomed to a cruel world dominated by white men. The problem no longer was to drive the whites away. Now the shaman pondered how his people could change in order to survive, and yet retain their manitous, keep their medicine. He was old and soon would die, and he began to look for someone to whom he could pass on what he was, a vessel into which he could pour the soul of the Algonquian tribes, but he had found no one. Until this female.

All this he explained to Two Skies as he sat in the sacred place on the hill, stirring the favorable auguries in the carcass of the rabbit, which was beginning to stink. When he was finished, he asked if she would allow him to teach her to be a medicine woman.

Two Skies was a child, but she knew enough to be frightened. There was much she couldn’t comprehend, but she understood what was important.

“I will try,” she whispered to the Prophet.

White Cloud sent Moon, Yellow Bird, and Smoke Woman to live with Keokuk’s Sauks, but Two Skies stayed in Prophetstown, living in Wabokieshiek’s lodge like a favored daughter. He showed her leaves and roots and bark and told her which of them could lift the spirit out of the body and allow it to converse with manitous, which could dye deerskins and which make war paints, which should be dried and which steeped, which should be steamed and which used as poultice, which should be scraped with upward strokes and which scraped with downward strokes, which could open the bowels and which close them, which could break fever and which dull pain, which could cure and which could kill.

Two Skies listened to him. At the end of four seasons, when the Prophet tested her, he was pleased. He said he had guided her through the first Tent of Wisdom.

Before she had been taken through the second Tent of Wisdom, her womanhood came upon her for the first time. One of White Cloud’s nieces showed her how to care for herself, and each month she went to stay in the women’s lodge while her vagina bled. The Prophet explained that she mustn’t conduct a ceremony or treat illness or injury before attending the sweat lodge to purify herself after her monthly flow.

Over the next four years she learned how to summon the manitous with songs and drums, how to slaughter dogs in several ceremonial methods and cook them for a dog feast, how to teach the singers and hummers to take part in the sacred dances. She learned to read the future in the organs of a slain animal. She learned the power of illusion—to suck illness from the body and spit it out of her mouth as a small stone, so a victim could touch it and see that it had been banished. When the manitous couldn’t be persuaded to allow someone to live, she learned how to chant the spirit of the dying on to the next world.

There were seven Tents of Wisdom. In the fifth, the Prophet taught her to control her own body so she could come to understand how to control the bodies of others. She learned to conquer thirst and to go long periods without food. Often he led her great distances on horseback and returned to Prophetstown alone with the two horses, leaving her to make her way back afoot. Gradually he taught her to master pain by sending her mind to a far-off small place so deep within herself that pain couldn’t reach her.

Late that summer he took her back to the sacred clearing on the hilltop. They made a fire and courted the manitous with song, and again they set snares. This time they caught a skinny brown rabbit, and when they opened the belly and read the organs, Two Skies recognized that the signs were favorable.

As dusk approached, White Cloud told her to remove her dress and shoes. When she was naked, with his British knife he slashed double slits on each of her shoulders, then carefully cut her to fashion straps of skin like the epaulets worn by white army officers. He passed a rope through these bloody slits and knotted a loop, and he threw the rope over a tree branch and hauled her up until she hung just off the ground, suspended by her own bleeding flesh.

With thin oak sticks whose ends had been made white-hot in the fire, into the sides of both of her breasts he burned the signs of the People’s ghosts and the symbols of the manitous.

Darkness came while she was still trying to free herself. For half the night Two Skies thrashed, until finally the skin strap on her left shoulder tore. Soon the flesh on her right shoulder parted and she dropped to the ground. With her mind in the small distant place to escape the pain, perhaps she slept.

When the weak light of morning came, she was awake to hear the snuffling as a bear entered the far side of the clearing. It didn’t scent her, for it moved in the same direction as the morning breeze, and it shambled with such slowness she could note its snowy muzzle and the fact that it was a sow. A second bear followed, all black, a young male eager to mate despite the sow’s warning growl. Two Skies could see his great rigid coska, surrounded by stiff gray guard hairs, as he clambered to get behind the female and mount her. The sow snarled and whirled, snapping repeatedly, and the male fled. For a moment the female moved after him, then came upon the rabbit carcass and took it between her jaws and went away.

Finally, in great pain, Two Skies rose to her feet. The Prophet had taken her clothes. She saw no bear tracks in the hard-packed dirt of the clearing, but in the fine ash of the dead fire was a single clear track of a fox. A fox could have come in the night and taken the rabbit; perhaps she had dreamed the bears, or they had been manitous.

All that day she traveled. Once she heard horses and hid in the brush until two Sioux youths rode by. It was still light when she entered Prophetstown accompanied by ghosts, her naked body covered with blood and dirt. Three men halted their talking as she approached, and a woman stopped grinding corn. For the first time, she saw fear on faces that looked at her.

The Prophet himself washed her. Tending her ruined shoulders and the burns, he asked if she had dreamed. When she told him of the bears, his eyes gleamed. “The strongest sign!” he murmured. He told her it meant that as long as she didn’t lie with a man, the manitous would stay close to her.

While she pondered that, he told her she would never be Two Skies again, any more than she would ever be Sarah Two. That night in Prophetstown she became Makwaikwa, the Bear Woman.

Again the Great Father in Washington had lied to the Sauks. The army had promised Keokuk’s Sauks that they could live forever in the land of the Iowa beyond Masesibowi’s west bank, but white settlers had quickly begun to spill into that land. A white town was established across the river from Rock Island. It was named Davenport, honoring the trader who had advised the Sauks to abandon the bones of their ancestors and leave Sauk-e-nuk, and then had bought their land from the government for his own enrichment.

Now the army told Keokuk’s Sauks they owed a large debt of American money and must sell their new lands in Iowa territory and move to a reservation the United States had set up for them a long ride to the southwest, in the territory of the Kansas.

The Prophet told the Bear Woman that so long as she lived, she must never accept as true the word of a white.

That year Yellow Bird was bitten by a snake and half her body swelled and filled with water before she died. Moon had found a husband, a Sauk named Comes Singing, and already she had borne children. Smoke Woman didn’t marry. She slept with so many men, and so happily, that people smiled when they said her name. Sometimes Makwa-ikwa was stirred by sexual longing, but she learned to control desire like any other pain. The lack of children was a regret. She remembered how she had hidden with He-Who-Owns-Land during the massacre at Bad Ax, how her baby brother’s tugging lips had felt at her nipple. But she was reconciled; already she had lived too closely with the manitous to question their decision that she would never be a mother. She was content to become a medicine woman.

The final two Tents of Wisdom dealt with blighting magic, how to make a healthy person sick by casting spells, how to summon and direct ill fortune. Makwa-ikwa became familiar with small imps of wickedness called wata-winonas, with ghosts and witches, and with Panguk, the Spirit of Death. These spirits weren’t accosted until the final Tents because a medicine woman had to attain self-mastery before summoning them, lest she join the wata-winonas in their evil. Dark magic was the heaviest responsibility. The watawinonas robbed Makwa-ikwa of her ability to smile. She became wan. Her flesh melted until her bones seemed large, and sometimes her monthly bleeding didn’t come. She saw that the watawinonas also were drinking the life from Wabokieshiek’s body, for he became frailer and smaller, but he promised her he would not yet die.

At the end of two more years the Prophet brought her through the final Tent. If it had been in former days, that would have called for the summoning of far-flung Sauk bands, races and games, the smoking of calumets, and a secret meeting of the Mide’wiwin, the medicine society of the Algonquian tribes. But former days were gone. Everywhere, red people were scattered and harassed. The best the Prophet could do was provide three other old men as judges, Lost Knife of the Mesquakies, Barren Horse of the Ojibwa, and Little Big Snake of the Menomini. The women of Prophetstown made Makwa-ikwa a dress and shoes of white doeskin, and she wore her Izze cloths, and anklets and bracelets that rattled when she moved. She used the throttle-stick to kill two dogs and supervised the cleaning and cooking of the meat. After the feast, she and the old men sat all night by the fire.

When they questioned her, she answered with respect but forthrightly, as an equal. She brought forth the sounds of supplication from the water drum while she chanted, summoning the manitous and pacifying ghosts. The old men revealed to her the special secrets of the Mide’wiwin while retaining their own secrets, as she would retain her own from now on. By morning she had become a shaman.

Once that would have made her a person of great power. But now Wabokieshiek helped her assemble the herbs she wouldn’t be able to find where she was going. Along with her drums and medicine bundle the herbs were packed on a brindle mule that she led. She said good-bye to the Prophet for the last time and then rode his other gift, a gray pony, to the territory of the Kansas, where the Sauk now lived.

The reservation was on flatter land even than the Illinois plains.

Dry.

There was just enough water to drink, but it had to be toted a distance. This time the whites had given the Sauks land that was fertile enough to grow anything. The seeds they planted sprouted strongly in the spring, but before summer was more than a few days old, everything withered and died. The wind blew dust through which the sun burned as a round red eye.

So they ate the white man’s food the soldiers brought them. Spoiled beef, stinking pig fat, old vegetables. Crumbs from the paleskins’ feast.

There were no hedonoso-tes. The People lived in shacks made from green lumber that cupped and shrank, leaving cracks wide enough for winter snow to drift through. Twice a year a nervous little Indian agent came with soldiers and left a row of goods on the prairie: cheap mirrors, glass beads, cracked and broken harness with bells on it, old clothing, maggoty meat. At first all the Sauks gleaned the pile, until somebody asked the agent why he brought these things and he said they were a payment for the Sauk land confiscated by the government. After that, only the weakest and most scorned ever took anything. The pile grew in size every six months, to rot in weather.

They had heard of Makwa-ikwa. When she arrived, they received her with respect, but they were no longer sufficiently a tribe to need a shaman. The most spirited of them had gone with Black Hawk and had been killed by whites or died of starvation or drowned in Masesibowi or been murdered by the Sioux, but there were those on the reservation who had the strong hearts of Sauks of old. Their courage was constantly tested in fights with the tribes who were native to the region, because the supply of game was dwindling and the Comanche, the Kiowa, the Cheyenne, and the Osage resented the hunting competition of the eastern tribes moved there by the Americans. The whites made it hard for the Sauks to defend themselves, for they saw to it that there was plenty of bad whiskey, and in return took most of the furs that were trapped. In increasing numbers the Sauks spent their days sick with alcohol.

Makwa-ikwa lived on the reservation a little more than a year. That spring, a small herd of buffalo wandered across the prairie. Moon’s husband, Comes Singing, rode out with other hunters and killed meat. Makwa-ikwa declared a Buffalo Dance and instructed the hummers and singers. People danced in the old way, and in some of their eyes she saw a light she hadn’t seen in a long time, a light that filled her with joy.

Others felt it. After the Buffalo Dance, Comes Singing sought her out and said some of the People wanted to leave the reservation and live as their fathers had lived. They asked if their shaman would go with them.

She asked Comes Singing where they would go.

“Home,” he said.

So the youngest and strongest departed the reservation, and she with them. By autumn they were in country that gladdened their spirits and made their hearts sore at the same time. It was hard to avoid the white man as they traveled; they made wide circuits around settlements. Hunting was poor. Winter caught them ill-prepared. Wabokieshiek had died that summer, and Prophetstown was deserted. She couldn’t go to white people for help, remembering what the Prophet had taught her about never placing her faith in a whiteskin.

But when she had prayed, the manitous had sent survival in the form of help from the white doctor called Cole, and despite the Prophet’s ghost, she had come to feel he could be trusted.

So when he rode into the Sauk camp and told her that now he needed her help to perform his medicine, without hesitation she was able to agree to go with him.
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STONES
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Rob J. tried to explain to Makwa-ikwa what a bladder calculus was, but he couldn’t tell if she believed that Sarah Bledsoe’s illness really was caused by stones in her bladder. Makwa-ikwa asked him if he would suck out the stones, and as they talked it became apparent that she expected to witness a sleight-of-hand humbug, a kind of juggling trick to make his patient believe he had removed the source of her trouble. He explained several times that the stones were real, that they existed painfully in the woman’s bladder, and that he would go inside Sarah’s body with an instrument and remove them.

Her puzzlement continued when they got to his cabin and he used strong brown soap and water to wash down the table Alden had made for him, on which he would operate. They called for Sarah Bledsoe together, in the buck-board. The little boy, Alex, had been left with Alma Schroeder, and his mother was waiting for the doctor, her eyes large in her pinched white face. On the return trip Makwa-ikwa was silent and Sarah Bledsoe nearly dumb with terror. He tried to ease the situation with small talk but had little success.

When they reached his cabin, Makwa-ikwa leapt lightly from the buck-board. She helped the white girl down from the high seat with a gentleness that surprised him, and she spoke for the first time. “Once I was called Sarah Two,” she told Sarah Bledsoe, only Rob J. thought she said “Sarah too.”

Sarah wasn’t an accomplished drinker. She coughed when she tried to swallow the three fingers of sourmash whiskey he gave her, and she gagged on the additional inch or so he added to her mug for good measure. He wanted her subdued and dulled to pain but able to cooperate. While they waited for the whiskey to work, he set up candles around the table and lighted them despite the heat of the summer, for the daylight in the cabin was dim. When they undressed Sarah, he saw that her body was red from scrubbing. Her wasted buttocks were small as a child’s, and her blue-skinned thighs looked almost concave in their thinness. She grimaced as he inserted a catheter and filled her bladder with water. He showed Makwa-ikwa how he wanted her knees held, then he greased the lithotrite with clean lard, taking care not to get any on the little jaws that would have to grasp the stones. The woman gasped as he slid the instrument into her urethra.

“I know it hurts, Sarah. It’s painful as it goes in, but … There. Now it will be better.”

She was accustomed to far worse pain, and the groaning dwindled, but he was apprehensive. It had been several years since he had probed for stones, and then under the careful eyes of a man who undoubtedly was one of the best surgeons in the world. The day before, he had spent hours practicing with the lithotrite, picking up raisins and pebbles, picking up nuts and cracking their shells, practicing with the objects in a small tub of water, with his eyes closed. But it was quite another thing to poke around within the fragile bladder of a living being, aware that to thrust carelessly or to close the jaws on a wrinkle of tissue rather than on a stone might result in a tear that would bring terrible infection and painful death.

Since his eyes could do him no good, he closed them now, and moved the lithotrite slowly and delicately, his whole being fused into one nerve that functioned at the end of the instrument. It touched something. He opened his eyes and studied the woman’s groin and lower abdomen, wishing he could see through flesh.

Makwa-ikwa was watching his hands, studying his face, missing nothing. He brushed at a buzzing fly and then ignored everything but the patient and the task and the lithotrite in his hand. The stone … Lord, he could tell at once that it was large! Perhaps the size of his thumb, he estimated as he maneuvered and manipulated the lithotrite ever so slowly and carefully.

To determine if the stone would move, he tightened the jaws of the lithotrite onto it, but when he put the slightest backward pressure on the instrument the woman on the table opened her mouth and screamed.

“I have the biggest stone, Sarah,” he said calmly. “It’s too large to come out in one piece, so I’ll try to break it.” Even as he spoke, his fingers were moving to the handle of the screw at the end of the lithotrite. It was as though each turn of the screw tightened the tension within him as well, because if the stone wouldn’t break, the woman’s prospects were dismal. But blessedly as he continued to turn the handle there was a dull crunching, the sound of someone grinding a shard of pottery beneath his heel.

He broke it into three segments. Although he worked with great care, when he removed the first piece he hurt her. Makwa-ikwa wet a cloth and wiped Sarah’s sweaty face. Rob reached down and unclenched her left hand, peeling the fingers back like petals, and dropped the piece of the stone into her white palm. It was an ugly calculus, brown and black. The middle piece was smooth and egg-shaped, but the other two were irregular, with little needle points and sharp edges. When she held all three in her hand, he inserted a catheter and rinsed the bladder, and she voided a lot of the crystals that had broken from the stone when he had crushed it.

She was exhausted. “That’s enough,” he decided. “There’s another stone in your bladder, but it’s small and should be easy to remove. We’ll take it from you another day.”

In less than an hour she had begun to glow with the fever that followed quickly after almost every surgery. They force-fed her liquids, including Makwa-ikwa’s efficient willow-bark tea. Next morning she was still slightly febrile but they were able to take her back to her own cabin. He knew she was sore and torn up but she made the jolting trip without complaint. The fever wasn’t gone from her eyes but there was another light there, and he was able to recognize it as hope.

A few days later, when Nick Holden invited him to go off on another doe hunt, Rob J. agreed warily. This time they caught a boat upstream to the town of Dexter, where the two LaSalle sisters were waiting at the tavern. Although Nick had described them with roguish masculine hyperbole, Rob J. recognized at once that they were tired whores. Nick chose the younger, more attractive Polly, leaving for Rob an aging woman with bitter eyes and an upper lip on which caked rice powder couldn’t hide the dark mustache—Lydia. Lydia was openly resentful of Rob J.’s emphasis on soap and water and his use of Old Horny, but she carried out her part of the transaction with professional dispatch. That night he lay next to her in the room that contained the faint olfactory ghosts of past paid passions and wondered what he was doing there. From the next room there were angry voices, a slap, a woman’s hoarse shouting, ugly but unmistakable thuds.

“Jesus.” Rob J. knocked his fist against the thin wall. “Nick. Everything all right in there?”

“Dandy. Dammit, Cole. You just get yourself some sleep now. Or whatever. You hear?” Holden called back, his voice thick with whiskey and annoyance.

Next morning at breakfast Polly had a red swelling on the left side of her face. Nick must have paid her very well for her beating, because her voice was pleasant enough when they said good-bye.

On the boat going home, the incident couldn’t be evaded. Nick placed his hand on Rob’s arm. “Sometimes a woman likes a bit of the rough stuff, don’t you know it, ol’ buck? Practically begs for it, to get her juices flowing.”

Rob regarded him silently, aware that this was his last doe hunt. In a moment Nick took his hand from Rob’s arm and began telling him about the upcoming election. He had decided to run for state office, to stand for the legislature from their district. He knew it would be helpful, he explained earnestly, if Doc Cole would urge folks to vote for his good friend whenever he made a house call.
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A CHANGE
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Two weeks after ridding her of the large stone, Rob J. was ready to remove the smaller calculus from Sarah’s bladder, but she had become reluctant. The first few days after the removal of the stone, she had passed more small crystals with her urine, sometimes accompanied by pain. Ever since the last bits of crushed stone had left her bladder, she had been symptom-free. For the first time since the onset of her illness she didn’t have crippling pain, and the absence of the spasms had allowed her to regain control of her body.

“You still have a stone in your bladder,” he reminded her.

“I don’t want it removed. It doesn’t hurt.” She looked at him defiantly but then dropped her eyes. “I’m more afraid now than I was the first time.”

He noted that already she was looking better. Her face was still drawn with the suffering of a long affliction, but she had gained enough weight to make inroads against the gauntness. “That big stone we removed was once a little stone. They grow, Sarah,” he said gently.

So she agreed. Again Makwa-ikwa sat with her while he removed the small calculus—about one-fourth the size of the other stone—from her bladder. There was a minimum of discomfort, and when he was through, a sense of triumph.

But this time when the postoperative fever arrived, her body became fiery. He recognized impending disaster early and cursed himself for having given her the wrong advice. Before nightfall her foreboding had been justified; perversely, the easier procedure to remove the smaller stone had resulted in a massive infection. Makwa-ikwa and he took turns sitting next to her bed for four nights and five days, while inside her body a battle raged. Holding her hands in his, Rob could feel the waning of her vitality. Now and again Makwa-ikwa seemed to stare at something that wasn’t there and chanted quietly in her own language. She told Rob she was asking Panguk, the death god, to pass this woman by. There was little else they could do for Sarah except to bathe her with wet cloths, support her while they held cups of liquid to her mouth and urged her to drink, and dress her cracked lips with grease. For a time she continued to fail, but on the fifth morning—was it Panguk, or her own spirit, or perhaps all the willow tea?—she began to sweat. Her nightshirts became sodden almost as quickly as they could be changed. By midmorning she had fallen into a deep and relieved sleep, and that afternoon when he touched her forehead it felt almost cool, a temperature that nearly matched his own.

Makwa-ikwa’s expression didn’t change much, but Rob J. was beginning to know her, and he believed she was pleased by his suggestion, even if at first she didn’t take it seriously.

“Work with you. All the time?”

He nodded. It made sense. He’d seen that she knew how to look after a patient and didn’t hesitate to do as he asked. He told her it could be a good arrangement for each of them. “You can learn some of my kind of medicine. And you have so many things to teach me about the plants and herbs. What they cure. How to use them.”

They discussed it first in the buckboard after bringing Sarah home. He didn’t press the idea on her. He just kept quiet and allowed her to think about it.

A few days later he stopped by the Sauk camp and they talked again over a bowl of rabbit stew. The thing she liked least about the offer was his insistence that she had to live close by his cabin, so he could fetch her quickly in times of emergency.

“I have to be with my people.”

He had pondered about the Sauk band. “Sooner or later some white man will file with the government for every piece of land you folks might want to use for a village or a winter camp. There’s going to be no place for you to go except back to that reservation you ran away from.” What they must do, he said, was learn to live in the world as it had become. “I need help on my farm, Alden Kimball can’t do it all. I could use a couple like Moon and Comes Singing. You could build cabins on my land. I’d pay the three of you in United States money, as well as found from the farm. If it works out, maybe other farms would have jobs for Sauks. And if you earned money and saved, sooner or later you’d have enough to buy your own land according to white man’s custom and law, and nobody could ever order you from it.”

She looked at him.

“I know it offends you to have to buy back your own land. White men have lied to you, cheated you. And killed a whole lot of you. But red men have lied to one another. Stolen from one another. And the different bands have always killed one another, you’ve told me that. Color of skin doesn’t matter, all kinds of people are sonsabitches. But not everybody in the world is a sonofabitch.”

Two days later she and Moon and Comes Singing, along with Moon’s two children, rode onto his land. They built a hedonoso-te with two smoke holes, a single longhouse that the shaman would share with the Sauk family, large enough to accommodate the third child who already swelled Moon’s belly. They raised the lodge on the riverbank a quarter of a mile downstream from Rob J.’s cabin. Nearby they built a sweat lodge and a women’s lodge to be used during menstruation.

Alden Kimball walked around with wounded eyes. “There’s white men out there looking for work,” he told Rob J. stonily. “White men. Never occurred to you I might not want to work with damn Indians?”

“No,” Rob said, “it never did. Seems to me if you’d come across a good white worker, you’d have told me to hire him long since. I’ve gotten to know these people. They’re really good people. Now, I know you can quit on me, Alden, because any body’d be a fool not to grab you if you were available. I’d hate to have that happen, because you’re the best man I’m ever going to find to run this farm. So I hope you’ll stay.”

Alden stared at him, confusion in his eyes, pleased by the praise but smarting because of the clear message. Finally he turned away and began to load fenceposts onto the buckboard.

What tipped the scales was the fact that Comes Singing’s prodigious size and strength, coupled with his agreeable disposition, made him a wonderful hired hand. Moon had learned to cook for white people as a girl in the Christian school. For single men living alone it was a treat to have hot biscuits and pies and tasty food. Within a week it was obvious that although Alden remained aloof and would never acknowledge surrender, the Sauks had become part of the farm.

Rob J. experienced a similar small rebellion among his patients. Over a cup of cider Nick Holden warned him, “Some of the settlers have started calling you Injun Cole. They say you’re an Indian lover. They say you must have some Sauk blood yourself.”

Rob J. smiled, in love with the notion. “Tell you what. If anybody complains to you about the doctor, just hand them one of those fancy hand-bills you’re so fond of passing around. The ones that tell how fortunate the township is to have a physician of Dr. Cole’s training and education. Next time they’re bleeding or sickly, I doubt many of them will object to my alleged ancestry. Or the color of my assistant’s hands.”

When he rode out to Sarah’s cabin to see how she was recuperating, he noted that the path leading from the trail to her door had been edged, smoothed, and swept. New beds of woodland plantings softened the outer contours of the little house. Inside, all the walls were whitewashed, and the only smells were of strong soap and the pleasant scents of lavender, and pennyroyal, sage, and cicely hung from the rafters.

“Alma Schroeder gave the herbs to me,” Sarah said. “It’s too late to plant a garden this season, but next year I’ll have my own.” She showed him the garden patch, part of which she had already cleared of weeds and brambles.

The change in the woman was more astounding than the transformation of the place. She had begun to do her own cooking every day, she said, instead of depending on occasional hot dishes carried over by the generous Alma. A regular diet and improved nutrition already had replaced her wan boniness with a graceful femininity. She bent to pick a few green onions that had volunteered in the garden tangle, and he studied the pink nape of her neck. Soon it would be hidden, for her hair was growing back like a yellow pelt.

A small blond animal, her little boy scuttled behind her. He too was clean, though Rob took note of Sarah’s chagrin as she tried to brush clay stains from her son’s knees.

“You can’t keep a boy from getting messy,” he told her cheerfully. The child looked at him with wild and fearful eyes. Rob always carried a few boiled sweets in his bag to help him make friends with little patients, and now he took one and unwrapped it. It took him almost half an hour of quiet talking before he could edge close enough to little Alex to hold out the sweet. When the small hand finally took the candy, he heard Sarah’s released breath and looked up to see her watching his face. She had wonderful eyes, full of life.

“I’ve made a venison pie, if you want to share our dinner.”

It was on his lips to refuse, but the two faces were turned to him, the little boy sucking in bliss on the candy, the mother serious and expectant. The faces seemed to be asking him questions he couldn’t understand.

“I do love venison pie,” he said.
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SARAH’S SUITORS
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It made good medical sense for Rob J. to stop and see Sarah Bledsoe several times in the next week while returning from house calls, for each time he could do so by going out of his way only a little, and as her physician he had to make certain her recovery was smooth. Indeed, it was a wonderful recovery. There was little to discuss about her health, except to observe that her skin tone had changed from a deadly white to a pink-peach that was most becoming and that her eyes glowed with alertness and an interesting intelligence. One afternoon she gave him tea and cornbread. The following week he stopped by her cabin three times, and twice he accepted her invitation to stay for meals. She was a better cook than Moon; he couldn’t get enough of her cooking, which she said was Virginian. He was aware that her resources were meager, so he took to bringing a few things, a sack of potatoes, a small ham. One morning a settler who was short of cash gave him four fat, freshly shot grouse in partial payment, and he rode to the Bledsoe cabin with the birds hanging from his saddle.

When he got there he found Sarah and Alex seated on the ground near the garden, which was being double-dug by a perspiring shirtless hulk of a man with the bulging muscles and tanned skin of one who earns his living out-of-doors. Sarah introduced Samuel Merriam, a farmer from Hooppole. Merriam had come from Hooppole with a cartful of pig dung, half of which already had been dug into the garden. “Finest stuff in the world for growing things,” he told Rob J. cheerfully.

Next to the princely gift of a wagonload of pig shit, applied, Rob’s little birds were a meager present, but he gave them to her anyhow, and she seemed genuinely grateful. He made a polite refusal to her invitation that he might join Samuel Merriam as her dinner guest, and instead dropped in on Alma Schroeder, who waxed enthusiastic about what he had accomplished in curing Sarah. “Already it’s a suitor down there, isn’t it?” she said, beaming. Merriam had lost his wife the previous autumn to the fever and needed another woman without delay to take care of his five children and help with the pigs. “A good chance for Sarah,” she said sagely. “Although, women so scarce on the frontier, she’ll have lotsa chances.”

On Rob’s way home, he drifted by the Bledsoe cabin again. He rode up to her and sat in the saddle looking at her. This time her smile was puzzled, and he could see Merriam pause at his work in the garden and stare speculatively. Until Rob opened his mouth, he had no idea what he wanted to tell her.

“You yourself must do as much of the work as possible,” he said severely, “because the exercise is necessary to your full recovery.” Then he tipped his hat and rode crankily home.

Three days later, when next he stopped at the cabin, there was no sign of a suitor. Sarah was struggling to separate a big old rhubarb root into sections for replanting, and finally he solved her problem by chopping it apart with her ax. Together they dug the holes in the loam and planted the roots and covered them with the warm soil, a chore that pleased him and earned him a share of her dinner of red-flannel hash washed down with cool spring water.

Afterward, while Alex napped in the shade of a tree, they sat on the riverbank and tended her trotline, and he spoke to her of Scotland and she told him she wished there was a church nearby, so her son could be taught to have faith. “Often now I think of God,” she said. “When I believed I was dying and Alex would be left alone, I prayed, and He sent you.” Not without trepidation, he confessed to her that he didn’t believe in the existence of God. “I think gods are the inventions of men and that it has always been so,” he said. He could see the shock in her eyes and feared he had sent her into a life of piety on a piggery. But she abandoned talk of religion and spoke of her early life in Virginia, where her parents owned a farm. Her large eyes were such a dark blue as to be almost purple; they didn’t sentimentalize, but in them he saw the love for that easier, warmer time. “Horses!” she said, smiling. “I grew up loving horses.”

It allowed him to invite her to ride out with him next day to visit an old man who was dying of consumption, and she made no attempt to hide the eagerness with which she agreed. Next morning, on Margaret Holland and leading Monica Grenville, he called for her. They left Alex with Alma Schroeder, who fairly beamed with delight at the fact that Sarah was “riding out” with the doctor.

It was a good day for a ride, not too hot for a change, and they allowed the horses to walk, taking their time. She had packed bread and cheese in her saddlebag, and they had a picnic in the shade of a live oak. In the sick man’s house she stayed in the background, listening to the rattling breathing, watching Rob J. hold the patient’s hands. He waited until water warmed at the fireplace and then bathed the skinny limbs and administered a dulling draft, teaspoon by teaspoon, so sleep would make the waiting merciful. Sarah overheard him telling the stolid son and the daughter-in-law that the old man would die within hours. When they left she was moved and spoke little. To try to regain the easiness they had shared earlier, he suggested they switch horses on the way back, because she was a fine horsewoman and could handle Margaret Holland without trouble. She enjoyed riding the friskier mount. “Both the mares are named after women you have known?” she asked, and he acknowledged it was so.

She nodded thoughtfully. Despite his effort, they were quieter on the way home.

Two days later, when he went to her cabin, there was yet another man, a tall, cadaverously thin peddler named Timothy Mead, who regarded the world out of mournful brown eyes and spoke respectfully when introduced to the doctor. Mead left her a gift of four colors of thread.

Rob J. took a thorn out of Alex’s bare foot and noted that summer was coming to an end and the boy didn’t have proper shoes. He took a tracing of the feet and next time he was in Rock Island stopped at the shoemaker’s and ordered a pair of child’s boots, taking great pleasure in the errand. The following week, when he delivered the small footwear, he saw that the gesture flustered Sarah. Still, she was a puzzle to him; he couldn’t tell if she was gratified or annoyed.

The morning after Nick Holden was elected to the legislature he rode into the clearing by Rob’s cabin. In two days’ time he would travel to Springfield to make laws that would help the growth of Holden’s Crossing. Holden spat contemplatively and turned the conversation to the common knowledge that the doctor was riding out with the Widow Bledsoe. “Ah. There are things you should know, old buck.”

Rob looked at him.

“Well, the child, her son. You’re aware he’s a wood’s colt? Born almost two years after her husband’s death.”

Rob stood. “Good-bye, Nick. You have a good trip to Springfield.”

There was no mistaking his tone, and Holden clambered to his feet. “I’m just trying to say it’s not necessary for a man—” he began, but what he saw in Rob J.’s face made him swallow the words, and in a moment he swung into his saddle, said a discomfited farewell, and rode away.

Rob J. saw such a puzzling mixture of things in her face: pleasure at seeing him and being in his company, tenderness when she would allow it, but also at times a kind of terror. The evening came when he kissed her. At first her open mouth was soft and glad and she pressed against him, but then the moment went bad. She twisted away. To hell, he told himself, she didn’t care for him, and that was that. But he forced himself to ask her gently what was the matter.

“How can you be attracted to me? Haven’t you seen me wretched, in a beastly condition? You have … smelled my filth,” she said, her face aflame.

“Sarah,” he said. He looked into her eyes. “When you were ill, I was your doctor. Since then, I’ve come to see you as a woman of charm and intelligence, with whom it gives me great pleasure to exchange thoughts and share my dreams. I’ve come to desire you in every way. You’re all I think about. I love you.”

Their only physical contact was her hands in his. Her grip tightened, but she didn’t speak.

“Perhaps you could learn to love me?”

“Learn? However could I not love you?” she asked wildly. “You, who handed me back my life, as if you were God!”

“No, damn you, I’m an ordinary man! And that’s how I need to be—”

Now they were kissing. It went on and on, and it wasn’t enough. It was Sarah who prevented what might easily have followed, pushing him roughly, turning away and arranging her clothing.

“Marry me, Sarah.”

When she didn’t answer, he spoke again. “You weren’t meant to slop hogs all day on a pig farm or to stumble about the countryside with a peddler’s pack on your back.”

“What is it I was meant for, then?” she asked in a low, bitter voice.

“Why, to be a doctor’s wife. It’s very plain,” he said gravely.

She didn’t have to pretend to be serious. “There are those who will rush to tell you about Alex, about his lineage, so I want to tell you about him myself.”

“I want to be Alex’s father. I’m concerned about him today, and tomorrow. I don’t need to know about yesterday. I’ve had terrible yesterdays too. Marry me, Sarah.”

Her eyes filled, but she had yet another side to reveal to him. She faced him calmly. “They say the Indian woman lives with you. You must send her away.”

“ ‘They say.’ And ‘There are those who will tell you.’ Well, I will tell you something, Sarah Bledsoe. If you marry me, you must learn to tell them to go to hell.” He took a deep breath. “Makwa-ikwa is a good and hardworking woman. She lives in her own house on my land. To send her away would be an injustice to her and to me, and I won’t do it. It would be the worst way for you and me to begin a life together.

“You must take my word that there is no reason for jealousy,” he said. He held her hands tightly and wouldn’t let her go. “Any other conditions?”

“Yes,” she said hotly. “You must change the names of your mares. They’re named for women you have ridden, is that not so?”

He started to smile, but there was real anger in her eyes. “One of them. The other was an older beauty I knew as a boy, a friend of my mother’s. I ached for her, but she thought of me as a child.”

She didn’t ask which horse was named for which woman. “It’s a cruel and nasty male joke. You’re not a cruel and nasty man, and you must change the mares’ names.”

“You’ll rename them yourself,” he said at once.

“And you must promise, no matter what may happen between us in the future, never to name a horse for me.”

“I so vow. Of course,” he couldn’t resist noting, “I intend to order a pig from Samuel Merriam, and …”

Fortunately, he was still holding her hands, and he didn’t let go of them until she was returning his kiss in a very good way. When they stopped, he saw she was weeping.

“What?” he said, burdened by the uneasy intimation that being married to this woman would not be easy.

Her wet eyes glowed. “Letters posted by coach will be a terrible expense,” she said. “But finally I can send positive word to my brother and sister in Virginia.”
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THE GREAT AWAKENING
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It was easier to decide on marriage than to find a clergyman. Because of this, some couples along the frontier never bothered about formal vows, but Sarah refused “to be married without being married.” She had the ability to speak plainly. “I’ve known what it means to bear and raise a fatherless child, and it will never happen to me again,” she said.

He understood. Yet autumn had arrived, and he knew that once the snows locked the prairie, it might be many months before an itinerant preacher or circuit-riding minister would make his way to Holden’s Crossing. The answer to their problem appeared one day in a handbill he read at the general store, advertising a week-long revival meeting. “It’s called the Great Awakening and will be held at Belding Creek township. We have to go, Sarah, because there will be no shortage of clergymen there.”

When he insisted they bring Alex with them, Sarah agreed eagerly. They took the buckboard. It was a trip of a day and a morning over a passable, if stony, road. The first night they stopped in the barn of a hospitable farmer, spreading their blankets on the fragrant new hay in the loft. Next morning Rob J. spent half an hour castrating the farmer’s two bulls and removing a growth from the flank of a cow, to pay for their lodging; despite the delay, they arrived at Belding Creek before noon. It was another new community, only five years older than Holden’s Crossing but already much larger. As they drove into town, Sarah’s eyes widened and she sat close to Rob and held Alex’s hand, for she was unaccustomed to the sight of so many people. The Great Awakening was held on the prairie next to a shady willow grove. It had attracted people from throughout the region; everywhere, tents had been pitched for protection against the midday sun and the autumn wind, and there were wagons of all types, and tethered horses and oxen. Entrepreneurs serviced the crowds, and the three travelers from Holden’s Crossing drove past open fires over which vendors were cooking things that gave off mouth-watering smells—venison stew, river-fish chowder, roast pork, sweet-corn, broiled hare. When Rob J. tied the horse to a bush—she who had been called Margaret Holland, now renamed Vicky, short for Queen Victoria (“You have never ridden the young queen?” Sarah asked)—they were eager for dinner, but there was no need to spend money on vended food. Alma Schroeder had supplied the little party with a hamper so large that the wedding feast could have lasted a week, and they dined on cold chicken and apple dumplings.

They ate quickly, caught up in the excitement, staring at the crowds, listening to the cries and the babble. Then, each holding one of the little boy’s hands, they walked slowly about the meeting. It was really two revival meetings in one, for there was nonstop religious warfare, competitive preaching by Methodists and Baptists. For a time they listened to a Baptist minister in a clearing within the grove. His name was Charles Prentiss Willard, and he shouted and howled, making Sarah shiver. He warned that God was writing their names in his book, who should have everlasting life and who should have everlasting death. What would win a sinner everlasting death, he said, was immoral and unchristian conduct, such as fornicating, shooting a fellow Christian, fighting and using bad language, drinking whiskey, or bringing illegitimate spawn into the world.

Rob J. looked grim and Sarah was trembly and pale as they went out onto the prairie to hear the Methodist, a man named Arthur Johnson. He wasn’t nearly so powerful a speaker as Mr. Willard, but he said salvation was possible for everybody who did good deeds and confessed their sins and asked God’s forgiveness, and Sarah nodded when Rob J. asked if she didn’t think Mr. Johnson could do the marrying. Mr. Johnson looked pleased when Rob approached him after the preaching. He wanted to marry them before the entire open meeting, but neither Rob J. nor Sarah wanted to become part of the entertainment. When Rob gave him three dollars, the preacher agreed to follow them outside of town, and he arranged them under a tree on the bank of the Mississippi River, with the little boy seated on the ground and looking on, and a placid fat woman Mr. Johnson introduced only as Sister Jane to serve as witness.

“I’ve a ring,” Rob J. said, digging it out of his pocket, and Sarah’s eyes widened, because he hadn’t mentioned his mother’s wedding band. Sarah’s long fingers were slim and the ring was loose. Her yellow hair was tied back with a dark blue ribbon Alma Schroeder had given her, and she took the ribbon off and shook her hair until it fell loose around her face. She said she’d wear the ring on the ribbon around her neck until they could get it sized. She held Rob’s hand tightly as Mr. Johnson led them through the vows with the ease of long practice. Rob J. repeated the words in a voice whose huskiness surprised him. Sarah’s voice trembled, and she looked slightly disbelieving, as if she couldn’t credit that this actually was happening. After the ceremony, they were still kissing when Mr. Johnson began trying to convince them to return to the revival, because it was at the evening meeting that the most souls came forward to be saved.

But they thanked him and said good-bye, turning Vicky in the direction of home. The little boy was soon cranky and whining, but Sarah sang lively songs and told stories, and several times when Rob J. stopped the horse she took Alex down from the buckboard and ran and jumped with him, playing games.

They shared an early supper of Alma’s beef-and-kidney pies and pound cake with a sugary frosting, washed down with brook water, and then had a sober discussion regarding the kind of accommodations to seek for that night. There was an inn a few hours away, and the prospect obviously pleased Sarah, who never had had the money to stay at a hostelry. But when Rob J. mentioned bedbugs and the general uncleanliness of such establishments, she quickly agreed with his suggestion that they stop at the same barn in which they had slept on the previous night.

They reached it at dusk and, receiving ready permission from the farmer, climbed up into the warm darkness of the loft almost with the welcome feeling of returning home.

Worn out by his exertions and the lack of a nap, Alex fell at once into a sound sleep, and when he was covered they spread a blanket nearby and reached for one another before they were fully undressed. He liked it that she didn’t pretend to innocence and that their hunger for one another was honest and knowledgeable. They made thrashing and noisy love and then waited for some sign that they had awakened Alex, but the little boy slept on.

He finished undressing her and wanted to see. It had grown black in the barn, but they crawled together to the little door through which the hay was hoisted into the loft. When he opened the door, the three-quarter moon threw a rectangle of light in which they examined one another at length. In the moonlight he studied gilded shoulders and arms, burnished breasts, a crotch-mound like the silver nest of a small bird, and pale, ghostly buttocks. He would have made love in the light, but the air was seasonable and she feared the farmer’s eyes, so they closed the door. This time they were slow and very tender, and just at the moment of the best ripe undamming he cried to her exultantly, “This will make our bairn. This!” and the sleeping little boy was awakened by his mother’s rattling groans and began to cry.

They lay with Alex cuddled between them, Rob’s hands stroking her lightly, brushing away bits of chaff, memorizing.

“You mustn’t die,” she whispered.

“Neither of us, not for a very long time.”

“A bairn is a child?”

“Yes.”

“You believe we’ve already begun a child?”

“… Maybe.”

Presently he heard her swallow. “Perhaps, to make certain, we should keep on trying?”

As her husband and as her physician, he thought it a sensible notion. On his hands and knees he crawled in the blackness across the fragrant hay, following the ripe glimmer of his wife’s pale flanks away from their sleeping son.


PART THREE
HOLDEN’S CROSSING

November 14, 1841
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CURSING AND BLESSINGS
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From mid-November the air was bitter. Heavy snows came early, and Queen Victoria floundered through high drifts. When Rob J. was out in the worst weather, sometimes he called the mare Margaret and her short ears pricked up at her old name. Both horse and driver knew their ultimate goals. She struggled toward heated water and a bag full of oats, while the man hurried to return to his cabin of warmth and light that came more from the woman and child than from the hearth and oil lamps. If Sarah hadn’t conceived during the wedding trip, it was soon after. Wrenching morning sickness didn’t quench their ardor. They waited itchily for the little boy to sleep and then clapped together, bodies almost as quickly as mouths, with an eagerness that remained constant, but as her pregnancy progressed he became a cautious and wooing lover. Once a month he took pencil and notebook and sketched her naked next to the comfort of the fire, a record of the development of the gravid female that was no less scientific because of the emotions that found their way into the drawings. He made architectural renderings too; they agreed on a house with three bedchambers, a large kitchen, and a sitting room. He drew construction plans to scale so Alden could hire two carpenters and begin the house after spring planting.

Sarah resented Makwa-ikwa’s sharing a part of her husband’s world that was closed to her. As warming days turned the prairie first into a quagmire and then a delicate green carpet, she told Rob that when the seasonal fevers came, she’d go with him to nurse the sick. But by the end of April her body was ponderous. Tortured by jealousy as well as pregnancy, she stayed home and fretted while the Indian woman rode out with the doctor, to return hours—sometimes days—later. Sodden with fatigue, Rob J. would eat, bathe when possible, steal a few hours of sleep, and then collect Makwa and ride out again.

By June, Sarah’s last month of pregnancy, the fever epidemic had eased sufficiently for Rob to leave Makwa at home. One morning while he rode through heavy rains to tend a farmer’s woman who was dying in agony, back in his own cabin his wife came to term. Makwa placed the biting stick between Sarah’s jaws and tied a rope to the door and gave her a knotted end to pull on.

It was hours before Rob J. lost his struggle with gangrenous erysipelas—as he would report in a letter to Oliver Wendell Holmes, the fatal illness was the result of a neglected cut in the farm woman’s finger, made while she chunked seed potatoes—but when he got home, his child still hadn’t been born. His wife’s eyes were wild. “It’s splitting my body, make it stop, you bastard,” she snarled as he came through the door.

Hostage now to Holmes’s training, he scrubbed his hands until they were raw before approaching her. After he had examined her, Makwa followed him away from the bed. “Baby’s comin slow,” she said.

“Baby’s coming feetfirst.”

Her eyes clouded, but she nodded and returned to Sarah.

The labor went on. In the middle of the night he forced himself to take Sarah’s hands, fearful of their message. “What?” she said thickly.

He could feel her vital force, diminished but reassuring. He murmured of love, but she hurt too much to acknowledge words or kisses.

On and on. Grunting and screaming. He couldn’t resist praying unsatisfactorily, frightening himself by not being able to bargain, feeling both arrogant and a hypocrite. If I’m wrong and you do exist, please punish me some other way than by harming this woman. Or this child struggling to escape, he added hastily. Toward dawn, little red extremities appeared, big feet for an infant, the proper number of toes. Rob whispered encouragement, told the reluctant baby all of life is a struggle. Legs emerged inch by inch, thrilled him by kicking.

The sweet little prick of a man-child. Hands, the proper number of fingers. A nicely developed baby, but the shoulders stuck and he had to cut Sarah, more pain. The small face was pressed into the wall of the vagina. Worried that the boy would suffocate in maternal flesh, he worked two fingers inside her and held the canal wall away until the indignant little face slid into the topsy-turvy world and at once issued a thin cry.

With trembling hands he tied and cut the cord and stitched his sobbing wife. By the time he rubbed her belly to contract the uterus, Makwa had cleansed and swaddled the infant and set him on his mother’s breast. It had been twenty-three hours of hard labor; for a long time she slept as though dead. When she opened her eyes, he held her hand tightly. “Good job.”

“He’s the size of a buffalo. About the size Alex was,” she said hoarsely. When Rob J. weighed him, the scale said eight pounds, eleven ounces. “Good bairn?” she asked, studying Rob’s face, and grimaced when he said it was a hell of a bairn. “Cursing.”

He put his lips to her ear. “You member what you called me yesterday?” he whispered.

“What?”

“Bastard.”

“I never!” she said, shocked and angry, and wouldn’t speak to him for almost an hour.

Robert Jefferson Cole, they named him. In the Cole family the firstborn male always was a Robert, with a middle name that began with J. Rob thought the third American president had been a genius, and Sarah considered the “Jefferson” a link with Virginia. She had fretted that Alex would be jealous, but all the older child demonstrated was fascination. He was never more than a step or two from his brother, always watching. From the start he made it clear the other two could tend the baby, feed it, change its nappies, play with it, offer it kisses and homage. But the baby was his to watch over.

In most respects, 1842 was a good year for the little family. To help build the house, Alden hired Otto Pfersick, the miller, and a homesteader from New York State named Mort London. London was a fine, experienced carpenter. Pfersick was only adequate at working wood, but he knew masonry, and the three men spent days selecting the best stones from the river and skidding them up to the house site with oxen. The foundation, chimney, and fireplaces turned out to be handsome. They worked slowly, aware they were building for permanence in a country of cabins, and by the time autumn arrived, when Pfersick had to make flour full-time and the other two men had to farm, the house was framed and closed in.

But it was a long way from finished, so Sarah was sitting in front of the cabin, snapping the ends from a potful of green beans, when the covered wagon lumbered up their track behind two tired-looking horses. She regarded the portly man in the driver’s seat, noting homely features and the road dust on his dark hair and beard.

“Might this be Dr. Cole’s place, ma’am?”

“Might be and is, but he’s on a call. Is the patient injured or sick?”

“Isn’t any patient, thank the Lord. We’re friends of the doctor’s, moving into the township.”

From the back of the wagon a woman now looked out. Sarah saw a limp bonnet framing a white, anxious face. “You’re not … Might you be the Geigers?”

“Might be and are.” The man’s eyes were handsome, and a good strong smile seemed to add a foot to his height.

“Oh, you are so welcome, neighbors! You get down from that wagon this instant.” Flurried, she spilled her beans when she rose from the bench. There were three children in the back of the wagon. The Geiger baby, identified as Herman, was asleep, but Rachel, who was almost four, and two-year-old David were crying as they were lifted down, and at once Sarah’s baby decided to add his yowling to the chorus.

Sarah noted that Mrs. Geiger was four inches taller than her husband, and not even the fatigue of a long, hard journey could disguise the fineness of her features. A Virginia girl recognized quality. It was of an exotic strain Sarah never had seen before, but at once she began to think anxiously about preparing and serving a dinner that wouldn’t shame her. Then she saw that Lillian had begun to cry, and her own interminable time in just such a wagon returned to her with a rush, and she put her arms around the other woman and found to her astonishment that she was crying too, while Geiger stood in consternation amid weeping women and children. Finally Lillian drew back from her, muttering in embarrassment that her entire family was terribly in need of a safe creek for scrubbing.

“Now, that is something we can solve at once,” Sarah said, feeling powerful.

When Rob J. came home he found them still with wet heads from the river baths. After the handshakes and back-pounding, he had a chance to see his farm afresh through the newcomers’ eyes. Jay and Lillian were awed by the Indians and impressed by Alden’s abilities. Jay agreed eagerly when Rob suggested they saddle Vicky and Bess and ride to inspect the Geiger holding. When they returned in time for a fine dinner, Geiger’s eyes blazed with happiness as he tried to describe to his wife the qualities of the land Rob J. had obtained for them.

“You’ll see, just wait until you see it!” he told her. After eating, he went to his wagon and returned with his violin. They couldn’t bring his wife’s Babcock piano, he said, but they had paid to have it stored in a safe, dry place and hoped someday to send for it. “Have you learned the Chopin?” he asked, and in answer Rob J. gripped the viola da gamba with his knees and drew the first rich notes of the mazurka. The music he and Jay had made in Ohio was more glorious because Lillian’s piano had been part of it, but the violin and the viola blended ecstatically. When Sarah finished her chores, she came and listened. She observed that as the men played, Mrs. Geiger’s fingers moved at times, as if she were touching keys. She wanted to take Lillian’s hand and make things better for her with words and promises, but instead she sat next to her on the floor while the music rose and fell and offered all of them hope and comfort.

The Geigers camped next to a spring on their own land while Jason felled trees for a cabin. They were as determined not to impose on the Coles as Sarah and Rob were to show them hospitality. The families visited back and forth. As they were sitting around the Geigers’ campfire on a frosty night, wolves began to howl out on the prairie, and Jay drew from his violin a similarly long, quavering howl. It was answered, and for a time the unseen animals and the human spoke across the darkness, until Jason noticed that his wife was trembling with more than the cold, and he threw another log on the fire and put his fiddle away.

Geiger wasn’t a proficient carpenter. Completion of the Cole house was delayed again, for as soon as Alden could manage to take time from the farm, he began to raise the Geiger cabin. In a few days he was joined by Otto Pfersick and Mort London. The three of them built a snug cabin quickly and attached a shed, a pharmacy to house the boxes of herbs and medicinals that had taken up most of the room in Jay’s wagon. Jay nailed to the doorway a little tin tube containing a parchment lettered with a portion of Deuteronomy, a custom of the Jews, he said, and the Geigers moved in on the eighteenth of November, a few days before hard cold drifted down from Canada.

Jason and Rob J. cut a path through the woods between the Cole house site and the Geiger cabin. It quickly became known as the Long Path, to differentiate it from the path Rob J. had already cut between the house and the river, which became the Short Path.

The builders transferred their efforts to the Cole house. With the entire winter to finish its interior, they burned scrap lumber in the fireplace to keep warm and worked in high spirits, fashioning moldings and wainscoting of quarter oak and lavishing hours on the mixing of skim-milk paint to just the proper shades to please Sarah. The buffalo slough near the house site had frozen, and Alden sometimes stopped working wood long enough to strap skates to his boots and show them skills remembered from his Vermont boyhood. Rob J. had skated every winter in Scotland and would have borrowed Alden’s skates, but they were much too small for his large feet.

The first fine snow fell three weeks before Christmas. The wind blew what looked like smoke, and the minute particles seemed to burn when they touched human skin. Then the real, heavier flakes fell to muffle the world with white, and it stayed that way. With growing excitement, Sarah planned her Christmas menu, discussing surefire Virginia recipes with Lillian. Now she discovered differences between themselves and the Geigers, for Lillian didn’t share in her excitement over the coming holiday. In fact, Sarah was amazed to learn that her new neighbors didn’t celebrate the birth of Christ, choosing instead to queerly commemorate some ancient and outlandish Holy Land battle by lighting tapers and cooking potato pancakes! Still, they gave the Coles holiday gifts, plum preserves they had carted all the way from Ohio, and warm stockings Lillian had knit for everyone. The Coles’ gift to the Geigers was a heavy black iron spider, a frying pan on three legs that Rob had bought in the general store at Rock Island.

They begged the Geigers to join them for Christmas dinner, and in the end they came, although Lillian Geiger ate no meat outside her own home. Sarah served cream-of-onion soup, channel catfish with mushroom sauce, roast goose with giblet gravy, potato balls, English plum pudding made from Lillian’s preserves, crackers, cheese, and coffee. Sarah gave her family woolen sweaters. Rob gave her a lap robe of fox fur so lustrous it caused her to catch her breath and brought exclamations of appreciation from everyone. He gave Alden a new pipe and a box of tobacco, and the hired man surprised him with sharp-bladed ice skates made in the farm’s own smithy—and large enough for his feet! “Snow’s coverin the ice now, but you’ll enjoy these next year,” Alden said, grinning.

After the guests had left, Makwa-ikwa knocked on the door and left rabbitskin mittens, a pair for Sarah, a pair for Rob, a pair for Alex. She was gone before they could invite her in.

“She’s a strange one,” Sarah said thoughtfully. “We should have given her something too.”

“I took care of it,” Rob said, and told his wife he’d given Makwa a spider like the one they gave to the Geigers.

“You don’t mean to tell me you gave that Indian an expensive store-bought gift?” When he didn’t reply, her voice became tight. “You must think a whole lot of that woman!”

Rob looked at her. “I do,” he said thinly.

In the night the temperature rose, and rain fell instead of snow. Toward morning, a soaking wet Freddy Grueber came banging on their door, a weeping fifteen-year-old. The ox that was Hans Grueber’s prize possession had kicked over an oil lamp and their barn had gone up despite the rain. “Never seen nothin like it, Christ, we just couldn’t put it out. Managed to save the stock, exceptin the mule. But my pa’s burnt bad, his arm and his neck and both legs. You gotta come, Doc!” The boy had ridden fourteen miles in the weather and Sarah tried to give him food and drink, but he shook his head and rode for home at once.

She packed a basket with leftovers from the feast, while Rob J. gathered the clean rags and salves he would need and then went to the longhouse to fetch Makwa-ikwa. In a few minutes Sarah was watching them disappear into the rainy murkiness, Rob on Vicky, with his hood pulled over his head, his large body hunched over in the saddle against the wet wind. The Indian woman was wrapped in a blanket and riding Bess. On my horse, and going off with my husband, Sarah told herself, and then decided to bake bread because she’d never be able to return to sleep.

All day she waited for their return. When nightfall came, she sat late by the fire, listening to the rain and watching the dinner she had kept warm for him turn into something he wouldn’t want to eat. When she went to bed she lay without sleeping, telling herself that if they were holed up in a tipi or a cave, some warm nest, it was her fault for driving him away with her jealousy.

In the morning she was seated at the table, torturing herself with her imagination, when Lillian Geiger came calling, missing town life and driven by loneliness to come through the wet. Sarah had dark circles under her eyes and looked her worst, but she greeted Lillian and chatted brightly before bursting into tears in the middle of a discussion of flower seeds. In a moment, with Lillian’s arms about her, to her consternation she was pouring out her worst fears. “Until he came, my life was so bad. Now it is so good. If I should lose him …

“Sarah,” Lillian said gently. “No one can know what goes on in another’s marriage, of course, but … You say yourself that your fears may be groundless. I’m certain they are. Rob J. doesn’t seem to be the kind of man who would practice deceit.”

Sarah allowed the other woman to comfort and dissuade her. By the time Lillian left for home, the emotional storm was over.

Rob J. came home at midday.

“How is Hans Grueber?” she asked.

“Ah, terrible burns,” he said wearily. “Bad pain. I hope he’ll be all right. I left Makwa there to nurse him.”

“That’s good,” she said.

While he slept through the afternoon and evening, the rain ceased and the temperature plunged. He awoke in the middle of the night and dressed in order to go outside and slip and slide to the outhouse, because the rain-soaked snow had frozen to the consistency of marble. After he had relieved his kidneys and returned to bed, he couldn’t sleep. He had hoped to return to the Gruebers’ in the morning, but now he suspected that his horse’s hooves wouldn’t find a purchase in the icy surface that covered the ground. He dressed again in the dark and let himself out of the house, and he discovered that his fears were correct. When he stomped on the snow as strongly as he was able, his boot couldn’t break through the hard white surface.

In the barn he found the skates Alden had made for him and strapped them on. The track leading to the house had frozen roughly because of use, and made for difficult going, but at the end of the track was open prairie, and the windswept surface of the hardened snow was smooth as glass. He skated down gleaming moonpath, at first tentatively and then with longer and freer strokes as confidence returned, venturing far out into flatness like a vast arctic sea, hearing only the hissing of his blades and the sound of his labored breathing.

Finally, winded, he drew up and examined the strange world of the frozen prairie at night. Quite close and alarmingly loud, a wolf sounded its quavering banshee call, and the hairs lifted on the back of Rob J.’s head. If he were to fall, perhaps to break a leg, winter-starved predators would gather within minutes, he knew. The wolf howled again, or perhaps it was another; there was in the wail everything Rob didn’t want, it was a call composed of loneliness and hunger and inhumanity, and at once he began to move toward home, skating more carefully and more tentatively than he had done before, but fleeing as though pursued.

When he returned to the cabin he checked to see that neither Alex nor the baby had kicked off his covers. They were sleeping sweetly. When he got into bed his wife turned and thawed his frigid face with her breasts. She made a small purring and moaning, a sound of love and contrition, taking him into a welcoming tangle of arms and legs. The doctor was weatherbound; Grueber would be all right without him so long as Makwa was there, he thought, and gave himself to warmth of mouth and flesh and soul, to familiar pastime more mysterious than moonlight, more pleasurable even than flying over ice with no wolves.
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TRANSFORMATIONS
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If Robert Jefferson Cole had been born in northern Britain, at birth he would have been called Rob J., and Robert Judson Cole would have become Big Rob, or just plain Rob without the initial. To Coles in Scotland, the J was retained by a first son only until he himself became the father of a first son, when it was passed on gracefully and without question. It wasn’t in Rob J.’s mind to disturb a family practice of centuries, but this was a new country for Coles, and those he loved weren’t mindful of hundreds of years of family tradition. Much as he tried to explain to them, they never turned the new son into Rob J. To Alex, at first the small brother was Baby. To Alden, he was the Boy. It was Makwa-ikwa who gave him the name that became part of him. One morning the child, a crawler then, and just beginning to mouth words, sat on the dirt floor of her hedonoso-te with two of the three children of Moon and Comes Singing. The children were Anemoha, Little Dog, who was three, and Cisaw-ikwa, Bird Woman, who was a year younger. They were playing with corncob dolls, but the little white boy crept away from them. In the dim light that fell through the smoke holes he saw the medicine woman’s water drum and, dropping his hand on it, produced a sound that caused every head in the longhouse to raise.

The boy crawled away from the sound, but not back to the other children. Instead, like a man on an inspection, he went to her store of herbs and stopped gravely before each pile, examining them with deep interest.

Makwa-ikwa smiled. “You are uibenu migegee-ieh, a little shaman,” she said.

Thereafter, Shaman was what she called him, and others quickly took up the name because somehow it seemed to fit and he answered to it at once. There were exceptions. Alex liked to call him Brother, and Alex was Bigger to him, because from the start their mother spoke to them of one another as Baby Brother and Bigger Brother. Only Lillian Geiger tried to call the child Rob J., because Lillian had heard what her friend had said about his family’s custom, and Lillian was a great believer in family and in tradition. But even Lillian forgot and called the boy Shaman at times, and Rob J. Cole (the man) quickly gave up the struggle and retained his initial. Initialed or not, he knew that out of his hearing, certain of his patients called him Injun Cole and some called him “that fuckin Sauk-lovin sawbones.” But broadminded or bigots, they all knew him for a good doctor. When he was summoned he was content to go to them whether they loved him or not.

Where once Holden’s Crossing had been only a description in Nick Holden’s printed broadsides, now there was a Main Street of stores and houses, known to one and all as the Village. It boasted the Town Offices; Haskins’ General Store: Notions, Groceries, Farm Implements & Dry Goods; N. B. Reimer’s Feeds & Seeds; the Holden’s Crossing Institution for Savings and Mortgage Company; a boardinghouse run by Mrs. Anna Wiley, who also served meals to the public; the shop of Jason Geiger, Apothecary; Nelson’s Saloon (it was to have been an inn in Nick’s early plans for the town, but because of the presence of Mrs. Wiley’s boardinghouse, it never became anything more than a low-ceilinged room with a long bar); and the stables and smithy of Paul Williams, General Farrier. From her frame house in the Village, Roberta Williams, wife of the blacksmith, did custom sewing and dressmaking. For several years Harold Ames, an insurance man over in Rock Island, came to the Holden’s Crossing general store every Wednesday afternoon to transact business. But as the government land parcels began to be all taken up, and as some of the would-be farmers failed and began to sell their prairie holdings to newcomers, the need for a realty office became obvious and Carroll Wilk-enson came and set up as a real-estate man and insurance agent. Charlie Andreson—who, a few years later, also became the president of the bank—was elected mayor of the town in the first election and every one thereafter, for years. Andreson was generally liked, though there was nobody who didn’t understand that he was the chosen mayor of Nick Holden and at all times was in Nick’s watch pocket. The same went for the sheriff. It hadn’t taken Mort London more than a single year to discover he wasn’t a farmer. There wasn’t enough joinery work around to give him a steady living, because homesteaders did their own carpentry whenever it was possible. So when Nick offered to back him in a run for sheriff, Mort agreed eagerly. He was a placid man who minded his own business, which mostly was keeping the drunks quiet in Nelson’s. It mattered to Rob J. who was the sheriff. Every doctor in the county was a deputy coroner, and the sheriff decided who would conduct the autopsy when a death occurred as a result of a crime or an accident. Oftentimes an autopsy was the only way a country doctor could do the dissecting that made it possible to keep surgical skills honed. Rob J. always adhered to scientific standards as rigorous as Edinburgh’s when he did a postmortem, and he weighed all vital organs and kept his own records. Fortunately, he always had gotten on well with Mort London, and he did a lot of autopsies.

Nick Holden had been returned to the state legislature three terms in a row. At times some of the citizens of the town became annoyed at his air of proprietorship, reminding one another that he might own most of the bank, and part of the mill and the general store and that saloon, and Lord alone knew how many acres, but by God he didn’t own them and he didn’t own their land! But generally they watched with pride and astonishment as he operated like a real politician down there in Springfield, drinking bourbon whiskey with the Tennessee-born governor and serving on legislative committees and pulling strings so fast and so skillfully that all they could do was spit and grin and shake their heads.

Nick had two ambitions, held openly. “I want to bring the railroad to Holden’s Crossing, so mebbe someday this town will become a city,” he told Rob J. one morning, enjoying a kingly cigar on the porch bench at Haskins’ store. “And I sorely want to be elected to the United States Congress. I’m not gonna get us a railroad staying down there in Springfield.”

They hadn’t pretended real warmth since Nick had tried to talk him out of marrying Sarah, but they both were friendly whenever they met. Now Rob regarded him doubtfully. “Getting into the U.S. House of Representatives will be hard, Nick. You’ll need votes from the much larger congressional district, not just from around here. And there’s old Singleton.” The incumbent congressman, Samuel Turner Singleton, known throughout Rock Island County as “our own Sammil,” was firmly entrenched.

“Sammil Singleton is old. And soon he’s gonna die or retire. When that time comes, I’ll make everyone in the district see that a vote for me is a vote for prosperity.” Nick grinned at him. “I’ve done all right by you, haven’t I, Doctor?”

He had to admit it was so. He was a stockholder in both the grain mill and the bank. Nick also had controlled the financing of the general store and the saloon but hadn’t invited Rob J. to participate in those businesses. Rob understood: his roots were sunk deeply in Holden’s Crossing now, and Nick never wasted blandishments when they weren’t necessary.

The presence of Jay Geiger’s pharmacy and the steady flow of settlers into the region soon attracted another physician to Holden’s Crossing. Dr. Thomas Beckermann was a sallow middle-aged man with bad breath and red eyes. Lately of Albany, New York, he settled in a small frame house in the Village, hard by the apothecary shop. He wasn’t a medical-school graduate, and he was vague when discussing the details of his apprenticeship, which he said had been taken with a Dr. Cantwell in Concord, New Hampshire. At first Rob J. viewed his coming with appreciation. There were enough patients for two doctors who weren’t greedy, and the presence of another medical man should have meant a sharing of the long, difficult house calls that often took him far into the prairie. But Beckermann was a poor doctor and a steady, heavy drinker, and the community quickly observed both facts. So Rob J. continued to ride too far and treat too many.

This became unmanageable only in the springtime, when the annual epidemics struck, with fevers along the rivers, the Illinois mange on the prairie farms, and communicable illnesses everywhere. Sarah had nurtured the picture of herself at her husband’s side, administering to the afflicted, and the spring after her younger son’s birth she waged a strong campaign to be allowed to ride out with Rob J. and help him. Her timing was bad. That year, the troubling diseases were milk fever and measles, and by the time she began to pester him, he already had very sick people, a few of them dying, and he couldn’t pay her sufficient attention. So Sarah watched Makwa-ikwa ride out with him all through another spring, and her inner torment returned.

By midsummer the epidemics had quieted and Rob resumed the more routine pattern of his days. One evening, after he and Jay Geiger had restored themselves with Mozart’s Duet in G for violin and viola, Jay raised the sensitive question of Sarah’s unhappiness. By now they were comfortable best friends, yet Rob was taken aback that Geiger should presume to enter a world he had considered so inviolably private.

“How do you come to know of Sarah’s feelings?”

“She talks to Lillian. Lillian talks to me,” Jay said, and struggled with a moment of abashed silence. “I hope you understand. I speak out of … genuine affection … for you both.”

“I do. And along with your affectionate concern, do you have … advice?”

“For your wife’s sake, you have to get rid of the Indian woman.”

“There’s nothing but friendship between us,” he said, failing to control his resentment.

“It doesn’t matter. Her presence is the source of Sarah’s unhappiness.”

“There’s no place for her to go! There’s no place for any of them to go. The whites say they’re savages and won’t let them live the way they used to. Comes Singing and Moon are the best damn farm workers you could hope for, but no one else around here is willing to hire a Sauk. Makwa and Moon and Comes Singing keep the rest of the pack going, with what little money they earn from me. She works hard and she’s loyal, and I can’t send her away to starvation or worse.”

Jay sighed and nodded, and didn’t speak of it again.

Delivery of a letter was a rarity. Almost an occasion. One came for Rob J., sent on by the postmaster at Rock Island, who had held it for five days until Harold Ames, the insurance agent, made a business trip to Holden’s Crossing.

Rob opened the envelope eagerly. It was a long letter from Dr. Harry Loomis, his friend in Boston. When he finished reading, he went back and read it again, more slowly. And then again.

It had been written on November 20, 1846, and had taken all winter to reach its destination. Harry obviously was on the road to a fine career, a Boston career. He reported that he’d recently been appointed an assistant professor of anatomy at Harvard, and he hinted at impending marriage to a lady named Julia Salmon. But the letter was more medical intelligence than personal report. A discovery now made pain-free surgery a reality, Harry wrote with discernible excitement. It was the gas known as ether, which had been used for years as a solvent in the manufacture of waxes and perfumes. Harry reminded Rob J. of past experiments held in Boston hospitals to assess the painkilling effectiveness of nitrous oxide, known as “laughing gas.” He added roguishly that Rob might remember recreations with nitrous oxide that were conducted outside of hospitals. Rob did remember, with combined guilt and pleasure, sharing with Meg Holland a flask of laughing gas Harry had given to him for a little party. Perhaps time and distance made the memory better and funnier than it had been.

“On October 5 just past,” Loomis wrote, “another experiment, this time with ether, was scheduled to take place in the operating dome of the Massachusetts General Hospital. Past attempts to kill pain with nitrous oxide had been complete failures, with galleries of students and doctors jeering and calling out ‘Humbug! Humbug!’ The attempts had taken on a tone of hilarity, and the scheduled operation at the Massachusetts General promised to be more of the same. The surgeon was Dr. John Collins Warren. I’m certain you’ll remember that Dr. Warren is a crusty, hardened cutter, more known for his swiftness with the scalpel than for his patience with fools. So a number of us flocked to the surgical dome that day as if attending an entertainment.

“Picture it, Rob: the man delivering the ether, a dentist named Morton, is late. Warren, vastly annoyed, uses the delay to lecture on how he will proceed to cut a large tumor from the cancerous tongue of a young man named Abbott, who already sits in the red operating chair, half-dead with terror. In fifteen minutes Warren runs out of words and grimly takes out his watch. The gallery already has started to titter, when here arrives the errant dentist. Dr. Morton administers the gas and presently announces the patient is ready. Dr. Warren nods, still in fury, rolls up his sleeves, and selects his scalpel. Aides pull open Abbott’s jaw and grasp his tongue. Other hands pin him to the operating chair so he won’t thrash. Warren bends over him and makes the first swift, deep slash, a lightning motion that brings blood trickling from a corner of young Abbott’s mouth.

“He doesn’t stir.

“There is utter silence in the gallery. The slightest sigh or groan will be heard. Warren bends back to his task. He makes a second incision, and then a third. Carefully, quickly, he excises the tumor, scrapes it, applies stitches, presses a sponge to control bleeding.

“The patient sleeps. The patient sleeps. Warren straightens up. If you can credit it, Rob, the eyes of that caustic autocrat are wet!

“ ‘Gentlemen,’ he says, ‘this is no humbug.’ ”

The discovery of ether as a surgical painkiller has been announced in the medical press of Boston, Harry reported. “Our Holmes, ever quick off the mark, already has suggested that it be called anaesthesia, from the Greek word for insensibility.”

Geiger’s Pharmacy didn’t stock ether.

“But I’m a fair chemist,” Jay said thoughtfully. “I can make it, probably. I’d have to distill grain alcohol with sulfuric acid. I couldn’t use my metal still, because the acid would burn right through it. But I own a glass coil and a big bottle.”

When they searched his shelves, they found lots of alcohol but no sulfuric acid.

“Can you make sulfuric acid?” Rob asked him.

Geiger scratched his chin, clearly enjoying himself. “For that, I’ll need to mix sulfur with oxygen. I’ve plenty of sulfur, but the chemistry is a mite complicated. Oxidize sulfur once and you get sulfur dioxide. I’ll need to oxidize the sulfur dioxide again, to make sulfuric acid. But … sure, why not?”

In a few days, Rob J. had a supply of ether. Harry Loomis had explained how to assemble an ether cone out of wire and rags. First Rob tried the gas on a cat who remained insensible for twenty-two minutes. Then he deprived a dog of consciousness for more than an hour, such a long time that it became obvious ether was dangerous and must be treated with respect. He administered the gas to a male lamb before castration, and the gonads came off without a bleat.

Finally he instructed Geiger and Sarah in ether’s use, and they gave it to him. He was unconscious for only a few minutes, because nervousness made them miserly with the dose, but it was a singular experience.

Several days later, Gus Schroeder, already down to eight and one-half fingers, got the index finger of his good hand, the right hand, caught under his stone boat and ground to a pulp. Rob gave him the ether, and Gus woke up with seven and one-half fingers and asked when the operating would begin.

Rob was stunned by possibilities. He felt as though he had been given a glimpse of the limitless stretches beyond the stars, aware at once that ether was more powerful than the Gift. The Gift was shared by only a few members of his family, but every doctor in the world now would be able to operate without causing torturous pain. In the middle of the night Sarah came down to the kitchen and found her husband sitting alone.

“Do you feel all right?”

He was studying the colorless liquid in a glass bottle, as if memorizing it.

“If I’d had this, Sarah, I wouldn’t have hurt you, those times I operated.”

“You did very well without it. Saved my life, I know.”

“This stuff.” He held up the bottle. To her it looked no different from water. “It will save lots of lives. It’s a sword against the Black Knight.”

Sarah hated when he spoke of death as a person who might open the door and walk into their house at any moment. She hugged her heavy breasts with her white arms and shivered with the night chill. “Come to bed, Rob J.,” she said.

Next day Rob began to contact doctors in the region, inviting them to a meeting. It was held a few weeks later in a room above the feed store in Rock Island. By that time Rob J. had used ether on three other occasions. Seven doctors and Jason Geiger assembled and listened to what Loomis had written, and Rob’s report of his own cases.

Reactions ranged from great interest to open skepticism. Two of those present ordered ether and ether cones from Jay. “It’s a passing fad,” Thomas Beckermann said, “like all that nonsense about hand-washing.” Several of the doctors smiled, because everyone was aware of Rob Cole’s eccentric use of soap and water. “Maybe metropolitan hospitals can spend time on such things. But no bunch of doctors in Boston should try to tell us how to practice medicine on the western frontier.”

The other doctors were more discreet than Beckermann. Tobias Barr said he liked the experience of meeting with other physicians to share ideas, and he suggested that they form the Rock Island County Medical Society, which they proceeded to do. Dr. Barr was elected president. Rob J. was elected corresponding secretary, an honor he couldn’t refuse, because everyone present was given an office or the chairmanship of a committee that Tobias Barr described as being of genuine importance.

That was a bad year. On a hot, sticky afternoon toward the end of summer, when the crops were reaching ripeness, very quickly the sky became heavy and black. Thunder rumbled and lightning cleaved the roiling clouds. Weeding her garden, Sarah saw that far out on the prairie a slim funnel extended earthward from the cloud mass. It twisted like a giant snake and emitted a serpentine hissing that became a loud roar as its mouth reached the prairie and began to suck up dirt and debris.

It was moving away from her, but still Sarah ran to find her children and bring them down into the cellar.

Eight miles away, Rob J. had watched the tornado from afar too. It was gone in a few minutes, but when he rode up to Hans Buckman’s farm he saw that forty acres of prime corn had been leveled. “As if Satan wielded a great big scythe,” Buckman observed bitterly. Some farmers lost both corn and wheat. The Muellers’ old white mare was sucked up into the vortex and spat out lifeless in an adjoining pasture a hundred feet away. But no human lives had been lost, and everyone knew that Holden’s Crossing had been lucky.

People were still congratulating themselves when epidemic broke out in the autumn. It was the season when the cool crispness of the air was supposed to guarantee vigor and good health. The first week of October eight families came down with a malady Rob J. couldn’t put a name to. It was a fever accompanied by some of the bilious symptoms of typhoid, yet he suspected it wasn’t typhoid. When he began to hear of at least one new case every day, he knew they were in for it.

He had started toward the longhouse to tell Makwa-ikwa to prepare to ride out with him, but he changed directions and walked to the kitchen of his own house.

“People are beginning to get a nasty fever, and it’ll spread, for certain. I may be out there for weeks.”

Sarah was nodding gravely, to show she understood. When he asked if she wanted to come with him, her face came alive in a way that dispelled his doubts.

“You’ll be away from the boys,” he cautioned.

“Makwa will care for them while we’re gone. Makwa’s really good with them,” she said.

They left that afternoon. This early in an epidemic, it was Rob’s way to ride to any house where he heard the disease was present, trying to put out the fire before it became a conflagration. He saw that each case started the same way, with sudden high temperature or with inflamed throat followed by the fever. Usually there was diarrhea early, with lots of yellow-green bile. In every patient the mouth became covered with small papillae, regardless of whether the tongue was dry or moist, blackish or whitish.

Within a week Rob J. knew that if the patient had no additional symptoms, death was coming. If the early symptoms were followed by chills and pain in the extremities, often severe, the patient probably would recover. Boils and other abscesses, erupting at the end of the fever, were favorable signs. He had no idea how to treat the disease. Since the early diarrhea often broke the high fever, he sometimes tried to encourage its onset by administering physic. When the patients shook with chills, he gave them Makwa-ikwa’s green tonic doctored with a little alcohol, to induce sweating, and blistered them with mustard plasters. Soon after the epidemic began, he and Sarah met Tom Beckermann riding out to fever victims.

“Typhoid, for sure,” Beckermann said. Rob didn’t think so. There were no red spots on the abdomen, and no one was hemorrhaging from the anus. But he didn’t argue. Whatever was striking people down, calling it by one name or another wouldn’t make it any less scary. Beckermann told them two of his patients had died the previous day, following copious bleeding and cupping. Rob did his best to argue against bleeding a patient to fight fever, but Beckermann was the kind of physician unlikely to follow any treatment recommended by the only other doctor in town. They didn’t spend more than a few minutes with Dr. Beckermann before saying good-bye. Nothing bothered Rob J. more than a bad physician.

At first it felt strange to have Sarah with him instead of Makwa-ikwa. Sarah couldn’t have tried harder, hastening to do whatever he asked. The difference was that he had to ask and he had to teach, whereas Makwa had come to know what was needed without his telling her. In front of patients or riding between houses, he and Makwa had maintained long and comfortable silences; at first Sarah talked and talked, happy for a chance to be with him, but as they treated more patients and exhaustion became the rule, she turned quieter.

The disease spread quickly. Usually, if someone in a household became sick, all the other family members caught it. Yet Rob J. and Sarah went from house to house and didn’t come down with anything, as if they wore invisible armor. Every three of four days they tried to return home for a bath, a change of clothing, a few hours of sleep. The house was warm and clean, full of the smell of the hot food Makwa prepared for them. They held their sons for a little while, then packed the green tonic Makwa had brewed while they were gone and had mixed with a little wine at Rob’s instruction, and they rode out again. In between visits home, they slept huddled together wherever they could drop, usually in haylofts or on the floor in front of somebody’s fire.

One morning a farmer named Benjamin Haskell walked into his barn and became pop-eyed at the sight of the doctor with his arm up his woman’s skirt. That was the closest they came to making love during the entire epidemic, six weeks. The leaves had been turning color when it began, and there was a dusting of snow on the ground when it ended.

The day they came home and realized it was unnecessary for them to ride out again, Sarah sent the children in the buckboard with Makwa to Mueller’s farm to fetch baskets of winter apples for making sauce. She took a long soak in front of the fire and then boiled more water and prepared Rob’s bath, and when he was in the tin tub she came back and washed him very slowly and gently, the way they had washed patients, yet very different from that, using her hand instead of a washcloth. Damp and shivering, he hastened after her through the chill house, up the stairs, under the warm bedcovers, where they stayed for hours, until Makwa was back with the boys.

Sarah was briefly with child a few months later, but she miscarried early, frightening Rob because her blood splashed, fairly leaping out of her before the hemorrhages finally ceased. He realized it would be dangerous for her to conceive again, and after that he took precautions. He watched anxiously for signs of black shadows settling over her, as often happened after a woman aborted a fetus, but aside from a pale pensiveness that manifested itself in long periods of thought with her violet eyes closed, she appeared to recover as quickly as could be hoped.

“No daughter,” she said one night after he had banked the fire, taking his hand and placing it on her flat stomach.

“No. But,” he pointed out, “come spring, you’ll be able to ride out with me to fight the fevers,” and she allowed that that was so.


24

SPRING MUSIC

[image: image]

So, often and for long periods, the Cole boys were left in the care of the Sauk woman. Shaman became as accustomed to Makwa-ikwa’s crushed-berries smell as he was to the white odor of his natural mother, as accustomed to her darkness as to Sarah’s milky blondness. And then, more accustomed. If Sarah walked away from mothering, Makwa accepted the opportunity eagerly, holding the man-child, the son of Cawso wabeskiou, to the warmth of her bosom and finding a fulfillment she hadn’t experienced since she had held her own infant brother, He-Who-Owns-Land. She cast a love spell over the little white boy. Sometimes she sang to him:

Ni-na ne-gi-se ke-wi-to-se-me-ne ni-na,
Ni-na ne-gi-se ke-wi-to-se-me-ne ni-na,
Wi-a-ya-ni,
Ni-na ne-gi-se ke-wi-to-se-me-ne ni-na.
I walk with you, my son,
I walk with you, my son,
Wherever you are going,
I walk with you, my son.

Sometimes she sang to protect him:

Tti-la-ye ke-wi-ta-mo-ne i-no-ki,
Tti-la-ye ke-wi-ta-mo-ne i-no-ki-i-i.
Me-ma-ko-te-si-ta
Ki-ma-ma-to-me-ga.
Ke-te-ma-ga-yo-se.
Ghost, I call you today,
Ghost, I speak to you now.
One who is greatly in need
Will worship you.
Send your blessings to me.

Soon these were the songs Shaman hummed as he dogged her steps. Alex followed along glumly, watching as still another adult claimed part of his brother. He obeyed Makwa, but she recognized that the suspicion and dislike she sometimes saw in his young eyes were a son’s reflections of Sarah Cole’s feelings toward her. It didn’t matter to her much. Alex was a child, and she would work to win his trust. As for Sarah—so long as Makwa could remember, Sauks had had enemies.

Jay Geiger, busy with his pharmacy, had hired Mort London to plow the first section of his farm, a slow and brutal task. It had taken Mort from April to the end of July to break the deep, tough sod, a process made more expensive by the fact that the turned-over clods had to be allowed to rot for two or three years before the field was fit to be replowed and planted, and because Mort had caught the Illinois mange, which afflicted most men who ripped open the prairie. Some thought the rotting sod released a miasma that carried the illness to the farmer, while others said the sickness came from the bites of tiny insects disturbed by the plowshare. The ailment was unpleasant, the skin breaking out in little sores that itched. Treated with sulfur, it could be contained as an annoyance, but if it was neglected it could develop into a fatal fever such as the one that had killed Alexander Bledsoe, Sarah’s first husband.

Jay insisted that even the corners of his field should be carefully plowed and sown. In accordance with ancient Jewish law, at harvesttime he left the corners unreaped, to be gleaned by the poor. When Jay’s first section started producing good crops of corn, he was ready to prepare the second section to plant wheat. But by that time Mort London was sheriff, and none of the other homesteaders was willing to work for wages. It was a time when Chinese coolies didn’t dare quit the railroad gangs because they were likely to be stoned if they made it to the nearest town. Occasionally an Irishman or the rare Italian, escaping from the near-slavery of digging the Illinois and Michigan Canal, wandered into Holden’s Crossing, but papists were viewed with alarm by a majority of the population, and these interlopers were hurried on their way. Jay had developed a passing acquaintance with some of the Sauks because they were the poor whom he had invited to glean his corn. Finally he bought four bullocks and a steel plow and hired two of the warriors, Little Horn and Stone Dog, to break the prairie for him.

The Indians knew secrets about slicing the plains and turning it over to expose its flesh and blood, the black earth. As they worked they apologized to the earth for cutting it, and they sang songs in order to imprecate the proper ghosts. They knew the white men plowed too deep. When they set the plowshare for shallow cultivation, the root mass below the plowed earth actually rotted away faster, and they cultivated two and one-quarter acres a day instead of a single acre. And neither Little Horn nor Stone Dog caught the mange.

Marveling, Jay tried to share their method with all his neighbors, but he found no willing listeners.

“It’s because the ignorant bastards consider me a foreigner, even though I was born in South Carolina and some of them were born in Europe,” he complained hotly to Rob J. “They don’t trust me. They hate the Irish and the Jews and the Chinese and the Italians, and God knows who all, for coming to America too late. They hate the French and the Mormons on general principles. And they hate the Indians for being in America too early. Who the hell do they like?”

Rob grinned at him. “Why, Jay … they like themselves! They think they are just right, having had the sensibility to arrive at exactly the correct time,” he said.

In Holden’s Crossing, being liked was one thing, being accepted was another. Rob J. Cole and Jay Geiger gained grudging acceptance because their professions were needed. As they became prominent patches in the community quilt, the two families continued to be close, drawing support and stimulation from one another. The children became accustomed to the works of great composers, lying in bed of an evening and listening to music that rose and fell with the beauty of stringed instruments played with love and passion by their fathers.

The year Shaman was five years old, the major spring illness was measles. The invisible armor protecting Sarah and Rob disappeared, and so did the luck that had kept them unscathed. Sarah brought the disease home and became mildly ill, as did Shaman. Rob J. thought anyone was lucky to catch a light dose, because in his experience measles didn’t strike twice in one lifetime; but Alex caught the disease in all its terrible power. Whereas his mother and brother had been feverish, he burned. While they had itched, his body ran bloody from frenzied scratching, and Rob J. wrapped him in wilted cabbage leaves and bound his hands for his own protection.

The spring after that, the prevailing illness was scarletina. The Sauk band caught it, and Makwa-ikwa from them, so that Sarah had to stay home full of resentment and nurse the Indian woman instead of riding out as her husband’s assistant. Then both boys came down. This time Alex drew the gentler version of the disease, while Shaman burned, vomited, screamed with the earache, and suffered a rash so damaging that in places his skin peeled off like a snake’s.

When the disease had run its course, Sarah opened the house to the warm May air and declared that the family needed a holiday. She roasted a goose and let the Geigers know their presence would be appreciated, and that evening, music reigned where it hadn’t been heard for weeks.

The Geiger children were put to bed on pallets next to the bunks in the Cole boys’ room. Lillian Geiger slipped into the room and gave each child a hug and a kiss. At the door she paused and wished them good night. Alex wished her good night in return, as did her own children, Rachel, Davey, Herm, and Cubby, who was too young to be saddled with his real name, which was Lionel. She noticed that one child hadn’t answered. “Good night, Rob J.,” she said. There was no reply, and Lillian saw that the child looked straight ahead, as if lost in thought.

“Shaman? My dear?” In a moment, when there was no reply, she clapped her hands sharply. Five faces looked toward her, but one did not.

In the other room, the musicians were doing the Mozart duet, the piece they played together best, the one that made them shine. Rob J. was amazed when Lillian stood before his viola and put her hand out, stopping his bow during a phrase he especially loved.

“Your son,” she said. “The little one. He doesn’t hear.”
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All his life Rob J., struggling to salvage people from the afflictions that bring about physical and mental failures, was surprised at how much it hurt him when the patient was someone he loved. He cherished all those he treated, even the ones made mean by their sickness, even the ones he knew had been mean before they’d become sick, because by seeking his help, somehow they became his. As a young physician in Scotland he’d seen his mother fail and move toward death, and it had been a special, bitter lesson in his ultimate powerlessness as a doctor. And now he felt a raw hurt because of what had befallen the strong, chunky little boy, large for his age, who had come from his own seed and soul.

Shaman appeared dazed as his father clapped his hands, dropped heavy books to the floor, stood before him shouting.

“CAN … YOU … HEAR … ANYTHING? SON?” Rob yelled, pointing to his own ears, but the little boy only stared in puzzlement. Shaman was profoundly deaf.

“Will it go away?” Sarah asked her husband.

“Perhaps,” Rob said, but he was more frightened than she, because he knew more, had seen tragedies whose possibilities she only sensed.

“You’ll make it go away.” She had absolute faith in him. As once he had saved her, now he would save their child.

He didn’t know how, but he tried. He poured warm oil into Shaman’s ears. He soaked him in hot baths, he applied compresses. Sarah prayed to Jesus. The Geigers prayed to Jehovah. Makwa-ikwa tapped her water drum and sang to the manitous and the ghosts. No god or spirit paid attention.

In the beginning, Shaman was too baffled to be frightened. But within hours he began to whimper and scream. He shook his head and clawed at his ears. Sarah thought the terrible earache had returned, but Rob soon felt it wasn’t that, because he had witnessed this before. “He’s hearing noises we can’t hear. Inside his head.”

Sarah blanched. “There is something in his head?”

“No, no.” He could tell her what the condition was called—tinnitus—but he couldn’t tell her what was causing the sounds that were so private to Shaman.

Shaman didn’t stop crying. His father and mother and Makwa took turns lying on the bed hugging him. Later Rob would learn that his son heard a variety of din, sounds of crackling, ringing, thunderous roaring, hissing. All of it was very loud, and Shaman was continually terrified.

The internal barrage disappeared after three days. Shaman’s relief was profound and the returned silence was comforting, but the adults who loved him were tortured by the desperation in the small white face.

That night Rob wrote to Oliver Wendell Holmes in Boston, asking for advice about how to treat the deafness. He also asked Holmes, in case nothing could be done regarding the condition, to forward information that would instruct him how to raise a deaf son.

None of them knew how to treat Shaman. While Rob J. cast about for a physician’s solutions, it was Alex who assumed responsibility. Although stunned and frightened by what had happened to his brother, Alex adapted swiftly. He took Shaman’s hand and didn’t let go. Where the older boy walked, the younger followed. When their fingers cramped, Alex crossed to his brother’s other side and switched hands. Shaman quickly became accustomed to the security of Bigger’s sweaty, often dirty grasp.

Alex guarded him closely. “He wants more,” he would remark at the table during meals, taking Shaman’s empty bowl and holding it out to his mother so it could be refilled.

Sarah watched her two sons, observing how each of them suffered. Shaman stopped talking, and Alex chose to join him in his muteness, speaking hardly at all, communicating with Shaman in a series of exaggerated gestures while the two sets of young eyes locked with one another earnestly.

She tortured herself with imagined situations in which Shaman faced a variety of terrible fates because he couldn’t hear her agonized screams of warning. She made the boys stay close to the house. They grew bored and sat on the ground and played stupid games with nuts and pebbles, drawing pictures in the dirt with sticks. Incredibly, at times she heard them laughing. Not being able to hear his own voice, Shaman was apt to speak too softly, so they’d have to ask him to repeat what he mumbled, and he wouldn’t understand them. He took to grunting instead of speaking. When Alex became exasperated, he forgot about reality. “What?” he shouted. “What, Shaman!” And then he remembered the deafness and resorted to gestures again. He developed an unfortunate habit of grunting like Shaman to emphasize something he was trying to explain with his hands. Sarah couldn’t stand the growling-snorting sound, which made her sons seem like animals to her.

She fell into an unfortunate habit of her own, testing the deafness too often by coming up behind them and clapping her hands, or snapping her fingers, or saying their names. Inside the house, if she stamped her foot the vibrations in the floor caused Shaman to turn his head. At all times, only Alex’s scowl noted her interruption.

She had been an on-again, off-again mother, choosing to ride out with Rob J. at every opportunity instead of taking care of her children. She admitted to herself that her husband was the most important thing in her life, just as she acknowledged that medicine was the prime force in his life, even more important than his love for her; that’s just the way things were. She’d never felt for Alexander Bledsoe, or for any man, what she felt for Rob J. Cole. Now that one of her sons was threatened, she turned her love back to her boys full force, but it was too late. Alex wouldn’t relinquish any part of his brother, and Shaman had become accustomed to depending on Makwa-ikwa.

Makwa didn’t discourage the dependence; she took Shaman into the hedonoso-te for long periods of time, and she watched his every move. Once Sarah saw her hurry to where the boy had passed water against a tree and scoop some of the wet earth from the ground and take it away in a little cup, as if she was collecting the relic of a saint. Sarah thought the woman was a succubus who tried to claim the part of her husband he valued most about himself, and who now claimed her child. She knew Makwa was casting spells, singing, performing savage rituals whose very thought made her skin crawl, but she dared not object. As desperately as she wanted someone—anyone, anything—to succor her child, she couldn’t resist a feeling of self-righteous vindication, an affirmation in the one true faith, when day after day passed and the heathen nonsense brought no improvement to her son’s condition.

At night Sarah lay awake, tormented by thoughts of deaf mutes she’d known, remembering in particular a feebleminded and slovenly woman whom she and her friends had followed through the streets of their Virginia village, taunting the poor creature for her obesity and her deafness. Bessie, her name, Bessie Turner. They’d thrown sticks and pebbles, hilarious to see Bessie respond to physical insults after being able to ignore the horrible things they had shouted. She wondered if cruel children would follow Shaman through the streets.

Slowly it dawned upon her that Rob—even Rob!—didn’t know how to help Shaman. He left every morning and rode out on his house calls, absorbed with other people’s ills. He wasn’t abandoning his own family. It only seemed that way to her sometimes because she remained with her sons day after day, witness to their struggle.

The Geigers, seeking to be supportive, issued several invitations for the kind of evening the families had shared so often, but Rob J. declined. He no longer played his viola da gamba; Sarah believed he couldn’t stand to make music that Shaman wouldn’t hear.

She threw herself into the work of the farm. Alden Kimball double-dug a new plot for her and she undertook her most ambitious vegetable garden. She foraged the riverbank for miles to find lemon day lilies and transfer them to a bed at the front of the house. She helped Alden and Moon herd small groups of blatting sheep onto a raft and take them out into the middle of the river and push them off so they had to swim ashore, cleansing their wool before the shearing. After castrating the spring lambs, Alden looked askance when she claimed the bucket of prairie oysters, his favorite delicacy. Sarah stripped them of their stringy wrapping, wondering if that’s how a man’s gonads were under the wrinkled skin. Then she cut the tender little balls in half and fried them in bacon grease along with wild onion and a sliced puffball mushroom. Alden ate his share eagerly, declared it prime, and stopped moping.

She could almost have been content. Except.

Rob J. came home one day and told her he had conferred with Tobias Barr about Shaman. “A school for the deaf was recently established in Jack-sonville, but Barr knows little about it. I could travel there and look it over. But … Shaman is so young.”

“Jacksonville is one hundred and fifty miles away. We would scarcely ever see him.”

He told her that the Rock Island physician had confessed to an ignorance about how to treat deafness in children. In fact, some years before, he had given up on a case involving an eight-year-old girl and her six-year-old brother. Ultimately the children had been sent away as wards of the state, to the Illinois Asylum in Springfield.

“Rob J.,” she said. Through the open window came the guttural grunting of her sons, a mad sound, and she had a sudden mental picture of Bessie Turner’s vacant eyes. “To send a deaf child to be shut up with crazy people … that is wicked.” The thought of wickedness chilled her, as usual. “Do you think,” she whispered, “that Shaman is being punished for my sins?”

He took her in his arms and she drew on his strength the way she always did.

“No,” he said. He held her a long time. “Oh, my Sarah. You must never think it.” But he didn’t tell her what they could do.

One morning while the two boys sat in front of the hedonoso-te with Little Dog and Bird Woman, stripping willow withes of bark Makwa would boil to make her medicine, a strange Indian rode a bony horse out of the riverbank woods. He was an apparition of a Sioux, no longer young, as skinny as his horse, as shabby and tattered. His feet were bare and dirty. He wore leggings and a loincloth of deerskin and a tattered fragment of a buffalo skin around the upper part of his body like a shawl, held in place by a knotted rag belt. His long graying hair had been carelessly tended, with a short braid at the back and two longer braids at the sides of his head, wrapped with strips of otter skin.

A few years earlier, a Sauk would have greeted a Sioux with a weapon, but now each of them knew they were surrounded by a common enemy, and when the horseman greeted her in the sign language used by the Plains tribes whose native tongues are dissimilar, she returned the greeting with her fingers.

She guessed he had ridden through the Ouisconsin, following the fringe of forest along Masesibowi. His signs told her he came in peace and followed the setting sun to the Seven Nations. He asked her for food.

The four children were fascinated. They giggled and mimicked the eat sign with their small hands.

He was a Sioux, so she couldn’t simply give him anything. He traded a plaited rope for a plate of squirrel stew and a big piece of corncake, and a small bag of dried beans for the trail. The stew was cold but he dismounted and ate it with obvious hunger.

He saw the water drum and asked if she was a ghostkeeper, and looked uneasy when she indicated it was so. They didn’t give each other the power of learning their names. When he’d eaten, she warned him not to hunt the sheep or the white men would kill him, and he got back on the skinny horse and rode away.

The children were still playing at the game with their fingers, making signs that didn’t mean anything; except that Alex was making the eat sign. She broke off a piece of corncake and gave it to him, and then showed the others how to make the sign, rewarding them with nibbles of cake when they had got it right. The intertribal language was something the Sauk children should be taught, so she gave them the signs for willow, including the white brothers as a kindness until she saw that Shaman seemed to pick up the signs easily, and she was struck by an exciting thought that caused her to concentrate on him more than the others.

In addition to eat and willow, she taught them the signs for girl, for boy, for wash, and for dress. That was enough for the first day, she thought, but she set them to practicing them again and again, a new game, until the children knew the signs perfectly.

That afternoon, when Rob J. came home, she brought the children to him and demonstrated what they had learned.

Rob J. watched his deaf son thoughtfully. He saw that Makwa’s eyes gleamed with accomplishment, and he praised them all and thanked Makwa, who promised to continue to teach them the signs.

“What earthly good is it?” Sarah asked him bitterly when they were alone. “Why would we want our son to be able to talk with his fingers so only a bunch of Indians will understand him?”

“There’s a sign language like that for the deaf,” Rob J. said thoughtfully. “Invented by the French, I think. When I was in medical school, I myself saw two deaf people conversing with one another easily, using their hands instead of their voices. If I send for a book of these signs, and we learn it with him, we can talk to Shaman and he can talk to us.”

Reluctantly she agreed it was worth a try. In the meantime, Rob J. decided that learning the Indian signs would do the boy no harm.

A long letter came from Oliver Wendell Holmes. With typical thoroughness he had searched the literature at the Harvard Medical School library and had interviewed a number of authorities, giving them the details Rob J. had supplied concerning Shaman’s case.

He held out very little hope for a reversal of Shaman’s condition. “Sometimes,” he wrote, “hearing will return to a patient in whom total deafness has occurred as an aftermath of a disease such as measles, scarlet fever, or meningitis. But often, massive infection during illness scars and damages tissues, destroying sensitive and delicate processes that cannot be restored by healing.

“You write that you inspected both external auditory canals visually, using a speculum, and I commend your ingenuity in focusing the light of a candle into the ears by means of a hand mirror. Almost certainly the damage occurred deeper than you were able to examine. Having dissected, you and I are aware of the delicacy and complexity of the middle and inner ear. Whether young Robert’s problem lies in the eardrums, the auditory ossicles, the mallei, the incudes, the stapes, or perhaps the cochleae, doubtless we shall never know. What we do know, my dear friend, is that if your son still is deaf by the time you read this, in all likelihood he will be deaf for the remainder of his life.

“The problem to be considered, then, is how best to raise him.”

Holmes had consulted with Dr. Samuel G. Howe of Boston, who had worked with two deaf, mute, and blind pupils, teaching them to communicate with others by finger spelling the alphabet. Three years before Dr. Howe had toured Europe and had seen deaf children who were taught to talk clearly and effectively.

“But no school for the deaf in America teaches children to speak,” Holmes wrote, “instead instructing every pupil in the language of signs. If your son is taught the language of signs, he will be able to communicate only with other deaf persons. If he can learn to speak and, by watching the lips of others, to read what they are saying, there is no reason why he can’t live his life among people in general society.

“Therefore, Dr. Howe recommends that your son be kept at home and educated by you, and I concur.”

The consultants had reported that unless Shaman was made to talk, gradually he would go dumb through lack of use of the organs of speech. But Holmes warned that if speech was to be accomplished, the Cole family must use no formal signs to young Robert, and they must never accept a single sign from him.
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At first, Makwa-ikwa didn’t understand when Cawso wabeskiou told her to stop teaching the signs of the nations to the children. But Rob J. explained to her why the signs were bad medicine for Shaman. The boy already had learned nineteen signs. He knew the gesture with which to indicate hunger, he could ask for water, he could indicate cold, heat, illness, health, could signify appreciation or displeasure, could greet and bid farewell, describe size, comment on wisdom or stupidity. For the other children, the Indian signing was a new game. To Shaman, cut off from communication in the most puzzling way, it was renewed contact with the world.

His fingers continued to speak.

Rob J. forbade the others to participate, but they were only children, and when Shaman flashed a sign, sometimes the impulse to respond was irresistible.

After he witnessed several instances of signing, Rob J. unwound a soft rag strip Sarah had rolled for bandages. He lashed Shaman’s wrists together, and then tied his hands to his belt.

Shaman screamed and wept.

“You treat our son … like an animal,” Sarah whispered.

“It may already be too late for him. This may be his only chance.” Rob took his wife’s hands in his and tried to comfort her. But no amount of pleading changed his mind, and his son’s hands remained trussed, as if the child were a small prisoner.

Alex remembered how he had felt when he had the terrible itch from the measles and Rob J. had tied his hands so he couldn’t scratch. He forgot how his body had bled and remembered only the unrequited itching and the terrors of being bound. At first opportunity he found the sickle in the barn and cut his brother’s bonds.

When Rob J. confined him to the house, Alex disobeyed. He took a kitchen knife and went out and freed Shaman again, then took his brother’s hand and led him away.

It was midday when their absence was noted, and everybody on the farm stopped all work and joined in the search, spreading out into the woods and over the prairie pastures and along the riverbanks, calling the names only one of the boys would be able to hear. Nobody mentioned the river, but that spring two Frenchmen from Nauvoo had been in a canoe that overturned when the water was at crest. Both men had drowned, and now the menace of the river was very much on everyone’s mind.

There was no evidence of the boys until, as light was beginning to fade at day’s end, Jay Geiger rode up to the Cole place, Shaman in front of him in the saddle, Alex riding behind. He told Rob J. he’d found them in the middle of his cornfield, sitting on the ground between rows, still holding hands and all cried out.

“If I hadn’t gone in to check for weeds, they’d be sitting there still,” Jay said.

Rob J. waited until the tearstained faces were washed and the boys fed. Then he walked Alex out along the river path. The current rippled and sang over the stones along the shore, the water darker than the air, reflecting the coming night. Swallows soared and swooped, sometimes touching the surface. High up, a crane plowed along as purposefully as a packet boat.

“You know why I’ve brought you out here?”

“Gonna whup me.”

“Never whipped you yet, have I? Not going to start now. No, I want to consult with you.”

The boy’s eyes regarded him with alarm, uncertain if being consulted was any better than being whipped. “What’s that?”

“You know what it is to swap?”

Alex nodded. “Sure. I’ve swapped things, lots of times.”

“Well, I want to swap ideas with you. About your brother. Shaman’s lucky to have a big brother like you, someone who takes care of him. Your mother and I … we’re proud of you. We thank you.”

“… You treat him mean, Pa, tying his hands and all.”

“Alex, if you do any more signs with him, he’s not going to need to speak. Pretty soon he won’t remember how to speak, and you’ll never hear his voice. Ever again. You believe me?”

The boy’s eyes were large, full of burden. He nodded.

“I want you to leave his hands tied. I’m asking you never to use signs with him again. When you talk to him, first point to your mouth, so he looks at it. Then speak slowly and distinctly. Repeat what you’re saying to him, so he’ll begin to read your lips.” Rob J. looked at him. “You understand, son? Will you help us teach him to talk?”

Alex nodded. Rob J. pulled him into his chest and hugged him. He stank like a ten-year-old boy who had sat all day in a manured cornfield, sweating and crying. As soon as they got home, Rob J. would help him carry water for baths.

“I love you, Alex.”

“… you, Pa,” Alex whispered.

Everybody was given the same message.

Get Shaman’s attention. Point to your lips. Speak to him slowly and distinctly. Speak to his eyes instead of to his ears.

In the morning, as soon as they were up, Rob J. tied his son’s hands. At mealtimes Alex untied Shaman so he could eat. Then he tied his brother’s hands again. Alex saw to it that none of the other children signed.

But Shaman’s eyes grew more harried in a face that was pinched and closed off to the rest of them. He wasn’t able to understand. And he didn’t speak at all.

If Rob J. had heard of someone else who kept his boy’s hands tied, he’d have done everything in his power to rescue the child. Cruelty wasn’t one of his talents, and he saw the effect of Shaman’s suffering on the others in his household. It was an escape for him to take his bag and ride out to do his doctoring.

The world beyond his farm went on, unaffected by the Cole family’s troubles. Three other families were building new wood-frame homes to replace sod houses in Holden’s Crossing that summer. There was a lot of interest in putting up a schoolhouse and hiring a teacher, and both Rob J. and Jason Geiger supported the idea strongly. Each taught his own children at home, sometimes filling in for one another during an emergency, but they agreed it would be better for the children to go to a regular school.

When Rob J. stopped at the apothecary, Jay was bursting with a piece of news. Finally he blurted out the fact that Lillian’s Babcock piano had been sent for. Crated in Columbus, it had been carried more than a thousand miles by raft and riverboat. “Down the Scioto River to the Ohio, down the Ohio to the Mississippi, and up the goldurned Mississippi to the pier of the Great Southern Transport Company in Rock Island, where it now awaits my buckboard and oxen!”

Alden Kimball had asked Rob to treat one of his friends who was sick in the abandoned Mormon town of Nauvoo.

Alden came with him as guide. They bought a ride for themselves and their horses on a flatboat, getting downriver the easy way. Nauvoo was a spooky, largely deserted town, a gridwork of wide streets laid out on a pretty bend in the river, with handsome, substantial houses, and in the middle, the stone ruins of a great temple that looked as if it had been built by King Solomon. Only a handful of Mormons still lived there, Alden told him, old folks and rebels who had broken with the leadership when the Latter-day Saints had moved to Utah. It was a place that attracted independent thinkers; one corner of the town had been rented to a small colony of Frenchmen who called themselves Icarians and lived cooperatively. Alden led Rob J. right through the French quarter, disdain in the erectness with which he sat his saddle, and eventually to a house of weathered red brick by the side of a pleasant lane.

An unsmiling middle-aged woman answered his knock and nodded in greeting. She nodded also to Rob J. when Alden introduced her as Mrs. Bidamon. A dozen people sat or stood in the parlor, but Mrs. Bidamon led Rob up the stairs to where a sullen boy of about sixteen lay abed with the measles. It wasn’t a severe case. Rob gave his mother ground mustard seed and directions about how to mix it into the boy’s bath water, and a packet of dried elderberry blossoms to be used as tea. “I don’t think you’ll need me again,” he said. “But I want you to send for me at once if it causes him an infection of the ears.”

She preceded him downstairs and must have said a reassuring word to the people in her parlor. As Rob J. walked through to the door, they were waiting with gifts, a jar of honey, three jars of preserves, a bottle of wine. And a babble of gratitude. Outside the house, he stood, his arms full, staring at Alden in bewilderment.

“They’re grateful to you for treating the boy,” Alden said. “Mrs. Bidamon, she was the widow of Joseph Smith, the Prophet of the Latter-day Saints, the man who founded the religion. The boy is his son, also named Joseph Smith. They believe the youngling’s a prophet too.”

As they rode away, Alden regarded the town of Nauvoo and sighed. “This was a right good place to live. All ruint because Joseph Smith couldn’t keep his pecker in his pants. Him and his polygamy. Called em spiritual wives. Nothin spiritual about it, he just liked poontang.”

Rob J. knew the Saints had been driven from Ohio, Missouri, and finally Illinois, because rumors of their plural marriages had inflamed local populaces. He had never intruded upon Alden with questions of his former life, but now he couldn’t resist. “You had more than one wife yourself?”

“Three. When I broke with the church, they were parceled out to other Saints, along with their young’uns.”

Rob didn’t dare ask how many children. But a demon drove his tongue to one more question. “Did that bother you?”

Alden considered, and then he spat. “The variety was right interestin, I shan’t deny it. But without em, the peace is wonderful,” he said.

That week Rob went from treating a young prophet to treating an old congressman. He was summoned to Rock Island to examine U.S. Representative Samuel T. Singleton, who’d been taken by spells while returning to Illinois from Washington.

As he entered Singleton’s home, Thomas Beckermann was leaving; Beckermann told him that Tobias Barr also had examined Congressman Singleton. “He needs a whole lot of medical opinions, don’t he?” Beckermann said sourly.

It indicated the extent of Sammil Singleton’s fear, and as Rob J. examined the congressman, he realized the fear was well-founded. Singleton was seventy-nine, a short man, almost entirely bald, with flabby flesh and a huge assault of stomach. Rob J. listened to his heart wheeze and gurgle and sputter, struggling to beat.

He took the old man’s hands in his own and looked into the eyes of the Black Knight.

Singleton’s assistant, a man named Stephen Hume, and his secretary, Billy Rogers, sat at the foot of the bed. “We’ve been in Washington all year. He has speeches to make. Fences to mend. He’s got piss-all to do, Doc,” Hume said accusingly, as if it were Rob J.’s fault Singleton was indisposed. Hume was a Scots name, but Rob J. didn’t warm up to him.

“You’re to stay in bed,” he told Singleton bluntly. “Forget about speeches and fences. Go on a light diet. Drink alcohol sparingly.”

Rogers glared. “That’s not what the other two doctors told us. Dr. Barr said anyone would be worn out after travelin from Washington. That other fella from your town, Dr. Beckermann, he agreed with Barr, said all the congressman needs is home cookin and prairie air.”

“We thought it’d be a good idea to call in several of you fellas,” Hume said, “in case there was difference of opinion. Which is what we’ve got, ain’t we. And the other docs disagree with you, two to one.”

“Democratic. But this isn’t an election.” Rob J. turned to Singleton. “For your own survival, I hope you do what I advise.”

The old, cold eyes were amused. “You’re a friend of State Senator Holden’s. His business partner in several ventures, if I have it right.”

Hume chortled. “Nick’s a little impatient for the congressman to retire.”

“I’m a doctor. I don’t give a damn about politics. You sent for me, Congressman.”

Singleton nodded, shot a messaged glance at the other two men. Billy Rogers led Rob out of the room. When he tried to emphasize the gravity of Singleton’s condition, he got a secretary’s nod, a politician’s oily sentence of thanks. Rogers paid his fee as if tipping a stableboy, and he was quickly and smoothly eased outside the front door.

A couple of hours later, riding Vicky down Main Street in Holden’s Crossing, he saw that Nick Holden’s intelligence system was working. Nick waited on the porch of Haskins’ Store, his chair tipped back against the wall, one boot up on the porch rail. When he spotted Rob J. he gestured him to the hitching post.

Nick led him quickly into the store’s back room and made no attempt to hide his excitement.

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“I know you’ve just come from Sammil Singleton.”

“I talk about my patients with my patients. Or sometimes with their loved ones. You one of Singleton’s loved ones?”

Holden smiled. “I like him a whole lot.”

“Liking him doesn’t do it, Nick.”

“Don’t play games, Rob J. I only have to know one thing. Will he have to retire?”

“You want to know, you ask him.”

“Jesus Christ,” Holden said bitterly.

Rob J. stepped carefully around a baited mousetrap as he left the storeroom. Nick’s rage followed after him along with the odor of leather harness and rotting seed potatoes. “Your trouble, Cole, is you’re too dumb to know who your goddam real friends are!”

Probably Haskins had to be careful at day’s end to tuck away the cheese, cover the cracker barrel, things like that. Mice could play havoc with food merchandise at night, he reflected as he walked through the front of the store; and no way you could avoid having mice when you were this close to the prairie.

Four days later, Samuel T. Singleton was seated at a table with two selectmen from Rock Island and three selectmen from Davenport, Iowa, explaining the tax position of the Chicago and Rock Island Railroad, which was proposing to build a railroad bridge across the Mississippi between their two towns. He was discussing rights of way when he gave a small sigh, as if in exasperation, and slumped where he sat. By the time Dr. Tobias had been sent for and arrived in the saloon, everyone in the neighborhood knew Sammil Singleton had died.

It took the governor a week to appoint his successor. Immediately following the funeral, Nick Holden had left for Springfield to try to snare the appointment. Rob could imagine the arm-twisting in which he engaged, and no doubt there was effort expended by Nick’s sometime drinking friend, the Kentucky-born lieutenant governor. But evidently the Singleton organization had drinking friends of its own, and the governor appointed Singleton’s aide, Stephen Hume, to fill the unexpired eighteen months of the term.

“Nick’s goose is cooked,” Jay Geiger observed. “Between now and the end of the term, Hume will dig in. He’ll run next time as the incumbent, and he’ll be next to impossible for Nick to beat.”

Rob J. didn’t care. He was engrossed with what was happening within the walls of his own home.

After two weeks he stopped tying his son’s hands. Shaman no longer attempted to sign, but he didn’t speak either. There was something dead and gray in the little boy’s eyes. They hugged him a lot, but the boy was only momentarily comforted. Whenever Rob looked at his child, he felt self-doubt and helplessness.

Meanwhile, all those around him followed his directions as though he were infallible in the treatment of deafness. When they talked to Shaman, they spoke slowly and enunciated distinctly, first pointing to their mouths when they had gained his attention, encouraging him to read their lips.

It was Makwa-ikwa who thought of a new approach to the problem. She told Rob how she and the other Sauk girls had been taught to speak English so quickly and effectively at the Evangelical School for Indian Girls: they had not been passed anything at mealtimes unless it was requested in English.

Sarah exploded with anger when Rob discussed it with her. “It was one thing to truss him like a slave. Now you will starve him too!”

But Rob J. didn’t have many things to try, and he was growing desperate. He talked long and earnestly to Alex, who agreed to cooperate, and he asked his wife to make a special meal. Shaman had a passion for sweet-and-sour, and Sarah prepared stewed chicken with dumplings, and hot rhubarb pie for dessert.

That evening, when the family was seated around the table and she brought in the first course, the sequence was much as it had been for several weeks. Rob lifted the cover from a steaming bowl and let the mouth-watering scent of the chicken, dumplings, and vegetables waft across the table.

He served Sarah first, and then Alex. He waved his hand until he had gained Shaman’s attention, and then he pointed to his own mouth. “Chicken,” he said, holding up the serving bowl. “Dumplings.”

Shaman stared at him silently.

Rob J. placed food in his own plate, and sat.

Shaman watched his parents and his brother eating busily, and he lifted his empty plate and grunted in annoyance.

Rob pointed to his own mouth and lifted the serving bowl. “Chicken.”

Shaman held out his plate.

“Chicken,” Rob J. said again. When his son remained silent, he set down the bowl and resumed eating.

Shaman began to sob. He looked at his mother, who, forcing herself to eat, had just finished her portion. She pointed to her mouth and held out her plate to Rob. “Chicken, please,” she said, and he served her.

Alex, too, asked for a second helping and was given it. Shaman sat and shook with grief, his face screwed up against this fresh assault, this new terror, deprivation of his food.

The chicken and dumplings eaten, the plates were removed, and then Sarah carried in the dessert, hot from the oven, and a pitcher of milk. Sarah was proud of her rhubarb pie, made from an old Virginia recipe, lots of maple sugar bubbling together with the tart juices of the rhubarb to caramelize on top as a hint of the pleasure contained under the crust.

“Pie,” Rob said, and the word was repeated by Sarah and Alex.

“Pie,” he said to Shaman.

It hadn’t worked. His heart was breaking. He could not, after all, permit his son to starve, he told himself; better a mute child than a dead child.

Morosely he cut himself a piece.

“Pie!”

It was a howl of outrage, a blow against all the injustices of the world. The voice was familiar and beloved, a voice he hadn’t heard for a while. Still, he sat for a moment stupidly, trying to make certain it hadn’t been Alex who had shouted.

“Pie! Pie! Pie!” Shaman screamed, “PIE!”

The small body shook with fury and frustration. Shaman’s face was wet with tears. He pulled away from his mother’s attempt to wipe his nose.

Niceties didn’t matter at this moment, Rob J. thought; “please” and “thank you” could come later too. He pointed to his own mouth.

“Yes,” he told his son, nodding and cutting a huge piece at the same time. “Yes, Shaman! Pie.”
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POLITICS
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The flat tall-grass section of land south of Jay Geiger’s farm had been bought from the government by a Swedish immigrant named August Lund. Lund spent three years breaking thick sod, but in the spring of his fourth year his young wife sickened and died quickly of cholera, and her loss poisoned the place for him and brought on a darkness of spirit. Jay bought his cow and Rob J. bought his harnesses and some tools, both of them overpaying because they knew how desperately Lund wanted to get away from there. He returned to Sweden, and for two seasons his newly broken fields remained bleak as a deserted female, struggling to return to what they once were. Then the property was sold by a land broker in Springfield, and several months later a two-wagon caravan arrived bringing a man and five women to live on the land.

Had they been a pimp and his whores they would have caused less excitement in Holden’s Crossing. They were a priest and nuns of the Roman Catholic Order of Saint Francis Xavier of Assisi, and word sped throughout Rock Island County that they’d come to open a parochial school and lure young children into popery. Holden’s Crossing needed both a school and a church. Each project most likely would have remained in the talking stages for years, but the arrival of the Franciscans stirred up a frenzy. After a series of “social evenings” in farmhouse parlors, a building committee was named to raise funds for a church structure, but Sarah was irked.

“They simply can’t agree, like squabbling children. Some want just a log cabin, to be economical. Others want wood frame, or brick, or stone.” She favored a stone building herself, with a bell tower, a steeple, and stained-glass windows—a real church. All through the summer, fall, and winter there were arguments, but by March, faced with the knowledge that the townspeople also had to pay for a schoolhouse, the building committee decided on a simple wooden church, the walls planked up and down instead of clapboarded, and painted white. The controversy over the architecture paled next to the cold-eyed debate regarding affiliation with a denomination, but there were more Baptists in Holden’s Crossing than any other group, and the majority prevailed. The committee contacted the congregation of the First Baptist Church of Rock Island, which helped with advice and a little seed cash in order to get a new sister church off to a start.

Money was subscribed, and Nick Holden dazzled everyone with the largest gift, five hundred dollars. “It’ll take more than philanthropy to get him elected to Congress,” Rob J. told Jay. “Hume has worked hard and has the nomination of the Democratic party sewed up.”

Evidently Holden thought so too, for soon it became general knowledge that Nick had broken with the Democrats. Some expected him to seek the support of the Whigs, but instead he declared himself a member of the American party.

“American party. That’s a new one on me,” Jay said.

Rob enlightened him, remembering the anti-Irish sermons and articles he’d seen everywhere in Boston. “It’s a party that glorifies the native-born white American and stands for suppression of Catholics and the foreign-born.”

“Nick plays to whatever passions and fears he can find,” Jay said. “The other evening, on the porch of the general store, he was warning folks about Makwa’s little group of Sauks as though they were Black Hawk’s band. Got some of the men all worked up. Said that if we don’t watch out there’s going to be bloodshed, farmers with their throats cut.” He made a face. “Our Nick. Ever the statesman.”

One day a letter came for Rob J. from his brother, Herbert, in Scotland. It was an answer to a letter sent by Rob eight months before, describing his family, his practice, the farm. His letter had painted a realistic picture of his life in Holden’s Crossing, and in return he had asked Herbert to send him news of those he loved in the old country. Now his brother’s letter conveyed dread information that wasn’t unexpected, for when Rob had fled Scotland he’d known his mother’s life was winding down. She had died three months after his departure, Herbert wrote, and was buried next to their father in the mossy “new yard” of the kirk in Kilmarnock. Their father’s brother, Ranald, had died the following year.

Herbert wrote that he’d expanded the flock and built a new barn, using stone hauled from the base of the cliff. He mentioned these things gingerly, obviously pleased to let Rob know he was doing well with the land but carefully avoiding any discussion of prosperity. There must be times when Herbert feared his return to Scotland, Rob realized. The land had been Rob J.’s birthright as the elder son; the night before he left Scotland he had dazed Herbert, who passionately loved sheep farming, by signing the holding over to the younger brother.

Herbert wrote that he’d married Alice Broome, daughter of John Broome, who judged at the Kilmarnock Lamb Show, and his wife, Elsa, who had been a McLarkin. Rob remembered Alice Broome vaguely, a thin mouse-haired girl who had kept one hand covering her uncertain smile because her teeth were long. She and Herbert had three children, all daughters, but Alice was bearing again and this time Herbert hoped for a son, for the sheep croft was growing and he needed help.

The political situation having quieted, will you be thinking of coming home?

Rob could sense the tension of the question in Herbert’s cramped writing, the shame over the sweat and apprehension. He sat at once and composed a letter to erase his brother’s fears. He wouldn’t return to Scotland, he wrote, unless in a healthy and prosperous retirement someday he might visit. He sent his love to his sister-in-law and his nieces, and commended Herbert for the success he was making; it was clear, he wrote, that the Cole farm was in proper ownership.

When he finished the letter, he went for a walk along the river path, all the way to the stone pile marking the end of his land and the beginning of Jay’s. He knew he wouldn’t leave here. Illinois had captured him, despite its blizzards and destructive tornadoes, and its wild extremes of temperature, high and low. Or maybe because of those things and a lot more.

This Cole farm was better land than the keeping in Kilmarnock, deeper loam, more water, fatter grass. Already he felt responsible for it. He had memorized its smells and sounds, loving the way it was in the hot, lemony mornings of summer when the wind made the tall grasses whisper, and in the brutal, cold embrace of deep-drifted winter. It was his land, for a fact.

A couple of days later, in Rock Island to attend a meeting of the Medical Society, he dropped by the courthouse and filled out a document declaring his desire for naturalization.

Roger Murray, the court clerk, read the application fussily. “A three-year delay, you know, Doctor, before you can become a citizen.”

Rob J. nodded. “I can wait. Not going anywhere,” he said.

The more Tom Beckermann drank, the more lopsided the practice of medicine became in Holden’s Crossing, the load falling on Rob J., who cursed Beckermann’s alcoholism and wished a third doctor would move to town. Steve Hume and Billy Rogers added to his problem by whispering far and wide that Doc Cole had been the only medico to warn Sammil Singleton about how sick he really was. If Sammil had only listened to Cole, they said, he might be here today. Rob J.’s legend grew, and new patients sought him out.

He worked hard at reserving time to be with Sarah and the boys. Shaman amazed him; it was as if a plant organism had been interrupted and endangered but then had responded with a burst of growth, green tendrils every-where. He developed before their eyes. Sarah, Alex, the Sauks, Alden, everyone who lived on the Cole place practiced lip-reading with him long and faithfully—indeed, almost hysterically, so great was their relief at the end of his silence—and once the boy began to speak, he talked and talked. He had learned to read a year before the onset of his deafness, and now they were hard pressed to keep him in books.

Sarah taught her sons what she was able, but she’d finished only a sixgrade rural school and was aware of her limitations. Rob J. drilled them in Latin and arithmetic. Alex did well; he was bright and worked hard. But it was Shaman who stunned with his quickness. Something in Rob ached when he observed the boy’s natural intelligence.

“He’d have been some doctor, I know it,” he told Jay regretfully one hot afternoon as they sat on the shady side of the Geiger house and drank ginger water. He admitted to Jay that it was built into a Cole to hope that his man-child would grow to be a physician.

Jay nodded sympathetically. “Well, there’s Alex. He’s a likely lad.”

Rob J. shook his head. “It’s the damnedest thing—Shaman, the one who won’t ever be a doctor because he can’t hear, is the one who’s keen to go on house calls with me. Alex, who can be anything when he grows up, chooses to follow Alden Kimball around the farm like a shadow. He’d rather watch the hired man put in a fencepost or slice off some feisty lamb’s balls than anything I can do.”

Jay grinned. “And wouldn’t you, at their age? Well, maybe the brothers will farm together. They’re both fine boys.”

Inside the house, Lillian was practicing Mozart’s Twenty-third Piano Concerto. She was very serious about her fingering and it was excruciating to hear her play the same phrase until it had exactly the right color and expression; but when she was satisfied and let the notes run, it was music. The Babcock piano had arrived perfect in function, but a long, shallow scrape, origin unknown, marred the oiled perfection of one of the sleek walnut legs. Lillian had wept to see it, but her husband said the scratch would never be repaired, “so it’ll remind our grandchildren how we traveled to get here.”

The First Church of Holden’s Crossing was dedicated late enough in June so the celebration spilled over into the Fourth of July. Both Congressman Steven Hume and Nick Holden, a candidate for Hume’s office, spoke at the dedication. Rob J. thought Hume seemed relaxed and comfortable, while Nick sounded like a man desperate with the knowledge that he was running far behind.

The Sunday after the holiday, the first of what would be a long series of visiting preachers conducted the sabbath service. Sarah admitted to Rob J. that she felt nervous, and he knew she was remembering the Baptist preacher at the Great Awakening who had called down hellfire upon women who bore children out of wedlock. She would have preferred a gentler shepherd, like Mr. Arthur Johnson, the Methodist minister who had married her to Rob J., but the choice of a clergyman would be made by the entire congregation. So all summer long, preachers of every type came to Holden’s Crossing. Rob went to several services to offer his wife support, but mostly he stayed away.

In August a printed flier tacked up outside the general store proclaimed the coming visit of one Ellwood R. Patterson, who would deliver a lecture entitled “The Tide That Threatens Christendom” at the church on Saturday, September 2, at seven P.M., and then would conduct the service and preach on Sunday morning.

On that Saturday morning a man appeared at Rob J.’s dispensary. He sat patiently in the small parlor that served as waiting room while Rob dealt with the middle finger of Charley Haskins’ right hand, which had been pinched between two logs. The son of the storekeeper, twenty-year-old Charley was a woodcutter by trade. He was in pain and annoyed at himself for the carelessness that had led to the accident, but he had a brashly uninhibited mouth and irrepressible good humor.

“Well, Doc. This going to keep me from getting married?”

“You’ll use the finger as well as ever, eventually,” Rob said dryly. “You’re going to lose the nail, but it’ll grow back. Now, get out of here. And return in three days so I can change the dressing.”

Still grinning, he brought in the man from the waiting room, who introduced himself as Ellwood Patterson. The visiting preacher, Rob realized, remembering the name from the fliers. He noted a male of perhaps forty years, overweight but erect, with a large arrogant face, black hair cut long, a florid complexion, and small but prominent blue veins on his nose and cheeks.

Mr. Patterson said he suffered from boils. When he removed the clothing from the upper part of his body, Rob J. saw on his skin the pigmented spots of healed areas interspersed with a dozen open sores, pustular eruptions, scabby and granulated vesicles, and soft gummy tumors.

He looked at the man with sympathy. “You know you have a disease?”

“I’m told it’s syphilis. Someone at the saloon said you’re a special doctor. I thought I’d see if there wasn’t something you could do.”

Three years ago, a whore in Springfield had done him the French way and subsequently he’d developed a hard chancre and a swelling behind the balls, he told Rob. “I went back to see her. She won’t be giving a dose to anyone else.”

A couple of months later he was plagued by fever and copper-colored body sores, as well as severe pains in his joints and in his head. Every symptom went away on its own and he thought he was all right, but then these sores and lumps appeared.

Rob wrote his name on a record sheet, and next to it, “tertiary syphilis.” “Where are you from, sir?”

“… Chicago.” But his patient had hesitated just long enough for Rob J. to suspect he was lying. It didn’t matter.

“There’s no cure, Mr. Patterson.”

“Yeah … what happens to me now?”

It wouldn’t serve him to dissemble. “If it infects your heart, you’ll die. If it goes to your brain, you’ll go insane. If it enters your bones or your joints, you’ll be crippled. But often none of these awful things happens. Sometimes the symptoms just go away and don’t come back. What you have to do is hope and believe you’re one of the lucky ones.”

Patterson grimaced. “So far the sores haven’t been visible when I’m dressed. Can you give me something to keep them off my face and neck? I lead a public life.”

“I can sell you some salve. I don’t know as it’ll work on this kind of sore,” Rob said gently, and Mr. Patterson nodded and reached for his shirt.

Next morning a boy in bare feet and ragged pants came on a mule just after dawn and said: Please, suh, but his mammy was doin poorly and could the doctor kindly come? He was Malcolm Howard, eldest son of a family that had come up from Louisiana only a few months ago and settled in bottomland six miles downriver. Rob saddled Vicky and followed the mule over rough trails until they came to a cabin that was only slightly better shelter than the chicken coop leaning against it. Inside he found Mollie Howard with her husband, Julian, and their brood gathered about her bed. The woman was deep in the throes of malaria but he saw that she wasn’t badly off, and a few cheerful words and a good dose of quinine eased the patient’s concern, and the family’s.

Julian Howard made no move toward payment, nor did Rob J. ask for it, seeing how little the family had. Howard followed him outside and engaged him in conversation about the latest action by their U.S. senator, Stephen A. Douglas, who had just successfully pushed through Congress the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which established two new territories in the West. Douglas’ bill called for allowing the territorial legislatures to decide whether the areas should have slavery, and for that reason public opinion in the North was running strongly against the bill.

“Them goddamn northerners, what do they know about nigras? Some of us farmers is gettin together a little organization to see that Illinois smartens up and allows a man to own slaves. Mebbe you’d like to join with us? Them dark-skinned people was meant to work a white man’s fields. I see you all got you a coupla red nigras workin your place.”

“They’re Sauks, not slaves. They work for wages. I don’t believe in slavery myself.”

They looked at one another. Howard reddened. He was silent, doubtless constrained from setting Rob straight by the fact that the uppity doctor hadn’t charged for his services. For his part, Rob was happy to turn away.

He left more quinine and was able to ride back home without delay, but when he got there he found Gus Schroeder waiting in a panic because Alma, in cleaning out the stall, had foolishly gotten in between the wall and the big brindle bull they were so proud of. The bull had nudged her and knocked her down just as Gus entered the barn. “Then the Gott-dam thing won’t move! Just stants over her, dropping his horns, until I had to take the hayfork and jap him to get him away. She says she’s not bad hurt, but you know Alma.”

So, still without breakfast, he went to the Schroeders’. Alma was all right, if pale and shaken. She winced when he pressed the fifth and sixth ribs on her left side, and he didn’t dare take a chance on not binding her up. He knew it mortified her to undress in front of him, and he asked Gus to tend to his horse so her husband wouldn’t witness her humiliation. He had her hold up her own big floppy blue-veined breasts and touched her fat white flesh as little as possible while he bound her, keeping up a steady conversation about sheep and wheat and his wife and children. When it was over, she managed to smile at him and went into the kitchen to make a fresh pot, and then the three of them sat over cups of coffee.

Gus told him that Ellwood Patterson’s Saturday “lecture” had been an ill-disguised campaign speech for Nick Holden and the American party. “Folks figger Nick arranged for him to come.”

The “Tide That Threatens Christendom,” according to Patterson, was the immigration of Catholics into the United States. The Schroeders had skipped church that morning for the first time; both Alma and Gus had been raised Lutherans, but they had had enough of Patterson at the lecture; he had said that the foreign-born—and that meant the Schroeders—were stealing the bread of American workmen. He had called for the waiting period for naturalization as a citizen to be changed from three years to twenty-one years.

Rob J. grimaced. “I wouldn’t want to wait that long,” he said. But all three of them had work to do that Sunday, and he thanked Alma for the coffee and went on his way. He had to ride five miles upriver to the homestead of John Ashe Gilbert, whose elderly father-in-law, Fletcher White, was down with a bad cold. White was eighty-three and a tough old bird; he’d weathered bronchial problems before, and Rob J. was confident he would again. He had told Fletcher’s daughter Suzy to pour hot drinks down the old man’s throat and boil kettle after kettle so Fletcher could breathe in the steam. Rob J. checked on him more often than was necessary, probably, but he especially valued his aged patients, because there were few of them. Pioneers were likely to be strong young folks who left the old folks behind them when they traveled west, and old men who made the trip were rare.

He found Fletcher much improved. Suzy Gilbert gave him a lunch of fried quail and potato pancakes and asked him to stop at the house of her near neighbors, the Bakers, where one of the sons had an infected toe that needed to be opened. He found Donny Baker, age nineteen, very badly off, feverish, in intense pain from a terrible infection. Half the sole of the boy’s right foot was blackened. Rob amputated two toes and opened the foot and inserted a wick, but he had real doubts about whether the foot could be saved, and he had seen numerous cases in which this kind of infection couldn’t be stopped with only the amputation of a foot.

It was late afternoon when he headed home. He was halfway there when he heard a halloo on the trail and pulled up Vicky so Mort London could catch up to him on his big chestnut gelding. “Sheriff.”

“Doc, I …” Mort took off his hat and irritably whacked at a buzzing fly. He sighed. “Damnedest thing. Afraid we got need of a coroner.”

Rob J. felt irritable too. Suzy Gilbert’s potato pancakes sat heavy in his stomach. If Calvin Baker had gotten word to him a week earlier, he could have taken care of Donny Baker’s toe with little trouble. Now there was going to be big trouble, and perhaps tragedy. He was wondering how many of his patients out there were in harm’s way without letting him know it, and he determined to try to check up on at least three of them before nightfall. “You’d better get Beckermann,” he said. “I have lots to do today.”

The sheriff turned the brim of his hat in his hands. “Uh. You might want to do this yourself, Dr. Cole.”

“One of my patients?” He started to run down the list of possibilities.

“It’s that Sauk female.”

Rob J. looked at him.

“Indian woman been workin for you,” London said.
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He told himself it was Moon. It wasn’t that Moon was expendable, that he didn’t like her and value her, but only two Sauk women worked for him, and if it wasn’t Moon, the alternative was unthinkable.

But, “The one helps you with your doctorin,” Mort London said. “Stabbed,” he said, “lots of times. Whoever did it beat her up some, before. Clothes ripped off. I believe she was raped.”

For a few minutes they traveled in silence. “Might have been a few fellas gave it to her. A shitload of hoof marks in the clearing where she was found,” the sheriff said. Then he was quiet and they just rode.

When they got to the farm, Makwa already had been brought into the shed. Outside, a small group had gathered between the dispensary and the barn, Sarah, Alex, Shaman, Jay Geiger, Moon and Comes Singing and their children. The Indians weren’t mourning aloud but their eyes betrayed their grief and futility, their knowledge that life was bad. Sarah was weeping quietly and Rob J. went to her and kissed her.

Jay Geiger walked him away from the others. “I found her.” He shook his head as if to drive away an insect. “Lillian had sent me riding over to your place with some peach preserves for Sarah? Next thing I knew, I saw Shaman sleeping under a tree.”

That shocked Rob J. “Shaman was there? Did he see Makwa?”

“No, he didn’t. Sarah says Makwa took him out this morning to collect herbs in the river woods, the way she sometimes did. When he wore out, she just let him take a nap in the cool shade. And you know that no noises, shouts or screams or whatever, would disturb Shaman. I figured he wasn’t out there alone, so I just let him sleep and rode on a bit, into that clearing. And I found her …

“She’s very bad to see, Rob. It took me a few minutes to get hold of myself. I went back and woke up the boy. But he didn’t see anything. I brought him here with me, and then I rode over to get London.”

“It seems you’re forever bringing my boys home.”

Jay peered at him. “You going to be all right?”

Rob nodded.

Jay, on the other hand, looked pale and miserable. He grimaced. “I guess you have work to do. The Sauks are going to want to clean her up and bury her.”

“Keep everybody away for a while,” Rob J. said, and then he went into the shed alone and closed the door behind him.

She was covered with a sheet. It wasn’t Jay or any of the Sauks who had brought her in. More likely a couple of London’s deputies, because they had dropped her almost carelessly onto the dissecting table, on her side, like some inanimate object of little worth, a log or a dead Indian woman. What he saw at first glance when he threw back the sheet was the rear of her head and her naked back, buttocks, and legs.

The lividity showed she’d been on her back when she’d died; her back and flattened buttocks were purpled with pooled capillary blood. But in the violated crena ani he saw a crust of redness and a dried white smear that had been stained scarlet where it had met bleeding.

Gently he turned her on her back again.

There were scratches on her cheeks made by twigs when her face had been pushed into the forest floor.

Rob J. had great tenderness for the female hind. His wife had discovered that early. Sarah loved to offer herself up to him, her eyes pressed into the pillow, her breasts mashed against the sheet, her slender, elegantly arched feet splayed, the split pear-shaped meniscuses riding white and pink above the golden fleece. An uncomfortable position, but one she took at times because his sexual excitement set off her own passion. Rob J. believed in coition as a form of love and not merely as a vehicle for procreation, therefore he didn’t hold a single orifice to be sacred as a sexual vessel. But as a physician he had observed that it was possible for the anal sphincter to lose elasticity if abused, and it was easy, when he made love to Sarah, to choose acts that would do no harm.

Some person had shown no such consideration for Makwa.

She had had the work-honed body of a woman a dozen years younger than what her age must have been. Years before, he and Makwa had come to terms with their physical attraction for one another, always held carefully in check. But there had been times when he had thought of her body, imagined what it would be like to make love to her. Now death had already begun its ruin. Her abdomen was swollen, her breasts flattened by the breakdown of tissue. There was considerable muscular stiffening, and he straightened her legs at the knees while it still was possible. Her pubes were like black wire wool, quite bloodied; perhaps it was a mercy she hadn’t lived, because her medicine would have been gone.

“Basta-a-a-rds! Ye dirty bastards!”

He wiped his eyes, realizing suddenly that those outside would have heard him screaming, knowing he was alone with Makwa-ikwa. Her upper torso was a mass of bruises and wounds, and her lower lip had been pulped, probably by a large fist.

On the floor next to the examining table was the evidence gathered by the sheriff: her torn and bloodstained dress (an old gingham dress Sarah had given her); the basket more than half-full of mints, cress, and some kind of tree leaves, he thought black cherry; and one deerskin shoe. One shoe? He looked for the other and couldn’t find it. Her square brown feet were bare; they were tough, hard-used feet, the second toe of her left foot misshapen from an old fracture. He had seen her barefoot often and had wondered how she had broken that toe, but he hadn’t ever asked her.

He looked up at her face and saw his good friend. Her eyes were open but the vitreum had lost pressure and dried and they were the deadest thing about her. He closed them quickly and weighted the lids with pennies, but felt as if she still stared at him. In death her nose was more pronounced, uglier. She wouldn’t have been pretty as she aged, but her face already had great dignity. He shuddered and clasped his hands together tightly, like a child at prayer.

“I am so sorry, Makwa-ikwa.” He had no illusion that she heard, but he drew comfort from speaking to her. He got pen and ink and paper and copied the runelike embossings on her breasts, sensing they were important. He didn’t know if anyone would understand them, because she hadn’t trained someone to succeed her as ghostkeeper of the Sauks, believing she had many years. He suspected she had hoped one of the children of Moon and Comes Singing would come to be a suitable apprentice.

Quickly he sketched her face, the way it had been.

Something terrible had happened to him as well as to her. Just as he would always have dreams of the medical-student-cum-executioner holding aloft the severed head of his friend Andrew Gerould of Lanark, he would dream of this death. He didn’t fully understand what made for friendship, any more than he knew what made for love, but somehow this Indian woman and he had become true friends and her death was his loss. For a moment he forgot his vow of nonviolence; if those who had done this were in his power, he could have squashed them like bugs.

The moment passed. He tied a bandanna to cover his nose and mouth against the odor. Taking up a scalpel, he made quick slashes, opening her in a great U from shoulder to shoulder and then cutting between her breasts in a straight line that ran down to her navel, trisecting to form a bloodless Y. His fingers were without sensation and obeyed his mind clumsily; it was good he wasn’t cutting a living patient. Until he peeled back the three flaps, the grisly body was Makwa. But when he reached for the rib cutters to free the sternum, he forced himself into a different level of consciousness that drove everything from his mind but specific tasks, and he fell into the familiar routine and began to do the things that had to be done.

REPORT OF VIOLENT DEATH

Subject: Makwa-ikwa

Address: Cole Sheep Farm, Holden’s Crossing, Illinois

Occupation: Assistant, dispensary of Dr. Robert J. Cole

Age: Approximately 29 years

Height: 1.752 meters

Weight: Approximately 63 kilograms

Circumstances: Body of the subject, a woman of the Sauk tribe, was discovered in a wooded section of the Cole Sheep Farm by a passerby, midafternoon on September 3, 1851. There were eleven stab wounds, running in irregular line from the jugular notch down the sternum to a position approximately two centimeters inferior to the xiphoid process. The wounds were .947 to .952 centimeters in width. They were made by a pointed instrument, probably a metal blade, triangular in shape, all three edges ground to cutting sharpness.

Subject, who had been a virgin, was raped. Remains of the hymen indicate it was imperforatus, the membrane thick and grown inflexible. Probably the rapist(s) could not accomplish penetration by penis; defloration was completed by means of a blunt instrument with rough or jagged small projections, inflicting massive damage to the vulva, including deep scratches in the perineum and the labia majora and tearing and gouging in the labia minora and the vestibule of the vagina. Either before or after this bloody deflowering, subject was turned facedown. Bruises on her thighs suggest that she was held in position while sodomized, indicating that her attackers included at least two individuals, and probably more. Damage of the sodomy included the stretching and tearing of the anal canal. A quantity of sperm was present in the rectum, and marked hemorrhaging was present in the descending colon. Other contusions elsewhere on the body and on the face suggest subject was beaten extensively, probably by men’s fists.

There is evidence that subject resisted the attack. Under the nails of the second, third, and fourth fingers of her right hand were shreds of skin and two black hairs, perhaps from a beard.

The stabbings were done with sufficient force to chip the third rib and penetrate the sternum repeatedly. The left lung was penetrated twice and the right lung three times, tearing the pleura and lacerating the inner lung tissue; both lungs would have collapsed at once. Three of the thrusts entered the heart, two of them leaving wounds in the region of the right atrium, .887 centimeters and .799 centimeters in width, respectively. The third wound, in the right ventricle, was .803 centimeters in width. Blood from the lacerated heart had pooled extensively in the abdominal cavity.

Organs were unremarkable except for trauma. Weighed, the heart was found to be 263 grams; the brain, 1.43 kilograms; the liver, 1.62 kilograms; the spleen, 199 grams.

Conclusions: Homicide following sexual assault, by a party or parties unknown.
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Rob J. stayed up late that night, copying the report for filing with the county clerk and then making another copy to give to Mort London. In the morning, the Sauks came to the farm and they buried Makwa-ikwa on the bluff near the hedonoso-te, overlooking the river. Rob had offered the burial site without consulting Sarah.

She was angry when she heard. “On our land? What ever were you thinking of? A grave is forever, she’ll be here for all time. We’ll never be rid of her!” she said wildly.

“Hold your tongue, woman,” Rob J. said quietly, and she turned and went away from him.

Moon washed Makwa and dressed her in her deerskin shaman’s dress. Alden offered to make her a pine box, but Moon said it was their way to bury their dead just in their best blanket. So Alden helped Comes Singing dig the grave, instead. Moon had them dig it early in the morning. That was how it was done, she said: grave dug early in the morning, burial early in the afternoon. Moon said Makwa’s feet had to point toward the west, and she sent to the Sauk camp for the tail of a female buffalo to be placed in the grave. This would help Makwa-ikwa cross safely over the river of foam that separates the land of the living from the Land in the West, she explained to Rob J.

The funeral was a meager rite. The Indians and the Coles and Jay Geiger gathered about the grave and Rob J. waited for someone to begin, but there was no one. They had no shaman. To his dismay, he saw that the Sauks were looking at him. If she had been a Christian he might have been weak enough to say some things he didn’t believe. As it was, he was totally inadequate. From somewhere, he remembered words:

The barge she sat in, like a burnish’d throne,
Burn’d on the water; the poop was beaten gold,
Purple the sails, and so perfumed that the winds
Were lovesick with them; the oars were silver,
Which to the tune of flutes kept stroke, and made
The water which they beat to follow faster,
As amorous of their strokes. For her own person,
It beggar’d all description.

Jay Geiger stared at him as if he were mad. Cleopatra? But he realized that to him she had had a kind of dusky majesty, a royal-holy glow, a special sort of beauty. She was better than Cleopatra; Cleopatra hadn’t known all about personal sacrifice, and faithfulness, and herbs. He would never meet her like again, and John Donne gave him other words to throw at the Old Black Knight:

Death, be not proud, though some have called thee
Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so;
For those whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow
Die not, poor Death, nor yet canst thou kill me.

When it became obvious it was all he was going to say, Jay cleared his throat and uttered a few sentences in what Rob J. supposed was Hebrew. For a moment he was afraid Sarah was going to bring Jesus into it, but she was too shy. Makwa had taught the Sauks some prayer chants, and now they sang one of them raggedly but together.

Tti-la-ye ke-wi-ta-mo-ne i-no-ki,
Tti-la-ye ke-wi-ta-mo-ne i-no-ki-i-i.
Me-ma-ko-te-si-ta
Ke-te-ma-ga-yo-se.

It was a song Makwa often had sung to Shaman, and Rob J. saw that while Shaman didn’t sing, his lips moved along with the words. When the song was over, so was the funeral; that was all.

Afterward he went to the clearing in the woods where it had happened. It was a mass of hoofprints. He had asked Moon if any of the Sauks were trackers, but she said the good trackers were dead. Anyway, by that time a number of London’s people had been out there, and the ground was well-trampled by horses and men. Rob J. knew what he was searching for. He found the stick in the brush, where it had been flung. It looked like any other stick except for the rusty color on one end. Her other shoe had been thrown into the woods at the other end of the clearing, by someone with a good arm. There was nothing else that he could see, and he wrapped the two items in a cloth and rode over to the sheriff’s office.

Mort London accepted the paperwork and the evidence without comment. He was cool and a bit short, perhaps because his people had missed the stick and the shoe when they had done their own search. Rob J. didn’t linger.

Next door to the sheriff’s office, on the porch of the general store, he was hailed by Julian Howard. “Got somethin for you,” Howard said. He rummaged in his pocket and Rob J. heard the heavy clinking of large coins. Howard handed him a silver dollar.

“No hurry, Mr. Howard.”

But Howard gestured toward him with the coin. “Pay my debts,” he said balefully, and Rob took the coin, making no mention that payment was fifty cents short, counting the medicine he had left. Howard already had turned away rudely. “How’s your wife?” Rob asked.

“Much improved. You’re not needed by her.”

That was good news, saving Rob a long and difficult ride. He went instead to the Schroeders’ farmhouse, where Alma was getting an early start on the autumn housecleaning; it was obvious that none of her ribs was broken. When he called next on Donny Baker he saw that the boy still was feverish, and the angry flesh of his foot looked as though it could go either way. Rob could do nothing but change the dressing and give him some laudanum for the pain.

From then on, a grim and unhappy morning went downhill. His last call was at the Gilbert homestead, where he found Fletcher White in deep trouble, his eyes dull and unseeing, his thin old body racked by coughing, every breath a painful labor. “He was better,” Suzy Gilbert whispered.

Rob J. knew that Suzy had a houseful of children and unending chores; she had stopped the steaming and the hot drinks too soon, and Rob wanted to curse and shake her. But when he took Fletcher’s hands he knew the old man had little time left, and the last thing he wanted was to fill Suzy with the idea that her neglect had killed her father. He left them some of Makwa’s strong tonic to ease Fletcher. He realized he had little of her tonic left. He had seen her brew it numerous times and believed he knew its few simple herbal ingredients. He would have to start trying to make it himself.

He was scheduled to hold afternoon hours in the dispensary, but when he returned to the farm the world was in chaos. Sarah was white-faced. Moon, who had remained tearless at Makwa’s death, was weeping bitterly, and all the children were terrorized. Mort London and Fritz Graham, his regular deputy, and Otto Pfersick, deputized just for the occasion, had come while Rob J. was gone. They had pointed rifles at Comes Singing. Mort had placed him under arrest. Then they had tied his hands behind his back and put him on a rope and pulled him away behind their horses, like a tethered ox.
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“You’ve made a mistake, Mort,” Rob J. said.

Mort London looked uncomfortable, but he shook his head. “No. We think the big sonofabitch most likely killed her.”

When Rob J. had been in the sheriff’s office only a few hours earlier, London had said nothing about planning to go to his farm and arrest one of his employees. Something was amiss; Comes Singing’s trouble was like a disease with no apparent etiology. He took note of the “we.” He knew who “we” was, and he perceived that somehow Nick Holden hoped to make political capital of Makwa’s death. But Rob handled his own anger gingerly.

“A bad mistake, Mort.”

“There’s a witness saw the big Indian in the very clearing where she was found a short time before it happened.”

Not surprising, Rob J. told him, seeing that Comes Singing was one of his hired men, and the river woods were part of his farm. “I want to put up the bail.”

“Can’t set bail. We have to wait for a circuit judge to come out from Rock Island.”

“How long will that take?”

London shrugged.

“One of the good things to come from the English was due process of law. We’re supposed to have that here.”

“Can’t hurry a circuit judge for one Indian. Five, six days. Mebbe a week or so.”

“I want to see Comes Singing.”

London rose and led the way into the two-cell lockup that adjoined the sheriff’s office. The deputies sat in the dim corridor between the cells, rifles in their laps. Fritz Graham looked as if he was enjoying himself. Otto Pfersick looked as though he wished he were back in his gristmill, making flour. One of the cells was empty. The other cell was full of Comes Singing.

“Untie him,” Rob J. said thinly.

London hesitated. They were afraid to approach their prisoner, Rob J. recognized. Comes Singing somehow had sustained an angry bruise over his right eye (from a gun barrel?). His very size was intimidating.

“Let me in there. I’ll untie him myself.”

London unlocked the cell and Rob J. went in alone. “Pyawanegawa,” he said, placing his hand on Comes Singing’s shoulder, calling him by his proper name.

He went behind Comes Singing and began to pick at the knotted rope that bound him, but the knot was cruelly tight. “It needs cutting,” he said to London. “Hand me a knife.”

“Like hell.”

“Pair of scissors, in my medical bag.”

“That ain’t hardly less of a weapon,” London grumbled, but he allowed Graham to fetch the scissors, and Rob J. was able to get the rope cut. He chafed Comes Singing’s wrists between both his hands, looking into his eyes, talking as though to his own deaf son. “Cawso wabeskiou will help Pyawanegawa. We are brothers of the same Half, the Long Hairs, the Keeso-qui.”

He ignored the amused surprise and contempt in the eyes of the listening whites on the other side of the bars. He didn’t know how much of what he had said was understood by Comes Singing. The Sauk’s eyes were dark and sullen, but as Rob J. searched them he saw a change there, the leap of something he couldn’t be certain of, that may have been fury or just may have been the tiny rebirth of hope.

That afternoon he brought Moon to her husband. She interpreted while London questioned him.

Comes Singing appeared baffled by the interrogation.

He admitted at once that he’d been in the clearing that morning. Time to get in wood for the winter, he said, looking at the man who paid him to do that. And he was hunting sugar maples, marking them in his memory for tapping when spring came.

He lived in the same longhouse as the dead woman, London observed.

Yes.

Did he ever engage in sex with her?

Moon hesitated before translating. Rob J. looked hard at London but touched her arm and nodded, and she asked her husband the question. Comes Singing answered at once and without apparent anger.

No, never.

Rob J. followed Mort London back to his office when the questioning was over. “Can you tell me why you arrested this man?”

“I told you. A witness saw him at that clearing just before the woman was killed.”

“Who is your witness?”

“… Julian Howard.”

Rob asked himself what Julian Howard had been doing on his land. He remembered the clink of dollar coins when Howard had settled up with him for the house call. “You paid him for his testimony,” he said, as if he knew it for a fact.

“I didn’t. No,” London said, flushing, but he was an amateur bad man, clumsy at summoning spuriously righteous anger.

It was Nick who would have done the rewarding, along with a liberal dose of flattery and assurances to Julian that he was a saintly fellow, just doing his duty.

“Comes Singing was where he should have been, working on my property. You might just as well arrest me for owning the land Makwa was killed on, or Jay Geiger for finding her.”

“If the Indian didn’t do it, it’ll come out during a fair trial. He lived with the woman—”

“She was his shaman. Same as being his minister. The fact that they lived in the same longhouse made sex between them forbidden, as if they were brother and sister.”

“People have killed their own ministers. And fucked their own sisters, for that matter.”

Rob J. started away in disgust, but he turned back. “It isn’t too late to set this straight, Mort. Being sheriff is only a damn job, if you lose it you’ll survive. I believe you’re a pretty good man. But you do something like this once, it’s going to be easy to do it again and again.”

It was a mistake. Mort could live with the knowledge that the whole town knew he was in Nick Holden’s pocket, so long as no one threw it up to his face.

“I read that piece of shit you called an autopsy report, Dr. Cole. You’d have a hard time makin a judge and a jury of six good white men believe that female was a virgin. Good-lookin Indian female her age, and everyone in the county knowin she was your woman. You got a nerve, preachin. Now, you get yourself the fuck out of here. And don’t you consider comin back unless you have to bother me with something that best be official.”

Moon said Comes Singing was afraid.

“I don’t believe they’ll hurt him,” Rob J. said.

She said he wasn’t afraid of being hurt. “He knows that sometimes white men hang people. If a Sauk is strangled to death, he can’t get across the river of foam, can’t ever get into the Land in the West.”

“Nobody’s going to hang Comes Singing,” Rob J. said irritably. “They have no evidence he’s done anything. It’s a political thing, and in a few days they’re going to have to let him go.”

But her fear was contagious. The only lawyer in Holden’s Crossing was Nick Holden. There were several lawyers in Rock Island, but Rob J. didn’t know them personally. Next morning he took care of the patients who needed immediate attention and then rode into the county seat. There were even more people in Congressman Stephen Hume’s waiting room than he usually saw in his own, and he had to wait almost ninety minutes before his turn came.

Hume listened to him attentively. “Why’d you come to me?” he asked finally.

“Because you’re running for reelection and your opponent is Nick Holden. For some reason I haven’t figured out, Nick is causing as much trouble as he can for the Sauks in general and Comes Singing in particular.”

Hume sighed. “Nick’s in with a rough bunch, and I can’t take his candidacy lightly. The American party’s filling the native-born workingman with hatred and fear of immigrants and Catholics. They’ve a secret lodge in every town with a peephole in the door so they can keep out nonmembers. They’re called the Know Nothing party, because if you ask any member about their activities, he’s trained to say he knows nothing about it. They promote and use violence against the foreign-born, and I’m shamed to say they’re sweeping the country, politically. Immigrants are flooding in, but at this moment seventy percent of the people of Illinois are native-born, and of the other thirty percent, most aren’t citizens and don’t vote. Last year the Know Nothings almost elected a governor in New York and did elect fortynine legislators. A Know Nothing-Whig alliance easily carried the elections in Pennsylvania and Delaware, and Cincinnati went Know Nothing after a bitter fight.”

“But why is Nick after the Sauks? They’re not foreign-born!”

Hume grimaced. “His political instincts probably are very sound. Only nineteen years ago white folks were being massacred by Indians around here, and doing plenty of massacring on their own. A lot of people died during Black Hawk’s War. Nineteen years is a mighty short time. Boys who survived Indian raids and a lot of Indian scares are voters now, and they still hate and fear Indians. So my worthy opponent is fanning the flames. The other night in Rock Island he passed out plenty of whiskey and then gave a rehash of the Indian wars, not leaving out a single scalping or alleged depravity. Then he told them about the last bloodthirsty Indians in Illinois being coddled out there in your town, and he pledged that when he’s elected United States representative, he’ll see that they’re returned to their reservation in Kansas, where they belong.”

“Can you take steps to help the Sauks?”

“Take steps?” Hume sighed. “Dr. Cole, I’m a politician. Indians don’t vote, so I’m not about to take a public stand in their individual or collective favor. But as a political matter it will help me if we can defuse this thing, because my opponent is trying to use it to win my seat.

“The two justices for the Circuit Court in this district are the Honorable Daniel P. Allan and the Honorable Edwin Jordan. Judge Jordan has a mean streak and he’s a Whig. Dan Allan is a pretty good judge and an even better Democrat. I’ve known him and worked with him for a long time, and if he sits on this case he won’t let Nick’s people turn it into a carnival to convict your Sauk friend on flimsy nonevidence and help Nick win the election. There’s no way of knowing whether he or Jordan will get the case. If it’s Allan, he’ll be no more than fair, but he’ll be fair.

“None of the lawyers in town is going to want to defend an Indian, and that’s the truth. The best attorney here is a young fella name of John Kurland. You let me have a talk with him, see if we can’t twist his arm some.”

“I’m grateful to you, Congressman.”

“Well, you can show it by voting.”

“I’m one of the thirty percent. I’ve applied for naturalization, but there’s a three-year waiting period …”

“That’ll allow you to vote next time I run for re-election,” Hume said practically. He grinned as they shook hands. “Meantime, tell your friends.”

The town wasn’t going to stay excited too long because of a dead Indian. More interesting was contemplation of the opening of the Holden’s Crossing Academy. Everyone in town would have been willing to give a small piece of land as the school site, thus ensuring easy access for their own children, but it was agreed that the institution should be in a central place, and finally the town meeting had accepted three acres from Nick Holden, which satisfied Nick, because the lot was precisely shown as the school site on his early “dream maps” of Holden’s Crossing.

A one-room log schoolhouse had been built cooperatively. Once work had begun, the project caught fire. Instead of puncheon floors, the men hauled logs six miles to be sawed for construction of a plank floor. A long shelf was built along one wall to serve as a collective desk, and a long bench was placed in front of the shelf, so pupils could face the wall while writing and swing around to face the teacher while reciting. A square iron wood stove was set in the middle of the room. It was determined that school would begin each year after harvest and would run for three twelve-week terms, the teacher to be paid nineteen dollars a term plus room and board. State law held that a teacher had to be qualified in reading, writing, and arithmetic, and knowledgeable about either geography, or grammar, or history. There were not many candidates for the job because the pay was small and the aggravations were many, but finally the town hired Marshall Byers, a first cousin of Paul Williams, the blacksmith.

Mr. Byers was a slim, pop-eyed youth of twenty-one who had taught in Indiana before coming to Illinois, and therefore knew what to expect from “boarding around,” living for a week at a time with the family of a different pupil. He told Sarah he was glad to stay at a sheep farm because he liked lamb and carrots better than pork and potatoes. “Everywhere else, when they serve meat, it’s pork and potatoes, pork and potatoes,” he said. Rob J. grinned at him. “You’ll love the Geigers,” he said.

Rob J. wasn’t taken with the teacher. There was something nasty about the way Mr. Byers grabbed covert glances at Moon and Sarah, and stared at Shaman as though the boy were a freak.

“I’m looking forward to having Alexander in my school,” Mr. Byers said.

“Shaman is looking forward to school too,” Rob J. said quietly.

“Oh, but surely that is impossible. The boy doesn’t speak normally. And how can a child who doesn’t hear a word hope to learn anything in school?”

“He reads lips. He learns easily, Mr. Byers.”

Mr. Byers frowned. He looked ready to protest further, but when he glanced at Rob J.’s face he changed his mind. “Of course, Dr. Cole,” he said stiffly. “Of course.”

Next morning, before breakfast, Alden Kimball knocked at the back door. He had been to the feed store early and was bursting with news.

“Them damnfool Indians! They done it now,” he said. “Got drunk last night and burned down the barn out at that popist nuns’ place.”

Moon denied it at once when Rob spoke to her. “I was at the Sauk camp last night with my friends, talking about Comes Singing. It’s a lie, what Alden was told.”

“Perhaps they started drinking after you left.”

“No. It’s a lie.” She sounded calm but her trembling fingers were already removing her apron. “I’ll go see the People.”

Rob sighed. He decided he’d better visit the Catholics.

He’d heard them described as “them damn brown beetles.” He understood why when he saw them, because they wore brown wool habits that looked too warm for autumn and must have been a torture in the heat of summer. Four of them were working in the ruins of the fine little Swedish barn August Lund and his wife had built with such fierce young hope. They appeared to be searching the charred remains, still smoking in one corner, for anything worth salvaging.

“Good morning,” he called.

They’d been oblivious of his approach. They had tucked the hems of their long habits into their belts to allow freedom and comfort while they worked, and now they hastened to hide four sturdy pairs of sooty white-stockinged limbs as they pulled their skirts free.

“I’m Dr. Cole,” he said, dismounting. “Your far neighbor.” They stared without speaking, and it occurred to him that perhaps they didn’t understand the language. “May I speak to the person in charge?”

“That would be the mother superior,” one of them said, her voice scarcely more than a whisper.

She made a small motion and went to the house, Rob following. Near a new lean-to shack at the side of the house, an old man dressed in black spaded a frost-killed vegetable garden. The old man showed no interest in Rob. The nun knocked twice, quiet little rappings that went with her voice.

“You may enter.”

The brown habit preceded him and curtsied. “This gentleman to see you, your Reverence. A doctor and a neighbor,” the whispery-voiced nun said, and curtsied again before fleeing.

The mother superior sat in a wooden chair behind a small table. The face within the veil was large, the nose wide and generous, the quizzical eyes a penetrating blue, lighter than Sarah’s eyes and challenging instead of lovely.

He introduced himself and said he was sorry about the fire. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

“I am confident the Lord will help.” Her English was educated; he thought the accent was German, although her accent and the Schroeders’ were dissimilar. Perhaps they were from different regions of Germany.

“Please be seated,” she said, indicating the only comfortable chair in the room, large as a throne, upholstered in leather.

“You carried this all the way in a wagon?”

“Yes. When the bishop visits us, he will have a decent place to sit,” she said, her face serious. The men had come during Night Song, she said. The community had been busy at worship and didn’t hear the first rowdy sounds and the crackling, but soon they had smelled the smoke.

“I’m told they were Indians.”

“The kind of Indians who attended that tea party in Boston,” she said dryly.

“You’re certain?”

She smiled without humor. “They were drunken white men, spewing drunken white men’s filth.”

“There’s a lodge of the American party here.”

She nodded. “The Know Nothings. Ten years ago I was at the Franciscan community in Philadelphia, newly arrived from my native Württemberg. The Know Nothings treated me to a week of rioting in which two churches were attacked, twelve Catholics were beaten to death, and dozens of Catholic-owned homes were burned. It took me a while to realize they are not all of America.”

He nodded. He noted that they had adapted one of the two rooms in August Lund’s soddy into a Spartan dormitory. The room formerly had been Lund’s granary. Now sleeping pallets were stacked in a corner. Besides her desk-table and its chair, and the bishop’s chair, the only furniture was a large and handsome refectory table and benches of new wood, and he commented on the joinery. “Were they made by your priest?”

She smiled and rose. “Father Russell is our chaplain. Sister Mary Peter Celestine is our carpenter. Would you like to see our chapel?”

He followed her into the room where the Lunds had eaten and slept and made love and where Greta Lund had died. It had been whitewashed. Against the wall was a wooden altar, and in front of it a prie-dieu for kneeling. Before the crucifix on the altar, a large tabernacle candle in a red glass was flanked by smaller candles. There were four plaster statues that seemed to be segregated by sex. He recognized the Virgin on the right. The mother superior said that next to Mary was Saint Clare, who had founded their order of nuns, and on the opposite side of the altar were Saint Francis and Saint Joseph.

“I’m told you plan to open a school.”

“You are wrongly told.”

He smiled. “And that you intend to steal children into popery.”

“Well, that is not so wrong,” she said seriously. “We always hope to save a soul through Christ, child or woman or man. We always strive to make friends, draw Catholics from the community. But ours is a nursing order.”

“A nursing order! And where will you nurse? Will you build a hospital here?”

“Ah,” she said regretfully. “There is no money. Holy Mother Church has bought this property and sent us to this place. And now we must make our way. We are certain the Lord will provide.”

He was less certain. “May I summon your nurses if they’re needed by the sick?”

“To go into their houses? No, that would never do,” she said severely.

He was uncomfortable in the chapel and started to withdraw.

“I think you are not a Catholic yourself, Dr. Cole.”

He shook his head. He was struck by a sudden thought. “If it’s necessary to help the Sauks, would you testify that the men who burned your barn were white?”

“Of course,” she said coldly. “Since it is simple truth, no?”

He realized that her novitiates must live in constant terror of her. “Thank you …” He hesitated, unable to bow to this haughty woman and call her “your Reverence.” “What is your name, Mother?”

“I am Mother Miriam Ferocia.”

He had been a Latinist in school, slaving to translate Cicero and accompanying Caesar through his Gallic Wars, and he retained enough to know that the name meant Mary the Courageous. But ever after, when he thought of this woman—to himself and to himself only—he would call her Ferocious Miriam.

He made the long ride to Rock Island to see Stephen Hume and was immediately rewarded, because the congressman had good news. Daniel P. Allan would preside at the trial. Because of the lack of evidence, Judge Allan saw no problem with releasing Comes Singing on bail. “Capital crime, though—he couldn’t set bail at less than two hundred dollars. For a bondsman you’ll have to go to Rockford or Springfield.”

“I’ll put up the money. Comes Singing’s not going to run out on me,” Rob J. said.

“Good. Young Kurland has agreed to represent. Best for you not to go near the jail, under the circumstances. Attorney Kurland will meet you in two hours at your bank. That’s the one in Holden’s Crossing?”

“Yes.”

“Draw a bank draft made out to Rock Island County, sign it, and give it to Kurland. He’ll handle the rest.” Hume grinned. “The case will be heard within weeks. Between Dan Allan and John Kurland, they’ll see to it that if Nick tries to make anything much of this case, he’s gonna end up looking mighty foolish.” His handshake was firm and congratulatory.

Rob J. went home and hitched up the buckboard, because he felt that Moon had to have a place in the reception committee. She sat erect in the buckboard, wearing her regular housedress and a bonnet that had belonged to Makwa, unusually silent even for her. He could tell she was very nervous. He hitched the horse in front of the bank and she waited in the wagon while he took care of getting the draft and handing it over to John Kurland, a serious young man who acknowledged his introduction to Moon with politeness but no warmth.

When the lawyer left them, Rob J. got back up into the buckboard seat next to Moon. He left the horse hitched right where it was, and they sat there and peered down the street at the door to Mort London’s office. The sun was hot for September.

They sat for what seemed to be an inordinately long time. Then Moon touched his arm, because the door had opened and Comes Singing emerged, stooping so he could get through. Kurland came right after.

They saw Moon and Rob J. at once and started toward them. Either Comes Singing reacted in joy because of his freedom and couldn’t resist running or something instinctual made him want to get away from there, but he had taken only a couple of loping strides when something barked from above and to the right, and then from another rooftop across the street there were two more reports.

Pyawanegawa the hunter, the leader, the hero of the ball-and-stick, should have gone down with majesty, like a giant tree, but he fell clumsily like other men, and his face went into the dirt.

Rob J. was out of the buckboard and to him at once, but Moon was unable to move. When he reached Comes Singing and turned him, he saw what Moon knew. One bullet had struck precisely in the nape of the neck. The other two were chest wounds in a pattern little more than an inch apart, and likely both had caused death by finding the heart.

Kurland reached them and stood in helpless horror. It took another minute for London and Holden to come from the sheriff’s office. Mort listened to Kurland’s explanation of what had happened and began to shout orders, checking the roofs on one side of the street and then on the other. Nobody seemed terribly surprised to find the roofs deserted.

Rob J. had remained on his knees next to Comes Singing, but now he stood and faced Nick. Holden was white-faced but relaxed, as if ready for anything. Incongruously, Rob was struck anew by his male beauty. He was wearing a revolver in a holster, Rob J. noted, and he knew his words to Nick might place him in danger, must be chosen with the greatest of care, yet needed to be spoken.

“I never want to have anything to do with you again. Not as long as I live,” he said.

Comes Singing was brought to the shed at the sheep farm and Rob J. left him there with his family. At dusk he went out to bring Moon and her children into the house for food and found they were gone, and so was Comes Singing’s body. Late that evening Jay Geiger discovered the Coles’ buckboard and horse tied to a post in front of his barn, and he brought Rob’s property to the sheep farm. He said Little Horn and Stone Dog were gone from the Geiger farm. Moon and her children didn’t return. That night Rob J. lay sleepless, thinking about Comes Singing probably in an unmarked grave somewhere in river woods. On somebody else’s land that once had belonged to the Sauks.

Rob J. didn’t get the news until midmorning next day, when Jay rode over again to tell him that Nick Holden’s enormous stock barn had been burned to the ground during the night. “No doubt about it, this time it was the Sauks. They’ve all run off. Nick spent most of the night keeping the flames away from his house and promising to call out the militia and the U.S. Army. He’s already lit out after them with almost forty men, the sorriest Indian fighters anyone could think of—Mort London, Dr. Beckermann, Julian Howard, Fritz Graham, most of the regulars from Nelson’s bar—half the shickers in this part of the county, and all of them thinking they’re going after Black Hawk. They’re lucky if they don’t shoot each other in the foot.”

That afternoon Rob J. rode out to the Sauk camp. The place told him they had left for good. The buffalo robes had been taken down from the doorways of the hedonoso-tes, which gapped like missing teeth. The junk of camp life littered the ground. He picked up a tin can, the raggedness of its lid telling him it had been sawed open with a knife or a bayonet. The label revealed it had contained cling peach halves from the state of Georgia. He’d never been able to make the Sauks see any value in dug latrines, and now he was kept from sentimentalizing their departure by the faint smell of human ordure that drifted to him when the wind blew in from the camp outskirts, a last shitty clue that something of value had disappeared from that place and wouldn’t be brought back by spells or politics.

Nick Holden and his group chased the Sauks for four days. They never really got close. The Indians stayed in the woodlands along the Mississippi, always heading north. They weren’t as good in the wilderness as many of the People who were now dead, but even the poorest of them was better in the woods than the white men, and they doubled back and twisted, laying false trails the whites obligingly followed.

The white men stuck to the pursuit until they were deep into Wisconsin. It would have been better if they could have returned with trophies, a few scalps and ears, but they told each other they’d scored a great victory. They paused at Prairie du Chien and took on a lot of whiskey and Fritzie Graham got into a fight with a trooper and ended up in jail, but Nick got him out, convincing the sheriff that a little professional courtesy was called for toward a visiting deputy. When they got back, thirty-eight disciples went forth and spread the gospel that Nick Holden had saved the state from the redskin menace and was a fine fellow to boot.

It was a soft autumn that year, better than summer because all the bugs were killed off by early frosts. A golden time, the leaves along the river colored by the cold nights but the days mild and pleasurable. In October the church called to its pulpit Reverend Joseph Hills Perkins. He had asked for a parsonage as well as salary, so after harvest a small log house was built and the minister moved into it with his wife, Elizabeth. There were no children. Sarah busied herself as a member of the welcoming committee.

Rob J. found gone-by lilies along the river and planted their roots at the foot of Makwa’s grave. It wasn’t Sauk custom to mark graves with stone, but he asked Alden to plane a slab of black locust, which wouldn’t rot. It didn’t seem fitting to memorialize her with English words, but he had Alden carve into the wood the runelike symbols she had worn on her body, to mark it as her place. He had a single unsatisfactory conference with Mort London in an attempt to get the sheriff to investigate both her death and Comes Singing’s, but London said he was satisfied her killer had been shot dead, probably by other Indians.

In November, all over the United States, male citizens over twenty-one went to the polls. Country-wide, workingmen reacted to the competition of immigrants for their jobs. Rhode Island, Connecticut, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, and Kentucky elected Know Nothing governors. Know Nothing legislatures were elected in eight states. In Wisconsin, Know Nothings helped elect Republican lawyers who proceeded to abolish the state immigration agencies. Know Nothings carried Texas, Tennessee, California, and Maryland, and ran strongly in most of the Southern states.

In Illinois they won a majority of the votes in Chicago and in the southern portion of the state. In Rock Island County, incumbent U.S. Congressman Stephen Hume lost his seat by 183 votes to the Indian fighter Nicholas Holden, who left almost immediately after the election to represent his district in Washington, D.C.
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The railroad began in Chicago. Recent arrivals from Germany, Ireland, and Scandinavia found employment pushing the shining rails across the mostly flat land, finally reaching the east bank of the Mississippi at Rock Island. At the same time, on the other side of the river the Mississippi and Missouri Railroad Company was building a railroad across Iowa from Davenport to Council Bluffs, and the Mississippi River Bridge Company had been formed to connect the two railroads via a bridge across the great river.

In the deep mysteries of the flowing waters shortly after dusk on a mild evening, millions of wriggling aquatic larvae were transformed into caddis flies. Each of the dragonfly like insects fluttered out of the river on four silver wings, crowding and jostling, falling on Davenport in a blizzard of shimmering snowflakes that coated windows, got into the eyes and ears and mouths of people and animals, and were a terrible nuisance to anyone who ventured out-of-doors.

The caddis flies lived only one night. Their short onslaught was a phenomenon that occurred once or twice a year, and folks along the Mississippi took them in stride. By dawn the invasion was over, the flies were dead. At eight A.M. four men sat on benches along the waterfront in the thin fall sunlight, smoking and watching work crews sweep the insect corpses into drifts that were shoveled into wagons, from which they were dumped back into the river. Soon another man came on horseback, leading four other horses, and the men left the benches and mounted up.

It was a Thursday morning. Payday. On Second Street, in the office of the Chicago and Rock Island Railroad, the paymaster and two clerks were making up the payroll of the crew constructing the new bridge.

At 8:19 the five men rode up to the office. Four of them dismounted and went inside, leaving one man with the horses. They weren’t masked, and they looked like ordinary farmers except that each of them was armed. When they stated their purpose quietly and politely, one of the clerks was foolish enough to try to get a pistol from a nearby shelf and he was shot as dead as the caddis flies, a single pistol bullet to the head. No further resistance was shown, and the four holdup men calmly collected the entire payroll of $1,106.37 into a soiled linen sack before leaving. The paymaster later told authorities he was certain the bandit giving the orders was a man named Frank Mosby, who for several years had farmed land on the other side of the river to the south, beyond Holden’s Crossing.

Sarah’s timing was unfortunate. That Sunday morning she waited in church until Reverend Perkins asked worshipers to bear witness. Then, gathering her courage, she rose and went forward. In a low voice she told her minister and the congregation that after she had been widowed as a young woman she had had congress outside the bounds of holy matrimony, resulting in the birth of a child. Now, she told them, she sought through public confession to rid herself of sin through the cleansing grace of Jesus Christ.

When she was through, she lifted her white face and gazed into Reverend Perkins’ brimming eyes. “Praise the Lord,” he whispered. His long narrow fingers gripped her head and forced her to her knees. “God!” he ordered sternly. “Absolve this good woman of her transgression, for she has unburdened herself here in your house this day, has washed the scarlet from her soul, made it white as the rose, pure as first snow.”

The murmurings of the congregation swelled into shouts and ejaculations.

“Praise God!”

“Amen!”

“Hallelujah!”

“Amen, amen.”

Sarah actually felt her soul lighten. She thought she could float to Paradise right at this moment, as the Lord’s strength coursed into her body through Mr. Perkins’ five digging fingertips.

The congregation was abrim with excitement. Every person was aware of the holdup in the railroad office, and that the outlaw leader had been identified as Frank Mosby, whose deceased brother, Will, it was widely whispered, had sired Sarah Cole’s first son. So the people in church were caught up in the drama of the confession, studying Sarah Cole’s face and body and imagining a variety of lascivious scenes they would pass on in shocked whispers to their friends and neighbors as probable history.

When finally Mr. Perkins allowed Sarah to return to her pew, eager hands reached out to hers, and many voices murmured words of joy and congratulation. It was the glowing realization of a dream that had tormented her for years. It was proof that God was good, that Christian forgiveness made new hope possible, and that she had been accepted into a world where love and charity ruled. It was the happiest moment of her life.

Next morning was the opening of the academy, first day of school. Shaman enjoyed the company of eighteen children of varying sizes, the sharp new-wood smell of the building and furniture, his slate and slate pencils, and his copy of McGuffey’s Fourth Eclectic Reader, battered and used because the school in Rock Island had purchased the newer McGuffey’s Fifth Eclectic Reader for its pupils and the Holden’s Crossing Academy had bought their old books. But almost immediately he was beset by problems.

Mr. Byers seated his pupils alphabetically, in four groups according to age, so Shaman sat at one end of the long communal desk-shelf and Alex sat too far away to help him with anything. The teacher spoke with nervous swiftness, and Shaman had trouble reading his lips. The pupils were ordered to draw pictures of their homes on their slates and then write their names, their ages, and their fathers’ names and occupations. With the enthusiasm of first-day scholars, they turned to the shelf and soon were busily at work.

Shaman’s first clue that something was wrong was when the wooden pointer rapped his shoulder.

Mr. Byers had ordered his class to stop work and face him again. All had obeyed except the deaf boy, who hadn’t heard. When Shaman wheeled in fright, he saw that the other children were laughing at him.

“We shall now read aloud the words on our slates when called upon, and show our pictures to the class. We’ll begin with you,” and the pointer rapped him again.

Shaman read, stammering over some of the words. When he had shown his picture and was finished, Mr. Byers called on Rachel Geiger, at the other end of the room. Though Shaman leaned as far forward in his seat as he was able, he couldn’t see her face or read her lips. He raised his hand.

“What?”

“Please,” he said, addressing the teacher as his mother had sternly instructed. “I can’t see their faces from here. Couldn’t I stand in front of them?”

At his last appointment Marshall Byers had had disciplinary problems, sometimes so severe he had dreaded entering the classroom. This new school was a fresh chance, and he was determined to keep a tight rein on the young savages. He had decided that one of the ways to do this was by controlling the seating. Alphabetically. In four small groups, according to age. Everyone in his or her place.

He knew it wouldn’t do to have this boy standing in front of the pupils as they recited, gazing at their mouths, perhaps making faces behind his back, inspiring them to laugh and play rowdy tricks. “No, you may not.”

Much of that morning Shaman simply sat, unable to comprehend what was going on. At lunchtime the children went outside and played tag. He enjoyed that until the biggest boy in the school, Lucas Stebbins, slammed Alex to make him “it,” sending him sprawling. When Alex scrambled to his feet, fists clenched, Stebbins went close to him. “Wanna fight, yuh shit? We shouldn’t let you play with us. You’re a bastid. My paw says.”

“What’s a bastid?” Davey Geiger asked.

“Don’t you know?” Luke Stebbins said. “It means somebody besides his paw, some dirty outlaw crook named Will Mosby, put his dingus up Mrs. Cole’s pee-hole.”

When Alex threw himself at the bigger boy, he received a stinging blow to his nose that brought blood dripping forth and sent him to the ground. Shaman ran at his brother’s tormentor and received such a boxing about the ears that some of the other children, thoroughly frightened of Luke, turned away.

“You stop that. You’ll hurt him,” Rachel Geiger shouted, glowering.

Ordinarily, Luke listened to her, dazzled by the fact that at twelve she already had breasts, but this time he just grinned. “He’s already deef. Can’t do his ears any more harm. Dummies sure do talk funny,” he said cheerfully, giving Shaman a final whack before walking away. If Shaman had allowed it, Rachel would have put her arms around him and comforted him. He and Alex, to their subsequent horror, sat on the ground and wept together while their schoolmates watched.

After lunch, there was music. This consisted of the pupils learning the tunes and words of hymns and anthems, a popular lesson because it was a relief from book-learning. During music, Mr. Byers assigned the deaf boy to empty the pail of yesterday’s ashes that stood next to the wood stove, and to fill the woodbox by carrying in heavy chunks. Shaman decided he hated school.

It was Alma Schroeder who made admiring reference to Rob J. about the confession in church, believing he knew of it. Once he possessed the details, he and Sarah quarreled. He had felt her torment and now felt her release, but he was stunned and distressed that she would offer to strangers intimate details of her life, painful or otherwise.

Not strangers, she corrected him. “Brethren in grace, sisters in Christ, who shared my shriving.” Mr. Perkins had told them that anyone wishing to be baptized this coming spring must be shriven, she explained. It baffled her that Rob J. had trouble understanding; it was so clear to her.

When the boys began to come home from school with signs they’d been fighting, Rob J. suspected that at least some of her brethren in grace and sisters in Christ weren’t above sharing with others the shrivings they observed in church. His sons were closemouthed about their bruises. He was unable to discuss their mother with them, other than to speak of her with admiration and love whenever it was possible. But he talked to them about fighting. “It just isn’t worth it to hit someone when you’re mad. Things can get out of hand fast, even lead to death. Nothing justifies killing.”

The boys were puzzled. They were talking about schoolyard fistfights, not killing. “How can you help hitting back when somebody hits you first, Pa?” Shaman asked.

Rob J. nodded in sympathy. “I know it’s a problem. You have to use your brain instead of your fists.”

Alden Kimball had overheard. A while later, he looked at the brothers and spat in horror. “Drat! Drat! Your paw has to be one of the smartest men ever drew breath, but I guess he can be wrong. I tell you, somebody hits you, you gotta nail the sumbitch, else he’s just gonna keep hittin.”

“Luke’s awful big, Alden,” Shaman said. It was what his big brother was thinking.

“Luke? Is it that ox of a Stebbins kid? Luke Stebbins?” Alden said, and spat again when they nodded miserably.

“When I was a young feller, I was a fair fighter. Know what that is?”

“A fighter who’s pretty good?” Alex said.

“Pretty good! I was better than pretty good. Used to box at fairs. Carnivals and such? Fought three minutes with anybody’d come up with four bits. If they whupped me, they’d get three dollars. And don’t you think a lot of strong men didn’t try for that three dollars, neither.”

“Did you make a lot of money, Alden?” Alex asked.

Alden’s face darkened. “Naw. There was a manager, he made a lot of money. I did it for two years, summer and fall. Then I got beat. Manager paid three dollars to the feller beat me, and hired him to take my place.” He faced them. “Point is, I can teach you how to fight, you want me to.”

Two young faces looked up at him. Then two heads were nodding.

“Stop that. Just say yes, can’t you?” Alden said irritably. “Look like a couple of damn sheep.”

“Little fear’s a good thing,” he told them. “Gets your blood to flowin. But you let yourself be too scared, you can’t do anythin but lose. And you don’t want to let yourself get too angry, neither. A fighter who’s mad starts swingin wild, leaves himself open to be hit.”

Shaman and Alex grinned self-consciously, but Alden was very serious when he showed them how to hold their hands, left one at eye level to protect the head, right one lower to protect the trunk. He was fussy about the way they made a fist, insisting they clench their curled fingers tight, hardening their knuckles so it would be like hitting their opponents with a rock in each hand.

“Fightin’s just four blows,” Alden said, “left jab, left hook, right cross, straight right. Jab bites like a snake. Gotta sting a little, but it don’t hurt the other fella much, just keeps him off-balance, opens him up for something more serious. Left hook don’t travel far, but it does a job—you turn left, put your weight on your right leg, swing hard at his head. Right cross, now, you put your weight on the other leg, get your power from a quick turn at the waist, like this. My favorite, straight right to the body, I call it the Stick. You turn low to the left, put your weight over your left leg, and drive that right fist straight into his belly as if your whole arm was a spear.”

He gave the punches to them again one at a time, so as not to confuse. The first day he had them jab the air for two hours, getting the strangeness out of throwing a punch, becoming familiar with the muscular rhythm. Next afternoon they were back in the little clearing behind Alden’s cabin, where they were unlikely to be disturbed, and every afternoon after that. They practiced each punch over and over again before he let them box with one another. Alex was three and one-half years older, but because Shaman was so large, it was as if the difference was a single year. They were very careful of one another. Finally Alden had each boy take turns facing him and urged them to hit as hard as they would in a real fight. To their amazement, he twisted and sideslipped, or he blocked each blow with a forearm or parried it with his fist. “See, what I’m teachin you ain’t no big secret. Others are goin to know how to throw a punch. You gotta learn to defend.” He insisted that each of them drop his chin until it was guarded tightly against his breastbone. He showed them how to tie up an opponent in a clinch, but he cautioned Alex to avoid a clinch against Luke at all costs. “Fella that much bigger than you, stay away from him, don’t let him rassle you to the ground.”

It was unlikely Alex could whip a boy that big, Alden thought privately, but maybe Alex could punish Luke enough to make him leave them alone. He didn’t try to make fair fighters out of the two Cole boys. He just wanted them able to protect themselves, and he taught them only the basics because he knew just enough to teach kids how to fistfight. He didn’t try to tell them what to do with their feet. Years later he’d tell Shaman that if he himself had known a little something about what to do with his feet, probably he never would have been beaten by that three-dollar fighter.

Half a dozen times Alex thought he was ready to try Luke, but Alden said he would tell them when Alex was ready, and it wasn’t now. So each day Shaman and Alex went to school and knew that the recess period would be a very bad time. Luke had become accustomed to the Cole brothers as game. He punched and insulted them at will, calling them only Dummy and Bastid. He struck them viciously at tag, and when he wrestled them he pushed their faces into the ground.

For Shaman, Luke wasn’t his only problem at the academy. He could see only a small portion of what was said during the schoolday, and from the start he was hopelessly behind. Marshall Byers wasn’t dissatisfied to see that happen; he’d tried to tell the boy’s father that a regular school wasn’t anyplace for a deaf boy. But the teacher played it cautiously, knowing that when the subject came up again, he had best have his evidence ready. He maintained a careful list of Robert J. Cole’s failing marks, and he kept the boy after school regularly for extra work assignments that didn’t appear to raise his grades any.

Sometimes Mr. Byers also kept Rachel Geiger after school, to Shaman’s surprise, since Rachel was regarded as the smartest pupil in the school. When this happened, they trudged home together. On one of these afternoons, a gray day when the first snow of the year had just begun to fall, she frightened him by bursting into tears as they walked.

He could only stare at her in dismay.

She stopped and looked at him, so he could see her lips. “That Mr. Byers! Whenever he can, he stands … too close. And he’s always touching me.”

“Touching?”

“Here,” she said, placing her hand on the upper front of her blue coat. Shaman was at a loss about the proper reaction to such a disclosure, since it was very far beyond his experience. “What can we do?” he asked, more of himself than of her.

“I don’t know. I don’t know.” To his horror, Rachel began to sob again.

“I’ll have to kill him,” he decided quietly.

It drew her complete attention, and she stopped crying. “That’s silly.”

“No. I’m going to do it.”

The snow was falling harder. It collected on her hat and hair. Her brown eyes, their thick black lashes still blinking back tears, were wondering. A large white flake melted on a smooth cheek that was darker than his, somewhere in between his mother’s fairness and the swarthiness that had been Makwa’s. “You would do that for me?”

He tried to consider it fairly. It would be nice to get rid of Mr. Byers for himself, but her problems with the teacher were a weight that tipped the balance, and he could nod with conviction. Her smile, Shaman discovered, made him feel very good in a new way.

She touched his chest solemnly, in the very area she had declared forbidden to Mr. Byers on her own person. “You’re my steadfast friend, and I am yours,” she said, and he realized it was so. When they resumed walking he was amazed when the girl’s mittened hand found its way into his. Like her blue mittens, his red ones had been made by her mother, who always made mittens to give to Coles on their birthdays. Through the wool her hand sent an amazing amount of warmth halfway up his arm. But presently she stopped again and faced him.

“How will you … you know … do it?”

He waited before retrieving out of the cold air an expression his father used on numerous occasions. “That will take considerable thought,” he said.
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Rob J. enjoyed the meetings of the Medical Society. Sometimes they were educational. More often they offered an evening in the company of other men who had shared similar experiences and with whom he spoke a common language. At the November meeting Julius Barton, a young practitioner from the north county, reported on snakebites and then reminisced about some bizarre animal bites he had treated, including a case in which a woman had been bitten on her plump buttock with sufficient force to draw blood. “Her husband said it was the dog, which made it an especially rare case, because it was apparent from the bite that their dog had human teeth!”

Not to be outdone, Tom Beckermann told of a cat lover with clawed testicles that may or may not have been the work of a cat. Tobias Barr said that sort of thing wasn’t uncommon. Just a couple of months back he had treated a man for a ruined face. “He said he’d been clawed by a cat too, but if so, that cat had only three claws and they were broad as a human pussy’s,” Dr. Barr said, provoking more laughter.

He started at once on another anecdote, and he was annoyed when Rob Cole interrupted to ask if he could remember exactly when he had treated the patient with the clawed face.

“Nope,” he said, and went back to his story.

Rob J. cornered Dr. Barr after the meeting. “Tobias, that patient with the scratched face. Could you have treated him on Sunday, September 3?”

“Don’t rightly know. Didn’t write it down.” Dr. Barr was defensive about not keeping records, aware that Dr. Cole practiced a more scientific sort of medicine. “No need to record every freakin little thing, is there, for God’s sake? Especially with a patient like this, traveling preacher from out-of-county, just passing through. Probably I’ll never see him again, much less have to treat him.”

“Preacher? Remember his name?”

Dr. Barr wrinkled his forehead, thought hard, shook his head.

“Patterson, perhaps,” Rob J. said. “Ellwood R. Patterson?”

Dr. Barr stared.

The patient hadn’t left an exact address, to Dr. Barr’s recollection. “I believe he said he was from Springfield.”

“He told me Chicago.”

“Came to you about his syphilis?”

“Tertiary stage.”

“Yes, tertiary syphilis,” Dr. Barr said. “He asked me about that after I dressed his face. The kind of man who wants as much as he can get for his dollar. If he’d had a corn on his toe, would have asked me to remove it for him so long as he was in the office. I sold him some salve for the syphilis.”

“So did I,” Rob J. said, and they both smiled.

Dr. Barr looked puzzled. “He skipped out owing you money, did he? That why you’re looking for him?”

“No. I did an autopsy on a woman who was murdered the day you examined him. She’d been raped by several men. There was skin under three of her fingernails, probably from where she’d scratched one of them.”

Dr. Barr grunted.

“I remember that two men waited for him outside my office. Got off their horses and sat on my front steps. One of them was big, built like a bear before hibernation, a good layer of fat. The other was kind of skinny, younger. Port-wine stain on his cheek, under his eye. I think the right eye. I never heard their names, and I don’t recall much else about them.”

The Medical Society president was inclined to professional jealousies and could be pompous on occasion, but Rob J. always had liked him. He thanked Tobias Barr and took his leave.

Mort London had calmed down since their last meeting, perhaps because he felt insecure with Nick Holden off in Washington, or maybe he’d realized it didn’t pay for an elected official to be unable to bridle his tongue. The sheriff listened to Rob J., took notes regarding the physical descriptions of Ellwood R. Patterson and the other two men, and silkily promised to make inquiries. Rob had the distinct impression that the notes would go into the wastebasket just as soon as he left London’s office. Given a choice between Mort angry or smoothly diplomatic, Rob preferred him angry.

So he made his own inquiries. Carroll Wilkenson, the real-estate and insurance agent, was chairman of the church’s pastoral committee, and he had arranged for all the guest preachers before the church had called Mr. Perkins to its pulpit. A good businessman, Wilkenson kept files on everything. “Here it is,” he said, pulling out a folded flier. “Picked it up at an insurance meeting in Galesburg.” The flier offered Christian churches a visit from a preacher who would deliver a guest sermon on God’s plans for the Mississippi River Valley. The offer was made at no cost to the accepting church, and all expenses of the preacher would be borne by the Stars and Stripes Religious Institute, 282 Palmer Avenue, Chicago.

“I wrote a letter and gave them three open Sunday dates. They sent word back that Ellwood Patterson would preach September 3. They took care of everything.” He acknowledged that Patterson’s sermon hadn’t been wildly popular. “Mostly, it was warning us against the Catholics.” He smiled. “Nobody minded that very much, you want the truth. But then he got onto folks who came to the Mississippi Valley from other countries. Said they were stealing jobs from the native-born. People who hadn’t been born here were sore as a boil.” He had no forwarding address for Patterson. “Nobody gave a thought to asking him back. Last thing a new church like ours needs is a preacher bent on dividing the congregation one against th’other.”

Ike Nelson, the saloonkeeper, remembered Ellwood Patterson. “They’s here late into Saturday night. He’s a bad drunk, that Patterson, and so were them other two fellas he had with him. Easy with the money, but more trouble than they was worth. The big one, Hank, kept yellin at me to go out and bring back some whores, but right away he got drunk, forgot all about women.”

“What was his last name, this Hank?”

“Funny name. Not Sneeze … Cough! Hank Cough. The other fella, the little skinny younger one, they called him Len. Sometimes Lenny. Never heard his last name that I remember. He had this purple mark on his face. Walked with a limp, like one leg mebbe was shorter than the other one.”

Toby Barr hadn’t mentioned a limp; probably he hadn’t seen the man walk, Rob realized. “Which leg did he limp on?” he said, but the question only brought a puzzled stare from the barkeep.

“Did he walk like this?” Rob said, favoring the right leg. “Or like this?” favoring the left.

“Less of a limp, his was barely noticeable. I don’t know which side. All I know, they all three had hollow legs. Patterson popped a good-sized roll of money on the bar, told me to keep pourin and help myself. End of the evenin, I had to send for Mort London and Fritzie Graham, give them a few dollars off the roll to bring them three to Anna Wiley’s boardinghouse and pour them into bed. But I’m told that next day in church Patterson was cool and holy as anyone might want.” Ike beamed. “That’s my kind of a preacher!”

Eight days before Christmas, Alex Cole came to school with Alden’s permission to fight.

At recess Shaman watched his brother walking across the schoolyard. To his horror, he could see that Bigger’s legs were shaking.

Alex walked directly to where Luke Stebbins stood with a cluster of boys who were practicing running broad jumps into the soft snow of the unshoveled portion of the yard. Fortune shone upon him, for Luke already had made two lumbering runs that had ended in barely creditable jumps, and to gain an advantage had taken off his heavy cowskin jacket. Had he kept the jacket on, to have punched it would have been like slamming a fist into wood.

Luke thought Alex wanted to join the jumping game, and he prepared to have a little bullying fun. But Alex walked up and looped a right into his grin.

It was a mistake, the beginning of a clumsy contest. Alden had given careful instructions. The first surprise blow was to have been to the stomach, hopefully to knock out Luke’s wind, but terror drove reason from Alex’s mind. The punch pulped Luke’s lower lip, and he came after Alex in a fury. Luke charging was a sight that would have frozen Alex with fear two months before, but he’d become accustomed to Alden rushing at him, and now he got out of the way. As Luke went by, he delivered a stinging left jab to the already insulted mouth. Then, as the larger boy checked his momentum, before he could get set, Alex delivered two more jabs to the same hurtful place.

Shaman had begun to cheer at the first blow, and pupils quickly ran toward the fighters from all corners of the yard.

Alex’s second major error was to glance toward Shaman’s voice. Luke’s large fist caught him just below the right eye and sent him careening to the ground. But Alden had done his job well, and even as Alex went down he began his scramble and was quickly on his feet and facing Luke, who rushed in again heedlessly.

Alex’s face felt numb and his right eye immediately began to swell and close, but amazingly, his legs steadied. He gathered his wits and settled into what had become routine during his daily training. His left eye was all right, and he kept it pinned where Alden had instructed, right on Luke’s chest, so he could see which way his body was turning, which hand he was going to throw. He tried to block only one flailing punch, which numbed his entire arm; Luke was too strong. Alex was tiring, but he bobbed and weaved, ignoring the damage Luke could do if one of his punches landed again. His own left hand flicked out, punishing Luke’s mouth and face. The strong initial punch that had opened the fight had loosened one of Luke’s front teeth, and the steady tattoo of jabs finished the job. To Shaman’s awe, Luke gave a furious headshake and spat the tooth into the snow.

Alex celebrated by jabbing again with the left and then throwing a clumsy right cross that landed smack on Luke’s nose, bringing more blood. Luke raised his hands to his face in bewilderment.

“The Stick, Bigger!” Shaman screamed. “The Stick!” Alex heard his brother, and he drove his right hand into Luke’s stomach as hard as he was able, bending Luke over and making him gasp. It was the end of the fight, because the watching children were already scattering before the wrath of the teacher. Fingers of steel twisted Alex’s ear, and Mr. Byers was suddenly glaring down at them and declaring recess at an end.

Inside the school, both Luke and Alex were exhibited before the other pupils as very bad examples—beneath the big sign reading “PEACE ON EARTH.” “I will not have fighting in my school,” Mr. Byers said coldly. He took the rod he used as a pointer and punished both fighters with five enthusiastic stripes upon the open hand. Luke blubbered. Alex’s lower lip trembled when he received his own punishment. His swollen eye already was the color of an old eggplant and his right hand was tormented on both sides, the knuckles skinned from fighting, the palm red and swollen from Mr. Byers’ switching. But when he glanced at Shaman, the brothers were suffused with an inner fulfillment.

When school let out and the children left the building and began to walk away, a group clustered about Alex, laughing and asking admiring questions. Luke Stebbins walked alone, morose and still stunned. When Shaman Cole ran at him, Luke thought wildly that the younger brother now was going to take his turn, and he raised his hands, the left a fist, the right open almost in supplication.

Shaman spoke to him kindly but firmly. “You call my brother Alexander. And you call me Robert,” he said.

Rob J. wrote to the Stars and Stripes Religious Institute and told them he would like to contact Reverend Ellwood Patterson about an ecclesiastic question, requesting that the institute forward Mr. Patterson’s address.

It would take weeks for a reply to reach him, even if they answered. Meanwhile, he told nobody of what he had learned or of his suspicions, until one evening when he and the Geigers had finished playing “Eine Kleine Nachtmusik.” Sarah and Lillian were chatting in the kitchen, preparing tea and slicing pound cake, and Rob J. unburdened himself to Jay. “What shall I do, if I should find this preacher with the scratched face? I know Mort London won’t go out of his way to bring him to justice.”

“Then you must make a noise and a smell that will be noticed in Springfield,” Jay said. “And if the state authorities won’t help, you’ve got to appeal to Washington.”

“Nobody in power has been willing to exert any effort because of one dead Indian woman.”

“In that case,” Jay said, “if there’s evidence of guilt, we’ll have to gather about us some righteous men who know how to use guns.”

“You’d do that?”

Jay looked at him in astonishment. “Of course. Wouldn’t you?”

Rob told Jay of his vow of nonviolence.

“I have no such scruples, my friend. If bad people threaten, I’m free to respond.”

“Your Bible says, ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ ”

“Hah! It also says, ‘Eye for eye, tooth for tooth.’ And, ‘He that smiteth a man, so that he die, shall be surely put to death.’ ”

“‘Whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also.’ ”

“That isn’t from my Bible,” Geiger said.

“Ah, Jay, that’s the trouble, too damn many Bibles and they each claim to hold the key.”

Geiger smiled sympathetically. “Rob J., I would never try to dissuade you from being a freethinker. But I leave you with one more thought. ‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.’ ” And the conversation turned to other things as their women carried in the tea.

In the time that followed, Rob J. thought often of his friend, sometimes resentfully. It was easy for Jay. Several times a day he wrapped himself in his fringed prayer shawl and it covered him with security and reassurance about yesterday and tomorrow. All was prescribed: these things are allowed, these things are forbidden, directions clearly marked. Jay believed in the laws of Jehovah and of man, and he had only to follow ancient edicts and the statutes of the Illinois General Assembly. Rob J.’s revelation was science, a faith less comfortable and far less comforting. Truth was its deity, proof was its state of grace, doubt was its liturgy. It held as many mysteries as other religions and was beset with shadowy trails that led to profound dangers, terrifying cliffs, and the deepest pits. No higher power shed a light to illuminate the dark and murky way, and he had only his own frail judgment with which to choose the paths to safety.

On the seasonably frigid fourth day of the new year of 1852, violence came to the schoolhouse again.

That morning of intense cold, Rachel was late for school. When she arrived, she slipped silently onto her place in the bench without smiling at Shaman and mouthing a greeting, as was her custom. He saw with surprise that her father had followed her into the schoolhouse. Jason Geiger walked up to the desk and looked at Mr. Byers.

“Why, Mr. Geiger. A pleasure, sir. What can I do for you?”

Mr. Byers’ pointer lay on the desk and Jay Geiger picked it up and whacked the teacher across the face.

Mr. Byers jumped to his feet, overturning his chair. He was a head taller than Jay but ordinary of build. Ever after it would be remembered as comical, the short fat man going after the tall younger man with the teacher’s own rod, his arm rising and falling, and the disbelief on Mr. Byers’ face. But that morning nobody laughed at Jay Geiger. The pupils sat straight, scarcely breathing. They couldn’t credit the event any more than Mr. Byers could; it was even more unbelievable than Alex’s fight with Luke. Shaman mostly watched Rachel, noting that her face had been dark with embarrassment but had become very pale. He had the feeling she was trying to make herself as deaf as he was, and blind as well, to everything that was going on around them.

“What the hell are you doing?” Mr. Byers held his arms up to protect his face and squealed in pain as the pointer landed on his ribs. He took a threatening step toward Jay. “You damn idiot! You crazy little Jew!”

Jay kept hitting the teacher and backing him toward the door until Mr. Byers bolted through and slammed it. Jay took Mr. Byers’ coat and flung it through the door onto the snow, and then he came back, breathing hard. He sat in the teacher’s chair.

“School is dismissed for the day,” he said finally, then collected Rachel and took her home on his horse, leaving his sons David and Herman to walk home with the Cole boys.

It was really cold outside. Shaman wore two scarves, one around his head and under his chin, the other around his mouth and nose, but still his nostrils frosted closed for a moment every time he breathed.

When they got home Alex ran inside to tell their mother what had happened in school, but Shaman walked past the house, down to the river, where he saw that the ice had cracked in the cold, which must make a wonderful sound. The cold had split a big cotton wood tree too, not far from Makwa’s snow-covered hedonoso-te; it looked as though it had been exploded by lightning.

He was glad Rachel had told Jay. He was relieved that he didn’t have to murder Mr. Byers and that now most likely he wouldn’t ever have to be hanged. But something pestered at him like a rash that wouldn’t go away: if Alden thought it was all right to fight when you had to, and if Jay thought it was all right to fight to protect his daughter, what was wrong with his father?
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Within hours after Marshall Byers had fled Holden’s Crossing, a hiring committee was appointed to find a new teacher. Paul Williams was named to it, to demonstrate that nobody blamed the blacksmith because his cousin, Mr. Byers, had turned out to be a bad apple. Jason Geiger was named to it, to show that folks trusted he had behaved correctly in driving Mr. Byers away. Carroll Wilkenson was named to it, which was fortunate, because the insurance agent had just paid off a small life-insurance policy that John Meredith, a storekeeper over in Rock Island, had had on his father. Meredith had mentioned to Carroll how grateful he was to his niece, Dorothy Burnham, for leaving her schoolteaching job in order to nurse his father through his last days. When the hiring committee interviewed Dorothy Burnham, Wilkenson liked her for her homely face and the fact that she was an unmarried spinster in her late twenties, and so was unlikely to be taken from the school by marriage. Paul Williams endorsed her because the sooner they hired someone, the quicker people were going to forget his damned cousin Marshall. Jay was drawn to her because she spoke of teaching with a quiet confidence, and with a warmth that indicated a calling. They hired her for $17.50 a term, $1.50 less than Mr. Byers because she was a woman.

Eight days after Mr. Byers ran from the schoolhouse, Miss Burnham was the teacher. She kept to Mr. Byers’ seating arrangement because the children were accustomed to it. She’d taught at two previous schools, one in the village of Bloom that was a smaller school than this one, and the other a larger school in Chicago. The only handicap she’d encountered previously in a child was lameness, and she was keenly interested that there was a deaf boy in her charge.

In her first conversation with young Robert Cole she was intrigued that he could read her lips. To her annoyance, it took her almost half a day to comprehend that from his seat on the bench he couldn’t see what most of the other children were saying. There was one chair in the schoolhouse for visiting adults, and Miss Burnham now made that Shaman’s, placing it in front of the bench and off to the side so he could see her lips as well as his schoolmates’.

The other big change for Shaman occurred when it was time for music. As had become his custom, he started to take out the stove ashes and bring in the firewood, but this time Miss Burnham stopped him and told him to resume his seat.

Dorothy Burnham gave her pupils the pitch by breathing into a small round tone pipe, and then taught them to put words to the ascending scale: “Our-school-is-a-pre-cious-ha-ven!”, and to the descending scale: “And-we-learn-to-think-and-grow-here!” By the middle of the first song it was clear she hadn’t done the deaf boy a good turn by including him, for young Cole simply sat and watched, and soon his eyes were dulled by a patience she found unendurable. He should be given an instrument through whose vibrations he might “hear” the rhythm of the music, she decided. Perhaps a drum? But the noise of a drum would destroy the music made by the hearing children.

She gave the problem some thought and then she went to Haskins’ General Store and begged a cigar box, placing into it six red marbles, the kind used by boys to play knuckles-down in the spring. The marbles made too much noise when their container was shaken, but when she glued soft blue cloth from a discarded chemise to the inside of the box, the results were satisfactory.

Next morning during music, while Shaman held the box, she shook it to keep time with each note as the pupils sang “America.” He caught on, reading the teacher’s lips to time his box-shaking. He couldn’t sing, but he became acquainted with rhythm and timing, mouthing the lyrics of each song as sung by his classmates, who soon were accustomed to the soft thudding of “Robert’s box.” Shaman loved the cigar box. Its label bore a picture of a dark-haired queen with a prominent chiffon-covered bosom and the words Panatellas de la Jardines de la Reina, and the imprint of the Gottlieb Tobacco Importing Company of New York City. When he lifted the box to his nose he could smell aromatic cedar and the faint odors of Cuban leaf.

Miss Burnham soon had every boy take turns coming to school early to take out the ashes and bring in the firewood. Although Shaman never thought about it in those terms, his life had been dramatically changed because Marshall Byers had been unable to refrain from stroking adolescent breasts.

At the frigid beginning of March, with the prairie still frozen hard as flint, patients crowded Rob J.’s waiting room at the house every morning, and when his office hours were over he pushed himself to make as many calls as possible, because in a few weeks the mud would make travel torturous. When Shaman wasn’t in school, his father allowed him to make home visits with him, because the boy looked after the horse and allowed the doctor to hurry inside to his patient.

Late one leaden afternoon they were on the river road, having just been to see Freddy Wall, who had the pleurisy. Rob J. was debating whether to go on to visit Anne Frazier, who had been poorly all winter, or to let it go until the next day, when three horsemen moved their mounts out of the trees. They were bundled in clothing and tie-cloths against the cold, as were the two Coles, but Rob J. didn’t miss the fact that each of them wore a sidearm, two of the guns in belts worn outside their bulky coats, the third in a holster attached to the front of a saddle.

“You the doc, ain’tcha.”

Rob J. nodded. “Who are you?”

“We got a friend needs doctorin bad. Little accident.”

“What kind of accident? Break any bones, you think?”

“No. Well, don’t know for certain. Mebbe. Shot. Up here,” he said, stroking his left arm near the shoulder.

“Losing much blood, is he?”

“No.”

“Well, I’ll come, but I’ll drop the boy at home first.”

“No,” the man said again, and Rob J. looked at him. “We know where you live, other side of the township. We got a long ride to our friend, this direction.”

“How long a ride?”

“Most of an hour.”

Rob J. sighed. “Lead away,” he said.

The man who had done the talking did the leading. It wasn’t lost on Rob J. that the other two men waited until he had followed and then rode well behind, boxing in the doctor’s horse.

In the beginning they rode northwest, Rob J. was certain of that. He was aware they doubled back and twisted against their own route from time to time, the way a hounded fox is supposed to. The stratagem worked, for he was soon confused and lost. In half an hour or so they came to a stretch of wooded hills that rose between the river and the prairie. Between the hills were sloughs; frozen passable now, they would be impregnable mud moats when the melt came.

The leader stopped. “Gotta blindfold you.”

Rob J. knew better than to protest. “Just a moment,” he said, and turned to face Shaman. “They’ll cover your eyes, but don’t you be afraid,” he said, and was gratified when Shaman nodded. The bandanna that blinded Rob J. was none too clean and he hoped Shaman’s luck was better, hating the thought of a stranger’s sweat and dried snot against his son’s skin.

They put Rob J.’s horse on a lead. It seemed a long while that they rode on between the hills, but probably time passed more slowly for him while blindfolded. At length he felt the horse beneath him begin to climb one of the slopes, and presently they drew up and came to a halt. When the blindfold was removed he saw they were in front of a small structure, more shack than cabin, beneath large trees. Daylight was fading, and their eyes quickly adjusted. He saw his child blinking. “You doing fine, Shaman?”

“Just fine, Pa.”

He knew that face. Searching it, he saw Shaman was sensible enough to be quite scared. But as they stamped their feet to bring back their circulation and then entered the shack, Rob J. was half-amused to see that Shaman’s eyes gleamed with interest as well as fear, and he was furious at himself because he hadn’t somehow found a way to leave the boy behind, out of harm’s way.

Inside, there were red coals in the fireplace and the air was warm but very bad. There was no furniture. A fat man lay on the floor propped against a saddle, and by the firelight Shaman could see he was bald but had as much coarse black hair on his face as most men have on their heads. Rumpled blankets on the floor indicated where others had slept.

“Took you long enough,” the fat man said. He was holding a black jug, and he took a swallow from it and coughed.

“Didn’t tarry any,” the man who had ridden the lead horse said sullenly. When he took off the scarf that had protected his face, Shaman saw he had a small white beard and looked older than the others. He put his hand on Shaman’s shoulder and pushed. “Sit,” he said as if talking to a dog. Shaman squatted not far from the fire. He was content to stay there because he had a good view of the wounded man’s mouth, and his father’s.

The older man took his pistol from its holster and pointed it at Shaman. “You better fix up our friend real good, Doc.” Shaman was very frightened. The hole at the end of the barrel looked like an unblinking round eye that stared directly at him.

“I don’t do anything while somebody holds a gun,” his father said to the man on the floor.

The fat man appeared to consider. “You get out,” he told his men.

“Before you go,” Shaman’s father told them, “bring in wood and build up the fire. Put water on to boil. You have another lamp?”

“Lantern,” the old man said.

“Get it.” Shaman’s father put his hand on the fat man’s forehead. He unbuttoned the man’s shirt and drew it aside. “When did this happen?”

“Yesterday morning.” The man looked at Shaman out of hooded eyes. “This is your boy.”

“My younger son.”

“The deef one.”

“… Appears you know a few things about my family.”

The man nodded. “It’s the older one some say is my brother Will’s get. Anything like my Willy, he’s already a damn hellion. You know who I am?”

“I can make a good guess.” Now Shaman saw his father lean forward just an inch or two and fix the other man with his eyes. “They’re both my boys. If you’re talking of my elder son—he’s my elder son. And you’re going to stay away from him in the future, just as you have in the past.”

The man on the floor smiled. “Now, why shouldn’t I claim him?”

“Most important reason is he’s a fine, straight boy with every chance for a decent life. And if he was your brother’s, you don’t ever want to see him where you are right now, lying like some hurt and hunted animal in the dirt of a stinking little hideout pigsty.”

They looked at one another for a long moment. Then the man moved and grimaced, and Shaman’s father began to doctor him. He took away the jug, got the man’s shirt off.

“No exit wound.”

“Oh, the bastard’s in there, coulda told you that. Gonna hurt like hell when you probe, I reckon. Can I have another jolt or two?”

“No, I’ll give you something, put you to sleep.”

The man glared. “I ain’t goin to sleep so you can do whichever the hell you want, and me helpless.”

“Your decision,” Shaman’s father said. He gave the jug back and let the man drink while he waited for the water to finish heating. Then with brown soap and a clean rag from his medical bag he washed the area around the wound, which Shaman couldn’t see clearly. Dr. Cole took a thin steel probe and slipped it into the bullet hole; and the fat man froze and opened his jaw and stuck out his big red tongue as far as it would go.

“… It’s in there almost at the bone, but there’s no fracture. Bullet must have been nearly spent when it hit.”

“Lucky shot,” said the man. “Sumbitch was a good distance away.” His beard was matted with sweat and his skin was gray.

Shaman’s father took a foreign-body forceps from his bag. “This is what I’ll use to remove it. It’s a lot thicker than the probe. It’s going to hurt a lot more.

“Best trust me,” he said simply.

The patient turned his head and Shaman couldn’t see what he said, but he must have asked for something stronger than the whiskey. His father took an ether cone from his bag and motioned to Shaman, who had watched ether being administered several times but never before had helped. Now he held the cone carefully over the fat man’s mouth and nose while his father dripped the ether. The bullet hole was larger than Shaman had expected, with a purple rim. When the ether had taken, his father worked the forceps in very carefully, a little bit at a time. A bright red drop appeared at the edge of the hole and spilled over to run down the man’s arm. But when the forceps were withdrawn, they gripped a lead slug.

His father rinsed it clean and dropped it on the blanket for the man to find when he came around.

When his father called the men in out of the cold, they brought in a pot of white beans they’d been keeping frozen on the roof. After they thawed it on the fire, they gave some to Shaman and his father. It had bits of something in it that maybe was rabbit, and Shaman thought it would have profited from molasses, but he ate it hungrily.

After supper his father heated more water and commenced to wash clean his patient’s entire body, which the other men at first regarded with suspicion and then with boredom. They lay down and one by one drifted off, but Shaman stayed awake. Soon he was watching the patient’s awful retching.

“Whiskey and ether don’t mix happily,” his father said. “You go to sleep. I’ll tend to it.”

Shaman did, and gray light was coming through the cracks in the walls when his father shook him awake and told him to put on his outside clothes. The fat man was lying there watching them.

“It will give you a fair amount of pain for two, three weeks,” his father said. “I’m leaving you some morphine, not much, but all I have with me. Most important thing is to keep it clean. If it begins to mortify, you call me and I’ll come back right away.”

The man snorted. “Hell, we’re gonna be long gone from this place afore you can come back.”

“Well, if you have trouble, you send for me. I’ll come to wherever you are.”

The man nodded. “You pay him good,” he told the man with the white beard, who took a wad of bills from a pack and handed them over. Shaman’s father peeled off two singles and dropped the rest on the blanket. “Dollar and a half for the night home visit, fifty cents for the ether.” He started to leave but turned back. “You fellas know anything of a man named Ellwood Patterson? Sometimes travels with a man named Hank Cough and a younger man named Lenny?”

Their faces looked at him blankly. The man on the floor shook his head. Shaman’s father nodded, and they went out, into air that smelled of nothing but trees.

This time only the man who had ridden lead came with them. He waited until they were mounted before he fixed the neckerchiefs over their eyes again. Rob J. could hear his son’s breathing become faster and wished he had spoken to the boy while Shaman could see his lips.

His own ears were working overtime. Their horse was being led; he could hear the hooves ahead of him. There were no hooves behind. Still, it would be easy for them to have someone waiting on the trail. All he would have to do was let them ride past, lean forward, place a gun only a few inches from a blindfolded head, and pull the trigger.

It was a long ride. When finally they stopped, he knew if a bullet was going to come, it would be now. But their blindfolds were pulled off.

“You just keep riding that way, hear? Presently you’ll come to landmarks you know.”

Blinking, Rob J. nodded, not telling him he already recognized where they were. They rode off in one direction, the gunman in another.

Eventually Rob J. stopped in a copse so they could relieve themselves and stretch their legs.

“Shaman,” he said. “Yesterday. Did you watch my conversation with that fellow who was shot?”

The boy nodded too, looking at him.

“Son. Did you understand what we were talking about?”

Nodded again.

Rob J. believed him. “Now, how come you understand talk like that? Has somebody been saying things to you about …” He couldn’t say “your mother.” “… your brother?”

“Some boys in school …”

Rob J. sighed. An old man’s eyes in such a young face, he thought. “Well, Shaman, here’s the thing. I think what happened—our being with those people, treating that man who was shot, and especially what he and I talked about—I think those things should be our secret. Yours and mine. Because to tell your brother and your mother about it, that could hurt. Cause them anxiety.”

“Yes, Pa.”

They got back on the horse. A warm breeze had started to blow. The boy was right, he thought, the spring thaw was coming at last. Streams would be running in a day or two. In a little while he was startled by Shaman’s wooden voice.

“I want to be just like you, Pa. Wanna be a good doctor.”

Rob J.’s eyes prickled. It was the wrong time, facing away from Shaman in the saddle, with the boy cold, hungry, and tired, to try to explain to him that some dreams were impossible to realize if you were deaf. He had to content himself with stretching his long arms behind him and pulling his son forward, close to him. He could feel Shaman’s forehead pressed into his back and he just stopped tormenting himself and for a while let himself nibble at sleep like a starving man afraid to gulp a plateful of fudge, as the horse plodded along and took them home.
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ANSWERS AND QUESTIONS
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Stars and Stripes Religious Institute
282 Palmer Avenue
Chicago, Illinois
May 18, 1852

Robert J. Cole, M.D.
Holden’s Crossing, Illinois
Dear Dr. Cole:

We have received your inquiry concerning the whereabouts and address of the Reverend Ellwood Patterson. We are sorry, but we cannot be of service to you in this matter.

As you may be aware, our Institute serves both the Churches and the American Workingmen of Illinois, bringing God’s Christian Message to the honest Native-Born Mechanics of this state. Last year Mr. Patterson contacted us and volunteered to help in our ministry, which resulted in his visit to your community and its fine church. But he has since moved from Chicago and we do not have any information regarding his whereabouts.

Rest assured that if such information should find its way to us, we shall send it to you. In the meantime, if there is some matter with which you may be helped by any of the other fine Ministers of God who are our associates—or some Theological Matter with which I may personally assist you, do not hesitate to contact me.

I am yours in Christ,
(signed)

Oliver G. Prescott, D.D., Director
Stars and Stripes Religious Institute

The answer was more or less what Rob J. had expected. He sat down next and wrote, in the form of a letter, a factual account of the murder of Makwa-ikwa. In the letter he reported the presence of the three strangers in Holden’s Crossing. He wrote of his finding samples of human skin under three of Makwa’s fingernails during the autopsy, and of Dr. Barr’s having treated the Reverend Ellwood R. Patterson, on the afternoon of the killing, for three severe tearings on his face.

He dispatched identical letters to the governor of Illinois in Springfield and to both his senators in Washington. Then he forced himself to send a third copy to his congressman, addressing Nick Holden formally. He asked the authorities to use their offices to locate Patterson and his two companions and investigate any connection between them and the death of the Bear Woman.

There was a guest at the June meeting of the Medical Society, a doctor named Naismith visiting from Hannibal, Missouri. In the convivial period before the business meeting, he told of a legal suit that had been levied in Missouri by a slave suing to become a free man.

“Before Black Hawk’s War, Dr. John Emerson was posted as surgeon here in Illinois, at Fort Armstrong. He had a Negro man named Dred Scott, and when the government opened up the former Indian lands for settlement, he claimed a section in what was then called Stephenson and is now Rock Island. The slave built a shack on the land and lived there several years in order that his master could qualify as a settler.

“Dred Scott went to Wisconsin with Emerson when the surgeon was transferred, and then returned with him to Missouri, where the doctor died. The Negro tried to purchase his freedom from the widow, and that of his wife and two daughters. For her own good reasons, Mrs. Emerson refused to sell. Thereupon the nervy black rascal petitioned for his freedom in the courts, claiming that for years he’d been a freeman in Illinois and Wisconsin.

Tom Beckermann guffawed. “A suing blackamoor!”

“Well,” Julius Barton said, “seems to me his claim has merit. Slavery is illegal in both Illinois and Wisconsin.”

Dr. Naismith continued to smile. “Ah, but of course he’d been sold and bought in Missouri, a slave state, and he had returned there.”

Tobias Barr looked thoughtful. “What’s your opinion on the slavery matter, Dr. Cole?”

“I think,” Rob J. said deliberately, “that it’s all right for a man to own a beast if he cares for it and provides sufficient feed and water. But I don’t believe it’s all right for a human being to own another human being.”

Dr. Naismith did his best to remain genial. “I’m happy you’re my medical colleagues, sirs, and not attorneys or the justices of the courts.”

Dr. Barr nodded in the face of the man’s obvious unwillingness to engage in unpleasant argument. “Have you folks seen much cholera in Missouri this year, Dr. Naismith?”

“Not much cholera, but we’ve had a lot of what some have called the cold plague,” Dr. Naismith said. He went on to describe the apparent etiology of the disease, and the rest of the meeting was occupied with a discussion of materia medica.

Several afternoons later Rob J. was riding past the convent of the Sisters of Saint Francis Xavier of Assisi, and without any decision aforethought, he turned his horse into their lane.

This time his approach was spotted well in advance, a young nun scuttling out of the garden and hurrying inside. Mother Miriam Ferocia offered him the bishop’s chair with a quiet smile. “We have coffee,” she said in a way that told him this wasn’t always so. “Will you have a cup?”

He had no desire to use up their supplies, but something in her face caused him to accept the offer with thanks. The coffee arrived black and hot. It was very strong and tasted old to him, like their religion.

“No milk,” Mother Miriam Ferocia said cheerfully. “God has yet to send us a cow.”

When he asked how the convent fared, she replied somewhat stiffly that they were surviving very well, indeed.

“There’s a way to bring money into your convent.”

“It is always wise to listen when someone speaks of money,” she said calmly.

“You’re a nursing order without a place in which to nurse. I doctor patients who need nursing. Some of them can pay.”

But he didn’t get a better reaction than he had the first time he’d raised the subject. The mother superior made a face. “We are sisters of charity.”

“Some of the patients can pay nothing. Nurse them and you will be charitable. Others can pay. Nurse them and support your convent.”

“When the Lord provides us with a hospital in which to nurse, we shall nurse.”

He was frustrated. “Can you tell me why you won’t allow your nuns to nurse patients in their homes?”

“No. You would not understand.”

“Try me.”

But she merely scowled icily, Mary the Ferocious.

Rob J. sighed, and slurped her bitter brew. “There’s another matter.” He told her the few facts he had learned to date, and of his efforts to trace Ellwood Patterson’s whereabouts. “I wonder if you have learned anything about this man.”

“Not about Mr. Patterson. But I have learned about the Stars and Stripes Religious Institute. An anti-Catholic organization backed by a secret-action society supporting the American party. It is called the Supreme Order of the Star-Spangled Banner.”

“How did you learn about this … Supreme … ?”

“Order of the Star-Spangled Banner. They call it the SSSB.” She looked at him keenly. “Mother Church is a vast organization. She has ways of gaining intelligence. We turn the other cheek, but it would be foolish not to learn from which direction the next blow is likely to come.”

“Perhaps the church can help me find this Patterson.”

“I sense it is important to you.”

“I believe he killed a friend of mine. He shouldn’t be allowed to kill others.”

“You cannot leave him to God?” she asked quietly.

“No.”

She sighed. “It is unlikely that you will find him through me. Sometimes an inquiry travels only a link or two in the church’s infinite chain. Often one asks, and never hears again. But I shall make inquiries.”

When he left the convent, he rode to Daniel Rayner’s farm to deal unsuccessfully with Lydia-Belle Rayner’s sprung back, then proceeded to Lester Shedd’s goat farm. Shedd had almost died of an inflammation of the chest and was a prime example of why the nursing of the nuns would have been invaluable. But Rob J. had called upon Lester as often as possible through some of the winter and all of the spring, and with the hard work of Mrs. Shedd had eased him back into health.

When Rob J. announced that no more visits were necessary, Shedd was relieved, but he broached the subject of the doctor’s bill uneasily.

“Would you happen to have a good nanny in milk?” Rob J. asked. He heard himself almost in astonishment.

“Not giving milk now. But I’ve a little beauty, just a bit young for freshening. In a couple of months I’ll throw in a proved service by one of my billies. Five months later—plenty of milk!”

Rob J. led the protesting animal away on a rope behind his horse, just as far as the convent.

Mother Miriam thanked him properly enough, nevertheless observing tartly that when he visited seven months hence he would have cream in his coffee, as though accusing him of making the gift out of his own selfish desires.

But he observed that her eyes twinkled. When she smiled it lent warmth and easiness to the strong and forbidding face, so he was able to ride home in the belief his day had been spent well.

Dorothy Burnham never had seen young Robert Cole as anything but an eager and intelligent pupil. At first she was puzzled by the record of low grades she discovered beside his name in Mr. Byers’ marking book, and then angered, because the boy had an exceptionally good mind and it was obvious he had been treated badly.

She had absolutely no experience with deafness, but she was a teacher who gloried in an opportunity.

When next she came to the Coles’s house to board for two weeks, she waited for the proper moment to speak with Dr. Cole in privacy. “It is about Robert’s speech,” she said, and saw as he nodded that she had his undivided attention. “We’re fortunate because he speaks clearly. But as you know, there are other problems.”

Rob J. nodded again. “His speech is wooden and flat. I’ve suggested that he vary his tones, but …” He shook his head.

“I believe he speaks in a monotone because more and more he’s forgotten how the human voice sounds, how it rises and dips. I think we may be able to remind him,” she said.

Two days later, with Lillian Geiger’s permission, the teacher brought Shaman to the Geiger house after school. She stood him next to the piano with his hand on the wooden case, palm down. Striking the first key in the bass as hard as she was able, and keeping the key depressed so it would vibrate through the soundboard and case and into the boy’s hand, she looked at him and said, “Our!” Her own right hand, palm up, remained on the piano top.

She struck the next key. “School!” Now her right hand was raised slightly.

The next key. “Is!” And her hand went slightly higher.

Note by note, she went up the ascending scale, with each note pronouncing part of the litany to which he’d become accustomed in class: “Our-school-is-a-pre-cious-ha-ven!” And then she went down the descending scale: “And-we-learn-to-think-and-grow-here!”

She played the scales again and again, allowing him to become thoroughly accustomed to the differences in the vibrations that reached his hand, and making certain that he saw the gradual rising and descent of her hand with each note.

Then she told him to sing the words she had put to the scales, not by mouthing them silently as was his custom in school, but aloud. The results were far less than musical, but Miss Burnham wasn’t looking for music. She wanted Shaman to show some control over the pitch of his voice, and after a number of tries, in response to her hand pumping frantically into the air, his voice did rise. It went up more than a single note, however, and Shaman stared transfixed as his teacher’s thumb and forefinger held a tiny measured distance before his eyes.

Thus she pushed and bullied, and Shaman disliked it. Miss Burnham’s left hand marched across the piano, banging keys, doggedly climbing up and down the scales. Her right hand lifted one note at a time and then descended the same way. Shaman croaked out his love for his school again and again. Sometimes his face was sullen, and twice his eyes filled with tears, but Miss Burnham didn’t seem to notice.

Finally the teacher stopped playing. She opened her arms and gathered young Robert Cole into them, holding him for a long moment and twice stroking the thick hair at the back of his head before releasing him.

“Go home,” she said, but stopped him as he turned away. “We’ll do this again tomorrow, after school.”

His face fell. “Yes, Miss Burnham,” he said. His voice was without inflection, but she was undismayed. She sat at the keyboard after he was gone, and played the scales one more time.

“Yes,” she said.

There had been a quick spring that year—a very small period of comfortable warmth, and then a blanket of oppressive heat that fell over the plains. On a torrid Friday morning in mid-June, Rob J. was stopped on Main Street in Rock Island by George Cliburne, a Quaker farmer turned grain broker. “Would thee have just a moment, Doctor?” Cliburne said politely, and by common unspoken consent they moved together out of the sun glare and into the almost sensual coolness of a hickory tree’s shade.

“I’m told thee have a sympathy for men who are enslaved.”

Rob J. was nonplussed by the observation. He knew the grain broker only by sight. George Cliburne had a reputation as a good businessman, said to be shrewd but fair.

“My personal views aren’t of interest to anyone. Who could have told you that?”

“Dr. Barr.”

He remembered their conversation with Dr. Naismith at the Medical Society meeting. He saw Cliburne glance about to make certain they continued to have privacy.

“Although our state has barred slavery, Illinois law officers recognize the right of those in other states to own slaves. Therefore, slaves who have run away from Southern states are apprehended here and returned to their masters. They are treated cruelly. I have seen with my own eyes a large house in Springfield which has been filled with tiny cells, each containing heavy manacles and leg irons attached to the walls.

“Some of us … people of like mind, who agree on the evils of slavery, are working to assist those who have run away to seek liberty. We invite thee to join us in God’s work.”

Rob J. was waiting for Cliburne to say more, and finally he realized some kind of offer had been made.

“Assist them … how?”

“We don’t know where they come from. We don’t know where they go from here. They are brought to us and taken away only on moonless nights. Thee need to prepare a safe hiding place large enough for one man. A root cellar, a cranny, a hole in the ground. Sufficient food for three or four days.”

Rob J. took no time to consider. He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

The expression on Cliburne’s face contained neither surprise nor resentment, yet was somehow familiar. “Will thee keep the confidence of our talk?”

“Yes. Yes, of course.”

Cliburne breathed and nodded. “May God walk with thee,” he said, and they braced against the heat and stepped out of the shade.

Two days later the Geigers came to the Cole house for Sunday dinner. The Cole boys loved when they came, because then dinner was lavish. At first Sarah had resented it when she had noted that whenever the Geigers dined with her they had refused her roasts, protecting their kashruth. But she had come to understand, and to compensate. When they came to dinner she always offered extras, a meatless soup, additional puddings and vegetables, and several desserts.

Jay brought with him a copy of the Rock Island Weekly Guardian that contained a story about the Dred Scott legal case, and he commented that the slave’s lawsuit had little or no chance of success.

“Malcolm Howard says that back in Louisiana, everybody owns slaves,” Alex said, and his mother smiled.

“Not everybody,” she said thinly. “I doubt if Malcolm Howard’s poppa ever owned slaves or much of anything else.”

“Did your poppa own slaves back in Virginia?” Shaman asked.

“My poppa only had a small lumber mill,” Sarah said. “He had three slaves, but then times got hard and he had to sell the slaves and the mill both, and go to work for his poppa, who had a big farm with more’n forty slaves to work it.”

“How about my poppa’s family in Virginia?” Alex said.

“My first husband’s family were storekeepers,” Sarah said. “They didn’t keep slaves.”

“Why would someone want to be a slave, anyway?” Shaman asked.

“They don’t want to be,” Rob J. told his son. “They’re just poor unfortunate people caught in a bad situation.”

Jay took a drink of well water and pursed his lips. “See, Shaman, it’s just the way things are, the way they’ve been in the South for two hundred years. There are radicals who write that black folks should be set free. But if a state like South Carolina turned ’em all loose, how would they live? See, now they work for the white folks, and the white folks care for ’em. A few years back, Lillian’s cousin, Judah Benjamin, had a hundred and forty slaves on his sugar plantation in Louisiana. And he looked after them real well. My father in Charleston has two house nigras. He’s owned ’em most of my life. He treats those two so kindly, I know they wouldn’t leave him even if they were driven away.”

“Exactly,” Sarah said. Rob J. opened his mouth, then closed it again and passed the peas and carrots to Rachel. Sarah went out to the kitchen and came back bearing a gigantic potato pudding baked to Lillian Geiger’s recipe, and Jay groaned that he was full, but passed his plate anyway.

When the Geigers took their children home, Jay urged Rob J. to come also, so Lillian could join them in playing trios. But he told Jay he was tired.

The truth was, he was feeling unsociable, snappish. To shake the mood, he stalked down to the river for the breeze. At Makwa’s grave he noted weeds and made short work of them, pulling savagely until they were gone.

He realized why the expression on George Cliburne’s face had been familiar. It was identical to the expression that had been on Andrew Gerould’s face the first time he had asked Rob to write the broadside against the English administration and had been refused. The features of both men had been captive to a mixture of feelings—fatalism, stubborn strength, and the uneasiness of knowing that they had made themselves vulnerable to his character and his continued silence.
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THE RETURN
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On a morning when the dawn mist hung like heavy steam over the river and clung to the strip of woodland, Shaman wandered out of the house and bypassed the outhouse to piss languidly into the larger flow. An orange disk was burning through the upper reaches of the fog and turning the lower layers into pale dazzle. The world was new and cool and smelled good, and what he was able to see of the river and woods matched the permanent peace in his ears. If fishing was going to be done that day, it would have to be early, he told himself.

The boy turned from the river. Between him and the house was the grave, and when he saw the figure through the tatters of fog he felt no fear, only a quick struggle between disbelief and an overwhelming rush of the sweetest kind of happiness and thanksgiving. Ghost, I call you today. Ghost, I speak to you now. “Makwa!” he called joyfully, and moved forward.

“Shaman?”

When he reached her, his first crushing realization was that it wasn’t Makwa.

“Moon?” he said, the name a question because she looked so bad.

Behind Moon, then, he saw two other figures, two men. One was an Indian he didn’t know, and the other was Stone Dog, who had worked for Jay Geiger. Stone Dog was bare-chested and wore deerskin pants. The stranger wore homespun pants and a ragged shirt. Both men had on moccasins, but Moon wore white man’s work boots and an old and dirty blue dress, torn at the right shoulder. The men were carrying things Shaman recognized, a cloth of cheese, a smoked ham, an uncooked leg of mutton, and he realized they had broken into the springhouse.

“Get whiskey?” Stone Dog said, motioning toward the house, and Moon said something sharply in Sauk and then sagged.

“Moon, you all right?” Shaman asked.

“Shaman. So big.” She looked at him with wonder.

He knelt by her. “Where you been? Are the others here too?”

“No … others in Kansas. Reservation. Left children there, but …” She closed her eyes.

“I’m going to get my father,” he said, and the eyes opened.

“They did us so bad, Shaman,” she whispered. Her hands scrabbled for his, hung on tight.

Shaman felt something pass from her body into his mind. As if he could hear again and thunder had clapped, and he knew—somehow, knew—what was going to happen to her. His hands tingled. He opened his mouth but couldn’t yell, couldn’t warn her. He was frozen by a fear that was entirely new to him, more savage than the terror of new deafness, far worse than anything he had experienced in his life.

Finally he was able to thrust her hands away.

He fled toward the house as if it was his only chance.

“Pa!” he screamed.

Rob J. was accustomed to being awakened to deal with emergency, but not by his son’s hysteria. Shaman kept babbling that Moon was back and she was dying. It took several minutes to comprehend his story and to persuade him to focus on their mouths so his parents could ask him questions. When they understood that Moon actually had returned and was very sick, lying on the ground down by the river, they hurried out of the house.

The mist was disappearing fast. There was more visibility, and they could see very clearly that now no one was there. His parents questioned Shaman closely and repeatedly. Moon and Stone Dog and another Sauk had been there, he insisted. He went over what they were wearing, what they had said, how they looked.

Sarah hurried away when she heard what the Indians were carrying, and she came back angry because the springhouse had been violated and certain hard-earned foodstuffs were missing. “Robert Cole,” she said crankily, “did you take those things yourself because of some mischief, and then make up that story about the Sauks being back?”

Rob J. walked up the riverbank and then downstream, calling Moon’s name, but nobody answered.

Shaman was weeping uncontrollably. “She’s dying, Pa.”

“Well, how can you know that?”

“She was holdin on to my hands, and she …” The boy shuddered.

Rob J. stared at his son and sighed. He nodded. He went to Shaman and put his arms around him and hugged him hard. “Don’t you be frightened. It’s not your fault, what happened to Moon. I’m going to talk to you about this, and try to explain. First, though, I think I’d better try to find her,” he said.

He searched on horseback. All morning he concentrated on the thick fringe of forest along the riverbanks, because if he were fleeing and wanted to hide, the woods were where he’d have gone. He rode north first, toward Wisconsin, and then came back and rode south. Every little while he’d call her name, but he never heard an answering shout.

It was possible he came close to them as he searched. The three Sauks could have waited in nearby undergrowth, letting Rob J. ride by, perhaps several times. In the early afternoon he admitted to himself that he didn’t know how fugitive Sauks would think, because he wasn’t a fugitive Sauk. Perhaps they’d left the river right away. There was summer’s-end growth on the prairie, tall grasses that would mask the progress of three people, and cornfields where the crops were grown a foot taller than a man’s head, providing perfect cover.

When finally he gave it up, he went home and found Shaman, whose disappointment was evident when he learned his father’s search had been fruitless.

He sat alone with the boy under a riverside tree and told him about the Gift, how it had come to some in the Cole family for as long as anyone remembered.

“Not to everybody. Sometimes it’ll skip a generation. My father had it, but not my brother or my uncle. It comes to some Coles when they’re really young.”

“Do you have it, Pa?”

“Yes I do.”

“How old were you, when … ?”

“It didn’t come to me until I was almost five years older than you are now.”

“What is it?” the boy said faintly.

“Well, Shaman … I don’t really know. I know there’s nothing magical about it. I believe it’s a kind of sense, like seeing or hearing or smelling. Some of us are able to hold a person’s hands and be able to tell if they’re dying. I think it’s just an extra sensitivity, like being able to feel the pulse when you touch different parts of the body. Sometimes …” He shrugged. “Sometimes it’s a knack that comes in handy if you’re a doctor.”

Shaman nodded shakily. “I guess it’ll come in handy when I become a doctor myself.”

Rob J. faced the fact that if the boy was old enough to learn of the Gift, he was mature enough to face other things. “You’re not going to be a doctor, Shaman,” he said gently. “A doctor has to be able to hear. I use my hearing every day in treating patients. I listen to their chests, I listen to their breathing, I listen to the quality of their voices. A doctor has to be able to hear a call for help. A doctor simply needs all five senses.”

He hated the way his son looked at him.

“Then what will I do when I’m a man?”

“This is a good farm. You can farm it with Bigger,” Rob J. said, but the boy shook his head.

“Well, then, you can become some kind of businessman, maybe work in a store. Miss Burnham says you’re about the brightest pupil she’s ever taught. You might want to teach school yourself.”

“No, I don’t want to teach school.”

“Shaman, you’re still a boy. There are several years before you have to decide. Meantime, keep your eyes peeled. Study different men, their occupations. There are lots of ways to earn a living. You can choose anything.”

“Except,” Shaman said.

Rob J. wouldn’t allow himself to open the boy to unnecessary heartache by holding out the possibility of a dream he truly didn’t believe could be realized.

“Yes. Except,” he said firmly.

It had been a sorry day that had left Rob J. with an anger at life’s unfairness. He hated to kill his child’s bright and good dream. It was as bad as telling someone who loves life that there is no use making long-term plans.

He wandered about the farm. Near the river the mosquitoes were bad, contesting him for the shade of trees, and winning.

He knew he’d never see Moon again. He wished he could have said good-bye. He’d have asked her where Comes Singing had been buried. He would have wanted to bury them both properly, but by now Moon, too, perhaps had been abandoned in an unmarked grave. Like burying dogshit.

It made him savage to think about it, and guilty, because he was part of their problems and so was this farm. Once the Sauks had had rich farms, and Villages of the Dead in which the graves were marked.

They did us so bad, she had told Shaman.

There was a good Constitution in America, and he had read it carefully. It gave liberty, but he recognized that it worked only for people in skins whose color ran from pink to tan. People with darker skins might as well have fur or feathers.

All the time he wandered around the farm, he was searching. He didn’t know it at first, and then when he recognized what he was doing, he felt a wee bit better, but not very much. The place he wanted should not be located in the fields or woods where Alden or one of the boys, or even a poaching hunter, could stumble on it. The house itself was unsuitable because he’d need to maintain secrecy from the others in the family, something that bothered him greatly. His dispensary was sometimes deserted, but when it was in use it was crowded with patients. The barn was frequented too. But …

At the back of the barn, separated from the milking parlor by a closed wall, was a long narrow shed. Rob J.’s shed. It was the place where he stored drugs, tonics, and other medicinals. Along with all the hung herbs and shelves full of bottles and jars, he kept a wooden table here, and an extra set of drainage pans, because when he was called upon to autopsy, he did the dissecting in the shed, which had a stout wooden door and a strong lock.

The narrow north wall of the shed, like the entire north wall of the barn proper, was built into a ridge. In the shed, part of the wall was ledge, but a section was earthen.

The following day was used up by a crowded dispensary and too many home visits, but the morning after that Rob J. was able to break free of his practice. It proved a fortuitous day, because both Shaman and Alden were repairing fence and building a lean-to feeding station in the far section, and Sarah was working on a project at the church. Only Kate Stryker, whom Sarah had hired as part-time house help after Moon had left, was in the house, and Kate wouldn’t disturb him.

He carried in a pick and shovel as soon as the others had departed the area, and went right to work. It had been a little time since he had done extended physical labor, and he paced himself. The soil had rocks in it and was as heavy as most of the other soil on the farm, but he was strong and the pick loosened it with no difficulty. He shoveled it into a barrow from time to time and wheeled it a good distance from the barn, into a small gully. He had guessed that perhaps the digging would take several days, but by early afternoon he ran into ledge. The rocky wall jogged off to the north, so the excavation that resulted was only three feet deep at one end and more than five feet deep at the other, and less than five feet wide. The resultant space was scarcely large enough to lie down in, especially if food and other supplies were stored there, but Rob J. knew it would serve. He covered the opening with one-inch vertical planks that had been stacked outside for almost a year, so they appeared as old as the rest of the barn. He used an awl to make some of the nail holes a little too large, and he oiled the nails that fit into the holes, so that several of the planks could be removed and replaced easily and without noise.

He was very careful, taking the barrow into the woods and digging leaf mold that he spread in the gully to disguise the new earth.

Then, next morning, he rode into Rock Island and had a brief but meaningful talk with George Cliburne.
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THE SECRET ROOM
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That fall the world began to change for Shaman, not an abrupt and startling alteration such as had occurred with the disappearance of his hearing, but a complex shifting of poles that was no less transforming for its gradualness. Alex and Mal Howard had become closest friends, and their laughing, boisterous companionship shut Shaman out much of the time. Rob J. and Sarah frowned on the friendship; they knew that Mollie Howard was a whining slattern and her husband, Julian, was shiftless, and they hated their son to be spending time at the crowded, messy Howard cabin, to which a good portion of the local population made its way to buy the home concoction Julian double-distilled from corn mash with great seriousness in a hidden evaporator with a rusty cover.

Their feelings of unease were given focus that Halloween when Alex and Mal sampled some of the whiskey that Mal thoughtfully had misplaced while jugging his father’s production. Thus inspired, they proceeded to create a path of pushed-over outhouses that extended through half the township before Alma Schroeder crawled out of her tipped privy, screaming, and Gus Schroeder ended their wet-cheeked hilarity by appearing with his buffalo gun.

The incident set off a series of grim conversations between Alex and his parents that Shaman did his best to wish away, because after watching the initial exchanges he couldn’t bring himself to read their lips. A meeting of the boys, their fathers, and Sheriff London, was even more unpleasant.

Julian Howard spat and said it was “a lot of fuss over a couple of young’uns raisin a little hell on Halloween.”

Rob J. tried to forget his antipathy for Howard, whom he would have bet was a member of the Supreme Order of the Star-Spangled Banner if there was one in Holden’s Crossing, and capable of raising a good deal of trouble on his own. He agreed with Howard that the boys weren’t murderers or thugs, but because his work treated human digestion seriously he was inclined not to share the general point of view that anything and everything involved with shit was funny, including the destruction of outhouses. He knew Sheriff London came armed with half a dozen complaints against the boys and would act on them because he didn’t like either of their fathers. Rob J. suggested that Alex and Mal be made responsible for setting things right. Three of the outhouses had splintered or come apart. Two shouldn’t be set over the same holes, which were full. To make amends, the boys should dig holes and repair privies. If new lumber was needed, Rob J. would pay for it and Shaman and Mal could work off their debt to him on the farm. And if they failed to live up to the bargain, Sheriff London could take action.

Mort London reluctantly admitted he could find nothing wrong with the plan. Julian Howard was against it until he learned that both his son and the Cole boy would also be responsible for their usual chores, and then he agreed. Neither Alex nor Mal was given an opportunity to refuse, so over the next month they became expert in the rehabilitation of latrines, doing the digging first, before deep winter froze the ground, and performing the carpentry with hands that were numb with cold. They built well; all of their privies would last for years, except the one behind the Humphreys’ house, which would be splintered by a twister that leveled the house and barn in the summer of sixty-three, killing Irving and Letty Humphrey in the bargain.

Alex was irrepressible. Late one night he came into the bedroom he shared with Shaman, carrying the oil lamp, and announced with deep contentment that he’d done it.

“Done what?” Shaman said, blinking the sleep from his eyes so he could see his brother.

“You know. I’ve done it. With Pattie Drucker.”

Shaman was awake. “You never. You damn liar, Bigger.”

“No, I did, with Pattie Drucker. Right there in her father’s house, with her family off to her uncle’s.”

Shaman gazed at him in delighted agony, unable to believe, yet excruciatingly tempted to do so. “If you did, what was it like?”

Alex smiled at him smugly and addressed himself to the question. “When you push your dingus in past the hair and everythin, it’s warm and cozy. Very warm and cozy. But then it makes you all excited, somehow, and you move back and forth because you’re so happy. Back and forth, just like the ram does the ewe.”

“Does the girl move back and forth too?”

“No,” Alex said. “The girl lies there real happy, lets you do the movin.”

“Then what happens?”

“Well, your eyes cross. The gizzum shoots outta your dick like a bullet.”

“Wow, like a bullet! Does it hurt the girl?”

“No, you fool, I meant fast like a bullet, not hard like a bullet. It’s softer than puddin, just like when you pull your own. Anyway, by then things are pretty much over.”

Shaman had been convinced by a plethora of detail such as he’d never encountered. “Does this mean Pattie Drucker’s your girl?”

“No!” Alex said.

“You sure?” Shaman said anxiously. Pattie Drucker already was almost as large as her pasty-faced mother and had a laugh like a bray.

“Too young to understand,” Alex muttered, worried and disgruntled, and blew out the lamp to cut the conversation short.

Shaman lay in the dark and thought about what Alex had said, equally excited and worried. He didn’t like the eye-crossing part. Luke Stebbins had told him that if you played with yourself, you could go blind. Deaf was enough, he didn’t want to lose any more of his senses. He could already have started to go blind, he told himself, and next morning he walked around in extreme anxiety, testing his vision on objects near and far.

The less time Bigger spent with him, the more time Shaman spent with books. He ran through books quickly and begged them shamelessly. The Geigers had a good library and allowed him to borrow. Books were what he received on his birthday and Christmas, fuel for the fire he burned against the cold of loneliness. Miss Burnham said she never had seen such a reader.

She worked him mercilessly to improve his speech. During school vacations she received free room and board at the Cole house, and Rob J. saw to it that her efforts on behalf of his son were rewarded, but she didn’t work with Shaman for personal gain. His clear speech had become her personal goal. The drills with his hand on the piano went on and on. She was fascinated to see that from the beginning he was sensitive to the difference between the vibrations, and before long he was able to identify the notes as soon as she struck them.

Shaman’s vocabulary grew because of the reading, but he had trouble with pronunciation, being unable to learn correct usage by listening to other voices. For example, he pronounced “cathedral” as “cath-a-dral”, and she realized that part of his difficulty was ignorance of where to place emphasis. She used a rubber ball to demonstrate the problem to him, bouncing it softly to show ordinary stress and harder to demonstrate emphasis. Even that took time, for the ordinary activity of catching a bounced ball gave him great difficulty. Miss Burnham realized that she was prepared to catch the ball by the sound it made as it struck the floor. Shaman had no such preparation, and so had to learn to catch by memorizing the exact amount of time it took the ball to reach the floor and rebound to his hand when thrown with a given force.

Once he had come to identify the bouncing ball as representing emphasis, she worked out a series of drills with slate and chalk, printing words and then drawing small balls over syllables that received ordinary vocal stress, and larger balls over syllables to be accented: [image: image].[image: image]

Rob J. joined the effort by teaching Shaman to juggle, with Alex and Mal Howard often joining in the lessons. Rob had sometimes juggled for their entertainment, and they were amused and interested, but the skill came hard. Nevertheless, he encouraged them to keep at it. “In Kilmarnock, all the Cole children are taught to juggle. It’s an old family custom. If they can learn it, so can you,” he said, and they found he was right. To his disappointment, the Howard boy turned out to be the best juggler of the three, soon able to handle four balls. But Shaman was close behind, and Alex stuck to his practicing doggedly until he could keep three balls aloft with aplomb. The purpose was not to produce a performer but to give Shaman a sense of varying rhythms, and it worked.

One afternoon, while Miss Burnham was at Lillian Geiger’s piano with the boy, she took his hand from the piano box and placed it on her own throat. “As I speak,” she said, “the cords in my larynx vibrate, like the wire strings of the piano. Do you feel the vibrations, how they change with different words?”

He nodded raptly and they smiled at one another. “Oh, Shaman,” Dorothy Burnham said, taking his hand from her throat and holding it in hers. “You’re making such fine progress! But you need constant drilling, more than I can afford to give when school’s in session. Is there anyone who might be able to help?”

Shaman knew his father was busy with his practice. His mother occupied herself with her church work, and he sensed a reluctance on her part to deal with his deafness, puzzling to him but not imagined. And Alex was off with Mal whenever freed from his chores.

Dorothy sighed. “Whom can we find who is able to work with you regularly?”

“I’ll gladly help,” a voice said at once. It came from a large horsehair wing chair that sat with its back to the piano, and to Dorothy’s astonishment, she saw Rachel Geiger rise quickly from the chair and approach them.

How often, she wondered, had the girl sat undetected and listened to them at their drills and exercises?

“I know I can do it, Miss Burnham,” Rachel said somewhat breathlessly.

Shaman appeared to be pleased.

Dorothy smiled at Rachel and squeezed her hand. “I’m certain you will do splendidly, my dear,” she said.

Rob J. had heard not a word from any of the letters he had sent out regarding Makwa’s death. One night he sat down and transferred his frustration to paper, another letter with a sharper tone, trying to stir up the sticky mud.

“… The crimes of rape and murder have been easily ignored by representatives of government and the law, a fact that raises the question of whether the State of Illinois—indeed, of whether the United States of America—is a realm of true civilization or a place where men are allowed to behave like the lowest beasts with perfect impunity.” He mailed the letters to the same authorities he had already contacted, hoping that the new sharpness of tone would bring some results.

Nobody communicated to him about anything, he thought sulkily. He had dug the room off the shed almost in a frenzy, but now that it waited, he heard nothing from George Cliburne. At first, as days turned into weeks, he spent time pondering how word would be sent to him, then began to wonder why he was being ignored. He put the secret room out of his mind and gave himself up to the familiar shortening of the days, the sight of a long V of geese knifing southward through the blue air, the rushing sound of the river turning crystalline as the water grew colder. One morning he rode into the village and Carroll Wilkenson left a chair on the general-store porch and ambled to where Rob J. was dismounting from a small droop-necked pinto.

“New horse, Doc?”

“Just trying her out. Our Vicky is almost blind now. Fine for riding children in the pasture, but … This girl belongs to Tom Beckermann.” He shook his head. Dr. Beckermann had told him the pinto was five years old, but her bottom incisors were worn down so far he knew she was more than twice that age, and she shied at every insect and shadow.

“Partial to mares?”

“Not necessarily. Though they’re steadier than stallions, for my money.”

“Think you’re dead right. Dead right. … I ran into George Cliburne yesterday. He said tell you he’s got some new books out at his place, and you might be interested to take a look at them.”

It was the signal, and it took him by surprise. “Thank you, Carroll. George has a wonderful library,” he said, hoping his voice was steady.

“Yes, he has.” Wilkenson lifted his hand in farewell. “Well, I’ll spread the word you’re looking to buy a horse.”

“I’ll be obliged,” Rob J. said.

After supper he memorized the sky until he ascertained there would be no moon. Thick, greasy clouds had scudded in all afternoon. The air felt like a laundry after a two-day washing, and promised rain before morning.

He went to bed early and managed a few hours of sleep, but he had the physician’s ability to catnap briefly and by one o’clock he lay awake and alert. He gave himself leeway, pulling away from Sarah’s warmth well before two o’clock. He’d gone to bed in his underwear, and he gathered his clothing quietly in the dark bedroom and carried it downstairs. Sarah was accustomed to his going forth to deal with patients at any and every hour, and she slept on undisturbed.

His boots were on the floor beneath his coat in the front hall. In the barn he saddled Queen Victoria, because he was riding only as far as the place where the Coles’ house track met the public road, and Vicky knew the way so well she had no need for good sight. In his nervousness he left himself too much time, and for ten minutes after he had arrived at the road he sat and stroked the horse’s neck while a light rain began to fall. He strained his ears to catch imagined noises, but at last sounds reached him that weren’t imagined, the creak and jingle of harness, the hoof-falls of a plodding workhorse. In a little while the wagon took shape, heavy with loaded hay. “Is it thee, then?” George Cliburne said calmly.

Rob J. fought the impulse to deny it was himself, and sat while Cliburne rummaged in the hay and a second human form emerged. Cliburne obviously had given the former slave prior instructions, because without conversation the man grasped the back of Vicky’s saddle and heaved himself up behind Rob J.

“May thee go with God,” Cliburne said cheerfully, snapping his reins and starting the wagon on its way. At some past moment—perhaps several—the Negro had lost control of his bladder. Rob’s experienced nose told him the urine had dried, probably days before, but he inched his body away from the ammoniac stink behind him. When they rode past the house, all was dark. He had intended to place the man in the dugout quickly, see to the horse, and reenter his own warm bed. But once inside the shed, the process became more complicated.

When he lighted the lamp he saw a black male perhaps between thirty and forty. With the fearful, wary eyes of an animal in a corner, a big beak of nose, uncombed hair like a black ram’s wool. Wearing stout shoes, an adequate shirt, and pants so ragged and holey that more cloth was gone than remained.

Rob J. wanted to ask his name, where he’d run from, but Cliburne had cautioned: No questions, against the rules. He lifted off the boards, explained the contents of the burrow: covered pan for nature’s needs, newspaper for wiping, jug of drinking water, bag of crackers. The Negro said nothing; he stooped and entered, Rob replaced the boards.

There was a pan of water on the cold stove. Rob J. laid and lit a fire. Hanging on a nail in the barn he found his oldest work trousers, which were too long and too large, and a pair of once-red braces now gray with dust, the kind of suspenders Alden called galluses. Rolled-up trousers could be dangerous if the wearer had to run, and he cut eight inches off both legs with his surgical scissors. By the time he’d seen to the horse, the water on the stovetop had warmed. He took off the boards again and transferred water, rags, soap, and trousers to the hole, and then replaced the boards, saw to the stove, blew out the lamp.

He hesitated before leaving. “Good night,” he said to the boards. There was a rustling, the sound of a bear in a den, as the man washed. “Than-keesuh,” the hoarse whisper came finally, as if somebody was talking in church.

The first guest at the inn, Rob J. thought of him. He stayed seventy-three hours. George Cliburne, his greeting relaxed and cheerful, his manner so polite it was almost formal, picked him up in the middle of another night and took him away. Although it was so dark Rob J. couldn’t see details, he was certain the Quaker’s hair was combed neatly across his bald pate and his pink jowls were as closely shaved as if it were noon.

About a week later, Rob J. was frightened that he, Cliburne, Dr. Barr, and Carroll Wilkenson were all going to be arrested for abetting the theft of personal property, because he heard that an escaped slave had been apprehended by Mort London. But it turned out the man wasn’t “his” Negro, but a slave who’d escaped from Louisiana and hidden himself on a river barge without anyone’s knowledge or help.

It was a good week for Mort London. A few days after he received a cash award for returning the slave, Nick Holden rewarded his longtime loyalty by getting him appointed a deputy United States marshal in Rock Island. London resigned as sheriff at once, and at his recommendation Mayor Andreson appointed his only deputy, Fritzie Graham, to fill the office until the next election. Rob J. wasn’t fond of Graham, but the first time they ran into one another, the new acting sheriff wasted no time in indicating that he wasn’t interested in carrying on Mort London’s squabbles.

“Certainly hope you’ll become active again as a coroner, Doc. Real active.”

“I’ll be glad to,” Rob J. said. It was the truth, because he’d sorely missed the opportunities to keep his surgical techniques honed by doing the dissections.

Thus encouraged, he couldn’t resist asking Graham to reopen the case of Makwa’s murder, but gained only a look of such wary disbelief that he knew the answer, even though Fritzie promised to “do whatever I can, you may be sure of that, sir.”

Thick, milky cataracts filled Queen Victoria’s eyes, and the gentle old mare could no longer see at all. If she were younger he would have operated to remove the cataracts, but her work-strength was gone and he saw no reason to inflict pain. Nor would he put her down, because she seemed content to remain in pasture, where everyone on the farm sooner or later stopped by to feed her an apple or a carrot.

The family had to have a horse to use when he was away. The other mare, Bess, was older than Vicky and would have to be replaced soon too, and he continued to keep his eyes open for likely horseflesh. He was a creature of habit and hated to depend on a new animal, but finally in November he bought a general-use horse from the Schroeders, a small bay mare neither young nor old, for a price reasonable enough so that he wouldn’t feel the loss if she wasn’t what they wanted. The Schroeders had called her Trude, and he and Sarah saw no need to change her name. He took short rides on her, waiting for her to disappoint, but deep down he knew Alma and Gus wouldn’t have sold him a bad horse.

On a crisp afternoon he rode her on his rounds, house calls that took them all over the township and beyond. She was smaller than either Vicky or Bess and seemed bonier under his saddle, but she responded well and wasn’t a nervous animal. By the time they came home in the dusk of early evening, he knew she would do very well, and he took his time rubbing her down and giving her water and feed. The Schroeders had spoken only German to her. Rob J. had talked to her in English all day, but now he patted her flank and grinned. “Gute Nacht, meinegnadige Liebchen,” he said, recklessly expending his German vocabulary all at once.

He took the lantern and started to leave the barn, but as he was framed by the door there was a loud report. He hesitated, trying to identify it, striving to believe that any other sound could be similar to a rifle shot, but immediately after the powder clap there were a simultaneous thud and a snicking as a hickory sliver was knocked from the barn-door lintel by the slug, not eight inches above his head.

Returned to his senses, he stepped quickly back inside and blew out the lantern.

He heard the back door of the house open and slam, heard feet running. “Pa? You all right?” Alex called.

“Yes. Get back in the house.”

“What—”

“Now!”

Steps retreated, the door opened and slammed. Peering out at the gloom, he took note of his trembling. The three horses moved restlessly in their stalls, and Vicky whickered. Time froze.

“Dr. Cole?” Alden’s voice approached. “You fire a shot?”

“No, somebody fired and hit the barn. Damn near hit me.”

“You stay in there,” Alden called crisply.

Rob J. knew the way the hired man’s mind worked. It would take him too long to get to the goose gun in his own cabin; instead, he’d fetch the hunting rifle from the Cole house. Rob heard his steps, his cautionary, “It’s only me,” and the door opening and closing.

… And opening again. He heard Alden walking away, and then nothing. A century passed in maybe seven minutes, and footsteps came back to the barn.

“Nobody out there now that I can see, Dr. Cole, and I looked pretty good. Whereabouts did it hit?” When Rob J. pointed out the slivered lintel, Alden had to stand on tiptoe to examine it. Neither of them lit the lantern to see it better. “What in the world?” Alden said shakily, his face pale in the gathering darkness. “Never mind that he was poachin on your land. To hunt that close to the house, and without proper daylight. If I ever find that fool, he’ll be a sorry marksman!”

“No harm done. I’m glad you were here,” Rob J. said, touching his shoulder. They went into the house together to soothe the family and to put the near-accident behind them. Rob J. poured Alden a brandy and joined him, a rare happening.

Sarah had made a supper he loved, green peppers and young squash, both stuffed with spiced ground meat and stewed with potatoes and carrots. He ate with appetite and complimented his wife’s cooking, but afterward he sought solitude in a chair on the porch.

It wasn’t any hunter, he knew, to be so careless near a house, and to hunt in poor visibility at the end of the day.

He considered a possible connection between the incident and the dug-out room, and concluded there was none; anyone who wanted to make trouble because he helped escaped slaves would wait until the next Negro arrived, and then have foolish Dr. Cole arrested and collect bounty money on the slave.

Yet Rob J. couldn’t escape a growing awareness that the shot had been a warning somebody wanted him to think about.

There was a high moon: a bright darkness, not a night to be moving hunted people. Sitting and staring out, studying the sudden leaping moon shadows of wind-tossed trees, he acknowledged his certain intuition that at last he’d been sent an answer to his letters.
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THE FIRST JEW

[image: image]

Rachel feared the Day of Atonement but loved Passover because the eight days of Pesach more than made up for the fact that other people had Christmas. On Passover the Geigers remained in their own home, which seemed to her to be a haven filled with a warm light. It was a holiday of music and singing and games, of frightening biblical stories with happy endings, and of special food at the seder, with matzos shipped in from Chicago and her mother baking a series of sponge cakes so tall and light that as a child she believed her father when he told her to watch hard and she would see them float away.

In contrast, for Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, every autumn the family packed up, after weeks of planning and preparation, and traveled for most of a day, by wagon to Galesburg, then by train to a wharf on the Illinois River, and down the Illinois by steamboat to Peoria, where there was a Jewish community and a synagogue. Though they came to Peoria only for the two holy weeks out of the year, they were dues-paying members of the congregation, with seats reserved in their names. During the High Holidays, the Geigers always boarded at the home of Morris Goldwasser, a textile merchant who was a prominent member of the shul. Everything about Mr. Goldwasser was large and expansive, including his body, his family, and his house. He wouldn’t accept payment from Jason, pointing out that it was a mitzvah to make it possible for another Jew to worship God, and insisting that if the Geigers paid for his hospitality they would deprive him of a blessing. So each year Lillian and Jason worried for weeks about a suitable gift that would demonstrate their appreciation.

Rachel hated the entire production that blighted each autumn—the preparation, the worry about the selection of the gift, the exhausting journey, the ordeal of surviving two weeks of each year in the home of strangers, the pain and light-headedness of the twenty-four-hour Yom Kippur fast.

For her parents, each visit to Peoria was an opportunity to renew their Jewishness. They were sought after socially, because Lillian’s cousin, Judah Benjamin, had been elected United States senator from Louisiana—the first Jewish member of the Senate—and everyone wanted to discuss him with the Geigers. They went to synagogue at every opportunity. Lillian exchanged recipes, caught up on gossip. Jay talked politics with the men, drank a convivial schnapps or two, exchanged cigars. He spoke to them of Holden’s Crossing in glowing terms and admitted he was trying to attract other Jews there, so eventually there would be a minyan of ten men, allowing him access to group worship. The other men treated him with warm understanding. Of them all, only Jay and Ralph Seixas, who was born in Newport, Rhode Island, were native Americans. The others had come from abroad and knew what it was to be pioneers. It was hard, they agreed, for a man to be the first Jew to settle anywhere.

The Goldwassers had two plump daughters, Rose, who was a year older than Rachel, and Clara, who was three years older. When Rachel was a little girl she had enjoyed playing games (House, School, and Grown-up) with the Goldwasser girls, but the year Rachel turned twelve, Clara married Harold Green, a hatmaker. The couple lived with Clara’s parents, and that year when the Geigers came for the High Holidays, Rachel found changes. Clara no longer would play Grown-up, because she had become a real grownup, a Married Woman. She talked softly and condescendingly to her sister and Rachel, she waited upon her husband with sweet constancy, and she was allowed to say the blessings over the Sabbath candles, an honor reserved for the matron of the home. But one night when the three girls were alone in the big house, they drank grape wine in Rose’s room and fifteen-year-old Clara Goldwasser Green forgot she was a matron. She told Rachel and her sister all about what it was like to be married. She divulged for them the most sacred secrets of the adult sorority, dwelling with delicious detail on the physiology and habits of the Jewish male.

Both Rose and Rachel had seen the penis, but always in miniature, attached to infant brothers or young cousins, babies in the bath—a soft pink appendage ending in a circumcised knob of smooth flesh dotted with a single hole so the pee could come out.

But Clara, draining the wine with her eyes closed, wickedly outlined the differences between Jewish babies and Jewish men. And, finding the last drops on the outside of the cup with her tongue, she described the transformation of sweet and inoffensive flesh when a Jewish man lay down next to his wife, and what subsequently occurred.

Nobody screamed in terror, but Rose had taken her pillow and was pressing it into her face with both hands. “This happens often?” her muffled voice asked.

Very often, Clara affirmed, and without fail on the Sabbath and religious holidays, God having informed the Jewish male that it was a blessing. “Except, of course, during the bleeding.”

Rachel knew about the bleeding. It was the only secret her mother had told her; it hadn’t happened to her yet, a fact she didn’t share with the sisters. But she was troubled by something else, a matter of the mechanics of measurement, of common sense, and she had been visualizing a disturbing diagram in her mind. Unconsciously she protected her lap with her hand. “Surely,” she said palely, “it is not possible to do that.”

Sometimes, Clara informed them loftily, her Harold employed pure kosher butter.

Rose Goldwasser removed the pillow from her face and stared, her face alight with revelation. “That is why we are always running out of butter?” she cried.

The days that followed were particularly difficult for Rachel. She and Rose, given the choice of regarding Clara’s disclosures as horrifying or comical, in self-defense opted for comedy. During breakfast and lunch, which usually were dairy meals, they had only to meet each other’s gaze to engender explosions of mirth so witless that on several occasions they were sent from the table in disgrace. At dinner, when the two families were joined by their men, it was worse for her, for she couldn’t sit across the table and two chairs down from Harold Green, and look at him, and make conversation, without thinking of him buttered.

On the following year when the Geigers visited Peoria, Rachel was disappointed to learn that neither Clara nor Rose lived in their parents’ home any longer. Clara and Harold had become parents of a baby boy and had moved into a small house of their own on the river bluff; when they came to the Goldwassers’, Clara busied herself with her son and paid little attention to Rachel. Rose had been married the previous July, to a man named Samuel Bielfield, who had taken her to live in St. Louis.

That Yom Kippur, standing outside the synagogue, Rachel and her parents were approached by an elderly man named Benjamin Schoenberg. Mr. Schoenberg wore a stovepipe hat of beaver felt, a ruffled white cotton shirt, and a black string tie. He chatted with Jay about the state of the pharmaceuticals business and then began to question Rachel pleasantly about her schooling and the extent to which she helped run her mother’s household.

Lillian Geiger smiled at the old man and shook her head enigmatically. “It is too soon,” she said, and Mr. Schoenberg smiled back and nodded, and went away after a few more pleasantries.

That evening Rachel overheard snatches of conversation between her mother and Mrs. Goldwasser which revealed that Benjamin Schoenberg was a shadchen, a marriage broker. Indeed, Mr. Schoenberg had arranged the matches of both Clara and Rose. She felt terrible fear, but it was relieved by the memory of what her mother had told the matchmaker. She was too young for marriage, as her parents fully realized, she told herself, disregarding the fact that Rose Goldwasser Bielfield was only eight months older.

All that autumn, including the two weeks she spent in Peoria, Rachel’s body was changing. When her breasts developed, they were womanly from the start, throwing her thin body out of balance, so she had to learn about support garments, and muscle fatigue and back pains. That was the year when Mr. Byers touched her and made her life ugly before her father set things right. When Rachel examined herself in her mother’s looking glass she was reassured that no man would want a girl with straight black hair, narrow shoulders, a neck that was too long, breasts that were too heavy, skin unfashionably sallow, and undistinguished brown cow’s eyes.

Then it occurred to her that any man who would accept such a girl would be ugly himself, and stupid, and very poor, and she knew that every day brought her closer to a future she didn’t wish to contemplate. She resented her brothers and treated them spitefully because they didn’t know what gifts and privileges they had been given with their masculinity, the right to live in the warm safety of their parents’ home as long as they wanted, the right to go to school and learn without limits.

Her menstruation came late. Her mother had asked her casual questions from time to time, revealing her concern that it hadn’t happened yet; and then one afternoon while Rachel was in the kitchen helping to make wild-strawberry jam, with no warning cramps made her double over. Her mother told her to look, and the blood was there. Her heart had pounded, but it wasn’t unexpected, nor had it happened while she was off alone somewhere. Her mother was with her and spoke soothingly, and showed her what to do. Everything was all right until her mother kissed her cheek and told her that now she was a woman.

Rachel began to cry. She couldn’t stop. She wept for hours and was inconsolable. Jay Geiger came into his daughter’s room and lay down on her bed with her as he hadn’t done since she was little.

He stroked her head and asked what was the matter. Her shoulders shook in a way that broke his heart, and he had to ask her again and again.

Finally she whispered, “Poppa. I don’t want to be married. I don’t want to leave you, or my home.”

Jay kissed her cheek and went to talk with his wife. Lillian was very troubled. Many girls were married at thirteen, and she thought it would be better for her daughter if they arranged her life through a good Jewish union than if they indulged her foolish terror. But her husband pointed out that when he had been matched with Lillian she had been past her sixteenth birthday, not a young girl. What was good for the mother would be good for the daughter, who needed a chance to grow up and become accustomed to the thought of marriage.

So Rachel had a long reprieve. At once, her life was better. Miss Burnham reported to her father that she was a natural student and would benefit greatly from continuing her education. Her parents decided that she should stay in the academy instead of working full-time in the house and on the farm, as might have been expected, and they were gratified by her pleasure, and by the way life returned to her eyes.

She had an instinctive kindness that was part of her nature, but her own unhappiness had made her particularly sensitive to those trapped by circumstances. She had always been as close to the Coles as if they were related by blood. When Shaman was a toddler, once he had been placed in her bed and had lost control of his bladder, and it had been Rachel who had comforted him and eased his embarrassment, and protected him from the teasing of the other children. The illness that had stolen his hearing had unsettled her, because it was the first incident in her life that indicated to her the presence of unknown and unsuspected dangers. She had watched Shaman’s struggles with the frustration of someone who wanted to make things better but was powerless to do so, and she witnessed each improvement that he achieved with as much pride and gladness as if he were her brother. During the period of her own development she’d seen Shaman change from a little boy to a large youth, easily outstripping his brother, Alex, in size. Because his body matured early, in the first years of growth he was often clumsy and bumbling, like a puppy with new growth, and she regarded him with a special tenderness.

She had sat undetected in the wing chair several times and marveled at Shaman’s courage and tenaciousness, listening in fascination to Dorothy Burnham’s skill as a teacher. When Miss Burnham had wondered who could help him, Rachel had reacted instinctively, eager for the chance. Dr. Cole and his wife had been grateful for her willingness to work with Shaman, and her own family had been pleased by what they considered a generous gesture. But she understood that, at least in part, she wanted to help him because he was her steadfast friend, because once, in perfect seriousness, a little boy had offered to kill a man who was doing her harm.

The basis of Shaman’s remedial work was long hours piled upon long hours, in which weariness had to be disregarded, and he was quick to test Rachel’s authority in ways he wouldn’t have tried with Miss Burnham. “No more today. I’m too tired now,” he said the second time they met alone, after Miss Burnham had accompanied Rachel through Shaman’s drills half a dozen times.

“No, Shaman,” Rachel had said firmly. “We’re not nearly finished.” But he had escaped.

The second time it happened, she’d given in to anger that had merely made him smile, and reverted to their playmate days, calling him names. But when it happened again the next day, tears sprang into her eyes and he was undone.

“Let’s try it again, then,” he’d told her reluctantly.

Rachel was grateful, but she never yielded to the temptation of controlling him in that way, sensing he would benefit more from a steelier approach. After a while, the long hours became routine for them both. As the months passed and Shaman’s capabilities were expanded, she adapted Miss Burnham’s drills and they went beyond them.

They spent a long time practicing how meaning could be changed by accenting different words in an otherwise unchanged sentence:
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Sometimes Rachel held his hand and squeezed it to show him where emphasis belonged, and he enjoyed that. He’d come to dislike the piano exercise in which he identified the note by the vibrations he felt in his hand, because his mother had seized upon it as a parlor trick and sometimes called upon him to perform. But Rachel continued to work with him at the piano, and she was fascinated when she played the scale in a different key and he was able to detect even that subtle change.

Slowly he graduated from feeling the notes of the piano to discerning the other vibrations in the world around him. Soon he could detect somebody knocking at the door, although he didn’t hear the knocking. He was able to feel the footsteps of someone mounting a stairway, although they were unnoticed by hearing people nearby.

One day, as Dorothy Burnham had done, Rachel took his large hand and placed it at her throat. At first she spoke to him loudly. Then she moderated the sonority of her voice and dropped it into a whisper. “Do you feel the difference?”

Her flesh was warm and very smooth, delicate yet strong. Shaman could feel muscles and cords. He thought of a swan, and then of a tinier bird as the beat of her pulse fluttered against his hand in a way that hadn’t happened when he’d held Miss Burnham’s thicker, shorter neck.

He smiled at her. “I do,” he said.
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WATER MARKS
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Nobody else shot at Rob J. If the incident at the barn had been a message that he should stop pressuring for an investigation of Makwa’s death, whoever had pulled the trigger had reason to believe the warning was heeded. He did nothing else because he knew of nothing else he could do. Eventually polite letters came from Congressman Nick Holden and from the governor of Illinois. They were the only officials to answer him, and their replies were bland dismissals. He brooded, but he addressed himself to more immediate problems.

In the beginning, he was called upon only infrequently to offer the hospitality of his dugout room, but after he’d been helping slaves to run away for several years the trickle grew to a freshet, and there were times when new occupants came to the secret room often and regularly.

There was general and controversial interest in Negroes. Dred Scott had won his plea for freedom in a Missouri lower court, but the State Supreme Court declared him still a slave, and his abolitionist attorneys appealed the case to the Supreme Court of the United States. Meanwhile, writers and preachers thundered, and journalists and politicians fulminated on both sides of the slavery issue. The first thing Fritz Graham did after he was elected to a regular five-year term as sheriff was buy a pack of “nigger hounds,” because bounties had become a lucrative sideline. Rewards for the return of runaways had increased in size, and penalties for helping fugitive slaves had grown more severe. Rob J. continued to be frightened when he thought of what could happen to him if he were caught, but mostly he didn’t allow himself to think of it.

George Cliburne greeted him with sleepy politeness whenever they encountered one another by chance, as though they weren’t meeting under different circumstances in the dark of night. A by-product of the association was Rob J.’s access to Cliburne’s extensive library, and he availed himself of volumes that he regularly carried home for Shaman, and sometimes read himself. The grain broker’s book collection was heavy in philosophy and religion but light in science, which was how Rob J. found its owner.

When he’d been a Negro-smuggler for about a year, Cliburne invited him to attend a Quaker meeting and was diffident and accepting when he refused. “I thought thee might find it helpful. Since thee does the work of the Lord.”

It was on Rob’s lips to correct him, to say he did the work of man and not of God; but the thought was pompous enough without putting it to voice, and he merely smiled and shook his head.

He realized his hiding was only one link in what doubtless was a large chain, but he had no knowledge of the rest of the system. He and Dr. Barr never referred to the fact that the other physician’s recommendation had led him to become a lawbreaker. His only clandestine contacts were with Cliburne and with Carroll Wilkenson, who told him whenever the Quaker had “an interesting new book.” Rob J. was certain that when the runaways left him they were taken north, through Wisconsin and into Canada. Probably by boat across Lake Superior. That’s the way he would route the escapes if he were doing the planning.

Once in a while Cliburne would bring a female, but most of the fugitives were men. They came in infinite variety, dressed in ragged tow cloth. Some had skins of such negritude it seemed to him the very definition of blackness, the shiny purple of ripe plums, the jet of burnt bone, the dense darkness of ravens’ wings. The complexions of others showed a dilution with the paleness of their oppressors, resulting in shades that ranged from café au lait to the color of toasted bread. Most of them were large men with hard, muscular bodies, but one was a slender young man, almost white, who wore metalrimmed spectacles. He said he was the son of a house nigger and a plantation owner in a place called Shreve’s Landing, in Louisiana. He could read and was grateful when Rob J. gave him candles and matches and back copies of Rock Island newspapers.

Rob J. felt thwarted as a physician because he kept the fugitives too short a time to treat their physical problems. He could tell that the lenses of the light-skinned Negro’s spectacles were far too powerful for him. Weeks after the youth had left him, Rob J. found a pair of eyeglasses he thought might be better. Next time he was in Rock Island he went to see Cliburne and asked if he could somehow arrange to forward the glasses, but Cliburne only stared at the spectacles and shook his head. “Thee must have better sense, Dr. Cole,” he said, and walked away without saying good day.

On another occasion a large man with very black skin stayed in the secret room for three days, more than long enough for Rob to observe that he was nervous and suffered from abdominal discomfort. Sometimes his face was gray and sick-looking, and his appetite was irregular. Rob was certain he had a tapeworm. He gave him a bottle of specific but told him not to take it until he arrived wherever he was going. “Otherwise you’ll be too weak to travel, and you’ll leave a trail of loose stool that every sheriff in the country can follow!”

He would remember each of them as long as he lived. He felt an immediate sympathy for their fears and their feelings, and it was more than the fact that once he’d been a fugitive himself; he realized that an important ingredient of his concern was his familiarity with their plight, because he had witnessed the afflictions of the Sauks.

He had long since ignored Cliburne’s orders that they weren’t to be questioned. Some were loquacious and some tight-lipped. At the very least, he tried to get their names. Although the youth with the glasses had been named Nero, most of the names were Judeo-Christian: Moses, Abraham, Isaac, Aaron, Peter, Paul, Joseph. He heard the same names again and again, reminding him of the stories Makwa had told him about the biblical names at the Christian school for Indian girls.

He spent as much time with the talkative ones as safety would allow. One man from Kentucky had escaped once before and had been caught. He showed Rob J. the scarred stripes on his back. Another, from Tennessee, said he hadn’t been treated badly by his master. Rob J. asked why he had run in that case, and the man pursed his lips and squinted, as if searching for the answer.

“Cudden wait for Jubilee,” he said.

Rob asked Jay about Jubilee. In ancient Palestine, every seventh year agricultural land was allowed to lie fallow and replenish itself, in accordance with the dictates of the Bible. After seven sabbatical years, the fiftieth year was declared a year of jubilee, and slaves were given a gift and set free.

Rob J. suggested Jubilee was better than keeping humans in perpetual servitude but hardly the ultimate kindness, since in most cases fifty years of slavery was more than a lifetime.

He and Jay circled each other warily on the topic, having learned long ago the depth of their differences.

“Do you know how many slaves there are in the Southern states? Four million. That’s one black skin for every two white skins. Free them, and the farms and plantations that feed a lot of abolitionists up North will have to close. And then what would we do with those four million black folks? How would they live? What would they become?”

“Eventually they’d live same as anybody. If they got some education, they could become anything. Pharmacists, for instance,” he said, unable to resist.

Jay shook his head. “You simply don’t understand. The South’s very existence depends on slavery. That’s why even nonslave states make it a crime to aid runaways.”

Jay had struck a nerve. “Don’t talk to me about crime! The African slave trade’s been outlawed since 1808, but African people are still being taken at gunpoint and stuffed into ships and carried to every Southern state and sold on the block.”

“Well, that’s national law you’re talking about. Each state makes its own laws. Those are the laws that count.”

Rob J. snorted, and that was the end of that conversation.

He and Jay remained close and mutually supportive in all other things, but the slavery question raised a barrier between them that they both regretted. Rob was a man who valued a quiet talk with a friend, and he began to turn Trude into the path leading to the Convent of St. Francis whenever he was in that neighborhood.

It was hard for him to pinpoint just when he became Mother Miriam Ferocia’s friend. Sarah gave him physical passion that was unwavering and as important to him as meat and drink, but she spent more time talking with her pastor than with her husband. Rob had discovered in his relationship with Makwa that it was possible for him to be close to a woman without sexuality. Now he proved it again with this sister of the Order of Saint Francis, a female fifteen years older than he, with stern eyes in a strong cowlframed face.

He’d seen her only infrequently until that spring. The winter had been mild and strange, with heavy rains. The water table rose unnoticed until the streams and creeks suddenly were hard to cross, and by March the township paid for being on land between two rivers, because the situation already had become the Flood of ’57. Rob watched the river come over the banks on the Cole place. It swirled inland, washing away Makwa’s sweat lodge and her woman’s lodge. Her hedonoso-te was spared because she had built it cleverly on a knoll. The Cole house was higher than the flood reached too. But soon after the waters receded, Rob was summoned to treat the first case of virulent fever. And then another person came down sick. And another.

Sarah was pressed into service as a nurse, but she and Rob and Tom Beckermann were swiftly overwhelmed. Then one morning Rob came to the Haskell farm and found a feverish Ben Haskell already sponge-bathed and comforted by two Sisters of Saint Francis. All of “the brown beetles” were out and nursing. He saw at once and with a great thankfulness that they were excellent nurses. Each time he met them they were in pairs. Even their prioress nursed with a partner. When Rob protested to her, thinking it was a quirk in their training, Miriam Ferocia responded with cold vehemence, making it clear his objections were useless.

It came to him that they worked in pairs so they could guard one another from lapses of faith and flesh. A few evenings later, ending the day with a cup of coffee at the convent, he put it to her that she was afraid to allow her sisters to be alone in a Protestant house. He confessed it was a puzzle to him. “Is your faith weak, then?”

“Our faith is strong! But we like warmth and comfort as well as the next. The life we’ve chosen is bleak. And cruel enough without the added curse of temptations.”

He understood. He was happy to accept the sisters under Miriam Ferocia’s terms, and their nursing made all the difference.

The prioress’s typical comment to him dripped with scorn. “Have you no other medical bag, Dr. Cole, than that shabby leather thing decorated with porky quills?”

“It’s my Mee-shome, my Sauk medicine bundle. The straps are made of Izze cloths. When I wear them, no bullets can harm me.”

She looked at him wide-eyed. “You don’t have the faith in Our Savior, but you accept protection from Sauk Indian heathenry?”

“Ah, but it works.” He told her of the shot that had been fired at him outside his barn.

“You must use extreme caution,” she admonished, pouring him coffee. The nanny goat he’d donated had dropped kids twice, supplying two males. Miriam Ferocia had traded one of the bucks and somehow had acquired three more does, dreaming of a cheese industry; but still whenever Rob J. came to the convent he had no milk for his coffee, because every nanny always seemed to be pregnant or nursing. He did without, like the nuns, and learned to love his coffee black.

Their talk turned sober. He was disappointed that her churchly inquiry had thrown no light on Ellwood Patterson. He had been considering a plan, he confided. “What if we were able to place a man within the Supreme Order of the Star-Spangled Banner? It might be possible to learn of their mischief early enough to stop it.”

“How would you do that?”

He had given it a good deal of thought. It required a native-born American who was both completely trustworthy and close to Rob J. Jay Geiger wouldn’t do, because SSSB probably would reject a Jew. “There’s my hired man, Alden Kimball. Born in Vermont. A very good person.”

She shook her head in concern. “That he’s a good person would make it worse, because you might very well sacrifice him, and yourself, with such a scheme. These are extremely dangerous men.”

He had to face the wisdom of what she said. And the fact that Alden had been showing his age. Not failing yet, but showing his age.

And he drank a lot.

“You must be patient,” she said gently. “I shall make my inquiries again. Meanwhile, you must wait.”

She removed his cup and he knew it was time to rise from the bishop’s chair and leave, so she could prepare for Night Song. He collected his quilled bullet shield and smiled at the competitive glare she directed at the Mee-shome. “Thank you, Reverend Mother,” he said.
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HEARING THE MUSIC
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The educational pattern in Holden’s Crossing was for a family to send children to the academy for a semester or two of schooling, so they could read a little and do simple sums and write a painstaking hand. Then the schooling was over, and the children began their lives as full-fledged farm workers. When Alex was sixteen he said he’d had enough school. Despite Rob J.’s offer to finance higher education, he went to work with Alden full-time on the sheep farm, and Shaman and Rachel were left as the oldest pupils in the academy.

Shaman was willing to keep on learning, and Rachel was thankful to drift along in the even flow of her days, clutching her unchanging existence as if it were a lifeline. Dorothy Burnham was aware of her good fortune in having even one such pupil come into a teacher’s life. She treated the pair like treasures, lavishing everything she knew on them and pushing herself to keep them challenged. The girl was older than Shaman by three years and had more schooling, but soon Miss Burnham was teaching them as a class of two. It was natural for them to spend a good deal of time studying together.

Whenever their schoolwork was done, Rachel went directly to Shaman’s speech training. Twice a month the two young people met with Miss Burnham and Shaman ran through his routine for the teacher. Sometimes Miss Burnham suggested a change or a new exercise. She was delighted with his progress, and happy that Rachel Geiger had been able to do him so much good.

As their friendship ripened, sometimes Rachel or Shaman would allow the other some small inner glimpse. Rachel told him how she dreaded having to go to Peoria every year for the Jewish High Holidays. He awoke her tenderness by revealing to her, without putting it into so many words, his anguish that his mother treated him coldly. (“Makwa was more of a mother to me than she is, and she knows it. It gripes her, but it’s plain truth.”) Rachel had noticed that Mrs. Cole never referred to her son as Shaman, the way everyone else did; Sarah called him Robert—almost formally, the way Miss Burnham did in school. Rachel wondered if it was because Mrs. Cole didn’t like Indian words. She’d heard Sarah telling her mother that she was glad the Sauks were gone forever.

Shaman and Rachel worked on his vocal exercises anywhere they happened to be, floating in Alden’s flatboat or sitting on the riverbank while fishing, picking watercress, hiking across the prairie, or peeling fruit or vegetables for Lillian on the Geigers’ Southern-style veranda. Several times a week they found their way to Lillian’s piano. He could experience her vocal tonality if he touched her head or her back, but he especially liked to place his hand on the smooth warm flesh of her throat while she talked. He knew she must be able to feel his fingers trembling.

“I wish I could remember the sound of your voice.”

“Do you remember music?”

“I don’t really remember it … I heard music the day after Christmas, last year.”

She stared at him, puzzled.

“Dreamed it.”

“And you heard the music in the dream?”

He nodded. “All I could see was a man’s feet and legs. I think they must have belonged to my father. You remember how sometimes our parents would put us to sleep on the floor while they played? I didn’t see your mother and father, but I heard their violin and piano. I don’t remember what they played. I just remember the … music!”

She had trouble speaking. “They like Mozart, maybe it was this,” she said, and played something on the piano.

But after a while he shook his head. “It’s just vibrations, to me. The other was real music. I’ve been trying ever since to dream of it again, but I can’t.”

He noticed that her eyes glittered, and to his amazement she leaned forward and kissed him full on the mouth. He kissed her back, something new, very much like a different kind of music, he thought. Somehow his hand held her breast, and when they stopped kissing, it stayed there. Perhaps everything would have been all right if he’d taken his hand away at once. But, like the vibration of a musical note, he was able to sense the firming, and the small movement of her hardened bud. He pressed, and she drew back her hand and smashed him on the mouth.

Her second blow landed below his right eye. He sat dumbly and made no attempt to defend himself. She could have killed him if she’d wanted to, but she only hit him once more. She’d grown up doing farmwork and was strong, and she struck out with her closed fist. His upper lip was mashed and blood was trickling from his nose. He saw her crying raggedly as she sprang away.

He trailed after her into the front hall; it was fortunate no one was home. “Rachel,” he called once, but he couldn’t tell if she answered, and he didn’t dare follow her upstairs.

He let himself out of her door and walked to the sheep farm, snuffling to keep the blood out of his handkerchief. As he moved toward the house he met Alden coming out of the barn.

“Weeping Christ. Who happened to you?”

“… In a fight.”

“Well, I can see. What a relief. I’se beginning to think Alex is the onliest Cole boy has any spunk. What’s t’other scoundrel look like?”

“Terrible. Much worse than this.”

“Oh. That’s good, then,” Alden said cheerfully, and departed.

At supper Shaman had to endure several long lectures against brawling.

In the morning the younger children studied his battle wounds with respect, while they were pointedly ignored by Miss Burnham. He and Rachel barely spoke to one another during the day, but to his surprise when school let out she waited for him outside as usual, and they walked together in glum silence toward her house.

“You tell your father I touched you?”

“No!” she said sharply.

“That’s good. I wouldn’t want him to horsewhip me,” he said, and meant it. He had to watch her to talk with her, so he was able to observe how she looked with color rising, but to his confusion he also saw that she was laughing.

“Oh, Shaman! Your poor face. I’m really sorry,” she said, and squeezed his hand.

“Me too,” he said, although he wasn’t quite certain what he was apologizing for.

At her house, her mother gave them ginger cake. When they’d eaten it, they sat across the table from one another and did their school work. Then they went into the parlor again. He shared the piano bench with her but took care not to sit too close. What had happened the previous day had changed things, as he’d feared, but to his surprise, it wasn’t a bad feeling. It simply rested warmly between them as something private to them alone, like a shared cup.

A legal paper summoned Rob J. to the courthouse in Rock Island “on the twenty-first day of June, in the year of Our Lord one thousand, eight hundred, fifty and seven, for the purpose of naturalization.”

The day was clear and warm, but the windows in the courtroom were closed because the Honorable Daniel P. Allan was on the bench and didn’t appreciate flies. The legal traffic was light, and Rob J. had every reason to believe he’d be out of there swiftly, until Judge Allan started to administer the oath.

“Now, then. Do you pledge that you hereby renounce all foreign titles and allegiances to any other country?”

“I do,” Rob J. said.

“And do you pledge to support and defend the Constitution, and to bear arms on behalf of the United States of America?”

“Well, no sir, your Honor, I do not,” Rob J. said firmly.

Startled out of his torpor, Judge Allan stared.

“I don’t believe in killing, your Honor, so I won’t ever practice war.”

Judge Allan appeared annoyed. At the clerk’s table next to the bench, Roger Murray cleared his throat. “Law says, Judge, cases like this, candidate has to prove he’s a conscientious objector whose beliefs prevent him from bearing arms. Means he has to belong to some group like the Quakers, that make it generally known they won’t fight.”

“I know the law and what it means,” the judge said acidly, furious that Murray couldn’t ever seem to find a less public way to instruct him. He peered over his spectacles. “You Quaker, Dr. Cole?”

“No, your Honor.”

“Well, what the hell are you, then?”

“Not affiliated with any religion,” Rob J. said, and saw that the judge looked as if he’d been personally insulted.

“Your Honor, may I approach the bench?” someone said from the back of the court. Rob J. saw it was Stephen Hume, who’d been a railroad lawyer ever since Nick Holden had won his seat in the Congress. Judge Allan signaled him to approach. “Congressman.”

“Judge,” Hume said with a smile. “Like to personally vouch for Dr. Cole? One of the most distinguished gentlemen in Illinois, serves the people night and day as a physician? Everybody knows his word is gold. If he says he can’t fight in a war because of his beliefs, that’s all the proof a reasonable man should need.”

Judge Allan frowned, uncertain whether or not a politically connected lawyer before his bench had just called him unreasonable, and decided the safest thing was to glare at Roger Murray. “We’ll proceed with the naturalization,” he said, and without any more fuss, Rob J. became a citizen.

On the ride back to Holden’s Crossing he had a few strange, regretful memories of the Scots homeland he’d just renounced, but it felt good to be an American. Except that the country had more than its share of troubles. The U.S. Supreme Court had just decided for good and all that Dred Scott was a slave because it wasn’t legal for Congress to exclude slavery from the territories. At first Southerners rejoiced, but already they were furious again, because the Republican party leaders said they wouldn’t accept the court decision as binding.

Neither would Rob J., even though his wife and his elder son had become hot-blooded Southern sympathizers. He’d sent dozens of runaway slaves through the secret room to Canada, and in the process had had several close calls. Alex told him one day that he’d met George Cliburne the night before on the road about a mile from the sheep farm. “There he was, sitting on top of a wagonload of hay at three o’clock in the morning! Now, what do you make of that?”

“I guess you have to work hard to get up earlier than an industrious Quaker. But what were you doing coming home at three in the morning?” Rob J. said, and Alex was so busy getting away from the subject of his late-night drinking and tomcatting with Mal Howard that George Cliburne’s strange work ethic wasn’t brought up again.

In the middle of another night Rob J. was closing the padlock on the shed door when Alden had come along. “Couldn’t sleep. Ran outta varmint juice, and remembered I had this stashed in the barn.” He lifted the jug and proffered it. Though Rob J. seldom craved a drink and knew alcohol diminished the Gift, he wanted to share something with Alden. He uncorked the jug, took a swallow, and coughed. Alden grinned.

Rob would have liked to move the hired man away from the shed. In the dugout room on the other side of the door was a middle-aged Negro with a slight asthmatic wheeze when he breathed. Rob J. suspected that at times the wheeze became pronounced, and he wasn’t certain the sound couldn’t be heard from where he and Alden were talking. But Alden wasn’t going anywhere; he hunkered down on his heels and showed how a champion drank whiskey, finger through the handle, jug swung onto his elbow, elbow raised just high enough to send the proper amount of raw liquor into his mouth.

“Trouble sleeping nowadays?”

Alden shrugged. “Most nights I go right off, tired from work. When I don’t, little drink helps me sleep.”

Alden had looked a lot more worn ever since Comes Singing had died. “Ought to get another man to help you work the farm,” Rob J. said, for perhaps the twentieth time.

“Hard to find good white man willin to hire out. Wouldn’t work with a nigger,” Alden said, and Rob J. wondered how well sound traveled in the other direction, into the shed. “Besides, got Alex workin with me now, and he’s doin real good.”

“Is he?”

Alden stood erect, somewhat shakily; he must have had a lot of varmint juice before he’d run out. “Damn,” he said deliberately. “Doc, you never do give them pore young boogers their due.” Holding his jug carefully, he made his way back toward his own cabin.

One day near the end of that summer a middle-aged Chinese, name unknown, drifted into Holden’s Crossing. Refused service in Nelson’s Saloon, he hired a prostitute named Penny Davis to buy a bottle of whiskey and take him to her shack, where next morning he died in her bed. Sheriff Graham said he didn’t want any whore in his town who’d share her chink with a Chink and then peddle it to white men, and he personally arranged for Penny Davis to leave Holden’s Crossing. Then he had the corpus put in the back of a wagon and delivered to the nearest coroner.

That afternoon, Shaman was waiting for his father when Rob J. approached his shed.

“Never seen an Oriental.”

“This one happens to be dead. You know that, don’t you, Shaman?”

“Yes, Pa.”

Rob J. nodded and unlocked the shed door.

There was a sheet covering the body, and he folded it and placed it on the old wooden chair. His son was pale but composed, intently studying the figure on the table. The Chinese was a small man, thin but muscular. His eyes had been closed. His skin color fell somewhere between the paleness of whites and the redness of Indians. His toenails, horny and yellow, needed cutting; seeing them through his son’s eyes, Rob was moved.

“Have to do my work now, Shaman.”

“Can I watch?”

“You’re sure you want to?”

“Yes, Pa.”

Rob took his scalpel and opened the chest. Oliver Wendell Holmes had a flamboyant style of introducing death: Rob’s own way was to be simple. He warned that the insides of a man stank worse than any hunting prey the boy had dressed, and advised Shaman to breathe through his mouth. Then he noted that the cold tissue was no longer a person. “Whatever it was that made this man alive—some call it his soul—has left his body.”

Shaman’s face was pallid but his eyes were alert. “Is that the part goes to heaven?”

“I don’t know where it goes,” Rob said gently. As he weighed the organs, he allowed Shaman to record the weight, a help to him. “William Fergusson, who was my mentor, used to say that the spirit leaves the body behind like a house that’s been emptied, so we have to treat it carefully and with dignity, out of respect for the man who used to live here.

“This is the heart, and here’s what killed him.” He removed the organ and placed it in Shaman’s hands so he could study the darkened dead circle of tissue that ballooned out from the muscle wall.

“Why’d that happen to him, Pa?”

“I don’t know, Shaman.”

He replaced the organs and closed the incisions, and by the time they washed up together, color had returned to Shaman’s face.

Rob J. was impressed by how well the boy had done. “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “Would you like to study with me out here, from time to time?”

“I would, Pa!” Shaman said, his face alight.

“Because it occurs to me you might want to get a degree in science. You could earn your living teaching, maybe even in a college. Think you’d like that, son?”

Shaman looked at him soberly, his face burdened again as he considered the question. He shrugged.

“Maybe,” he said.
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That January Rob J. put extra blankets in the dugout room because runaways from the deep South suffered grievously from the cold. There was less snow than usual, but enough to cover the cultivated fields and make them look like prairie in winter. Sometimes as he traveled home from a house call in the middle of the night he would pretend that at any moment he’d be able to look up and see a long file of red men riding good horses across the white glitter of unbroken plains, following their shaman and chiefs; or massive humpbacked creatures moving out of the darkness at him, hoarfrost clinging to their shaggy brown fur and the moon gleaming on curved horns with wicked silvered tips. But he never saw anything, because he believed in ghosts even less than he believed in God.

When spring came, the runoff was light and the rivers and streams kept to their banks. Maybe that had something to do with the fact that he treated less fever that season; but for some reason, more of the people who came down with fever died. One of the patients he lost was Matilda Cowan, whose husband, Simeon, raised half a section of corn in the northern township, very good land even if slightly dry. They had three small daughters. When a young woman died leaving children, it was expected her husband would remarry quickly, but when Cowan proposed to Dorothy Burnham, the schoolteacher, it surprised a lot of people. He was accepted at once.

At the breakfast table one morning, Rob J. chuckled as he told Sarah that the school board was upset. “We thought we could count on Dorothy being a spinster forever. Cowan’s smart. She’ll be a good wife.”

“She’s a fortunate woman,” Sarah said dryly. “Considerably older than he is.”

“Oh, Simeon Cowan’s but three or four years younger than Dorothy,” Rob J. said, buttering a biscuit. “That’s not such a difference.” And he grinned in astonishment to see his son Shaman nodding in agreement, joining in on the gossip about his teacher.

On Miss Burnham’s last day at the academy, Shaman lingered until the others had left for the day and then went to say good-bye.

“I guess I’ll be seeing you around the town. I’m glad you didn’t decide to go to some other place to get married.”

“I’m glad too, that I’ll be living in Holden’s Crossing, Robert.”

“Want to thank you,” he said clumsily. He knew what this warm and homely woman had meant to his life.

“You’re welcome, my dear.” She had informed his parents that she wouldn’t be working on his speech anymore, what with the farm and a new husband and three children to see for. “I’m sure you and Rachel will be able to do wonderfully without me. Besides, you’ve reached the point where voice drills might be dispensed with.”

“You think I sound like other people when I talk?”

“Well …” She treated the question seriously. “Not exactly. When you’re tired, you’re still guttural. You have become very aware of how words should sound, so you don’t slur your speech as much as some people. So there’s a slight difference.” She saw that this troubled him, and she took his hand and squeezed it. “It is a very charming difference,” she said, and was happy to see his face clear.

He’d bought her a small gift in Rock Island with his own money, handkerchiefs edged in pale blue lace. “I have something for you too,” she said, and gave him a volume of Shakespeare’s sonnets. “When you read them, you are to think of me,” she ordered. “Except for the romantic ones, of course!” she added daringly, and then laughed with him in the freedom of knowing that Mrs. Cowan would be able to do and say things that poor Miss Burnham the schoolteacher wouldn’t have dreamed of.

With all the spring river traffic, there were drownings up and down the Mississippi. A young crewman fell from a barge and was lost upstream, his body snatched deep by the currents and not given up until he was in the jurisdiction of Holden’s Crossing. The bargemen didn’t know where he had come from or anything else save that his name had been Billy, and Sheriff Graham delivered him to Rob J.

Shaman watched his second autopsy and recorded organ weights again in his father’s notebook, and learned what happened to the lungs when somebody drowned. This time it was harder for him to watch. The Chinese man had been separated from him by age and exotic origins, but this was a youth only a few years older than his brother, Bigger, a death that spoke to Shaman of his own mortality. Still, he managed to put all that out of his mind, well enough to observe and learn.

When they were through with the autopsy, Rob J. began to dissect below Billy’s right wrist. “Most surgeons live in horror of the hand,” he confided to Shaman. “It’s because they never spent enough time studying it. If you become a teacher of anatomy or physiology, you must know the hand.”

Shaman could understand why they would fear to cut the hand, because it was all muscles and tendons and hinged joints, and he was amazed and terrified when they completed the dissection of the right hand and his father told him to dissect the left hand by himself.

His father smiled at him, seeming to know exactly what he was feeling. “Don’t worry. Nothing you can do will hurt him.”

So Shaman spent much of that day cutting and probing and witnessing, memorizing the names of all the tiny bones, learning how the joints were enabled to move in the hands of the living.

Several weeks later the sheriff brought Rob J. the body of an old woman who had died in the county’s poor farm. Shaman was eager to resume his lessons, but his father barred his way into the shed.

“Shaman, have you ever seen a woman without her clothes on?”

“… Saw Makwa once. She took me into the sweat lodge with her, sang songs to try to get my hearing back.”

His father stared in amazement, and then felt constrained to explain. “The first time you saw a woman’s body, I didn’t think she should be old and ugly and dead.”

He nodded, feeling the heat in his face. “It’s not the first time, Pa. Makwa wasn’t old or ugly.”

“No, she was not,” his father said. He patted Shaman on the shoulder, and they both went into the shed and shut the door.

In July the school committee offered Rachel Geiger the position of teacher at the academy. It wasn’t unusual for one of the older pupils to be given an opportunity to teach at a school when a faculty opening existed, and the girl had been enthusiastically recommended by Dorothy Burnham in her resignation letter. Besides, as Carroll Wilkenson pointed out, they could get her for a beginner’s salary and she already lived at home so she wouldn’t have to be boarded.

The offer created anguished indecision in the Geiger household, and earnest, low-toned conversations between Lillian and Jay. “We’ve already put things off too long,” Jay said.

“But a year as a teacher would be a genuine asset for her, help her to make a finer match. A teacher is such an American thing to be!”

Jason sighed. He cherished his three sons, Davey, Herm, and Cubby. Good, loving boys. All three played the piano like their mother, with varying degrees of skill, and Dave and Herm wanted to learn wind instruments, if ever they could find a teacher. Rachel was his only daughter and his firstborn, the child he had taught to play the violin. He knew the day would come when she would have to go out of his home, to live for him mostly in rare letters, to be seen only briefly in infrequent visits from or to a faraway place.

He decided to be selfish and keep her in the bosom of the family for a while longer. “All right, let her be a teacher,” he told Lillian.

It had been several years since the floods had washed away Makwa’s sweat lodge. All that remained were two stone walls, six feet long, three feet high, and two and one-half feet apart. In August Shaman began to build a hemisphere of bent saplings over the walls. He worked slowly and clumsily, weaving green willow withes between the saplings. When his father saw what he was doing he asked if he could help, and the two of them, working for almost two weeks in their spare time, managed to approximate what the sweat lodge had looked like when Makwa had built it in a few hours with the help of Moon and Comes Singing.

Using more saplings and withes, they built a man-size basket crib and set it inside the lodge, across the tops of the stone walls.

Rob J. owned a tattered buffalo robe and a single deerskin. When they stretched the skins over the framework, a big section remained uncovered.

“Mebbe a blanket?” Shaman suggested.

“Better use two, a double layer, or it won’t hold steam.”

They tried out the lodge on the first frosty day in September. Makwa’s sweatbath stones were right where she’d left them, and they built a wood fire and set the stones in it to become very hot. Shaman entered the lodge wearing only a blanket that he dropped outside; shivering, he lay down in the basket crib. Rob J. brought in the hot stones, using forked sticks to handle them, and placed them below the crib, then doused them with pails of cold water and tightly closed the lodge. Shaman lay in the rising steam, feeling the moisture bloom, remembering how frightened he’d been the first time, how he had burrowed into Makwa’s arms against the heat and the murk. He recollected the strange marks on her breasts, how the scars had felt against his cheek. Rachel was thinner and taller than Makwa, and had heavier breasts. Thinking about Rachel made him hard and he became anxious lest his father come back and see him. He forced himself to think of Makwa again, remembering the quiet affection she had exuded, as comforting as the first warmth of the steam. It was strange to be in the lodge where she had been so many times. Her memory grew more indistinct with every year, and he wondered why anyone would kill her, why there were bad people. Almost without knowing it, he began singing one of the songs she had taught him, “Wi-a-ya-ni, Ni-na ne-gi-seke-wi-to-seme-ne ni-na…” Wherever you are going, I walk with you, my son.

In a little while his father brought more hot rocks and doused them with cold water, and the steam absolutely filled the lodge. He endured it as long as he could, until he lay gasping and in a profuse sweat, then jumped from the crib and ran out through the chill air to plunge into the cold river. For a moment he thought he had died a very clean death, but as he splashed and swam the blood beat through his body, and he yipped like a Sauk as he left the water and ran to the barn, where he briskly rubbed himself dry and dressed in warm clothes.

Obviously he had revealed too much enjoyment, because when he came out of the barn his father was waiting to try the sweat lodge, and it was Shaman’s turn to heat and carry the stones and pour the water to make steam.

They finally reached the house glowing and grinning, to find they’d sweated right through suppertime. Shaman’s mother, greatly put out, had left their plates on the table, and the food was cold. He and his father went without soup and had to scrape congealed fat off the mutton, but they agreed it was worth it. Makwa really had known how to take a bath.

When school opened, Rachel found it not at all difficult to become the teacher. The routine was so familiar: the lessons, the classwork, the songs, the home assignments. Shaman was better than she at mathematics and she asked him to give the classes in arithmetic. Although he got no pay, Rachel praised him to parents and the school board, and he enjoyed working with her in planning the lessons.

Neither of them mentioned Miss Burnham’s opinion that perhaps his vocal exercises no longer were necessary. Now that Rachel was teacher, they did his drills at the academy after the children left for the day, except for the exercises that needed her mother’s piano. Shaman liked sitting close to her on the piano bench, but enjoyed more being alone with her in the schoolhouse, the intimacy.

The pupils had always laughed over the fact that Miss Burnham never seemed to need to pee, and now Rachel exercised the same discipline, but as soon as the others were gone, she couldn’t wait to rush out to the privy. Waiting for her to come back, he did a good deal of speculation about what she wore under her skirts. Bigger had told Shaman that when he did it with Pattie Drucker he had to help her out of an old holey suit of her father’s underwear, but Shaman knew most women either wore whalebone crinolines or horsehair shifts that were itchy but warmer. Rachel wasn’t partial to the cold. When she came back inside she’d hang her cloak on its peg and then hurry to the stove to toast first her front side and then her back.

She’d been a teacher only a month when she had to go to Peoria with her family for the Jewish holidays, and Shaman was substitute teacher for half of October, for which he was paid. The pupils already were accustomed to his teaching them arithmetic. They knew he had to see their lips to understand them, and on the first morning Randy Williams, the blacksmith’s youngest son, said something smart when his back was turned to the teacher. Shaman nodded easily when the children laughed, and asked Randy if he wanted to be held by his heels for a little bit. He was bigger than most of the men they knew, and the smiles disappeared as Randy said somewhat shakily that no, he didn’t want that to happen. For the rest of the two weeks, teaching them wasn’t hard.

The first day Rachel was back in school, she was subdued. That afternoon, when the children were gone, she came back from the outhouse shivering and crying.

Shaman came and put his arms around her. She made no protest, just stood between him and the stove with her eyes closed. “I loathe Peoria,” she said quietly. “Hateful, meeting so many people. My mother and father … they placed me on display.”

It seemed reasonable to him that they were proud of her. Besides, she wouldn’t have to go to Peoria again for a whole year. He said nothing. He didn’t even dream of kissing her, happy just to stand in contact with her softness, certain that nothing a man and a woman did together could be better than this. In the briefest of moments she pulled back and considered him gravely through wet eyes. “My steadfast friend.”

“Yes,” he said.

Two incidents brought revelation to Rob J. On a sharp November morning, Shaman stopped his father on the way to the barn.

“I visited Miss Burnham—that is, Mrs. Cowan—yesterday. She asked me to give you and Mother her best regards.”

Rob J. smiled. “Oh? That’s fine. I suppose she’s becoming accustomed to life on the Cowan farm?”

“Yes. The little girls seem to like her. Of course, there’s a lot of work, only the two of them.” He glanced at his father. “Pa? Are there lots of marriages like theirs? That is, with the woman older than the man?”

“Why, Shaman, it’s usually the other way around, but not always. I suppose there are a good many.” He waited for the conversation to go somewhere, but his son merely nodded and wandered off to the academy, and he went in and saddled his horse.

A few days later he and the boy were working together in the house. Sarah had seen some floor coverings in several homes in Rock Island, and she had begged Rob J. until he agreed she could have three floor coverings of her own. They were made by sizing canvas cloth with resin and then applying five coats of paint. The result was mudproof, waterproof, and decorative. She had employed Alex and Alden to apply the resin and the first four layers of paint, but had drafted her husband to supply the finish.

Rob J. had mixed the paint for all five coats, using buttermilk, store-bought oil, and finely ground brown eggshells to make a good paint that was the color of new wheat. He and Shaman had applied the final surface together, and now, on a sunny Sunday morning, they were painstakingly adding a thin black border around the outside edges of each floor covering, trying to finish the job before Sarah came home from church.

Shaman was being patient. Rob J. knew that Rachel waited for him in their kitchen, but he saw that the boy didn’t try to hurry their work as they applied the decorative border to the last of their three projects. “Pa?” Shaman said. “Does it take a lot of money to be married?”

“Hmm. Considerable.” He wiped his small paintbrush on a rag. “Well, it varies, of course. Some couples live with her family, or his, until they can make it on their own.” He had made a stencil of thin wood in order to make his work easier, and now Shaman moved it along the painted surface and he applied the black paint, bringing their work to an end.

They cleaned up the brushes, put things away in the barn. Before he turned back to the house, Shaman nodded. “I can see that it would vary.”

“What would vary?” Rob J. asked absently, his mind already dwelling on exactly how he was going to drain the fluid from Harold Hayse’s grossly swollen knee.

“The money you would need to get married. It would depend on how much you made from your work, how soon a baby would come, things like that.”

“Exactly,” Rob J. said. He was mystified, puzzled by a feeling that he’d missed a vital part of their conversation.

But a few minutes later Shaman and Rachel Geiger walked past the barn toward the house road. Shaman’s eyes were on Rachel so he could see what she was saying, but watching his son’s face, Rob J. understood at once what it revealed.

As certain things fell into place, he grimaced.

Before he tended to Harold Hayse’s knee, he rode to the Geiger farm. His friend was in his toolshed, sharpening a pair of scythes, and smiled a welcome without stopping the sweeping rasp of the stone against the blade.

“Rob J.”

“Jason.”

There was another whetstone and Rob J. picked it up and began to work on the second scythe.

“I have to talk with you about a problem,” he said.
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Winter’s last diehard layer of snow still dominated the fields like a thin frosting when Rob J. set into motion the spring activities on the sheep farm, and Shaman was startled but pleased to be included in the work plans for the first time. Always before, he’d done only occasional chores and had been left to pursue his studies and his voice therapy. “This year we sorely need your help,” his father told him. “Alden and Alex won’t admit it, but no three men can do the work Comes Singing used to do all by himself.” Besides, he said, every year the flock grew and they enclosed more pasture. “I’ve talked with both Dorothy Cowan and Rachel. They both feel you’ve learned everything you can at the academy. They tell me you don’t need the voice exercises anymore, either, and”—he grinned at Shaman—“I must say I agree with them. You sound fine to me!”

Rob J. was careful to tell Shaman the arrangement wouldn’t be permanent. “I know you don’t want to farm. But you help us out now, and we can be thinking about what you want to do next.”

Alden and Alex took care of the slaughtering of lambs. Shaman was set to work planting brush borders as soon as the ground could be penetrated. Split-rail fences were no good when you had sheep, because the animals had little trouble escaping between the rails, which also admitted predators. To mark off a new pasture, Shaman plowed a single strip around the perimeter, then he planted Osage orange close enough to form a thick barrier. He sowed carefully, because the seed cost five dollars a pound. The orange trees grew strong and brushy, with long wicked thorns that combined to keep sheep in and coyotes and wolves out. It took three years for Osage orange to make a hedge that would protect a field, but Rob J. had been growing thorn barriers from the start of the farm, and when Shaman had finished planting new hedges, he spent days on a ladder, cutting back established ones. When the trimming was done, there were field stones to be coaxed from the ground, firewood to be worked up, posts to be made, stumps to be worried from the earth at the edge of the woods.

His hands and arms were scratched by the thorns, his palms became callused, his muscles ached and then toughened. His body was undergoing developmental changes, his voice deepening. At night he had sexual dreams. Sometimes he couldn’t recollect the dreams or identify the women in them, but several times he had clear memories of Rachel. At least once, he knew the woman had been Makwa, which confused and frightened him. He did his futile best to remove the evidence before his bedsheet was added to the laundry for boiling.

For years he’d seen Rachel every day, and now he seldom saw her. On a Sunday afternoon he walked to her house and her mother answered his knock. “Rachel is occupied and can’t see you now. I shall give her your best, Rob J.,” Lillian said, not unkindly. On an occasional Saturday evening, when their families joined for music and fellowship, he managed to sit with Rachel and talk about the school. He missed teaching the children arithmetic, and asked her about them, and helped her plan future lessons. But she seemed strangely ill-at-ease. Something he loved about her, a kind of warmth and light, had been dampened, like a fire with too much wood. When he suggested they go for a walk, it was as if the adults in the room waited for her reply and didn’t relax until she said no, she didn’t care to walk right now, but thank you, Shaman.

Her mother and her father had explained the situation to Rachel, speaking understandingly about a young boy’s infatuation and stating plainly that it was her responsibility to guard against showing him any kind of encouragement. It was very hard. Shaman was her friend and she missed his company. She worried about his future, but she was poised over a personal abyss, and trying to see into its murky depths claimed most of her anxiety and fear.

She should have realized that Shaman’s infatuation would be the precipitating force for change, but so strong was her denial of her future that when Johann C. Regensberg came to spend the weekend at her parents’ home, she accepted him at once as a friend of her father’s. He was an affable, slightly plump man in his late thirties, who respectfully referred to his host as Mr. Geiger but asked Jason to call him Joe. Of medium height, he had lively, slightly squinting blue eyes that peered thoughtfully at the world from behind metal-framed spectacles. His pleasant face was balanced nicely between a short beard and a head of shrinking brown hair that rode atop his scalp. Later, Lillian would describe him to friends as having “a high forehead.”

Joe Regensberg appeared at the farm on a Friday, well in time for the Shabbat dinner. That evening and the next day he spent in leisure with the Geiger family. On Saturday morning he and Jason read the Scriptures and studied the Book of Leviticus. After a cold lunch he inspected the barn and the apothecary shop and then, bundled against an overcast day, walked along the road with them to see the fields that would be planted in the spring.

The Geigers ended the Sabbath with a supper of cholent, a dish containing beans, meat, pearl barley, and prunes, that had been cooking slowly in hot coals since the previous afternoon, because Jews were enjoined from kindling a fire during the Shabbat. Afterward there was music, with Jason playing part of a Beethoven violin sonata and then deferring to Rachel, who enjoyed finishing it while the stranger watched with evident pleasure. At the end of the evening Joe Regensberg went to his huge tapestry suitcase and drew presents from it, a nest of bread pans for Lillian, made in the tinware factory he owned in Chicago; a bottle of fine aged brandy for Jay; and for Rachel, a book, The Pickwick Papers.

She observed that there were no gifts for her brothers. At once she knew the significance of his visit and was overtaken by terror and confusion. Through lips that felt stiff and numb she thanked him, telling him she liked the writing of Mr. Dickens but thus far had read only Nicholas Nickleby.

“The Pickwick Papers is a particular favorite of mine,” he said. “We must discuss it after you read it.”

He could not be described as handsome by anyone honest, but he had an intelligent face. A book, she thought hopefully, was a first gift an exceptional man would give a woman in these circumstances.

“I thought it a suitable gift for a teacher,” he said, as if he could read her mind. His clothes fit better than the clothes of the men she knew; probably his were better made. When he smiled, there were humor wrinkles in the corners of his eyes.

Jason had written to Benjamin Schoenberg, the shadchen in Peoria, and for insurance had sent another letter to a marriage broker named Solomon Rosen in Chicago, where there was a growing Jewish population. Schoenberg had replied with a flowery letter, stating he had a number of young men who would make wonderful bridegrooms, and the Geigers could meet them when the family came to Peoria for the High Holidays. But Solomon Rosen had acted. One of his best potential grooms was Johann Regensberg. When Regensberg mentioned he was about to travel to western Illinois to call upon outlets that carried his tinware, including several stores in Rock Island and Davenport, Solomon Rosen arranged the introduction.

Several weeks after the visit, another letter arrived from Mr. Rosen. Johann Regensberg had been very favorably impressed by Rachel. Mr. Rosen informed them that the Regensberg family had yiches, the true family distinction that comes from many generations of community service. The letter said that among Mr. Regensberg’s ancestors were teachers and biblical scholars, back to the fourteenth century.

But as Jay continued to read, his face darkened with insult. Johann’s parents, Leon and Golda Regensberg, were dead. They were represented in this matter by Mrs. Harriet Ferber, sister of the late Leon Regensberg. In an attempt to follow the tradition of her family, Mrs. Ferber had requested that testimony or other proofs be furnished regarding the virginity of the prospective bride.

“This is not Europe. And they are not buying a cow,” Jason said thinly.

His cool note of refusal was answered at once by a conciliatory letter from Mr. Rosen, withdrawing the request and asking instead if Johann’s aunt could be invited to visit the Geigers. So a few weeks later Mrs. Ferber came to Holden’s Crossing, a small, erect woman with gleaming white hair pulled back against her skull and woven into a knot. Accompanied by a hamper containing candied fruits, brandied cakes, and a dozen bottles of kosher wines, she, too, arrived in time for the Shabbat. She took pleasure in Lillian’s cooking and in the musical accomplishment of the family, but it was Rachel she watched, and conversed with about education and children, and obviously doted upon from the start.

She was not nearly as forbidding as they had feared. Late in the evening, while Rachel cleared the kitchen, Mrs. Ferber sat with Jay and Lillian, and they acquainted one another with their respective families.

Lillian’s ancestors were Spanish Jews who had fled the Inquisition, first to Holland, then to England. In America they had a political heritage. On her father’s side she was related to Francis Salvador, who had been elected by his Christian neighbors to the Provincial Congress of South Carolina, and who, while serving with patriot militia only a few weeks after the adoption of the Declaration of Independence, became the first Jew to die for the United States, ambushed and scalped by Tories and Indians. On her mother’s side she was a Mendes, cousin to Judah Benjamin, the United States senator from Louisiana. Jason’s family, established pharmaceutical manufacturers in Germany, had come to Charleston in 1819, fleeing the riots in which crowds had coursed the streets looking for Jews and shouting “Hep! Hep! Hep!”, a cry that went back to the Crusaders, formed by the initials of Hierosolyma est perdita, Jerusalem is lost.

The Regensbergs had left Germany a decade before the Hep riots, Mrs. Ferber disclosed. They had had vineyards in the Rhineland. They didn’t have great wealth but enjoyed financial comfort, and Joe Regensberg’s tinware business was prosperous. He was a member of the tribe of Kohane, the blood of high priests in Solomon’s Temple flowed in his veins. If there was a marriage, she indicated delicately to Lillian and Jay, their grandchildren would be descended from two chief rabbis of Jerusalem. The three of them sat and contemplated one another with pleasure, drinking a good English tea that had come out of Mrs. Ferber’s opulent hamper. “My mother’s sister was named Harriet,” Lillian said. “We called her Hattie.” No one called her anything but Harriet, Mrs. Ferber said, but with such warm good humor that they found it easy to accept when she invited them to Chicago.

A few weeks later, on a Wednesday, all six members of the Geiger family boarded a locomotive coach at Rock Island for a direct five-hour rail trip, without changing trains. Chicago was large, sprawling, dirty, crowded, shabby, noisy, and, to Rachel, very exciting. Her family had rooms on the fourth floor of Palmer’s Illinois House Hotel. On Thursday and Friday, during two dinners at Harriet’s home on South Wabash Avenue, they met other relatives, and on Saturday morning they attended worship services at the Regensbergs’ family synagogue, Congregation Kehilath Anshe Maarib, where Jason was honored to be called to the Torah to chant a blessing. That evening they went to a hall where a touring opera company was presenting Der Freischütz, by Carl Maria von Weber. Rachel had never before attended an opera, and the soaring, romantic arias transported her. At the first interval between acts, Joe Regensberg led her outside and asked her to be his wife, and she accepted him. It was accomplished with little trauma, because the real proposal and acceptance had been accomplished by their elders. From his pocket he took a ring that had been his mother’s. The diamond, the first Rachel had ever seen, was modest but was set beautifully. The ring was a bit large, and she kept her fist clenched so it wouldn’t fall off her finger and be lost. When they slipped back into their seats the opera was resuming. Sitting in the dark next to Lillian, Rachel took her mother’s hand and placed it on the ring, and smiled broadly at the instantaneous gasp. As she allowed the music to carry her gloriously back into the German forest, she realized that the event she had feared for so long might actually be a door to freedom and a very pleasant kind of power.

The hot May morning she came to the sheep farm, Shaman had worked up a heavy sweat mowing with a scythe for several hours and then had begun to rake, so he was covered with dust and chaff. Rachel wore a familiar old gray dress with dark heat moisture already beginning to show under her arms, a wide gray bonnet he hadn’t seen before, and white cotton gloves. When she asked if he could walk her home, he dropped the rake gladly.

For a while they talked of the academy, but almost at once she began to tell him of herself, of what was happening in her life.

Smiling at him, Rachel took off the left glove and showed him the ring, and he understood she was to marry.

“You’ll move away from here, then?”

She took his hand. Years later, thinking of the scene again and again, Shaman was ashamed he hadn’t talked to her. Wished her a good life, said what she had meant to him, thanked her.

Said good-bye.

But he couldn’t look at her, so he didn’t know what she was saying. He became like a stone, and her words rolled off like rain.

When they reached her lane and he turned away and started back, his hand ached because she’d held it so tightly.

The day after the Geigers went to Chicago, where she was to be married under a canopy in a synagogue, Rob J. came home and was met by Alex, who said he’d take care of the horse. “You better go see. Something’s the matter with Shaman.”

In the house, Rob J. stood outside Shaman’s room and listened to hoarse, guttural sobbing. When he had been just Shaman’s age he had wept like this because his bitch dog had turned savage and biting and his mother had given her away to a crofter who lived off by himself in the hills. But he knew his son was grieving for a human being and not for an animal.

He went in and sat down on the bed. “There are some things you should know. There are very few Jews, and they’re mostly surrounded by very many of the rest of us. So they feel that unless they marry their own kind, they won’t survive.

“But that didn’t apply to you. You never, ever had a chance.” He reached over and brushed back his son’s damp hair with his hand, then rested his hand on Shaman’s head. “Because she’s a woman,” he said. “And you’re a boy.”

During the summer the school committee, sniffing after a good teacher who could be paid a small salary because of youth, offered the job at the academy to Shaman, but he said no.

“Then what do you want to do?” his father asked.

“I don’t know.”

“There’s a higher school over in Galesburg. Knox College,” Rob J. said. “It’s supposed to be a very good place. Would you like more education? And a change of scene?”

His son nodded. “I believe I would,” he said.

So two months after his fifteenth birthday, Shaman left home.
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WINNERS AND LOSERS
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In September 1858 the Reverend Joseph Hills Perkins was called to the pulpit of the largest Baptist church in Springfield. His prosperous new flock included the governor and a number of state legislators, and Mr. Perkins was only slightly more dazzled by his good fortune than were the members of his church in Holden’s Crossing, who saw in his success clear evidence of their intelligence in having chosen him. For a time Sarah was occupied by a series of farewell dinners and parties; then, when the Perkinses had left, the search for a clergyman began again, and there was a whole new series of guest preachers to feed and board, and new wrangling and debate about the relative desirability of the candidates.

At first they favored a man from northern Illinois who was a fiery denouncer of sin, but to the relief of several who didn’t care for his style, Sarah among them, he was taken out of consideration by the fact that he had six children, with another on the way, and the parsonage was small. They decided finally on Mr. Lucian Blackmer, a red-cheeked, barrel-chested man newly come West. “From the State of Rhode Island, to the State of Grace,” was the way Carroll Wilkenson put it when he introduced the new minister to Rob J. Mr. Blackmer seemed a pleasant man, but Rob J. was depressed to meet his wife, because Julia Blackmer was thin and anxious, with the pallor and cough of advanced lung sickness. While he bade her welcome, he could feel her husband’s gaze, as if Blackmer waited for reassurances that Dr. Cole could offer new hope and a certain cure.

Holden’s Crossing, Illinois
October 12, 1858

My dear Shaman,

I was pleased to learn from your letter that you have settled into life in Galesburg and are enjoying your studies in good health. All are well here. Alden and Alex have finished slaughtering the pigs and we are luxuriating in new bacon, ribs, shoulders, hams (boiled, smoked, and pickled), souse, head cheese, and lard.

Reports indicate that the new minister is an interesting fellow once he climbs into a pulpit. To give him his due, he is a man of courage, because his first sermon was on certain moral questions raised by slavery, and while it seems to have met with the approval of a majority of those in attendance, a strong and vocal minority (including your mother!) offered disagreement with him after the church had been departed.

I was excited to hear that Abraham Lincoln of Springfield and Senator Douglas were scheduled to debate at Knox College on October 7, and I hope you had an opportunity to attend. Their race for the Senate ends with my first vote as a citizen, and I scarcely know which of the candidates will be a worse choice. Douglas thunders against the ignorant bigotry of the Know Nothings, but he placates the slave owners. Lincoln fulminates against slavery but accepts—indeed, woos—the support of Know Nothings. Both of them annoy me very much. Politicians!

Your courses sound challenging. Keep in mind that along with botany and astronomy and physiology, there are secrets to be learned from poetry.

Perhaps the enclosed will make it easier for you to buy Christmas presents. I do look forward to seeing you during the holiday!

Your loving
Father

He missed Shaman. His relationship with Alex was more wary than warm. Sarah was always preoccupied with her church work. He enjoyed occasional musical evenings with the Geigers, but when the playing ended they were confronted with their political differences. More and more, in the late afternoons after his house calls were done, he guided his horse to the Convent of Saint Francis of Assisi. With every passing year he had a clearer understanding that Mother Miriam was more courageous than ferocious, more valuable than forbidding.

“I have something for you,” she told him one afternoon, and handed him a sheaf of brown papers covered with small, cramped handwriting in watery black ink. He read it as he sat in the leather chair and drank his coffee, and saw it was a description of the inner workings of the Order of the Star-Spangled Banner, and that it could have been written only by someone who was a member.

It began with an outline of the national structure of the political secret society. Its base was composed of district councils, each of which chose its own officers, enacted its own bylaws, and initiated its own members. Above them were county councils, made up of a single delegate from each of the district councils. The county councils supervised the political activities of the district councils and selected local political candidates worthy of the order’s support.

All units in a state were controlled by a grand council, composed of three delegates from every district council, and governed by a grand-president and other elected officials. At the top of the elaborate structure was a national council that decided all national political matters, including the selection of the order’s candidates for the presidency and the vice-presidency of the United States. The national council decided the punishment for dereliction of duty by members, and it fixed the order’s extensive rituals.

There were two degrees of membership. To attain the first, a candidate had to be an adult male born in the United States of Protestant parents, who was not married to a Catholic woman.

Each prospective member was asked a blunt question: “Are you willing to use your influence and vote only for native-born American citizens for all offices of honor, trust, or profit in the gift of the people, the exclusion of all foreigners and Roman Catholics in particular, and without regard to party predilections?”

A man who so swore was required to renounce all other party allegiance, to support the political will of the order, and to work to change the naturalization laws. He was then entrusted with secrets, carefully described in the report—the sign of recognition, the handshake grip, the challenges, and the warnings.

To attain the second degree of membership, a candidate had to be a trusted veteran. Only second-degree members were eligible to hold office in the order, to engage in its clandestine activities, and to have its support in attaining office in local and national politics. When elected or appointed to power, they were ordered to remove all foreigners, aliens, or Roman Catholics working under them, and in no case “to appoint such to any office in your gift.”

Rob J. stared at Miriam Ferocia. “How many are they?”

She shrugged. “We don’t believe there are great numbers of men in the secret order. Perhaps a thousand. But they are the steel in the backbone of the American party.

“I give these pages to you because you oppose this group that seeks to harm my Mother Church, and because you should know the nature of those who do us evil, and for whose souls we pray to God.” She regarded him soberly. “But you must promise not to use any of this information to approach a suspected member of the order in Illinois, for to do so might place the man who wrote this report in terrible danger.”

Rob J. nodded. He folded the pages and offered them back to her, but she shook her head. “It is for you,” she said. “Along with my prayers.”

“You mustn’t pray for me!” It made him uncomfortable to talk with her regarding matters of faith.

“You cannot stop me. You deserve prayers, and I speak of you often to the Lord.”

“Just as you pray for our enemies,” he pointed out grumpily, but she was undisturbed.

Later, at home, he read the report again, scrutinizing the spidery penmanship. Someone had written it (perhaps a priest?) who was living a sham, pretending to be what he was not, risking his safety, perhaps his life. Rob J. wished he could sit and talk with that man.

Nick Holden had easily won reelection twice on his reputation as an Indian fighter, but now he was running for a fourth term and his opponent was John Kurland, the Rock Island attorney. Kurland was highly regarded by Democrats and others, and perhaps Holden’s Know Nothing support was flagging. Some people were saying the congressman might be turned out of office, and Rob J. was waiting for Nick to make a spectacular gesture designed to win votes. So he was only slightly surprised when he came home one afternoon to hear that Congressman Holden and Sheriff Graham were gathering another volunteer posse.

“Sheriff says Frank Mosby, that outlaw, is holed up in the north county,” Alden said. “Nick’s got folks so stirred up, they’re more in a mood to lynch than to arrest, you ask me. Graham is deputizin people right and left. Alex left here all excited. He took the goose gun and rode Vicky to town.” He frowned apologetically. “Tried to talk him out of it, but …” He shrugged.

Trude hadn’t had a chance to cool, but Rob J. threw the saddle back on and rode to town himself.

Men were clustered in the street in small groups. There was loud laughter on the porch of the store, where Nick and the sheriff were holding sway, but he ignored them. Alex was standing with Mal Howard and two other youths, all of them holding firearms, their eyes bright with importance. His face fell when he saw Rob J.

“Like to talk to you, Alex,” Rob said, leading him away from the others.

“I want you to come home,” he said when they were out of earshot.

“No, Pa.”

Alex was eighteen years old, and volatile. If he felt pushed, he might just say go to hell and walk away from home for good. “I don’t want you to go. I have good reason.”

“I’ve been hearing about that good reason all my life,” Alex said bitterly. “I once asked Ma outright, is Frank Mosby my uncle? And she said he isn’t.”

“You’re a fool, to put your mother through that. It doesn’t matter if you go up there and shoot Mosby all by yourself, don’t you know that? Some people are still going to talk. What they say doesn’t matter at all.

“I could tell you to come home because it’s my gun, and because it’s my poor blind horse. But the real reason you can’t go is that you’re my boy, and I won’t let you do something that’ll eat at you the rest of your life.”

Alex shot a desperate glance to where Mal and the others were watching curiously.

“You tell them I said you had too much work waiting at the farm. And then you go get Vicky from wherever you tied her, and you come home.”

He went back and mounted Trude and rode up Main Street. Men were roughhousing in front of the church, and he could see that already there had been some drinking.

He didn’t turn around for half a mile, but when he did, he saw the horse with the prissy, uncertain trot she had developed with her bad vision, and the figure bent over her neck like a man riding against a strong wind, the little bird gun held with its muzzle high, the way he’d taught his sons.

The next few weeks, Alex stayed out of his way, not so much angry at him as avoiding his authority. The posse stayed away two days. They found their quarry in a crumbling sod house, taking elaborate precautions before sneaking up on him, but he was asleep and unheeding. And he wasn’t Frank Mosby. He was a man named Buren Harrison who had stuck up a storekeeper in Geneseo and robbed him of fourteen dollars, and Nick Holden and his lawmen escorted him triumphantly and drunkenly to justice. Subsequently it was learned that Frank Mosby had drowned in Iowa two years before, while trying to ride his horse across the Cedar River during floodwater.

In November, Rob J. voted to send John Kurland to Congress and to return Stephen A. Douglas to the Senate. The following evening he joined the crowd of men who waited for election news in Haskins’ store, and in a display case he saw a pair of marvelous pocketknives. Each had a big blade, two smaller blades, and a little scissors, all of tempered steel, a case of polished tortoiseshell, and caps of gleaming silver on both ends. They were knives for men who weren’t afraid to whittle life with thick shavings, and he bought them to give to his sons at Christmas.

Just after dark, Harold Ames rode in from Rock Island with the election returns. It had been a day for incumbents. Nick Holden, Indian fighter and upholder of the law, had narrowly defeated John Kurland, and Senator Douglas also would be going back to Washington.

“That’ll teach Abraham Lincoln not to tell people they can’t keep slaves,” Julian Howard chortled, shaking his fist in triumph. “That’s the last we’ll hear from that son of a bitch!”
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THE COLLEGIAN

[image: image]

Inasmuch as Holden’s Crossing wasn’t on the railroad, Shaman’s father drove him the thirty-two miles to Galesburg in the buckboard, with his trunk in back. The town and the college had been planned a quarter-century before in New York State, by Presbyterians and Congregationalists who came and built houses on streets laid out in a precise checkerboard pattern around a public square. At the college, the dean of students, Charles Hammond, said that since Shaman was younger than most of the others enrolled, he should not live in the dormitory. The dean and his wife took a few boarders into their white frame house on Cherry Street, and it was there, in a room at the rear of the second floor, that Shaman was housed.

Outside his room, stairs went down to a door that led to the backyard pump and the privy. In the room on his right were a pair of pale Congregational divinity students who preferred to talk only with one another. In the two rooms across the hall lived the short, dignified college librarian and a senior student named Ralph Brooke, who had a freckled, cheerful face, and eyes that always seemed slightly amazed. Brooke was a student of Latin. At breakfast the first morning, Shaman saw that he carried a volume of Cicero. Shaman’s father had schooled him well in Latin. “Iucundi acti labores” he said: Accomplished labors are pleasant.

Brooke’s face lighted like a lamp. “Ita vivam, ut scio”: As I live, I know. Brooke became the only person in the house whom Shaman regularly talked to, with the exception of the dean and his skinny white-haired wife, who tried to mutter a few dutiful words daily.

“Ave!” Brooke greeted him each day. “Quomodo te habes hodie, iuvenis?” How are you on this morning, young fellow?

“Tarn bene quam fieri possit talibus in rebus, Caesar.” As well as can be expected, under these circumstances, O Caesar, Shaman always said. Every morning. Their little joke.

At breakfast Brooke stole biscuits and was continually yawning. Only Shaman knew why. Brooke had a woman in the town and he stayed out very late, and very often. Two days after Shaman moved in, the Latinist convinced him to steal down the stairs and unlock the back door after all the others were abed, so Brooke could sneak in undetected. It was a service Brooke frequently would call upon.

Classes began each day at eight. Shaman took physiology, English composition and literature, and astronomy. To Brooke’s awe, he passed an examination in Latin. Forced to study an additional language, he chose Hebrew over Greek, for reasons he wouldn’t contemplate. His first Sunday in Galesburg, Dean and Mrs. Hammond took him to the Presbyterian church, but after that he told the Hammonds he was a Congregationalist and he told the divinity students he was a Presbyterian, and every Sunday morning he was free to walk about the town.

The railroad had reached Galesburg six years before Shaman did, and had brought prosperity and a boomtime mixture of people. In addition, a cooperative colony of Swedes had failed at nearby Mission Hill, and a lot of its members had come to Galesburg to live. He loved to watch the Swedish women and girls, with their light yellow hair and lovely skin. When he took steps to make certain he didn’t stain Mrs. Hammond’s sheets at night, his fantasy females were Swedish. Once on South Street he was stopped short by the sight of a darker head of female hair he was certain he knew, and for a moment he was unable to breathe. But it turned out that the woman was a stranger. She smiled at him quickly when she saw him staring, but he put down his head and hurried away. She looked to be at least twenty. He didn’t want to get to know any older women.

He was homesick and lovesick, but both maladies soon diminished to become bearable pains, like toothaches that were not excruciating. He made no friends, perhaps because of his youth and his deafness, which resulted in good scholarship because mostly he studied. His favorite courses were astronomy and physiology, although physiology was a disappointment, being a mere listing of body parts and components. The closest Mr. Rowells, the instructor, came to discussing processes was a lecture on digestion and the importance of regularity. But in the physiology classroom was a wired-together skeleton suspended from a screw in the top of the skull, and Shaman spent hours alone with it, memorizing the name, shape, and function of each of the old bleached bones.

Galesburg was a pretty town, its streets lined with elm, maple, and walnut trees that had been planted by the first settlers. Its inhabitants were proud of three things. Harvey Henry May had invented a steel self-scouring plow there. A Galesburger named Olmsted Ferris had developed good popcorn; he had gone to England and popped it in front of Queen Victoria. And Senator Douglas and his opponent, Lincoln, debated at the college on October 7, 1858.

Shaman went to the debate that night, but when he arrived at Main Hall there already was a crowd, and he realized that from the best seat available he wouldn’t be able to read the candidates’ lips. He left the hall and climbed the stairs until he reached the door to the roof, where Professor Gardner, his astronomy teacher, maintained a small observatory at which each student in his class was required to study the heavens for several hours each month. Tonight Shaman was alone, and he peered into the ocular of Professor Gardner’s pride and love, a five-inch Alvan Clark refracting telescope. He adjusted the knob, shortening the distance between the eyepiece and the convex front lens, and the stars sprang straight at him, two hundred times larger than a moment before. A cold night, clear enough to reveal two of the rings of Saturn. He studied the nebulae of Orion and Andromeda, then began moving the telescope on its tripod, searching the heavens. Professor Gardner called this “sweeping the sky,” and said a woman named Maria Mitchell had been sweeping the sky and had won lasting fame by discovering a comet.

Shaman discovered no comets. He watched until the stars seemed to wheel, enormous and glittering. What had formed them up there, out there? And the stars beyond? And beyond?

He felt that each star and planet was part of a complicated system, like a bone in a skeleton or a drop of blood in the body. So much of nature seemed organized, thought out—so orderly, yet so complicated. What had made it so? Mr. Gardner had told Shaman that all anyone needed to become an astronomer were good eyes and mathematical ability. For a few days he’d considered making astronomy his life’s work, but then he changed his mind. The stars were magical, but all you could do was watch them. If a heavenly body went awry, you couldn’t ever hope to make it well again.

When he went home for Christmas, somehow Holden’s Crossing was different than it had been before, lonelier than his room in the dean’s house, and at the end of the holiday he returned to the college almost willingly. He was delighted with the knife his father had given him, and he bought a small whetstone and a tiny vial of oil and sharpened each blade until it could cut a single hair.

Second semester, he took chemistry instead of astronomy. He found composition difficult. You have told me BEFORE, his English professor scribbled crankily, that Beethoven wrote much of his music while deaf. Professor Gardner encouraged him to use the telescope whenever he pleased, but the night before a chemistry examination in February he sat on the roof and swept the sky instead of learning Berzelius’ table of atomic weights, and he received a poor grade. After that, he managed less star-watching but he did very well in chemistry. When he went back to Holden’s Crossing again for the Easter holiday, the Geigers invited the Coles for dinner, and Jason’s interest in chemistry made the ordeal less awkward for Shaman because Jay kept asking him questions about the course.

His answers must have been satisfactory. “What do you plan to do with your life, old Shaman?” Jay asked.

“I don’t know yet. I’ve thought … perhaps I can work in one of the sciences.”

“If you’d like pharmacy, I’d be honored to apprentice you.”

He could see on his parents’ faces that the offer pleased them, and he thanked Jay clumsily and said he’d certainly like to think about that; but he knew he didn’t want to be a pharmacist. He kept his eyes on his plate for a few minutes and missed some of the conversation, but when he looked up again he saw that Lillian’s face was shadowed with grief. She was telling his mother that Rachel’s child would have been born in five months, and for a while thereafter they talked about losing babies.

That summer Shaman worked with the sheep and read philosophy books borrowed from George Cliburne. When he returned to college, Dean Hammond allowed him to escape from Hebrew, and he elected to study Shakespeare’s plays, advanced mathematics, botany, and zoology. Only one of the divinity students had come back to Knox for another year, but so had Brooke, with whom Shaman continued to converse like a Roman, keeping his Latin fresh. His favorite teacher, Professor Gardner, taught the zoology course but was a better astronomer than a biologist. They dissected only frogs and mice and little fishes, making a lot of diagrams. Shaman didn’t have his father’s artistic talent, but being a child around Makwa had given him a head start in botany; he wrote his first project on the anatomy of flowers.

That year the debate about slavery waxed hot at the college. Along with other students and faculty members, he joined the Society for the Abolition of Slavery, but there were many at the college and in Galesburg who identified with the Southern states, and at times the debate became ugly.

Mostly, people left him alone. The townspeople and students had become accustomed to him, but to the ignorant and superstitious he had become a mystery, a local legend. They didn’t understand about deafness, and about how deaf people could develop compensating sensitivities. They had quickly established that he was stone deaf, but some thought he had occult powers, because if he was studying alone and someone came in quietly behind him, he always detected a presence. They said he had “eyes in the back of his head.” They didn’t comprehend that he was reached by the vibrations of approaching steps, that he could feel the coolness from the opened door, or see the flicker of air movement in the paper he held in his hand. He was happy none of them would ever witness his ability to identify notes played on a piano.

He knew they referred to him sometimes as “that strange deaf boy.”

On a soft early-May afternoon he had been walking about the town, observing the progress of the flowers in the yards, and at South Street and Cedar a railroad lorry pulled by four horses came around the corner too fast. Though he was spared the thunder of hooves and the yipping, he saw the small furry shape narrowly miss disaster from the front end, only to be caught by the right rear wheel that carried the dog around through almost a full rotation before finally it was flung clear. The lorry lumbered away, leaving the dog flopping in the dust of the street, and Shaman hurried closer.

The critter was a nondescript yellow female with stubby legs and a white-tipped tail. Shaman thought there was some terrier in her. She was writhing on her back, and a thin trickle of red ran from the corner of her mouth.

A couple who had been walking nearby came and stared.

“Disgraceful,” the man said. “Mad drivers. It could as easily have been one of us.” He held out a warning hand as he saw that Shaman was about to kneel. “I wouldn’t. It’s sure to bite you in its pain.”

“Do you know who owns her?” Shaman asked.

“No,” the woman said.

“Just a street cur, this one,” the man said, and he and the woman walked away.

Shaman knelt and patted the dog warily, but the animal licked his hand. “Poor dog,” he said. He checked all four limbs, and they didn’t appear broken, but he knew the bleeding was a bad sign. Nevertheless, after a moment he took his jacket off and wrapped it around the dog. Holding her in his arms like an infant or a bundle of laundry, he carried her back to the house. No one looked out the side windows and noticed him bearing his burden into the backyard. He met nobody on the back stairs. In his room he put the dog on the floor and then took his underwear and stockings out of the bottom drawer of his bureau. From the hall closet he helped himself to some of the rags Mrs. Hammond kept for housecleaning. They made a kind of nest in the drawer, and he put the dog there. When he inspected his jacket, he saw there was only a little blood on it. Besides, it was on the inside.

The dog lay in the drawer, panting, and regarded him.

When it was time for supper, Shaman went out. In the corridor, Brooke watched in astonishment as he locked the door to his room, something nobody did who was going to be elsewhere in the house. “Quid vis?” Brooke said.

“Condo parvam catulam in meo cubiculo.”

Brooke’s eyebrows rose in astonishment. “You have …” He didn’t trust his own Latin. “… Hidden a little bitch in your room?”

“Sic est.”

“Haw!” Brooke said in disbelief, and slapped Shaman on the back. In the dining room, it being Monday, there was leftover Sunday roast. Shaman slipped several small pieces from his plate into his pocket, Brooke observed with interest. When Mrs. Hammond went into the pantry to see about the dessert, he took half a cup of milk and left the table while the dean was engrossed in conversation about the book budget with the librarian.

The dog wasn’t the least bit interested in the meat, nor would she lap the milk. Shaman took some milk on his fingers and put it on her tongue, as if he were feeding a motherless lamb, and that way he got a little nourishment into her.

For several hours he studied. At the end of the evening he stroked and petted the listless dog. Her nose was hot and dry. “Go to sleep, there’s a girl,” he said, and blew out the lamp. It was strange having another living creature in the room, but he liked it.

In the morning he went straight to the dog and found that her nose was cool. In fact, her whole body was cool, and stiff.

“Damnation,” Shaman said bitterly.

Now he would have to think of how to get rid of her. Meantime, he washed and dressed and went to breakfast, locking his room again. Brooke was waiting for him in the hall.

“I thought you were joking,” he said fiercely. “But I could hear her crying and whimpering half the night.”

“Sorry,” Shaman said. “You won’t be bothered again.”

After breakfast, he went up and sat on his bed and looked at the dog. There was a flea on the lip of the drawer, and he tried to crush it but kept missing. He would have to wait until everyone left for the morning and carry the dog out then, he thought. There must be a shovel in the cellar. It would mean he would miss his first class.

But he realized eventually that this was an opportunity to do a postmortem investigation.

The possibility intrigued him, but presented problems. Blood, for one. From helping his father during autopsy he knew that blood coagulated somewhat after death, but there would still be bleeding …

He waited until almost everyone had left the house, then went to where the large metal bathtub hung from a nail on the wall of the back hall. He carried it to his room and set it by the window, where the light was good. When he put the dog in the tub on her back, with her paws in the air, she looked as though she was waiting to have her tummy rubbed. Her toenails were long, like a neglected person’s, and one was broken. She had four claws on her hind feet and an extra, smaller claw above each of her front feet, like thumbs that somehow had wandered upward. He wanted to see how the joints of the limbs compared to human joints. He snapped up the small blade of the pocketknife his father had given him. The dog had loose long hairs and thicker short hairs, but the fur on the underside didn’t impede at all, and the flesh parted easily as the knife opened her.

He didn’t go to classes or stop for lunch. All day he dissected and made notes and rough diagrams. Late in the afternoon, he’d finished with the internal organs and several of the joints. He still wanted to study and draw the spine, but he returned the dog to the bureau and closed the drawer. Then he poured water into his washbasin and scrubbed long and hard, using lots of brown soap, and emptied the basin into the tub. Before going down to supper, he put on fresh clothing from the skin out.

Still, they were scarcely on soup when Dean Hammond wrinkled his fleshy nose.

“What?” asked his wife.

“Something,” the dean said. “Cabbage?”

“No,” she said.

Shaman was happy to escape when the meal was over. He sat in his room in a sweat, dreading lest someone should decide to take a bath.

No one did. Too nervous to be sleepy, he waited an exceptionally long time, until it was so late that everyone else would have gone to bed. Then he carried the tub from his room, down the stairs, and out into the soft air of the backyard, and emptied the bloody slops into the lawn. The pump seemed especially noisy as he worked the handle, and there was always the danger that someone would come out to use the privy, but no one did. He scrubbed the tub with soap several times and rinsed it well, then took it back inside and hung it on the wall.

In the morning he faced the fact that he wouldn’t be able to dissect the spine, because the room had grown warmer and the scent was heavy. He kept the drawer closed and piled his pillow and bedclothes around it, hoping to seal in the smell. But when he went down to breakfast, the faces around the table were grim.

“A mouse, dead in the walls, I expect,” the librarian said. “Or perhaps a rat.”

“No,” Mrs. Hammond said. “We found the source of the stench this morning. It seems to be coming from the ground around the pump.”

The dean sighed. “I hope we shall not have to dig a new well.”

Brooke looked as if he had gone sleepless. He kept looking nervously away.

Numb, Shaman hurried off to his chemistry class, to give them a chance to clear out of the house. When chemistry was over, instead of going to Shakespeare he hastened home, eager to take care of things. But when he climbed the back stairs he found Brooke and Mrs. Hammond and one of the town’s two policemen standing in front of his door. She held her key.

They all looked at Shaman. “Something is dead in there?” the policeman asked.

Shaman found he couldn’t answer.

“He told me he hid a woman in there,” Brooke said.

Shaman found his voice. “No,” he said, but the policeman had taken the key from Mrs. Hammond and unlocked the door.

Inside, Brooke started to look under the bed, but the policeman saw the pillow and the bedding and went directly to open the drawer. “A dog,” he said. “All cut up, like.”

“Not a woman?” Brooke said. He looked at Shaman. “You said a bitch.”

“You said a bitch. I said catulam,” Shaman told him. “Dog, feminine gender.”

“I don’t suppose, sir,” the policeman said, “that there is anything else dead and hidden here? On your honor, now?”

“No,” Shaman said. Mrs. Hammond looked at him but didn’t say a word. She hurried out and down the stairs, and at once they heard the front door open and slam.

The policeman sighed. “She’ll be going straight to her husband’s office. I expect that is where we should go too.”

Shaman nodded and followed him out past Brooke, whose eyes were regretful above the handkerchief held against his mouth and nose.

“Vale,” Shaman said.

He was evicted. Less than three weeks remained of the semester, and Professor Gardner allowed him to sleep on a cot in his garden shed. Shaman spaded the garden and planted thirty-two feet of potatoes out of appreciation. A snake that lived under some pots gave him a start, but when he ascertained that it was a only a small milk snake, they got on well.

He received excellent grades, but he was given a sealed letter to deliver to his father. When he reached home, he sat in the study and waited while his father read it. Shaman pretty much knew what it said. Dean Hammond had told him he’d earned two years of college credits but was suspended for a year, to allow him to mature sufficiently to fit into an academic community. When he returned, he would have to find other lodging.

His father finished reading the letter and regarded him. “Did you learn anything from this little adventure?”

“Yes, Pa,” he said. “A dog is surprisingly similar to a human being, inside. The heart is much smaller, of course, less than half the size, but it looked very much like the human hearts I’ve seen you remove and weigh. The same mahogany color.”

“Not quite mahogany …”

“Well … reddish.”

“Yes, reddish.”

“The lungs and intestinal tract are similar too. But not the spleen. Instead of being round and compact, the spleen was like a big tongue, a foot long, two inches wide, an inch thick.

“The aorta was ruptured. That’s what killed her. I guess she hemorrhaged most of her blood. A whole lot was pooled in the cavity.”

His father regarded him.

“I took notes. If you’d be interested in reading them.”

“I would be very interested,” his father said thoughtfully.
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THE APPLICANT
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At night Shaman lay in the bed with the rope springs that needed tightening, staring at walls so familiar that from the variations of the sunrise light on them he could tell the season of the year. His father had suggested that he spend the time of his suspension at home. “Now that you’ve learned some physiology, you can be more useful to me when I do an autopsy. And you’re an extra pair of steady hands on a house call. In between,” Rob J. said, “you can help with the farm.”

Soon it seemed as if Shaman never had left at all. But for the first time in his life, the silence that enwrapped him was acutely lonely.

That year, with the bodies of suicides and derelicts and kinless indigents as his textbooks, he learned the art of dissection. In the homes of the ill and the injured, he prepared instruments and dressings and watched how his father rose to meet the demands of each new situation. He knew his father was watching him too, and he worked hard at staying alert, learning the names of the instruments and splints and dressings so he could have them ready even before Rob J. asked for them.

One morning when they’d stopped the buggy by the river woods to relieve their bladders, he told his father he intended to study medicine instead of going back to Knox College when his year of suspension was over.

“The hell,” Rob J. said, and Shaman felt the sour lurch of disappointment, because he could see in the face before him that nothing had altered his father’s mind.

“Don’t you understand, boy? I’m trying to save you from hurt. It’s clear you have a real talent for science. Finish college, and I’ll pay for the best graduate education you can find, anywhere in the world. You can teach, do research. I believe you have it in you to do great things.”

Shaman shook his head. “I don’t mind hurting. Once you tied my hands and wouldn’t give me food until I used my voice. You were trying to make me the best I could be, not protecting me from pain.”

Rob J. sighed and then nodded. “Very well. If your mind’s made up to try medicine, you can apprentice with me.”

But Shaman shook his head. “You’d be doing your deaf son a charity. Trying to make something of value out of inferior goods, against your better judgment.”

“Shaman …” his father said heavily.

“I intend to study the way you did, at a medical school.”

“That’s an especially bad idea. I don’t imagine a good school will take you. All kinds of shoddy medical schools are springing up everywhere, and they’ll accept you. They accept anyone with funds. But it would be a sad mistake to try to learn medicine at one of those places.”

“I don’t intend to.” Shaman asked his father to give him a list of the best medical schools within decent traveling distance of the Mississippi Valley.

Rob J. went to his study as soon as they got home and made out the list, handing it over before supper, as if wanting to erase the subject from his mind. Shaman put fresh oil in the lamp and sat at the small table in his room until well past midnight, writing letters. He took pains to make it clear that the applicant was a deaf man, not wishing any unpleasant surprises.

The horse called Bess, the former Monica Grenville, had been skinny and halt after carrying Rob J. halfway across the continent, but now she was plump and pleasant in her workless old age. But for poor blind Vicky, the horse that had been bought as Bess’s replacement, the world had turned bad. Late in the fall Rob J. rode home one afternoon and saw Vicky trembling in the pasture. Her head drooped, her skinny legs were slightly splayed, and she was as oblivious of her surroundings as any human who had ever passed, addled and weak, into sick old age.

Next morning he went to Geiger’s and asked Jay if he had a supply of morphine.

“How much do you want?”

“Enough to kill a horse,” Rob J. said.

He led Vicky out into the middle of the pasture and fed her two carrots and an apple. He injected the drug into her right jugular vein, talking to her softly and stroking her neck while she chomped the last sweet meal. Almost at once she sank to her knees and rolled over. Rob J. stayed there until she was gone, then sighed and told his sons to take care of her, and went off to make his calls.

Shaman and Alex started digging right next to her back. It took them a long time, because the hole had to be deep and wide. When it was ready, they stood and looked at the horse. “Odd, the way her incisors angle out like that,” Shaman said.

“It’s the way horses show their age, in the teeth,” Alex said.

“I can remember when her teeth were as straight as yours or mine…. She was a good old girl.”

“She farted a lot,” Alex said, and they both smiled. Still, after they tipped her into the hole, they shoveled the dirt in quickly, unable to look at her. They were sweating despite the cool day. Alex led Shaman into the barn and showed him where Alden had hidden whiskey under some sacking, and he took a long pull from the jug and Shaman took a little one.

“I’ve got to get out of here,” Alex said.

“Thought you liked working the farm.”

“… Can’t get along with Pa.”

Shaman hesitated. “He cares about us, Alex.”

“Sure, he does. He’s been good to me. But … I have questions about my natural father. Nobody answers them, and I go out and raise some more hell because it makes me feel like a sure-enough bastard.”

It hurt Shaman. “You’ve got a ma and a pa. And a brother,” he said sharply. “That should be enough for anybody who isn’t a damn fool.”

“Old Shaman, always there with the common sense.” He flashed his grin. “Tell you what, let’s you and me just … go away. To Californ-i-ay. There must be some gold left out there. We can have a high old time, get rich, come back, and buy the damn town from Nick Holden.”

It was an appealing prospect, to be footloose with Alex, and the offer was more than half-serious. “Got me some other plans, Bigger. And don’t you go running off, because if you weren’t here, who’d shovel the sheep shit?”

Alex smacked into him, bore him to the ground. Whooping and grunting, each of them strained for a wrestling hold. Alden’s jug went flying, to empty gurgling and unheeded as they rolled over and over on the hay-littered barn floor. Alex was hardened by continuous labor, and strong, but Shaman was larger and stronger, and soon he had his brother in a headlock. After a while it occurred to him that Alex was trying to say something, and he held his left arm around Alex’s neck while his right hand pulled his brother’s head back to see his face.

“Give up, and I’ll let you go,” Alex managed to croak, and Shaman collapsed back into the hay, laughing.

Alex crawled to the toppled jug and looked at it mournfully. “Alden will be fit to be tied.”

“Tell him I drank it.”

“Naw. Who’d believe a thing like that?” Alex said, putting the jug to his lips and salvaging the last drops.

That fall it rained a lot, well into the season when usually there was snow. The rains fell in hard silver sheets, but intermittently, with several days of grace between storms, so that the rivers became giants that roared with fast water but kept to their banks. In the pasture the dirt on Vicky’s grave, which had been mounded high, settled until soon it was impossible to locate.

Rob J. bought a rawboned gray gelding for Sarah. They called him Boss, though when Sarah was in the saddle it was she who did the bossing.

Rob J. said he’d keep his eyes open for a likely horse for Alex. Alex was properly grateful because he wasn’t strong on thrift to begin with, and whatever money he could put by was earmarked for the purchase of a breech-loading hunting rifle.

“Seems like I’m forever looking for a horse,” Rob J. said, but he didn’t suggest he’d look for a horse for Shaman.

The mail sack came to Holden’s Crossing from Rock Island every Tuesday and Friday forenoon. Starting around Christmastime Shaman began to anticipate each mail delivery, but it wasn’t until the third week in February that the first letters came. That Tuesday he received two short, almost curt letters of rejection, one from the Medical College of Wisconsin and the other from the Medical Department of the University of Louisiana. On Friday another letter informed him his training and background appeared to be excellent, but “the Rush Medical College of Chicago has no facilities for persons who are deaf.”

Facilities? Did they think he needed to be caged?

His father knew the letters had arrived, and he understood from Shaman’s controlled demeanor that they’d been refusals. Shaman would have hated it if Rob J. had treated him gingerly or with sympathy, but that didn’t happen. The rejections smarted; no other letters appeared for the next seven weeks, and that was all right with him.

Rob J. had read the notes Shaman had made while dissecting the dog, and he found them promising, if unsophisticated. He suggested that his own files might teach Shaman about anatomical records, and Shaman studied them whenever he had time to spare. Thus it was by accident that he came upon the autopsy report on Makwa-ikwa. He felt strange as he read it, knowing that while the terrible things described in the report were happening, he’d been a little boy, asleep in the woods only a short distance away.

“She was raped! I knew she was murdered, but—”

“Raped and sodomized. It’s not the kind of thing you tell a child,” his father said.

That was true, certainly.

He read the report again and again, mesmerized.

Eleven stab wounds, running in irregular line from the jugular notch down the sternum to a position approximately two centimeters inferior to the xiphoid process.

Triangular wounds, .947 to .952 centimeters in width. Three of them reaching the heart, .887 centimeters, .799 centimeters, .803 centimeters.

“Why do the wounds have different widths?”

“It means the weapon was pointed, becoming progressively wider down the blade. The more force to the thrust, the wider the wound.”

“Do you think they’ll ever get whoever did this?”

“No, I don’t,” his father said. “There were three of them, most likely. For a long time I had people looking hard and wide for an Ellwood R. Patterson. But there isn’t a trace of him. Probably it was a false name. There was a man with him named Cough. I’ve never run across or even heard of a man of that name. And a young fellow with a port-wine stain on his face, and a limp. I used to tense up anytime I saw someone with a facial stain or a gimpy leg. But always, either they’d have the mark or the limp. Never both.

“The authorities never cared to find them, and now …” He shrugged. “Too much time has passed, too many years.” Shaman recognized sadness in his father’s voice, but he saw that most of the anger and passion long since had been burned away.

One day in April, as Shaman and his father were riding past the Catholic convent, Rob J. turned Trude into the lane and Shaman followed on Boss.

Inside the convent house, Shaman noted that several of the nuns greeted his father by name and didn’t appear surprised to see him. His father introduced him to Mother Miriam Ferocia, who appeared to be the leader. She seated them, his father in a great leather throne and Shaman in a straight wooden chair beneath a wall crucifix from which hung a sad-eyed wooden Jesus, and one of the other nuns served them with good coffee and hot bread.

“I’ll have to bring the boy again,” his father told the mother superior. “Usually I don’t get bread with my coffee.” Shaman realized Rob J. was a man of surprising parts, and that probably he never would understand his father.

Shaman had seen nuns nursing his father’s patients from time to time, always in pairs. Rob J. and the nun talked briefly about several cases, but soon they turned to politics, and it was obvious that the visit was a social one. Rob J. glanced at the crucifix. “Ralph Waldo Emerson is quoted in the Chicago Tribune as saying that John Brown made his gallows as glorious as a cross,” he said.

Miriam Ferocia observed that Brown, an abolitionist zealot who’d been hanged for seizing a United States armory in western Virginia, was fast becoming a martyr in the eyes of those who opposed slavery. “Yet slavery isn’t the real cause of the trouble between the regions. It is economics. The South sells its cotton and sugar to England and Europe, and buys manufactured goods from those places instead of from the industrial North. The South has decided it has no need for the rest of the United States of America. Despite Mr. Lincoln’s speeches against slavery, that is the sore that festers.”

“I don’t know economics,” Shaman said thoughtfully. “I was to study it this year if I had returned to college.”

When the nun asked why he hadn’t returned, his father revealed he was suspended for dissecting a dog.

“Oh, dear! And was it dead at the time?” she asked.

Assured that it was, she nodded. “Ja, that is all right, then. I never studied economics either. But it is in my blood. My father started life as a carpenter who repaired hay wagons. Now he owns a wagon works in Frankfurt and a carriage factory in München.” She smiled. “My father’s name is Brotknecht. It means breadmaker, because in the Middle Ages my family were bakers. Yet in Baden, where I was a novice, there was a baker named Wagenknecht!”

“What was your name before you became a nun?” Shaman asked. He saw her hesitation and his father’s frown and realized the question was rude, but Miriam Ferocia answered him. “When I was of the world, I was Andrea.” She rose from her chair and went to a shelf to take down a book. “It may interest you to borrow this,” she said. “It is by David Ricardo, an English economist.”

Shaman stayed up late that night and read the book. Some of it was hard to understand, but he saw that Ricardo argued for free trade among the nations, which was what the South was insisting upon.

When finally he fell asleep, he witnessed Christ on the cross. As he dreamed, he saw the long aquiline nose become shorter and broader. The skin darkened and reddened, the hair turned black. Female breasts developed, dark-dugged, marked by runic signs. The stigmata appeared. In his sleep, without counting, Shaman knew there were eleven wounds, and as he watched, blood welled to trickle down the body and drip from Makwa’s feet.
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LETTERS AND NOTES
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Forty-nine lambs were born to Cole ewes in the spring of 1860, and the entire family helped with the problem births and the castrating. “The flock’s growin bigger every spring,” Alden told Rob J. with worried pride. “You’re goin to have to tell me what you want done with this bunch.”

Rob J.’s choices were limited. They could butcher only a few. Little demand for bought meat existed among their neighbors, who raised animals of their own, and of course the meat would spoil before it could be carried to the city for sale. Live animals could be transported and sold, but that was complicated and required time, effort, and money. “Fleeces are very valuable in proportion to their bulk,” Rob J. said. “The best plan is to keep building the flock and make our money from the sale of wool, the way my family’s always done in Scotland.”

“Yuh. Well, then, they’s goin to be more work than ever. That’s goin to require hirin another pair of hands,” Alden said uneasily, and Shaman wondered if Alex had said anything to the hired man about wanting to run off. “Doug Penfield’s willin to work for you part-time. Told me so.”

“You think he’s a good man?”

“Sure he is, comes from New Hampshire. That’s not same’s comin from Vermont, but it’s close.”

Rob J. agreed with him that it was, and Doug Penfield was hired.
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That spring, Shaman made connection with Lucille Williams, daughter of Paul Williams, the farrier. For several years Lucille had attended the academy, where Shaman had taught her mathematics. Now Lucille was a young woman. If her blond hair, which she wore in a great knot, was more ashen than that of the yellow-maned Swedish girls of his dreams, she had a quick smile and a sweet face. Whenever he met her in the village he stopped to pass the time of day as an old friend, and to inquire about her work, which was split between her father’s stables and Roberta’s Women’s Wear, her mother’s Main Street shop. The arrangement allowed her flexibility and a certain freedom, for her parents always took her absence without question, each assuming she had gone to attend some duty for the other. Therefore, when Lucille asked Shaman if he couldn’t bring her some farm butter, to be delivered at her house at two in the afternoon next day, he was nervously excited.

She was careful to explain to him that he must tie his horse on Main Street in front of the stores, then walk around the block to Illinois Avenue, cut through the Reimers’ property behind the row of tall lilac bushes and out of sight of the house, climb over the picket fence into the Williamses’ backyard, and tap at her back door.

“So it won’t look … you know, misleading for the neighbors,” she said, dropping her eyes. He wasn’t surprised, because Alex had delivered butter to her fully a year earlier, with reports, but Shaman was apprehensive: he wasn’t Alex.

Next day, the Reimers’ lilacs were in full bloom. The fence was easy to scale, and the back door opened at once to his knock. Lucille was effusive in her appreciation of how nicely the butter was wrapped in towels, which she folded and left on the kitchen table with the dish when she brought the butter to the cold cellar. On her return she took his hand and led him into a room off the kitchen that obviously was Roberta Williams’ fitting room. Half a bolt of gingham cloth leaned against one corner, and remnants of silk and satin and drill and cotton goods were folded neatly on a long shelf. Alongside a great horsehair sofa was a dressmaker’s form of wire and cloth, and to Shaman’s fascination, it had ivory buttocks.

She offered her face for a single long kiss, and then each of them was undressing with dispatch and neatness, leaving their clothes in two fussy, well-matched little piles, their stockings in their shoes. He observed clinically that her body was out-of-balance; her shoulders were narrow and sloping, her breasts like slightly raised pancakes, each centered with a small pool of syrup and adorned with a brownish berry, while her bottom half was heavier, with wide hips and thick legs. When she turned to throw a grayish sheet across the couch (“The horsehair scratches!”), he saw that the dressmaker’s form was not for her skirts, which would be more ample.

She didn’t let down her hair. “It takes so long to put it back up,” she said apologetically, and he assured her almost formally it was quite all right.

In the doing, it was easy. She made it so, and he’d listened to the boasting stories of Alex and others for so long that, if he had never been down the trail himself, he had a good idea of the landmarks. The day before, he wouldn’t have dreamed of touching the ivory buttocks of the dressmaker’s dummy, but now he dealt with warm, living flesh, and he licked the syrup and tasted the berries. Very quickly, and with great relief, he laid down the burden of chastity with a shuddering climax. Lacking the ability to hear what she panted in his ears, he utilized each of his other senses to the utmost, and she obliged by assuming any and all positions for his close inspection, until he was able to repeat the earlier experience, taking somewhat longer. He was ready to keep on, on and on, but soon Lucille glanced at the clock and bounded off the couch, saying she had to have supper ready when her mother and father came home. As they dressed, they planned for the future. She (and this empty house!) were readily available during the day. Alas, that was when Shaman worked. They agreed she would try to be at home each Tuesday and Friday at two P.M., in case he could make it to town. That way, he explained practically, he could pick up the mail.

She was just as practical, revealing as she kissed him good-bye that she loved rock candy, the pink sugary kind, not the greenish variety that was flavored with mint. He assured her he understood the difference. On the other side of the fence, walking with an unfamiliar lightness, he went back down the long line of blossom-laden lilacs, through the heavy purple scent that for the rest of his life would be a highly erotic smell.

Lucille liked the smoothness of his hands, not knowing they were soft because much of the time they were covered with lanolin-rich yolk from the fleeces. The farm took wool well into May, Shaman, Alex, and Alden doing most of the shearing, with Doug Penfield eager to learn but clumsy with the clippers. Mostly they put Doug to work picking and scouring the fleeces. He brought them news of the outside world when he came, including the intelligence that the Republicans had chosen Abraham Lincoln as their presidential nominee. By the time all the fleeces were rolled up, tied, and packed in bales, they had also heard that the Democrats had met in Baltimore and had chosen Douglas after acrimonious debate. Within weeks, Southern Democrats had called a second Democratic convention in the same city, and nominated Vice-President John C. Breckinridge to run for president, calling for the protection of their right to own slaves.

Locally, the Democrats were more united, and had once again chosen John Kurland, the Rock Island attorney, to challenge Nick Holden for his congressional seat. Nick was running as the nominee of both the American party and the Republicans, and he was stumping hard for Lincoln, hoping to ride in on the presidential bandwagon. Lincoln had welcomed Know Nothing support, and it was why Rob J. declared that he couldn’t vote for the man.

Shaman found it hard to concentrate on politics. In July he heard from the Cleveland Medical College, another refusal, and by summer’s end he’d also been rejected by the Ohio College of Medicine and the University of Louisville. He told himself he needed only one acceptance. The first week in September, on a Tuesday when Lucille waited in vain, his father rode home with the mail and handed him a long brown envelope whose return address said it came from the Kentucky School of Medicine. He took it out to the barn before he ripped it open. He was glad to be alone, because it was another failed application, and he lay back in the hay and tried not to succumb to panic.

There was still time to go to Galesburg and enroll in Knox College as a third-year student. It would be safe, a return to a routine in which he’d survived, in which he’d done well. Once he had his baccalaureate degree, life could even be exciting, because he could go east to study science. Maybe even go to Europe.

If he didn’t go back to Knox, and he couldn’t enter medical school, what would his life be?

But he made no move to go to his father and ask to be returned to college. He lay in the hay a long time, and when he got up, he took a shovel and the barrow and began to muck out the barn, an act that in itself was a kind of answer.

Politics were impossible to avoid. In November Shaman’s father freely admitted that when he went to the polls he’d voted for Douglas, but it was Lincoln’s year, because the Northern and Southern Democrats split the party with their separate candidates, and Lincoln won easily. It was small consolation that Nick Holden finally had been turned out of office. “At least Kurland will make us a good congressman,” Rob J. said. In the general store, folks wondered if Nick would come back to Holden’s Crossing now, and resume the practice of law.

The question was put to rest within a few weeks, when Abraham Lincoln began to announce some of the upcoming appointments that would be made under the new administration. The Honorable Congressman Nicholas Holden, hero of the Sauk wars and ardent supporter of Mr. Lincoln’s candidacy, had been named United States Commissioner of Indian Affairs. He was charged with the task of completing treaties with the Western tribes, and furnishing them with suitable reservations in return for peaceful conduct and forfeit of all other Indian lands and territories.

Rob J. was cranky and depressed for weeks.

It was a tense and unhappy time for Shaman personally, and a tense and unhappy time for the nation, but much later Shaman would look back at that winter with nostalgia, remembering it as a precious country scene carved by skilled and patient hands and then frozen in a crystal: the house, the barn. Icy river, snowy fields. The sheep and horses and milch cows. Each individual person. All of them safe and together in their proper place.

But the crystal had been knocked from the table and already was falling.

Within days of the election of a president who had run on the premise that they shouldn’t own slaves, the Southern states began moving toward secession. South Carolina was hotly first, and United States Army forces that had occupied two forts in Charleston harbor moved into the larger of the two, Fort Sumter. At once they were under siege. In quick succession, state militias in Georgia, Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, and Mississippi seized United States installations from outnumbered peacetime federal forces, sometimes after fighting.

Dear Ma and Pa,

I’m going off with Mal Howard to join up with the South. We don’t know exactly what state we’ll enlist in. Mal kind of would like to go to Tennessee, to serve with his kinfolk. It don’t matter much to me, unless I can get to Virginia and say hello to our own kin.

Mr. Howard says it’s important for the South to field a whopper army to show Lincoln they won’t be trifled with. He says there’s not to be a war, it’s just a family quarrel. So I’ll be back in plenty time for spring lambing.

Meantime, Pa, maybe I’ll be given a horse and gun of my own!

Your loving son,
Alexander Bledsoe Cole

Shaman found another note in his room, scrawled on a torn piece of brown wrapping paper and weighted down on his pillow with the mate to the pocketknife his father had given him:

Little Brother,

Take care of this for me. I wouldn’t want to lose it. See you directly.

Bigger

Rob J. went at once to Julian Howard, who admitted in uneasy defiance that he’d driven the boys to Rock Island in his buckboard the previous evening, right after chores. “No need to get all riled, for goodness’ sake! They’re grown-up lads, and it’s just a small adventure.”

Rob J. asked him at what river wharf he had left them. Howard saw how Rob J. Cole stood close to him at his full bulky height, and felt the chill and contempt in the uppity doctor’s voice, and he stammered out that he had left them off near the Three-Star Freight Transport pier.

Rob J. rode straight there, against the slim chance he could bring them home. If there had been the low temperatures of some other winters, perhaps he’d have had more luck, but the river wasn’t icebound and traffic was heavy. The manager of the freight company looked at him in amazement when he asked if the man had noticed two youths looking to work on one of the flatboats or rafts heading downstream.

“Mister, we had seventy-two craft off-load or take on cargo at this pier yesterday, and that’s in slow season, and we’re just one Mississippi freight company of many. And most of those boats hire young men who walked away from a family somewheres, so I don’t hardly take notice of any of em,” he said, not unkindly.

Shaman thought the Southern states seceded like corn popping in a hot skillet. His red-eyed mother spent her time praying, and his father went on his home visits without smiling. In Rock Island one of the feed stores moved as much stock as possible into the back room and rented half its space to an army recruiter. Shaman drifted into the place once himself, thinking that perhaps if all else failed in his life, he could be a stretcher-bearer, because he was big and strong. But the corporal who was signing up men raised his eyebrows comically as soon as he learned Shaman was deaf, and told him to go home.

He felt that with so much of the world going to hell, he didn’t have much right to be troubled about the confusion in his own life. The second Tuesday in January his father brought home a letter, and then another one that Friday. His father surprised him, because Rob J. knew he’d recommended nine schools, and he had kept track of the nine answering letters. “That’s the last of them, isn’t it?” he said to Shaman after supper that night.

“Yes. From Missouri Medical College. A rejection,” Shaman said, and his father nodded without surprise.

“But this is the letter that came on Tuesday,” Shaman said, and he took it from his pocket and unfolded it. It was from Dean Lester Nash Berwyn, M.D., of the Cincinnati Polyclinic Medical School. It accepted him as a student on the condition that he successfully complete the initial term of study as a trial period. The school, affiliated with the Southwestern Ohio Hospital of Cincinnati, offered a two-year program of study leading to the degree of Doctor of Medicine, four terms in each year. The next term was to begin on January 24.

Shaman should have felt the joy of victory, but he knew his father was seeing the words “on condition” and “trial period,” and he prepared himself for an argument. With Alex gone, he was needed on the farm, but he was determined to escape, to grasp his chance. For many reasons, some of them selfish, he was angry that his father had allowed Alex to run away. While he was about it, he was angry at his father for being so damned certain there wasn’t a God, and for not realizing that most people just weren’t strong enough to be pacifists.

But when Rob J. looked up from the letter, Shaman saw his eyes and his mouth. The knowledge that Dr. Rob J. Cole wasn’t invulnerable entered him like an arrow.

“Alex won’t be hurt. He’s going to be all right!” Shaman cried, but he knew it wasn’t the honest assessment of a responsible person, of a man. Despite the existence of the room with the ivory-assed dummy, and the arrival of the letter from Cincinnati, he understood it was only the worthless promise of a desperate boy.


PART FIVE
A FAMILY QUARREL

January 24, 1861
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AT THE POLYCLINIC
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Cincinnati sprawled larger than Shaman had expected, the streets teeming with traffic, the Ohio River ice-free and busy with boats. The intimidating smoke of factories rose from tall chimneys. Everywhere, there were people; he could imagine their noise.

A horse-car trolley took him from the riverside railroad depot straight to the promised land on Ninth Street. The Southwestern Ohio Hospital was composed of a pair of red-brick buildings, each three stories high, and a two-story wood-frame pesthouse. Across the street, in another brick building surmounted by a cupola with glass sides, was the Cincinnati Polyclinic Medical School.

Inside the school building Shaman saw shabby classrooms and lecture halls. He asked a student for the dean’s office and was directed up an oak staircase to the second floor. Dr. Berwyn was a hearty middle-aged man with white mustaches and a hairless head that gleamed in the soft light of the high and grimy windows.

“Ah, so you are Cole.”

He motioned Shaman into a seat. There followed a short talk on the history of the medical school, the responsibilities of good doctors, and the necessity of rigorous study habits. Shaman knew instinctively that the greeting was a set piece, recited for every new student, but this time there was a finish just for him. “You must not allow yourself to be intimidated by your conditional status,” Dr. Berwyn said carefully. “In a sense, every student here is on trial and must prove himself a worthy candidate.”

In a sense. Shaman would have wagered that not every student had been informed of his conditional status by letter. Still, he thanked the dean politely. Dr. Berwyn directed him to the dormitory, which proved to be a three-story wood-frame tenement building hiding behind the medical school. A dormitory roster tacked to the hallway wall informed him that Cole, Robert J., was billeted in room Two-B, along with Cooke, Paul P.; Torrington, Ruel; and Henried, William.

Two-B was a small room entirely filled by two double bunks, two bureaus, and a table with four chairs, one of which was occupied by a plump youth who stopped writing in a notebook when Shaman came in. “Halloo! I’m P.P. Cooke, from Xenia. Billy Henried’s gone to get his books. So you must be either Torrington from Kentucky, or the deaf fellow.”

Shaman laughed, suddenly very relaxed. “I’m the deaf fellow,” he said. “Do you mind if I call you Paul?”

That evening they watched one another, drawing conclusions. Cooke was the son of a feed merchant, and prosperous, judging from his clothing and belongings. Shaman could see he was accustomed to playing the fool, perhaps because of his portliness, but there was shrewd intelligence in his brown eyes, which missed little. Billy Henried was slight and quiet. He told them he’d grown up on a farm outside of Columbus and had attended a seminary for two years before deciding he wasn’t cut out for the priesthood. Ruel Torrington, who didn’t arrive until after supper, was a surprise. He was twice as old as his roommates, and already a veteran medical practitioner. Apprenticed to a physician at a young age, he had decided to attend medical school to legitimize his title of “Doctor.”

The other three students in Two-B were cheered by his background, at first believing it would be an advantage to study alongside an experienced physician, but Torrington arrived in a bad mood that never changed as long as they knew him. The only bed that was unclaimed when he arrived was the top bunk against the wall, which he didn’t fancy. He made it obvious that he scorned Cooke because he was fat, Shaman because he was deaf, and Henried because he was a Catholic. His animosity welded the other three into an early alliance, and they didn’t waste much time on him.

Cooke had been there several days and had gathered intelligence which he shared with the others. The school had a faculty of generally high repute, but two of its stars shone more brightly than any others. One was the professor of surgery, Dr. Berwyn, who also served as dean. The other was Dr. Barnett A. McGowan, a pathologist who taught the dreaded course known as “A&P”—anatomy and physiology. “They call him Barney behind his back,” Cooke confided. “They say he’s responsible for failing more medical students than the rest of the faculty put together.”

The next morning Shaman went to a savings bank and deposited most of the money he’d brought with him. He and his father had planned his financial needs carefully. Tuition was sixty dollars per year, fifty dollars if paid in advance. They had added money for room and meals, books, transportation, and other expenses. Rob J. had been happy to pay whatever was necessary, but Shaman stubbornly had held the idea that since his medical education was his own plan, he should pay for it. In the end they agreed that he would sign a note to his father, promising to repay every dollar following his graduation.

After leaving the bank, his next errand was to find the school’s bursar and pay his tuition. It didn’t help his spirits when that official explained that if Shaman should be dismissed for academic or health reasons, his tuition money could be only partially refunded.

The first class he attended as a medical student was a one-hour lecture on the diseases of women. Shaman had learned in college that it was essential to reach every class as early as possible, in order to sit close enough to lip-read with a high degree of accuracy. He showed up early enough to gain a place in the front row, which was fortunate, because Professor Harold Meigs lectured rapidly. Shaman had learned to take notes while watching the lecturer’s mouth instead of the paper. He wrote carefully, aware Rob J. would ask to read his notes to learn what was happening in medical education.

His next class, chemistry, revealed that he had sufficient laboratory background for medical school; this cheered him and stimulated his appetite for food as well as for work. He went to the hospital dining room for a hasty lunch of crackers and meat soup, less than wonderful. Then he hurried to Cruikshank’s Bookstore, which serviced the medical school, where he rented a microscope and bought his books from the required list: Dunglison’s General Therapeutics and Materia Medica, McGowan’s Human Physiology, Quain’s Anatomical Plates, Berwyn’s Operative Surgery, Fowne’s Chemistry, and two books by Meigs, Woman, Her Diseases and Their Remedies and Diseases of Children.

As the elderly clerk was totting up his bill, Shaman glanced away to see Dr. Berwyn in conversation with a short glowering man whose neat beard was sprinkled with gray, like his mane of hair. He was as hirsute as Berwyn was bald. They were obviously deeply engaged in argument, although evidently they kept their voices low, because none of the people nearby paid them attention. Dr. Berwyn was half-turned from Shaman’s sight, but the other man faced him squarely, and Shaman read his lips more by reflex than out of any desire to eavesdrop.

… know that this country is going to war. I am well aware, sir, that this incoming class is forty-two students instead of the usual sixty, and I know well that some of these will run off to battle when the study of medicine gets too tough. Especially at such a time we must guard against lowering our standards. Harold Meigs says you have accepted some students whom last year you’d have rejected. I am told that among them there is even a deaf mute …

Mercifully, at that point the clerk touched Shaman’s arm and showed him the amount due.

“Who is the gentleman talking with Dr. Berwyn?” Shaman asked, the mute finding his voice.

“That is Dr. McGowan, sir,” the clerk said, and Shaman nodded, gathered up his books, and fled.

Several hours later, Professor Barnett Alan McGowan sat at his desk in the dissection laboratory of the medical school and transcribed notes into permanent records. All the records dealt with death, since Dr. McGowan seldom had anything to do with a living patient. Because some people looked upon death as a less-than-happy environment, he’d grown accustomed to being assigned working places that were out of the public’s eye. In the hospital, where Dr. McGowan was chief pathologist, the dissection room was in the basement of the main building. Although it was convenient to the brick-lined tunnel that ran under the street between the hospital and the medical school, it was a drab place notable for the pipes that crisscrossed its low ceilings.

The medical-school anatomy laboratory was in the rear of its building, on the second floor. It was reached from both the corridor and a separate stairway of its own. One tall window, curtainless, let leaden winter light into the long narrow room. At one end of the splintery floor, facing the professor’s desk, was a small amphitheater, its rising tiers of seats placed too close for comfort but not for concentration. At the other end stood a triple row of students’ dissecting tables. In the center of the room was a large brine tank full of human parts and a table bearing rows of dissecting instruments. The body of a young woman, completely covered by a clean white sheet, lay on a board placed out of the way on sawhorses. It was the facts concerning this body that the professor was entering into the records.

At twenty minutes before the hour, a lone student came into the laboratory. Professor McGowan didn’t look up or greet the large young man; he dipped his steel pen into the ink and continued to write as the student went directly to the middle seat in the front row and claimed it with his notebook. He didn’t take the seat, but instead strolled through the laboratory on an inspection tour.

Stopping before the brine tank, to Dr. McGowan’s amazement he picked up the wooden staff with the iron hook at the end of it, and began fishing among the body parts in the saline solution, like a small boy playing in a pond. In the nineteen years Dr. McGowan had taught first lessons in anatomy, no one ever had behaved in such a fashion. New students came to anatomy class for the first time with portentous dignity. Usually they walked slowly, often with dread.

“Here, now! Stop that at once. Put the hook down,” McGowan commanded.

The young man gave no sign he had heard, even when the professor clapped his hands sharply, and McGowan knew suddenly whom he was dealing with. He started to rise, but then sank back, curious to see where this might lead.

The young man moved the hook selectively among the items in the brine. Most of them were old, and many had been cut upon by other classes of students. Their general condition of mutilation and decomposition was the key element in the shock of a first anatomy class. McGowan saw the youth bring a wrist and hand to the surface, a tattered leg. Then he brought up a lower arm and hand that evidently was in better shape than most of the anatomical pieces. McGowan watched as he used the hook to bring the desired specimen into the top-right corner of the tank and then covered it with several disreputable objects. Hiding it!

At once the youth placed the hooked stick where he had found it and moved to the table, where he proceeded to inspect the scalpels for sharpness. When he found one he liked, he moved it slightly above the others on the table and returned to the amphitheater to take his seat.

Dr. McGowan chose to disregard him, and for the next ten minutes continued to work with the records. Eventually students began to drift into the laboratory. They took seats at once. Many were already pale, for there were odors in the room that gave flight to their fantasies and fears.

Precisely on the hour, Dr. McGowan put down his pen and moved in front of the desk. “Gentlemen,” he said.

When they had fallen silent, he introduced himself. “In this course we study the dead in order that we may learn about, and help, the living. The first records of such studies were made by early Egyptians, who dissected the bodies of poor wretches they killed as human sacrifices. The ancient Greeks are the true fathers of physiological investigation. There was a great medical school in Alexandria, where Herophilus of Chalcedon studied the human organs and viscera. He named the calamus scriptorius and the duodenum.”

Dr. McGowan was aware that the eyes of the young man in the center seat of the first row never left the professor’s mouth. They literally hung on to his every word.

Gracefully he traced the disappearance of anatomical study into the superstitious void of the Dark Ages, and its renaissance after A.D. 1300.

The final portion of his lecture concerned the fact that after the living spirit has left, researchers must treat the body without fear but with deference. “In my student days in Scotland, my professor likened the body after death to a house whose owner had moved. He said the corpus must be treated with careful dignity, out of respect for the soul who had lived there,” Dr. McGowan said, and was annoyed to see that the youth in the front row was smiling.

He told them each to take a specimen from the brine tank and a knife, and to dissect their anatomical object and make a drawing of what they saw, to be turned in before they left the class. Always at the first class there was a moment’s hesitation, a reluctance to begin. During this hanging-back, the youth who had arrived early was first again, for he’d risen at once and gone to the tank to collect the specimen he’d stashed, and then the sharp scalpel. While the others began to mill about the tank, he was already setting up shop at the dissection table with the most favorable light.

Dr. McGowan was acutely aware of the pressures of the first anatomy class. He was accustomed to the sweetish stink that rose from the brine tank, but he knew of its effect on the uninitiated. He’d given some of the students an unfair task, because many of the specimens were in such poor condition it would be impossible to dissect them well and draw them accurately, and he took that into account. The exercise was a discipline, the first blooding of green troops. It was a challenge to their ability to face unpleasantness and adversity, and a harsh but necessary message that the practice of medicine consisted of more than collecting fees and enjoying a respected place in the community.

Within minutes several people had left the room, one of them a young man who departed in a great hurry. To Dr. McGowan’s satisfaction, at length each of them returned. For almost an hour he strolled among the dissection tables, checking on their progress. The class contained several mature men who had practiced medicine after apprenticeships. They were spared the nausea of some of the other students. Dr. McGowan knew from experience that some would be excellent doctors; but he watched one of them, a man named Ruel Torrington, slashing away at a shoulder, and he sighed, thinking of the terrible surgery this man must have left behind him.

He paused a fraction longer at the last table, where a fat youth with a sweating face struggled to work on a head that was mostly skull.

Across from the fat youth, the deaf boy worked. He was experienced and had used the scalpel well to open the arm in layers. The fact that he’d known to do this revealed a prior knowledge of anatomy that both pleased and surprised McGowan, who noted that joints, muscles, nerves, and blood vessels were neatly depicted in the drawing, and labeled. As he watched, the young man printed his name on the drawing and handed it to him. Cole, Robert J.

“Yes. Ah. Cole, in the future, you must make your printed letters a bit larger.”

“Yes, sir,” Cole said quite distinctly. “Will there be anything else?”

“No. You may return your specimen to the tank and clean up after yourself. Then you may go.”

The dismissal brought half a dozen other drawings to Dr. McGowan, but each of the students was turned back with a suggestion for revision of the drawing or several ways to improve the dissection.

While he conferred with the students, he watched Cole return the specimen to the tank. He saw him wash and wipe the scalpel before replacing it on the table. He observed that Cole carried water to the dissection table and scrubbed the side of it he’d used, and then took brown soap and clean water and washed his own hands and arms carefully before rolling down his sleeves.

Cole paused by the chubby youth on the way out and examined his drawing. Dr. McGowan saw him lean over and whisper. Some of the desperation left the other boy’s face, and he nodded as Cole patted his shoulder. Then the fat one went back to work, and the deaf one left the classroom.
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HEART SOUNDS
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It was as if the medical school were a remote foreign land in which Shaman occasionally heard fearsome rumors of impending war in the United States. He learned of a Peace Convention in Washington, D.C., attended by one hundred thirty-one delegates from twenty-one states. But the morning the Peace Convention opened in the capital, the Provisional Congress of the Confederate States of America convened in Montgomery, Alabama. A few days later the Confederacy voted to secede from the United States, and everyone was sickeningly aware there would be no peace.

Still, Shaman was able to give the nation’s problems only passing attention. He was fighting his own war for survival. Fortunately, he was a good student. He pored over his books at night until he couldn’t see any longer, and most mornings he managed several hours of study before breakfast. Classes were held Monday through Saturday, from ten to one and from two to five. Often a lecture was delivered before or during one of the six clinics that gave the medical school its name: Tuesday afternoons, diseases of the chest; Tuesday evenings, venereal diseases; Thursday afternoons, children’s diseases; Thursday evenings, the ailments of females; Saturday mornings, surgical clinic; and Saturday afternoons, medical clinic. Sunday afternoons, students observed the staff physicians in the wards.

It was on Shaman’s sixth Saturday at the Polyclinic that Dr. Meigs lectured about the stethoscope. Meigs had studied in France under doctors who had been taught by the instrument’s inventor. He told the students that one day in 1816 a physician named René Laënnec, reluctant to place his ear against the chest of a bosomy and embarrassed female patient, had rolled up some paper and tied the resultant tube with a piece of string. When Laënnec had placed one end of the tube to the patient’s chest and listened at the other end, he was surprised to note that, instead of being a less efficient way to listen, the method amplified the chest sounds.

Meigs said that until recently stethoscopes had been simple wooden tubes listened to by doctors who used one ear. He had a more modern version of the instrument, in which the tube was of woven silk, leading to ivory earpieces that fit into both ears. During the medical clinic that followed the class, Dr. Meigs used an ebony stethoscope with a second outlet to which a tube was attached, so both the professor and a student could listen to a patient’s chest sounds at the same time. Each student was given an opportunity to listen, but when it was Shaman’s turn he told the professor of medicine it was no use. “I wouldn’t be able to hear anything.”

Dr. Meigs pursed his lips. “You must at least try.” He was careful to show Shaman precisely how to hold the instrument to his ear. But Shaman could only shake his head.

“I am sorry,” Professor Meigs said.
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There was to be an examination in clinical practice. Each student was to examine a patient, using the stethoscope, and make a report. It was clear to Shaman that he was going to be failed.

On a cold morning he bundled himself in his coat and gloves, tied a muffler around his neck, and hiked away from the school. A boy on a corner was hawking newspapers that told about Lincoln’s inauguration. Shaman walked down to the riverfront and along the wharves, deep in thought.

When he returned, he went into the hospital and walked through the wards, studying the orderlies and nurses. Most were men, and many were drunkards who had gravitated to hospital work because the standards were low. He observed those who seemed sober and intelligent, and finally determined that a man named Jim Halleck would serve his purpose. He waited until the orderly had carried in an armload of wood and dumped it on the floor near the potbellied stove, then approached him.

“I’ve a proposition for you, Mr. Halleck.”

The afternoon of the examination, both Dr. McGowan and Dr. Berwyn showed up at the medical clinic, heightening Shaman’s nervousness. Dr. Meigs tested the class alphabetically. Shaman was third, after Allard and Bronson. Israel Allard had an easy time of it; his patient was a young woman with a strained back, whose heart sounds were strong, regular, and uncomplicated. Clark Bronson was assigned to examine an asthmatic man, no longer young. He stumblingly described the sound of rales in the chest. Meigs had to ask him several leading questions to get the information he needed, but evidently he was satisfied in the end.

“Mr. Cole?”

It was evident that he expected Shaman to decline to participate. But Shaman came forward and accepted the monaural wooden stethoscope. When he looked to where Jim Halleck was sitting, the orderly rose and joined him. The patient was a sixteen-year-old male, of husky build, who had cut his hand in a carpentry shop. Halleck held one end of the stethoscope to the boy’s chest and placed his ear on the other end. Shaman took the patient’s wrist and felt the push of the boy’s pulse against his fingers.

“The patient’s heartbeat is normal and regular. At a rate of seventy-eight times per minute,” he said at length. He glanced inquiringly at the orderly, who shook his head slightly. “There are no rales,” Shaman said.

“What is the meaning of this … theater?” Dr. Meigs said. “What is Jim Halleck doing here?”

“Mr. Halleck is serving as my ears, sir,” Shaman said, and was unfortunate enough to note broad grins on the faces of several of the students.

Dr. Meigs did not smile. “I see. As your ears. And would you marry Mr. Halleck, Mr. Cole? And take him with you wherever you would practice medicine? For the rest of your life?”

“No, sir.”

“Then, will you ask other folks to be your ears?”

“Perhaps I shall, at times.”

“And if you’re a physician who comes on someone in need of your help, and you are alone, just you and the patient?”

“I can get the heart rate from the pulse.” Shaman touched two fingers to the carotid artery in the patient’s throat. “And feel whether it is normal, or bounding, or weak.” He spread his fingers and placed his palm on the boy’s chest. “I can feel the rate of respirations. And see the skin, and touch it to learn whether it is feverish or cool, moist or dry. I can see the eyes. If the patient is awake, I can talk with him, and conscious or not, I can observe the consistency of his sputum and see the color of his urine and smell it, even taste it if I have to.” Looking at his professor’s face, he anticipated the objection before Dr. Meigs could make it.

“But I’ll never be able to hear rales in the chest.”

“No, you will not.”

“For me, rales will not be warnings of trouble. When I see the early stages of croupy breathing, I will know that if I could hear them, the rales in his chest doubtless would be crackling. If my patient becomes markedly croupy, I will know that there are bubbling rales in the chest. If there is asthma or an infection of the bronchia, I’ll know there are sibilant rales. But I won’t be able to confirm that knowledge.” He paused and looked directly at Dr. Meigs. “I can’t do anything about my deafness. Nature has robbed me of a valuable diagnostic tool, but I have other tools. And in an emergency, I would care for my patient, using my eyes and my nose and my mouth and my fingers and my brain.”

It wasn’t the deferent answer Dr. Meigs would have appreciated from a first-year student, and his face showed annoyance. Dr. McGowan came to him and leaned over his chair, speaking into his ear.

Soon Dr. Meigs looked back at Shaman. “It is suggested that we take you at your word, and give you a patient to diagnose without using the stethoscope. I am ready to do so, if you agree.”

Shaman nodded, although his stomach lurched.

The medical professor led them into the nearest ward, where he paused before a patient whose card at the foot of his bed revealed he was Arthur Herrenshaw. “You may examine this patient, Mr. Cole.”

Shaman saw at once from Arthur Herrenshaw’s eyes that the man was in terrible trouble.

He pulled back the sheet and blanket and raised the gown. The patient’s body looked extremely fat, but when Shaman placed his hand on Mr. Herrenshaw’s flesh, it was like touching raised dough. From his neck, where the veins were distended and pulsating, to his shapeless ankles, the swollen tissues were laden with fluid. He heaved with the effort of breathing.

“How are you today, Mr. Herrenshaw?”

He had to ask again, in a loud voice, before the patient responded with a slight shake of his head.

“How old are you, sir?”

“… I … fift … two.” He gasped profusely between syllables, like a man who has run a long way.

“Do you have pain, Mr. Herrenshaw? … Sir? Do you have pain?”

“Oh …” he said, his hand on his sternum. Shaman noted he seemed to be straining upward.

“You wish to sit up?” He helped him to do so, supported his back with pillows. Mr. Herrenshaw was sweating profusely, but he also shivered. The only heat in the ward came from a thick black stovepipe that bisected the ceiling as it ran from the wood-burning stove, and Shaman pulled the blanket up over Mr. Herrenshaw’s shoulders. He took out his watch. When he checked Mr. Herrenshaw’s pulse, it was as if the second hand suddenly slowed. The pulse was light and thready and incredibly fast, like the desperate skittering footsteps of a small animal fleeing a predator. Shaman had trouble counting fast enough. The animal slowed, stopped, took a couple of slow hops. Began to scurry again.

He was aware that now was the time Dr. Meigs would have used the stethoscope. He could imagine the interesting, tragic sounds he could have reported, the noises of a man drowning in his own juices.

He held both of Mr. Herrenshaw’s hands in his own and was chilled and saddened by their message. Without knowing he did it, he touched the bowed shoulder before he turned away.

They went back to the clinic room for Shaman’s report. “I don’t know what caused the fluids to collect in his tissues. I don’t have the experience to understand that. But the patient’s pulse was light and thready. Irregular. His heart is in failure, beating one hundred and thirty-two times a minute when racing.” He looked at Meigs. “In the last several years I helped my father to autopsy two males and a female whose hearts failed. In each, a small portion of the heart wall was dead. The tissue appeared burnt, as if it had been touched by a live coal.”

“What would you do for him?”

“I would keep him warm. I would give him soporifics. He’ll die in a few hours, so we should ease his pain.” At once, he knew he had said too much, but the words couldn’t be recalled.

Meigs pounced. “How do you know he will die?”

“I sensed it,” Shaman said in a low voice.

“What? Speak up, Mr. Cole, so the class may hear.”

“I sensed it, sir.”

“You do not have enough experience to know about body fluids, but you are able to sense impending death,” the professor said cuttingly. He looked at his class. “The lesson here is clear, gentlemen. While there is life in a patient, we never—you shall never!—consign them to death. We struggle to give them renewed life until they are gone. Do you understand that, Mr. Cole?”

“Yes, sir,” Shaman said miserably.

“Then you may sit down.”

He took Jim Halleck to supper at a riverside saloon with sawdust on the floor, where they ate boiled beef and cabbage and each had three schooners of bitter dark beer. It wasn’t a victory meal. Neither of them felt good about what had occurred. Besides agreeing that Meigs was a real misery, they had little to say to one another, and when they had eaten, Shaman thanked Halleck and paid him for his help, allowing him to go home to his wife and four children several dollars less poor than he had left them that morning.

Shaman stayed there and drank more beer. He didn’t allow himself to worry about the effect of the alcohol on the Gift. He didn’t imagine that he would be in a position very much longer in which the Gift could be important to his life.

He walked back to the dormitory carefully, not allowing himself to think of very much except the necessity of placing each foot just so as he progressed, and climbed up into his bunk fully dressed as soon as he had arrived.

In the morning he knew another good reason to avoid strong drink, because his head and his facial bones ached, fitting punishment. He took a long time to wash and to change his clothing, and he was slowly heading to a late breakfast when another first-year student named Rogers hurried into the hospital dining room. “Dr. McGowan says you are to come at once to his hospital lab.”

When he reached the low-ceilinged dissection room in the basement, Dr. Berwyn was there with Dr. McGowan. The body of Arthur Herrenshaw lay on the table.

“We’ve been waiting for you,” Dr. McGowan said irritably, as though Shaman were late for a preordained appointment.

“Yes, sir,” he managed, not knowing what else he could say.

“Would you care to open?” Dr. McGowan said.

Shaman had never. But he had seen his father do it often enough, and Dr. McGowan handed him a scalpel when he nodded. He was aware of the two physicians watching closely as he incised the chest. Dr. McGowan used the rib cutters himself, and when he had removed the sternum the pathologist bent over the heart and then reached in and lifted it slightly so Dr. Berwyn and Shaman could see the roundish burned-looking damage that had been done to the wall of Mr. Herrenshaw’s heart muscle.

“Something you should know,” Dr. Berwyn told Shaman. “Sometimes the failure occurs inside the heart, so that it can’t be seen in the heart wall.”

Shaman nodded, to show he understood.

McGowan turned to Dr. Berwyn and said something, and Dr. Berwyn laughed. Dr. McGowan looked at Shaman. His face was like seamed leather, and this was the first time Shaman had seen it lit by a smile.

“I told him, ‘Go out and get me more of them that are deaf,’ ” Dr. McGowan said.
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CINCINNATI DAYS
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Every day during that slate-gray spring of national torment, anxious crowds gathered outside the offices of the Cincinnati Commercial to read news bulletins of the war, written in chalk on a blackboard. President Lincoln had ordered a blockade of all Confederate ports by the federal Department of the Navy, and asked men in all the Northern states to answer the call to the colors. Everywhere there was talk of the war, speculation aplenty. General Winfield Scott, general in chief of the Union Army, was a Southerner who supported the United States, but he was a tired old man; a patient on the medical ward shared with Shaman the rumor that Lincoln had approached Colonel Robert E. Lee and asked him to take command of the Union Army. But a few days later there were newspaper reports that Lee had resigned his federal commission, preferring to fight on the side of the South.

Before that semester was over at the Polyclinic Medical School, more than a dozen students, most of them in academic trouble, had quit to join one army or the other. Among them was Ruel Torrington, who left two empty bureau drawers that retained the smell of unwashed clothing. Other students spoke of finishing the semester and then joining up. In May Dr. Berwyn called a meeting of the student body and explained that the faculty had considered closing the medical school during the military emergency, but after much soul-searching they had decided to continue to teach. He urged each student to stay in school. “Very soon doctors will be needed as never before, both in the army and to care for civilians.”

But Dr. Berwyn had bad news. Because the faculty was paid from tuition receipts, and because enrollment had decreased, tuition fees had to be raised sharply. For Shaman, this meant he would have to come up with funds he hadn’t planned for. But if he wouldn’t allow deafness to stand in his way, he was determined that a little thing like money wouldn’t stop him from becoming a doctor.

He and Paul Cooke became friends. In matters of school and medicine, Shaman was the adviser and the guide, while in other matters Cooke did the leading. Paul introduced him to restaurant dining and the theater. In awe, they went to Pike’s Opera House to see Edwin Thomas Booth as Richard III. The opera house had three tiers of balconies, three thousand seats, and standing room for another thousand. Even the eighth-row seats Cooke had wangled from the box office wouldn’t have allowed Shaman full comprehension of the play, but he had read all of Shakespeare at college, and he reread this play before the performance. Being familiar with the story and the speeches made all the difference, and he enjoyed the experience tremendously.

On another Saturday evening Cooke took him to a whorehouse, where Shaman followed a taciturn woman to her room and received a fast servicing. The woman never lost her fixed smile and said almost nothing. Shaman didn’t ever feel impelled to go there again, but at times, because he was normal and healthy, sexual desire presented a problem. On a day when it was his duty to drive a hospital ambulance, he went to the P. L. Trent Candle Company, which employed women and children, and treated a thirteen-year-old boy for leg burns suffered from a splash of boiling wax. They took the boy back to the ward, accompanied by a peach-skinned young woman with black hair who gave up her own hourly wages to go to the hospital with the patient, her cousin. Shaman saw her again that Thursday evening during the weekly visiting hour in the charity wards. Other relatives waited to see the burned boy, so her visit was short, and he had a chance to talk with her. Her name was Hazel Melville. Although he couldn’t afford it, he asked her to have supper with him on the following Sunday; she tried to appear shocked, but instead she smiled in satisfaction and nodded.

She lived within walking distance of the hospital, on the third floor of a tenement building very similar to the medical-school dormitory. Her mother was dead. Shaman was very conscious of his guttural speech as her red-faced father, a bailiff at the Cincinnati Municipal Courthouse, regarded him with cool suspicion, not certain what was different about Hazel’s caller.

If the day had been warmer, he might have taken her boating on the river. There was a wind from the water, but they wore coats and it was comfortable to walk. They looked in the windows of shops by the waning light. She was very pretty, he decided, except for her lips, which were thin and severe, etching tiny lines of habitual discontent into the corners of her mouth. She was shocked to learn of his deafness. While he explained about lip-reading, she wore an uncertain smile.

Still, it was pleasant to talk to a female who wasn’t ill or hurt. She said she’d been dipping candles for a year; she hated it, but there were few jobs for females. She told him resentfully that she had two older male cousins who had gone to work for good money at Wells & Company. “Wells & Company has received an order from the Indiana State Militia to cast ten thousand barrels of minié musket balls. I do so wish they would employ women!”

They had supper in a small restaurant Cooke had helped him choose, selected because it was both inexpensive and well-lighted, so he could see what she was saying. She appeared to enjoy it, though she sent the rolls back because they weren’t hot, speaking sharply to the waiter. When they returned to her flat her father wasn’t at home. She made it easy for Shaman to kiss her, responding so completely that it was a natural progression for him to touch her through her clothing and eventually to make love to her on the discomfort of the fringed settee. Lest her father return, she kept the lamp on and wouldn’t remove her clothing, pulling her skirts and shift back above her waist. Her womanly odor was overlaid with the smell of bayberry from the paraffin into which she dipped her wicks six days a week. Shaman took her hard and fast and without any semblance of enjoyment, conscious of possible enraged interruption by the bailiff, sharing no more human contact with her than he had experienced with the woman in the bordello.

He didn’t even think of her for seven weeks.

But one afternoon, impelled by a familiar longing, he walked to the Trent Candle factory and sought her out. The air in the interior of the candle works was hot with grease and heavy with the concentrated scent of bayberry. Hazel Melville was annoyed when she saw him. “Mustn’t have visitors, want me discharged?” But before he left, she said hurriedly that it wouldn’t be possible to see him again, because during the weeks of his neglect she had become promised to another man, someone she’d known a long time. He was a professional person, a company bookkeeper, she told Shaman, making no attempt to disguise her satisfaction.

The truth was, Shaman had less physical distraction than he would have expected. He turned everything—all yearning and desire, every hope and expectation of pleasure, his energies and his imagination—into the study of medicine. Cooke said with frank envy that Robert J. Cole had been designed to become a medical student, and Shaman felt it was so; all his life he’d been waiting for something that he had found in Cincinnati.

Midway in the term he began dropping into the dissection laboratory whenever he had a free hour, sometimes alone but more often with Cooke or Billy Henried, to help them develop their techniques with the instruments or to drive home a fine point made by their textbook or in a lecture. Early in the A&P course, Dr. McGowan had begun asking him to help students who were having difficulty. Shaman knew his grades in his other courses were excellent, and even Dr. Meigs had been known to nod pleasantly at him when encountered in the corridor. People had become accustomed to his differentness. Sometimes, concentrating hard during a lecture or a laboratory class, he fell into his old bad habit of making humming sounds without realizing it. Once Dr. Berwyn had paused during a lecture and said, “Stop humming, Mr. Cole.” In the beginning, other students would titter, but they soon learned to touch him on the arm and give him a look that told him to be quiet. It didn’t bother him. He was confident.

He enjoyed wandering alone through the wards. One day a patient complained that he had walked past her bed unheeding although she had called his name repeatedly. After that, to prove to himself that his deafness need not hurt his patients, he developed the habit of stopping briefly at every bed, holding the patients’ hands in his own, and speaking briefly and quietly to each person.

The specter of conditional status was well behind him one day when Dr. McGowan offered him a job in the hospital during July and August, when the medical school would be on holiday. McGowan told him frankly that both he and Dr. Berwyn had considered competing for Shaman’s services, but had decided to share him. “You’d spend the summer working for us both, doing dirty work for Berwyn in the operating theater every morning, and helping me autopsy his mistakes every afternoon.”

It was a wonderful opportunity, Shaman realized, and the small salary would allow him to meet the rise in tuition. “I would like it,” he told Dr. McGowan. “But my father is expecting me home to help work the farm this summer. I’ll have to write and ask his permission to stay on here.”

Barney McGowan smiled. “Ah, the farm,” he said, dismissing it. “I predict that you are done with farming, young man. Your father is a country physician in Illinois, I believe? I have been meaning to inquire. There was a man several years ahead of me at University College Hospital in Edinburgh. Same name as yourself.”

“Yes. That was my father. He tells the identical anecdote you told our anatomy class, about Sir William Fergusson’s description of a corpse as a home from which the owner has moved.”

“I recall that you smiled when I told that story. And now I understand why.” McGowan gazed contemplatively, through narrowed eyes. “Do you know why … ah … your father left Scotland?”

Shaman saw that McGowan was trying to be discreet. “Yes. He’s told me. He got into political trouble. He was almost transported to Australia.”

“I remember.” McGowan shook his head. “He was held up to us as a warning. Everyone at University College Hospital knew of him. He was Sir William Fergusson’s protégé, with an unlimited future. And now he’s a country doctor. What a pity!”

“There is no need for pity.” Shaman wrestled with anger and ended up smiling. “My father is a great man,” he said, and with surprise he recognized that it was true. He began telling Barney McGowan about Rob J., about how he’d worked with Oliver Wendell Holmes in Boston, about his trek across the country in lumber camps and as a railroad doctor. He described a day when his father had had to swim his horse across two rivers and a stream to reach the sod house where he delivered a woman of twins. He described the prairie kitchens in which his father had operated, and told of times when Rob J. Cole had performed surgery on a table moved from a dirty house into the clean sunshine. He told of his father being kidnapped by outlaws who had held a gun on him and ordered him to remove a bullet from a man who had been shot. He told of his father riding home on a night when the temperature on the plains was thirty degrees below zero, and saving his own life by slipping from his horse and, clutching the horse’s tail, running behind Boss in order to force his blood back into circulation.

Barney McGowan smiled. “You’re right,” he said. “Your father is a great man. And he is a fortunate father.”

“Thank you, sir.” Shaman started to move away, but then he stopped. “Dr. McGowan. In one of my father’s autopsies, a woman had been killed by eleven stab wounds to the chest, approximately .95 centimeters in width. Made by a pointed instrument, triangular in shape, all three edges ground to sharpness. Do you have any idea what instrument would make that sort of wound?”

The pathologist considered, interested. “It could have been a medical instrument. There is Beer’s knife, a three-sided scalpel used to operate for cataracts and to cut out defects of the cornea. But the wounds you describe were too large to have been made by Beer’s knife. Perhaps they were made by some kind of bistoury. Were the cutting edges of uniform breadth?”

“No. The instrument, whatever it was, was tapered.”

“I know of no such bistoury. Probably the wounds were not made by a medical instrument.”

Shaman hesitated. “Could they have been made by an object commonly used by a woman?”

“Knitting needle or some such? It’s possible, of course, but neither can I think of a housewife’s object that would make such a wound.” McGowan smiled. “Let me consider the problem for a time, and we’ll discuss it again.

“When you write to your father,” he said, “you must give him the best regards of one who came to William Fergusson a few years after he did.”

Shaman promised he would do so.

His father’s reply didn’t arrive in Cincinnati until eight days before the end of the semester, but it came in time to allow Shaman to accept the summer hospital job.

His father didn’t remember Dr. McGowan at all but expressed pleasure that Shaman was studying pathology under another Scot who had learned the art and science of dissection from William Fergusson. He asked his son to extend his respects to the professor, as well as his permission for Shaman to work in the hospital.

The letter was warm but brief, and from its lack of chattiness Shaman knew that his father’s mood was melancholy. There had been no word of the whereabouts or safety of Alex, and his father revealed that with each new round of fighting, Shaman’s mother became more fearful.
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THE BOAT RIDE
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It wasn’t lost on Rob J. that both Jefferson Davis and Abraham Lincoln had emerged into leadership by helping to destroy the Sauk nation in Black Hawk’s War. As a young army lieutenant Davis personally had taken Black Hawk and the medicine man White Cloud down the Mississippi from Fort Crawford to Jefferson Barracks, where they were imprisoned in balls and chains. Lincoln had fought the Sauks with the militia, both as a private and as a captain. Now each of these men answered when addressed as “Mr. President,” and each was leading one half of the American nation against the other half.

Rob J. wanted to be left alone by the gibbering world, but it was too much to expect. The war was six weeks old when Stephen Hume rode to Holden’s Crossing to see him. The former congressman was frank to say he had used influence to gain a commission as colonel in the U.S. Army. He had taken leave as the railroad’s legal counsel in Rock Island in order to organize the Illinois 102nd Volunteer Regiment, and he’d come to offer Dr. Cole a job as regimental surgeon.

“It’s not for me, Stephen.”

“Doc, it’s all right to object to the idea of war in the abstract. But now we’re down to cases, there are good reasons why this war should be fought.”

“… I don’t think killing a lot of people is going to change anybody’s mind about slavery or free trade. Besides, you want someone younger and meaner. I’m a forty-four-year-old man with a thick waist.” He had put on weight. Back when escaped slaves came to the secret room, Rob J. had become accustomed to putting food in his pocket as he walked through the kitchen—a baked yam, a piece of fried chicken, a couple of sweet rolls—to help feed the fugitives. Now he continued to take the food, but he ate it himself in the saddle, for comfort.

“Oh, I want you, all right, fat or thin, mean or sweet,” Hume said. “What’s more, at this moment there are only ninety medical officers in the whole damn army. There’s going to be great opportunity. You’ll go in as captain, be major before you know it. Doctor like you, bound to move way up.”

Rob J. shook his head. But he liked Stephen Hume and held out his hand. “I wish you a safe return, Colonel.”

Hume smiled wryly and shook his head. A few days later Rob J. heard at the general store that Tom Beckermann had been appointed surgeon of the 102nd.

For three months both sides had been playing at war, but by July it was obvious that a large-scale confrontation was shaping up. Many people were still convinced that the trouble would be over quickly, but that first battle was an epiphany for the nation. Rob J. read the newspaper reports as avidly as any war lover.

More than thirty thousand Union soldiers under General Irvin McDowell faced twenty thousand Confederates under General Pierre G. T. Beauregard at Manassas, Virginia, twenty-five miles south of Washington. About eleven thousand additional Confederates were in the Shenandoah Valley under General Joseph E. Johnston, squared off before another Union force of fourteen thousand, led by General Robert Patterson. Expecting Patterson to keep Johnston occupied, on July 21 McDowell led his army against the Southerners near Sudley Ford on Bull Run Creek.

It was scarcely a surprise attack.

Just before McDowell charged, Johnston slipped away from Patterson and joined his forces with Beauregard’s. The Northern battle plan was so widely known that congressmen and civil servants had streamed out of Washington, carrying their wives and children in traps and buggies to Manassas, where they ate elaborate picnic meals and prepared to watch the spectacle as though it were a celebrated footrace. Dozens of civilian drivers had been hired by the army to stand by with teams and buckboards to be used as ambulances in case there were wounded. Many of the ambulance drivers brought their own whiskey to the picnic.

While this audience gazed in fascinated pleasure, McDowell’s soldiers flung themselves at the combined Confederate force. Most of the men on both sides were untrained new troops, fighting with more zeal than art. The Confederate citizen-soldiers gave a few miles and then held fast, allowing the Northerners to use themselves up in several frenzied assaults. Then Beauregard ordered a counterattack. The exhausted Union troops gave way, and turned. Presently their retreat became a rout.

The battle wasn’t what the audience had expected; the combined sounds of the rifle fire and artillery and human noise were terrible, the sights, worse. Instead of athletics, they witnessed the transformation of living men into the disemboweled, the headless, the limbless. The myriad dead. Some of the civilians fainted, others wept. All tried to flee, but a shell blew up a wagon and killed a horse, blocking the main road of retreat. Most of the terrorized civilian ambulance drivers, the drunk and the sober, had driven off with empty buckboards. The few who tried to collect wounded found themselves marooned in a sea of civilian vehicles and rearing horses. The sorely hurt lay on the battlefield where they screamed until they died. It took some of the ambulatory wounded several days to make it into Washington.

In Holden’s Crossing the Confederate victory gave new life to Southern sympathizers. Rob J. was more depressed about the criminal neglect of the casualties than about the defeat. By early autumn it became known that Bull Run had produced almost five thousand dead, wounded, or missing, and many lives had been thrown away through lack of care.

One evening, seated in the Coles’ kitchen, he and Jay Geiger avoided conversation of the battle. They spoke awkwardly of the news that Lillian Geiger’s cousin Judah P. Benjamin had been appointed Secretary of War for the Confederacy. But they were in complete agreement about the cruel idiocy of armies that didn’t salvage their own wounded.

“As difficult as it is,” Jay said, “we mustn’t allow this war to end our friendship.”

“No. Of course not!” It might not end it, Rob J. thought, but their friendship already had been strained and spoiled. He was startled when Geiger, departing for home, embraced him like a lover. “I look upon your loved ones as my own,” Jay said. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to ensure their happiness.”

Next day Rob J. understood Jay’s farewell mood when Lillian, sitting dry-eyed in the Coles’ kitchen, told them her husband had left for the South at daybreak, to volunteer his services to the forces of the Confederacy.

It seemed to Rob J. the whole world had turned as somber as Confederate gray. Despite all he could do, Julia Blackmer, the minister’s wife, coughed herself to death just before the winter air turned thin and cold. In the churchyard the minister wept as he recited the prayers of interment, and as the first shovelful of dirt and stone fell with a thump on Julia’s pine box, Sarah squeezed Rob J.’s hand so hard it hurt. The members of Blackmer’s flock gathered to support their clergyman in the days that followed, and Sarah organized the women so that Mr. Blackmer never lacked for sympathetic company or a prepared meal. It appeared to Rob J. that the minister should have a little privacy in his grief, but Mr. Blackmer appeared grateful for the good works.

Before Christmas, Mother Miriam Ferocia confided to Rob J. that she’d received a letter from a firm of Frankfurt solicitors, telling her of the death of Ernst Brotknecht, her father. His will had arranged for the sale of the Frankfurt wagonworks and the carriage factory in München, and the letter said that a considerable sum of money was waiting for his daughter, known in her former life as Andrea Brotknecht.

Rob J. expressed his regrets about her father, whom she hadn’t seen in years. Then, “Good grief. Mother Miriam, you’re rich!”

“No,” she said calmly. She had promised to turn all worldly goods over to Holy Mother Church when she took the habit. She had already signed papers giving the inheritance into the jurisdiction of her archbishop.

Rob J. was irked. Over the years, hating to see the nuns suffer, he had made a series of small gifts to their community. He had observed the rigor of their lives, the severe rationing and the lack of anything that might be considered a luxury. “A little money would make such a difference to the sisters of your community. If you couldn’t accept for yourself, you might have thought of your nuns.”

But she wouldn’t allow him to draw her into his anger. “Poverty is an essential part of their lives,” she said, and nodded with infuriating Christian forbearance when he said good-bye too abruptly and rode away.

With Jason gone, a lot of warmth went out of Rob’s life. He might have continued to make music with Lillian, but the piano and the viola da gamba sounded strangely unsubstantial without the melodious cement of Jay’s violin, and they found excuses to avoid playing alone.

The first week of 1862, at a moment when Rob J. felt particularly discontented, he was happy to receive a letter from Harry Loomis in Boston, accompanied by the translation of a paper published in Vienna several years before by a Hungarian doctor named Ignaz Semmelweis. Semmelweis’ work, entitled The Etiology, Concept, and Prophylaxis of Childbirth Fever, essentially buttressed the work done in America by Oliver Wendell Holmes. At the Vienna General Hospital, Semmelweis had concluded that childbed fever, which killed twelve mothers out of one hundred, was contagious. Just as Holmes had done decades earlier, he had discovered that doctors themselves spread the disease by not cleaning their hands.

Harry Loomis wrote that he was becoming increasingly interested in ways of preventing infection in wounds and surgical incisions. He wondered whether Rob J. was aware of the research of Dr. Milton Akerson, who worked on these problems at the Hospital of the Mississippi Valley in Cairo, Illinois, which Harry believed was not too far distant from Holden’s Crossing.

Rob J. hadn’t heard of Dr. Akerson’s work, but at once he knew he wanted to visit Cairo and observe it. Opportunity didn’t arrive for several months. He rode through the snow and made his calls, but at last things turned quiet, just as the spring rains came. Mother Miriam assured him that she and her sisters would keep an eye on his patients, and Rob J. announced he was going to Cairo for a brief vacation. On April 9, a Wednesday, he plodded Boss through the rich gumbo on the roads as far as Rock Island, where he boarded the horse in the stable; then, at dusk, he caught a ride on a log raft down the Mississippi. Throughout the night he floated downriver, reasonably snug under the roof of the raft shack, sleeping on the logs next to the cookstove. When he left the raft at Cairo next morning, he was stiff and it was still raining.

Cairo was in awful shape, fields flooded and many of the streets underwater. He made a careful toilet at an inn that also sold him a poor breakfast, then found the hospital. Dr. Akerson was a swarthy, bespectacled little man whose heavy mustaches continued across his cheeks to join his hair at his ears, after the regrettable fashion made popular by Ambrose Burnside, whose brigade had made the first attack against the Confederates at Bull Run.

Dr. Akerson greeted Rob politely and was detectably pleased to hear that his work had gained the attention of colleagues as far away as Boston. The air in his wards was sharp with the odor of hydrochloric acid, which was the agent he believed could fight the infections that so often brought death to the wounded. Rob J. noted that the smell of what Akerson called the “disinfectant” masked some of the disagreeable odors of the ward, but he found it irritating to his nose and his eyes.

He soon saw that the Cairo surgeon had no miraculous cure.

“At times, there definitely seems to be a benefit from treating the wounds with hydrochloric acid. At other times …” Dr. Akerson shrugged. “Nothing seems to work.”

He had experimented with spraying hydrochloric acid into the air of the operating room and the wards, he told Rob, but had discontinued that practice because the fumes made it difficult to see and breathe. Now he contented himself with saturating dressings in the acid and placing them directly on the wounds. He said he believed that gangrene and other infections were caused by pus corpuscles floating in the air as dust, and that the acid-soaked dressings kept these contaminants from the wounds.

An orderly came by bearing a tray laden with the dressings, and one fell from the tray onto the floor. Dr. Akerson picked it up, brushed some dirt from it with his hand, and showed it to Rob. It was an ordinary dressing, made from a cotton rag soaked with hydrochloric. When Rob returned it to Dr. Akerson, the surgeon sighed and put it back on the tray to be used. “A pity we can’t determine why sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t,” Akerson said.

Their visit was interrupted by a young physician who informed Dr. Akerson that Mr. Robert Francis, a representative of the United States Sanitary Commission, had asked to see him on “most urgent business.”

As Akerson walked Rob J. to the door, they found Mr. Francis waiting anxiously in the corridor. Rob J. knew and approved of the Sanitary Commission, civilian organization established to raise funds and recruit personnel to care for the wounded. Now, speaking hurriedly, Mr. Francis told them there had been a desperate two-day battle at Pittsburg Landing, Tennessee, thirty miles north of Corinth, Mississippi. “There are terrible casualties, many times worse than Bull Run. We’ve gathered volunteers to serve as nurses, but we’re frantically short of physicians.”

Dr. Akerson looked pained. “The war has taken most of our doctors. There is no one who could leave here.”

Rob J. spoke at once. “I’m a physician, Mr. Francis. I’m able to go.”

With three other physicians gathered from nearby towns, and fifteen assorted civilians who never had nursed anyone before, Rob J. boarded the river packet City of Louisiana at noon and steamed down the wet murk that covered the Ohio River. At five P.M. they reached Paducah, Kentucky, and entered the Tennessee River. It was a long 230 miles down the Tennessee. In the dark of night, unseen and unseeing, they passed Fort Henry, which Ulysses S. Grant had captured only a month before. All the next day they chugged past river towns, laden wharves, more flooded fields. It was almost dark again when they reached Pittsburg Landing at five P.M.

Rob J. counted twenty-four steamships there, including two gunboats. When the medical party disembarked, they found the bank and the bluffs had been trodden into mud by a Yankee retreat on Sunday, and they sank halfway to their knees. Rob J. was detailed to go onto the War Hawk, a ship that was laden with 406 wounded soldiers. They were almost finished loading when he boarded, and they got under way without delay. A grim first officer told Rob J. quietly that the enormously high battle casualties had taxed the hospital facilities in communities throughout Tennessee. The War Hawk would have to carry its passengers 658 miles, up the Tennessee River to the Ohio, and up the Ohio River to Cincinnati.

Wounded men had been set down on every surface—below, in the officers’ and passengers’ cabins, and all over the open decks under the unceasing rain. Rob J. and an army medical officer from Pennsylvania named Jim Sprague were the only doctors. All the supplies had been dumped in one of the staterooms, and the voyage wasn’t two hours old when Rob J. saw that medicinal brandy was being stolen. The military commander of the ship was a young first lieutenant named Crittendon, his eyes still dazed from combat. Rob convinced him that the supplies needed an armed guard, which began at once.

Rob J. hadn’t brought his own medical bag with him from Holden’s Crossing. There was a surgical kit with the supplies, and he asked that the engineering officer sharpen several of the instruments. He had no desire to use them. “Travel’s a rough shock to wounded men,” he told Sprague. “I think whenever it’s possible, we should postpone surgery until we can get these people to hospitals.”

Sprague agreed. “I’m not much for cutting,” he said. He hung back, letting Rob J. make the decisions. Rob decided Sprague wasn’t much for doctoring either, but he put him in charge of dressing wounds and seeing that the patients received soup and bread.

Rob saw almost at once that some of the men had been badly mangled and required amputation without delay.

The volunteer nurses were eager but green—bookkeepers, teachers, liverymen—all facing blood and pain and kinds of tragedy they had never imagined. Rob gathered several around him to help with the amputations, and set the rest to work under Dr. Sprague, bandaging wounds, changing dressings, bringing water to the thirsty, and sheltering those on deck from the chill rain with whatever blankets and coats could be found.

Rob J. would have liked to go to each of the wounded men in turn, but there wasn’t opportunity to do that. Instead, he went to a patient whenever a nurse told him there was a man who was “bad.” In theory, none of those who’d been placed on the War Hawk should have been so “bad” that they couldn’t survive the trip, but several died almost at once.

Rob J. ordered everyone removed from the second mate’s cabin and began to amputate there by the light of four lanterns. That night he took fourteen limbs. Many on board had been amputated before they were placed on the boat, and he examined some of these men, saddened by the poor quality of some of the surgery. A man named Peters, nineteen years old, had lost his right leg at the knee, his left leg at the hip, and all of his right arm. Sometime during the night he began to bleed from his left leg stump, or perhaps he’d been bleeding when brought aboard. He was the first to be discovered dead.

“Poppa, I tried,” wept a soldier with long yellow hair and a hole in his back in which his spine gleamed white as a trout’s bones. “I tried hard.”

“Yes, you did. You’re a good son,” Rob J. told him, stroking his head.

Some screamed, some wrapped themselves in silence like armor, some wept and babbled. Slowly Rob J. puzzled the battle out of small pieces of their individual pain. Grant had been at Pittsburg Landing with forty-two thousand troops, waiting for General Don Carlos Buell’s forces to join up with him. Beauregard and Albert Johnston decided they could defeat Grant before Buell got there, and forty thousand Confederates fell on the bivouacked Union troops. Grant’s line was pushed back on both the left and the right, but the center, manned by soldiers from Iowa and Illinois, held through the most savage kind of fighting.

The rebels had taken many prisoners on Sunday. The bulk of the Union force was driven back all the way to the river, into the very water, their backs to the bluff that prevented them from further retreat. But Monday morning, when the Confederates would have mopped up, boats emerged from the morning mist, carrying twenty thousand reinforcements from Buell, and the battle was turned. At the end of that savage day of fighting, the Southerners retreated to Corinth. By nightfall, as far as the eye could see from the Shiloh Church on the battlefield, dead bodies covered the ground. And some of the injured were picked up and placed aboard boats.

In the morning the War Hawk slipped past forests bright with new leaves and thick with mistletoe, and greening fields, and now and then a peach orchard alight with blossom, but Rob J. didn’t notice.

The boat captain’s plan had been to pull into a river town morning and evening in order to take on wood. At the same time, the volunteers were to go ashore and forage whatever water and food they could obtain for their patients. But Rob J. and Dr. Sprague had prevailed upon the boat captain to make a stop each noon as well, and sometimes in the middle of the afternoon, because they found it was easy to run out of water. The afflicted thirsted.

To Rob J.’s despair, the volunteers couldn’t begin to maintain hygiene. Many of the soldiers had had dysentery before being hurt. Men defecated and urinated where they lay, and it was impossible to clean them. There were no changes of clothing, and their wastes caked on their bodies as they lay in the cold rain. The nurses spent most of their time distributing hot soup. On the second afternoon, when the rain stopped and a strong sun came out, Rob J. greeted the warmth with great relief. But with the steam that rose from the decks and the people came a magnification of the enormous smell that gripped the War Hawk. The stench became almost palpable. Sometimes when the boat stopped, patriotic civilians came aboard with blankets, water, and food. They blinked, their eyes watered, and they always hurried away without delay. Rob J. found himself wishing that he had a supply of Dr. Akerson’s hydrochloric acid.

Men died and were sewn into the dirtiest sheets. He amputated half a dozen times more, the worst cases, and among the thirty-eight dead when they reached their destination were eight of twenty amputees. They reached Cincinnati early on Tuesday morning. He had been without sleep, and almost without food, for three and one-half days. Suddenly no longer responsible, he stood on the pier and watched stupidly as others divided the patients into batches that were sent off to the various hospitals. When a dray was laden with men for the Southwestern Ohio Hospital, Rob J. climbed in and sat on the floor between two stretchers.

When they unloaded the patients, he wandered through the hospital, moving very slowly because the air in Cincinnati seemed thick as pudding. Members of the staff looked askance at the middle-aged, unshaven giant who stank. When an orderly asked him sharply what it was he wanted, he said Shaman’s name.

Eventually he was brought to a little balcony overlooking the surgical theater. They had already started operating on the patients from the War Hawk. Four men stood around a table, and he saw that one of them was Shaman. For a brief time he watched them operate, but too soon the warm tide of sleep rose above his head and he drowned in it with perfect ease and eagerness.

He didn’t remember being led from the hospital to Shaman’s room, or being undressed. The rest of the day and all that night he slept all unknowing in his son’s bed. When he awoke it was Wednesday morning, brilliant sunshine outside. While he shaved and took a bath, Shaman’s friend, a helpful young man named Cooke, picked up Rob J.’s clothing from the hospital laundry, where it had been boiled and ironed, and went to fetch Shaman.

Shaman was thinner but seemed healthy. “Have you heard anything of Alex?” he asked at once.

“No.”

Shaman nodded. He led Rob J. to a restaurant away from the hospital, for privacy. They had a solid meal of eggs and potatoes and side meat, and poor coffee that was mostly parched chicory. Shaman allowed him to take the first hot, sourish swallow of coffee before he began to ask questions, and he absorbed the story of the War Hawk’s trip with great attention.

Rob J. asked questions about the medical school, and said how proud he was of Shaman.

“At home,” he said, “you know that old blue steel scalpel of mine?”

“The antique, the one you call Rob J.’s knife? Supposed to have been in the family for centuries?”

“That’s the one. It has been in the family for centuries. It goes to the first son to become a doctor. It’s yours.”

Shaman smiled. “Hadn’t you best wait until December, when I graduate?”

“I don’t know that I’ll be able to be here for your graduation. I’m going to become an army doctor.”

Shaman’s eyes widened. “But you’re a pacifist! You hate war.”

“I am, and I do,” he said in a voice more bitter than the drink. “But you see what they do to one another.”

They sat long, sipping renewed cups of bad coffee they didn’t want, two large men looking intently into one another’s eyes, speaking slowly and quietly, as if they had plenty of time to be together.

But by eleven A.M. they were back in the operating theater. The onslaught of wounded from the War Hawk had taxed the hospital’s facilities and surgical staff. Some surgeons had worked all through the night and the morning, and now Robert Jefferson Cole was operating on a young man from Ohio whose skull, shoulders, back, buttocks, and legs had taken a shower of small Confederate shrapnel. The procedure was long and painstaking, because each piece of metal had to be dug from the flesh with a minimum of damage to the tissues, and the suturing was equally delicate in order that muscles might hopefully grow together. The small gallery was filled with medical students and several faculty members, observing the kinds of terrible cases doctors must expect from the war. Seated in the front row, Dr. Harold Meigs poked Dr. Barney McGowan and with a motion of his chin indicated a man who stood to one side on the operating floor below, far enough removed so he wasn’t in the way, but able to witness. A large, paunchy man with graying hair, he stood with his arms folded and his eyes fixed on the operating table, oblivious of everything else around him. As he observed the steady competence and confidence of the surgeon, he nodded in unconscious approval, and the two professors looked at one another and smiled.

Rob J. went back by train, arriving at the Rock Island depot nine days after he had left Holden’s Crossing. In the street beyond the railroad station he met Paul and Roberta Williams, in Rock Island to shop.

“Hey, Doc. You just get off that train?” Williams said. “Heard you been away, little vacation?”

“Yes,” Rob J. said.

“Well, you have a good time?”

Rob J. opened his mouth, then closed it again. “Very pleasant, thank you, Paul,” he said quietly. Then he went to the stable to get Boss and go home.
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It took Rob J. most of the summer to plan. His first thought had been to make it financially attractive for another doctor to take over in Holden’s Crossing, but after a time he had to face the fact that this was impossible, because the war had created an acute shortage of physicians. The best he could do was arrange for Tobias Barr to come to the Cole dispensary every Wednesday, and for emergencies. For less serious matters the people of Holden’s Crossing would make the trip to Dr. Barr’s office in Rock Island or consult the nursing nuns.

Sarah raged—as much because Rob J. was joining “the wrong side” as because he was going off, it seemed to him sometimes. She prayed and consulted with Lucian Blackmer. She would be defenseless without him, she insisted. “Before you go, you must write to the Union Army,” she said, “and ask them if they have records to show that Alex is their prisoner or a casualty.” Rob J. had done this months before, but he agreed it was time to write again, and he took care of it.

Sarah and Lillian had become closer than ever. Jay had worked out a successful system of sending mail and Confederate news through the lines to Lillian, probably with river smugglers. Before the Illinois newspapers published the story, Lillian told them Judah P. Benjamin had been promoted from the Confederacy’s secretary of war to its secretary of state. Once Sarah and Rob J. had dined with the Geigers and Benjamin when Lillian’s cousin had come to Rock Island to confer with Hume about a railroad lawsuit. Benjamin had seemed intelligent and modest, not the kind of man to seek out an opportunity to lead a new nation.

As for Jay, Lillian said her husband was safe. He had the rank of warrant officer and was assigned as steward, or administrator, of a military hospital somewhere in Virginia.

When she heard Rob J. was going to the Northern army, she nodded carefully. “I pray you and Jay will never meet while we’re at war.”

“I think it highly unlikely,” he said, and patted her hand.

He said good-bye to people with as little fuss as possible. Mother Miriam Ferocia listened to him with almost stony resignation. It was part of a nun’s discipline, he thought, to say farewell to those who had become part of their lives. They went where their Lord ordered; in that respect, they were like soldiers.

He was wearing the Mee-shome and carrying one small suitcase on the morning of August 12, 1862, when Sarah saw him off at the steamboat dock in Rock Island. She was crying, and she kissed him on the lips again and again, almost wildly, oblivious of the stares of the other people on the dock.

“You are my own dear girl,” he told her gently.

He hated to leave her that way, yet it was a relief to board the boat and to wave good-bye as the craft tooted two short signals and a long one and moved into the pull of midstream, and away.

He stayed out on deck most of the trip downriver. He loved the Mississippi and enjoyed watching the traffic in its busiest season. To date, the South had had fighting men with more recklessness and dash, and far better generals than the North. But when the federals had taken New Orleans that spring, they had linked the Union’s supremacy over the lower and upper sections of the Mississippi. Along with the Tennessee and other lesser rivers, it gave federal forces a navigable route straight at the vulnerable belly of the South.

One of the military jumping-off centers along that water road was Cairo, where Rob J. had started his voyage on the War Hawk, and it was here that he disembarked now. There were no floods in Cairo in late August, but that was scant improvement, for thousands of troops were camped on the outskirts, and the detritus of concentrated humanity had spilled over into the town, with garbage, dead dogs, and other rotting offal piled in the muddy streets in front of fine homes. Rob J. followed the military traffic to the encampment, where he was challenged by a sentry. He identified himself and asked to be taken to the commanding officer, and soon was led to a colonel named Sibley, of the 176th Pennsylvania Volunteers. The 176th Pennsylvania already had the two surgeons allowed it by the army’s table of organization, Colonel Sibley said. He said there were three other regiments in the encampment, the 42nd Kansas, the 106th Kansas, and the 201st Ohio. He volunteered that the 106th Kansas had an opening for an assistant surgeon, and it was there Rob J. went next.

The commanding officer of the 106th was a colonel named Frederick Hilton, whom Rob J. found in front of his tent, chewing tobacco and writing at a small table. Hilton was eager to have him. He spoke of a lieutenancy (“Captain, soon as possible”) and a year’s enlistment as assistant medical officer, but Rob J. had done a good deal of investigation and thinking before leaving home. If he had chosen to take the surgeon general’s examination, he would have qualified for a majority, a generous quarters allowance, and posting as a medical staff officer or as a surgeon at a general hospital. But he knew what he wanted. “No enlistment. No commission. The army employs temporary civilian doctors, and I’ll work for you on a three-month contract.”

Hilton shrugged. “I’ll draw up the papers for acting assistant surgeon. You come back here after supper, sign em. Eighty dollars a month, you supply your own horse. I can send you to a uniform tailor in town.”

“I won’t be wearing a uniform.”

The colonel appraised him. “You’d be advised to. These men are soldiers. They’re not going to jump at orders from a civilian.”

“Nevertheless.”

Colonel Hilton nodded blandly, spat tobacco juice. He called for a sergeant and instructed the man to show Dr. Cole to the medical officers’ tent.

They hadn’t gone far down the company street before the first bugle notes signaled retreat, the ceremony for lowering the colors at sundown. All sound and motion ceased as men faced the flag and snapped into salute.

It was his first retreat, and Rob J. found it strangely moving, for he sensed it was akin to a religious communion among all these men who held the salute until the last quavering note of the far-off bugle had fallen away. Then the activity of the camp resumed.

Most of the shelters were pup tents, but the sergeant led the way into an area of conical tents that reminded Rob J. of tipis, and stopped in front of one of these. “Home, sir.”

“Thank you.”

Inside, it was just two sleeping places on the ground, under cloth. A man, doubtless the regimental surgeon, lay in sodden sleep, giving off sour body odor and the heavy smell of rum.

Rob J. put his bag on the ground and sat next to it. He’d made many mistakes and had played the fool more than some and less than others, he thought. He could but wonder if perhaps now he wasn’t taking one of the most foolish steps of his life.

The surgeon was Major G. H. Woffenden. Rob J. quickly learned that he’d never attended medical school, but had apprenticed for a while “under ole Doc Cowan” and then struck out on his own. That he’d been commissioned by Colonel Hilton in Topeka. That a major’s pay was the best regular money he’d ever earned. And that he was content to devote himself to serious drinking and let the acting assistant surgeon handle daily sick call.

Sick call took almost the entire day, every day, because the line of patients seemed unending. The regiment had two battalions. The first was up to strength, five companies. The second battalion had only three companies. The regiment was less than four months old, and had been formed when the fittest men already were in the army. The 106th had taken what was left, and the second battalion had taken the dregs of Kansas. Many of the men who waited to see Rob J. were too old to be soldiers, and many were too young, including half a dozen who seemed barely into their teens. All of them were in extremely poor condition. The most prevalent complaints were of diarrhea and dysentery, but Rob J. saw a variety of fevers, heavy colds involving the chest and lungs, syphilis and gonorrhea, delirium tremens and other signs of alcoholism, hernias, and lots of scurvy.

There was a dispensary tent containing a U.S. Army medicine pannier, a large wicker-and-canvas chest containing a variety of medical supplies. According to its inventory list, it should also have contained black tea, white sugar, coffee extract, beef extract, condensed milk, and alcohol. When Rob J. asked Woffenden about these items, the surgeon appeared to be offended. “Stolen, I suppose,” he snapped, too defensively.

After the first few meals, Rob J. could see the reason for so many stomach problems. He sought out the commissary officer, a harried second lieutenant named Zearing, and learned that the army gave the regiment eighteen cents a day to feed each man. The result was a daily ration of twelve ounces of fat salt pork, two and one-half ounces of navy beans or peas, and either eighteen ounces of flour or twelve ounces of hardtack. The meat was liable to be black on the outside and yellow with putrefaction when cut, and the soldiers called the hardtack “worm castles” because the large thick crackers, often moldy, were frequently tenanted by maggots or weevils.

Each soldier received his ration uncooked and prepared it himself over the flame of a small campfire, usually boiling the beans and frying both the meat and the crumbled hardtack—even frying flour—in pork fat. Combined with disease, the diet spelled disaster for thousands of stomachs, and there were no latrines. The men defecated anywhere they chose, usually behind their tents, although many with loose bowels made it only as far as the space between their tent and their neighbors’. About the camp was an effluvia reminiscent of the War Hawk, and Rob J. decided the entire army stank of feces.

He realized he could do nothing about the diet, at least at once, but he was determined to improve conditions. Next afternoon, after sick call, he walked to where a sergeant from Company C, First Battalion, was drilling half a dozen men in the use of the bayonet. “Sergeant, do you know where there are some shovels?”

“Shovels? Why, yes, I do,” the sergeant said warily.

“Well, I want you to get one for each of these men, and I want them to dig a ditch,” Rob J. said.

“A ditch, sir?” The sergeant stared at the curious figure in the baggy black suit, the wrinkled shirt, the string tie, and the wide-brimmed black civilian hat.

“Yes, a ditch,” Rob J. said. “Right over here. Ten feet long, three feet wide, six feet deep.”

This civilian doctor was a large man. He appeared very determined. And the sergeant knew he had simulated rank of first lieutenant.

The six men were digging industriously a short time later, while Rob J. and the sergeant watched, when Colonel Hilton and Captain Irvine of Company C, First Battalion, came down the company street.

“What the hell is this?” Colonel Hilton said to the sergeant, who opened his mouth and looked at Rob J.

“They’re digging a sink, Colonel,” Rob J. said.

“A sink?”

“Yes, sir, a latrine.”

“I know what a sink is. Their time is better spent at bayonet practice. Very soon these men will be in battle. We’re showing them how to kill rebels. This regiment is going to shoot Confederates, and bayonet them, and stab them, and if it’s necessary, we will shit and piss them to death. But we will not dig latrines.”

From one of the men with shovels came a guffaw. The sergeant was grinning, watching Rob J.

“Is that clearly understood, Acting Assistant Surgeon?”

Rob J. did not smile. “Yes, Colonel.”

That was on his fourth day with the 106th. After that, there were eighty-six more days, and they passed very slowly and were counted very carefully.
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Cincinnati, Ohio

January 12, 1863

Dear Pa,

Well, I claim Rob J.’s scalpel!

Colonel Peter Brandon, a principal aide to Surgeon General William A. Hammond, delivered the commencement address. There were those who said it was a fine talk, but I was disappointed. Dr. Brandon told us that doctors have tended to the medical needs of their armies all through history. He gave a lot of examples, the Hebrews of the Bible, the Greeks, the Romans, etc., etc. Then he told all about the splendid opportunities the wartime United States Army offers a doctor, the salaries, the gratification one receives when serving his country. We yearned to be reminded of the healing glories of our new profession—Plato and Galen, Hippocrates and Andreas Vesalius—and he gave us a recruitment speech. Moreover, it was unnecessary. Seventeen of my class of thirty-six new physicians already had arranged to enter the Medical Department of the Army.

I know you will understand when I write that although I would dearly have loved to see Ma, I was relieved by her decision not to attempt the trip to Cincinnati. Trains, hotels, etc., are so crowded and dirty nowadays that a woman traveling alone would have to suffer discomfort, or worse. I especially missed your presence, which gives me another reason to hate the war. Paul Cooke’s father, who sells feed and grain in Xenia, came to commencement and afterward took the two of us for a grand feed, with wine toasts and nice compliments. Paul is one of those going directly into the army. He’s deceptive because he’s so full of fun, but he was the brightest in our class and was awarded his degree summa cum laude. I was of help to him in the laboratory work, and he helped me earn magna cum laude, because whenever we finished a reading assignment he asked me questions that were a lot fiercer than any our professors ever asked.

After dinner, he and his father went to Pike’s Opera House to hear Adelina Patti in concert, and I went back to the Polyclinic. I knew precisely what I wanted to do. There is a brick-lined tunnel that runs under Ninth Street between the medical school and the main hospital building. It is for the use of physicians only. In order that it is clear during emergencies, it is off-limits to medical students, who must cross the street aboveground, no matter how inclement the weather. I went into the basement of the medical school, very much still the student, and entered the lamplit tunnel. Somehow, when I walked through on the other side into the hospital, for the first time I felt like a doctor!

Pa, I’ve accepted a two-year appointment as a house officer of the Southwestern Ohio Hospital. It pays only three hundred dollars per annum, but Dr. Berwyn said it will lead to a good income as a surgeon. “Never downplay the importance of income,” he told me. “You must remember that the person who complains bitterly about a doctor’s earnings usually is not a doctor.”

Embarrassingly, and to my wonderful fortune, both Berwyn and McGowan squabble about which of them shall take me under his wing. The other day, Barney McGowan outlined this plan for my future: I shall work with him for a few years as a junior associate, then he will arrange an appointment for me as associate professor of anatomy. Thus, he said, when he retires, I’ll be ready to take over the mantle as professor of pathology.

It was too much, they both set my head to spinning, because my own dream always has been simply to become a doctor. In the end, they worked out a program that is advantageous to me. Just as I did during my summer employment, I’ll spend mornings in the operating theater with Berwyn and afternoons on pathology with McGowan, only instead of doing dirty work as a student, I’ll function as a doctor. Despite their kindness, I don’t know whether I’ll ever want to settle in Cincinnati. I miss living in a small place where I know the people.

Cincinnati is more Southern in feeling and sentiment than Holden’s Crossing. Billy Henried confided to a few trusted friends that he would join the Confederate Army as a surgeon after graduation. Two nights ago I went to a farewell dinner with Henried and Cooke. It was strange and sad, each of them aware of where the other was going.

News that President Lincoln has signed a proclamation granting liberty to the slaves has caused lots of anger. I know you don’t care for the president because of his part in destroying the Sauks, but I admire him for freeing the slaves, whatever his political reasons. Northerners hereabouts seem able to make any sacrifice when they tell themselves it is to save the Union, but they don’t want the goal of the war to become the abolition of slavery. Most seem unprepared to pay this terrible blood-price if the purpose of the fighting is to free the Negroes. The losses have been terrifying at battles like Second Bull Run and Antietam. Now there is news of slaughter at Fredericksburg, where almost thirteen thousand Union soldiers were mowed down while trying to take high ground from the South. It has produced despair in many of the people with whom I have talked.

I worry constantly about you and Alex. It may irk you to know I’ve begun to pray, although I don’t know to whom or what, and I ask regularly only that both of you will come home.

Please do your best to care for your own health as well as that of others, and remember that there are those who anchor their lives on your strength and goodness.

Your loving son,
Shaman
(Dr.! Robert Jefferson Cole)
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It wasn’t as hard as Rob J. had feared to live in a tent, to sleep on the ground again. What was more difficult was dealing with questions that haunted him: why in the world he was there, and what the outcome of this terrible civil war would be. Events continued to go badly for the cause of the North. “We can’t seem to win for losing,” Major G. H. Woffenden observed in one of his less-drunken moments.

Most of the troops Rob J. lived among drank hard when off-duty, especially following payday. They drank to forget, to remember, to celebrate, to commiserate with one another. The dirty and often drunken young men were like pit dogs on a leash, apparently oblivious of impending mortality, straining to get at their natural enemy, other Americans who doubtless were just as dirty and just as often drunken.

Why were they so eager to kill Confederates? Very few of them really knew. Rob J. saw that the war had taken on substance and meaning for them that went far beyond reasons and causes. They thirsted to fight because the war existed, and because it had been officially declared admirable and patriotic to kill. That was enough.

He wanted to howl and scream at them, to lock the generals and politicians in a dark room like errant, foolish children, to take them by the scruff of their collective necks and shake them and demand: What is the matter with you? What is the matter with you?

But instead, he went to sick call every day and doled out the ipecac and the quinine and the paregoric, and he was careful to look at the ground wherever he walked, like a man who made his home in a giant kennel.

On his final day with the 106th Kansas, Rob J. sought out the paymaster and collected his eighty dollars and then went to the conical tent and slung his Mee-shome over his shoulder and picked up his suitcase. Major G. H. Woffenden, curled up in his rubber poncho, didn’t open his eyes or mutter good-bye.

Five days before, the men of the 176th Pennsylvania had marched raggedly onto steamboats and were carried southward toward combat in Mississippi, according to rumor. Now other boats had disgorged the 131st Indiana, which was raising its tents where the Pennsylvanians lately had lived. When Rob J. sought out the commanding officer, he found a baby-faced colonel still in his twenties, Alonzo Symonds. Colonel Symonds said he had his eye out for a doctor. His surgeon had concluded a three-month enlistment and had gone back to Indiana, and he never had had an assistant surgeon. He questioned Dr. Cole closely and seemed impressed by what he learned, but when Rob J. began to indicate that certain conditions had to be met before he could sign on, Colonel Symonds’ face showed doubt.

Rob J. had kept careful records of his sick calls for the 106th. “On almost any given day, thirty-six percent of the men were on their backs or in my sick line. Some days the percentage was higher. How does that compare with your daily sick list?”

“We’ve had a lot of them sick,” Symonds conceded.

“I can give you more healthy men, Colonel, if you will help me.”

Symonds had been a colonel only four months. His family owned a factory in Fort Wayne where glass lamp chimneys were made, and he knew how ruinous sick workers could be. The 131st Indiana had been formed four months before, raw troops, and within days had been thrown into picket duty in Tennessee. He considered himself fortunate that they’d had only two skirmishes serious enough to be called contact with the enemy. He had lost two killed and one wounded, but on any given day he had had so many down with fever that the Confederates could have waltzed through his regiment without trouble, had they known.

“What do I have to do?”

“Your troops are raising their tents on the shitpiles of the Pennsylvania 176th. And the water’s bad here, they drink river water that’s spoiled by their own runoff. There’s an unused site less than a mile on the other side of the encampment, with clean springs that should give good water through the winter, if you drive pipes into them.”

“God Almighty. A mile’s a long way to go to confer with the other regiments. Or to expect their officers to come if they want to see me.”

They studied one another, and Colonel Symonds made up his mind. He went to his sergeant major. “Order the tents to be struck, Douglass. The regiment’s going to move.”

Then he came back and talked business with this difficult doctor.

Again Rob J. turned down a chance to be commissioned. He asked to be hired as acting assistant surgeon, on a three-month contract.

“That way, you don’t get what you want, you can leave,” the young colonel observed astutely. The middle-aged doctor didn’t deny it, and Colonel Symonds considered him. “What else do you want?”

“Latrines,” Rob J. said.

The ground was firm but not yet frozen. In a single morning the sinks were dug and logs were fixed on one-foot posts at the edge of the trenches. When the order was read to all companies that defecating or urinating anyplace but in designated sinks would result in swift and severe punishment, there was resentment. The men needed something to hate and ridicule, and Rob J. realized he had filled that need. When he passed among them, they nudged one another, their eyes raked him, they grinned cruelly at the ridiculous figure he made in his ever-shabbier civilian suit.

Colonel Symonds didn’t give them a chance to spend much time thinking about grievances. He invested four days in labor details that built a series of spare, half-excavated huts of logs and sod. They were damp and poorly ventilated, but they gave considerably more shelter than tents, and a small fire made it possible for the men to sleep through a winter’s night.

Symonds was a good commander and had attracted decent officers. The regiment’s commissary officer was a captain named Mason, and Rob J. didn’t find it difficult to explain the dietary causes of scurvy, because he could point out examples of the disease’s effects among the troops. The two of them took a buckboard into Cairo and bought barrels of cabbages and carrots, which were made part of the ration. Scurvy was even more prevalent among some of the other units in the encampment, but when Rob J. tried to confer with the physicians of the other regiments, he met with little success. They seemed more conscious of their roles as army officers than as doctors. All were uniformed, two sported swords like line officers, and the surgeon of the Ohio regiment wore custom fringed epaulets like those in a picture Rob J. once had seen of a pompous French general.

In contrast, he embraced his civilian self. When a supply sergeant, grateful for banished stomach cramps, issued him a blue woolen overcoat, he welcomed it but took it to town and had it dyed black and given plain bone buttons. He liked to pretend he was still a country doctor who had moved temporarily to another town.

In many respects, the camp was like a small town, albeit exclusively male. The regiment had its own post office, with a corporal named Amasa Decker as postmaster and mailman. On Wednesday evenings the band gave concerts on the drill field, and sometimes, when they played a popular song like “Listen to the Mockingbird,” or “Come Where My Love Lies Dreaming,” or “The Girl I Left Behind Me,” the men sang along. Sutlers brought a variety of goods into the camp. Out of thirteen dollars per month, the average soldier couldn’t afford much cheese at fifty cents a pound, or condensed milk at seventy-five cents a can, but they bought the sutlers’ liquor. Rob J. indulged himself several times a week in molasses cookies, six for a quarter. A photographer had set up shop in a large wall tent, in which one day Rob paid a dollar for a ferrotype photograph of himself, stiff and unsmiling, that he sent off to Sarah at once as proof that her husband was still alive and well and loved her dearly.

Having taken raw troops into disputed territory once, Colonel Symonds was determined that they would never be unprepared for combat again. Through the winter, he worked his soldiers hard. There were training hikes of thirty miles that produced new patients for Rob J., because some of the men suffered strained muscles from carrying a full field pack and heavy rifled musket. Others developed hernias from wearing belts hung with heavy cartridge boxes. Squads constantly trained in bayonet warfare, and Symonds forced them to practice the laborious loading of their muskets again and again: “Bite off the end of the paper-wrapped cartridge like you’re mad at it. Pour the powder down the barrel, insert the minié bullet and then the paper wrapping for a wad, and ram the whole damn mess home. Take a percussion cap from your pouch, place it on the nipple in the breech. Aim that beautiful thing and fire!”

They did it again and again, repeatedly, unendingly. Symonds told Rob J. he wanted them to be able to load and fire when awakened from a sound sleep, when numb with panic, when their hands were shaking with excitement or fright.

In the same way, so they would learn to take orders without hesitation instead of cussing out or challenging their officers, the colonel marched them incessantly in close-order drill. Several mornings when the landscape was covered with snow, Symonds borrowed huge wooden rollers from the Cairo road department, and teams of army horses pulled them around the parade ground until it was flat and hard enough for the companies to drill some more, while the regimental band played marches and quicksteps.

It was on a bright winter’s day, while passing the perimeter of the parade ground filled with squads of drilling men, that Rob J. glanced at the seated band and noted that one of the horn players had a port-wine stain on his face. The man’s heavy brass instrument rested on his left shoulder, the long throat and the bell flashing golden behind him in the winter sun, while as he blew into the mouthpiece—they were playing “Hail, Columbia”—his cheeks ballooned enormously and then relaxed, again and again. Each time the man’s cheeks filled with air, the purple mark under his right eye darkened, like a signal.

For nine long years Rob J. had tensed whenever he met a man with a stain mark on his face, but now he simply proceeded to sick call, automatically walking to the beat of the insistent music all the way to the dispensary tent.

The next morning, when he saw the band marching on the parade ground to play for a First Battalion review, he looked for the horn player with the marked face, but the man wasn’t there.

Rob J. walked to the row of huts where the band lived, and at once he came upon the man taking frozen garments off the washline. “Stiffer than a dead man’s dick,” the man said to him in disgust. “It don’t make sense to have inspections in dead of winter.”

Hypocritically, Rob J. agreed, although the inspections had been his suggestion, to force the men to wash at least some of their clothing. “Got the day off, have you?”

The man gave him a surly look. “I don’t march. I’m spavined.”

As he walked away with his armload of frozen clothes, Rob J. saw he was. The horn player would destroy the symmetry of a military-band formation. His right leg seemed slightly shorter than the left, and he walked with a decided limp.

Rob J. went into his own hut and sat on his poncho in the cold gloom with his blanket around his shoulders.

Eleven years. He remembered the day precisely. He recalled each of the individual house calls he had made while Makwa-ikwa was being violated and murdered.

He thought of the three men who had come to Holden’s Crossing just prior to the murder and then had disappeared. In eleven years he’d managed to learn nothing about them, save that they were “bad drunks.”

A spurious preacher, the Reverend Ellwood Patterson, whom he had treated for syphilis.

A burly, physically powerful fat man named Hank Cough.

A skinny young man they’d called Len. Sometimes Lenny. With a port-wine stain on his face under his right eye. And a limp.

Not so skinny anymore, if this was the man. But then, not so young anymore either.

This probably wasn’t the one he was looking for, he told himself. It was probable that there was more than one man in America with a facial stain and a gimpy leg.

He didn’t want this to be the man, he realized. He faced the fact that he no longer really wanted to find them. What would he do if the horn player was Lenny? Slit his throat?

Helplessness gripped him.

Makwa’s death was something he had managed to put away in a separate compartment of his mind. Now that compartment had been reopened, Pandora’s box, and he felt an almost-forgotten iciness begin to grow deep inside him, a coldness that had nothing to do with the temperature in the small hut.

He went outside and walked to the tent that served as the regimental office. The sergeant major’s name was Stephen Douglass, spelled with one more S than the senator’s. He’d grown accustomed to the doctor’s working with personnel files. He had told Rob J. he’d never seen an army surgeon so driven to keep complete medical records. “More paperwork, Doc?”

“A little.”

“Help yourself. The orderly’s gone out for a pitcher of hot coffee. Welcome to some of it when it comes. Just don’t drip any on my damn records, please.”

Rob J. promised he wouldn’t.

The band was attached to Headquarters Company. Sergeant Douglass kept each company’s records neatly in a separate gray box. Rob J. found Headquarters Company’s box, and inside it was a group of records tied with cord as a discrete bundle marked “Indiana 131st Regimental Band.”

He leafed through the records, one by one. There was nobody in the band whose first name was Leonard, but when Rob J. found the card, he knew at once and without uncertainty that this was the right man, the way he sometimes knew if somebody would live or die.

ORDWAY, LANNING A., private. Residence, Vincennes,
Indiana. One-year enlistment, July 28, 1862.
Enlistment credit, Fort Wayne. Born, Vincennes,
Indiana, November 11, 1836. Height, 5’8”.
Complexion, fair. Eyes, gray. Hair, brown.
Enlisted for limited duty as musician (E-flat bass
cornet) and general laborer, due to disability.
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It was weeks after Rob’s contract ran out before Colonel Symonds came to him to discuss its renewal. By that time the spring fevers had begun to rage through the other regiments, but not in the Indiana 131st. The men of the 131st had colds from the damp ground and runny bowels from the ration, but Rob J.’s sick-call lines were the shortest he’d seen since he’d begun working for the army. Colonel Symonds knew that three regiments were tormented with fever and ague, and his own was relatively sound. Some of the oldest men, who shouldn’t have been there in the first place, had been sent home. Most of the others had lice, and filthy feet and necks, and itchy loins, and they drank too much whiskey. But they were lean and hard from the long marches, keen from the constant drilling, and bright-eyed and eager because somehow Acting Assistant Surgeon Cole had gotten them through the winter fit for duty, as he had promised. Out of six hundred men in the regiment, seven had died during the winter, a mortality rate of twelve per thousand. In comparison, fifty-eight men per thousand had died in the other three regiments, and now that the fevers had come, that percentage was certain to rise.

So the colonel came to his doctor ready to be reasonable, and Rob J. signed the contract for another three months of employment with no hesitation. He could tell when he was in a good position.

What they had to do now, he told Symonds, was set up an ambulance to serve the regiment in battle.

The civilian Sanitary Commission had lobbied the secretary of war until finally ambulances and stretcher-bearers were part of the Army of the Potomac, but the reform movement had stopped there, without providing similar care for the wounded of the units in the Western sector. “We’re going to have to take care of ourselves,” Rob J. said.

He and Symonds sat cozily in front of the dispensary tent and smoked cigars, the smoke drifting into the warming spring air as he told the colonel of his trip to Cincinnati on the War Hawk. “I talked to men who just lay there on the battlefield for two days after they were hit. It was a mercy it rained because they were without water. One man told me that during the night, pigs came close to where he lay and began to eat the bodies. Some of them weren’t dead yet.”

Symonds nodded. He was familiar with all the terrible details. “What do you need?”

“Four men from each company.”

“You want an entire platoon to carry stretchers,” Symonds said, shocked. “This regiment is markedly under strength. To win battles I need fighters, not stretcher-bearers.” He considered the tip of his cigar. “Too many still are old and disabled, shouldn’t have been enlisted. Take some of those.”

“No. We need men strong enough to get to others under fire and bring them to safety. It isn’t a job that can be done by sickly old men.” Rob J. studied the troubled face of this young man he’d come to admire and pity. Symonds loved his troops and wanted to protect them, yet the colonel owned the unenviable job of having to expend human lives as if they were bullets or rations or chunks of firewood. “Suppose I use men from the regimental band,” Rob J. said. “They can tootle most of the time, and after a fight they can carry stretchers.”

Colonel Symonds nodded, relieved. “Very good. See if the bandmaster can give you some men.”

Bandmaster Warren Fitts had been a shoemaker for sixteen years when he was recruited in Fort Wayne. He had had rigorous musical training and as a young man had tried for several years to establish a music school in South Bend. When he left that town owing money, he’d turned with bitter relief to shoemaking, his father’s trade. His father had taught him well, and he was a good shoemaker. He’d earned a modest but comfortable living, and on the side gave music lessons, teaching both piano and the brass instruments. The war had refurbished dreams for him that he had thought worn out and discarded. At the age of forty he had been given a chance to recruit a military band and mold it as he wished. He had had to scour the musical talent of the Fort Wayne area to find enough musicians for the band, and now he listened with astonishment as the surgeon proposed to take some of his men for stretcher-bearers.

“Never!”

“They’d only have to be with me part of the time,” Rob J. said. “The rest of the time they would be with you.”

Fitts tried to hide his contempt. “Each musician has to give the band his undivided attention. When he’s not playing, he must practice and rehearse.”

From his own experience with the viola da gamba, Rob J. knew this was true. “Are there instruments in the band for which you have extra players?” he asked patiently.

The question struck a responsive chord in Fitts. His position as bandmaster was the closest he would ever come to being a conductor, and he was careful to see that his own appearance, and that of the band, was worthy of their roles as artists. Fitts had a full head of graying hair. His face was cleanshaven save for mustaches that he kept clipped; he dressed the ends with wax and twirled them into points. His uniform was carefully maintained, and the musicians knew they had to keep their brasses polished, their uniforms clean, and their boots blacked and buffed. And they had to march smartly, because when the bandmaster strutted out, wielding his baton, he wanted to be followed by a band that reflected his standards. But there were a few who marred this image …

“Wilcox, Abner,” he said. “Bugler.” Wilcox was decidedly walleyed. Fitts liked musicians to have physical beauty as well as talent. He couldn’t bear to see any sort of defect spoiling the crisp perfection of his ensemble, and he had assigned Wilcox to spare duties as a regimental bugler.

“Lawrence, Oscar. A drummer.” A clumsy sixteen-year-old boy whose lack of coordination not only made him a poor drummer but too often caused him to lose step when the band marched, so that his head sometimes bobbed out of rhythm with the heads of the other marchers.

“Ordway, Lanning,” Fitts said, and the surgeon gave a funny little nod. “E-flat bass cornet.” A mediocre musician and driver of one of the band’s wagons, who sometimes worked as a laborer. Adequate to play bass horn when they were providing music for the troops on Wednesday evenings or when they were practicing while seated in chairs on the drill field, but his limp made it impossible for him to march without destroying the military effect.

“Perry, Addison. Piccolo and fife.” A bad musician, and slovenly of person and dress. Fitts was happy to get rid of such dead wood.

“Robinson, Lewis. E-flat sopranino cornet.” A capable musician, Fitts had to admit to himself. But a source of extreme irritation, a smartass with aspirations. On several occasions Robinson had shown Fitts pieces he had said were original compositions, and had asked if perhaps the band could play them. He claimed to have had experience conducting a community philharmonic in Columbus, Ohio. Fitts didn’t need anyone looking over his shoulder or breathing down his neck.

“… And?” the surgeon asked him.

“And nobody else,” the bandmaster said with satisfaction.

All through the winter, Rob J. had watched Ordway from afar. He was nervous, because although Ordway’s enlistment had a long way to run, it wasn’t hard for a man to desert and disappear. But whatever kept the majority of them in the army also worked on Ordway, and he was one of the five privates who reported to Rob J., not an unpleasant-looking man for a suspected murderer, except for watery, anxious eyes.

None of the five was pleased to hear of his new assignment. Lewis Robinson reacted with panic. “I must play my music! I’m a musician, not a doctor.”

Rob J. corrected him. “Stretcher-bearer. For the time being, you’re a stretcher-bearer,” he said, and the others knew he was speaking to each of them.

He made the best of a bad bargain by asking the bandmaster to give up any demands on their time, and won that concession with suspicious ease. To train them, he began at the beginning, teaching them to roll bandages and form dressings, and then simulating various types of wounds and teaching them to apply the dressings needed. He taught them how to move and carry the wounded, and furnished each man with a small rucksack that contained dressings, bandages, a container of fresh water, and opium and morphine in powder and pills.

Several splints came with the army’s medical pannier, but Rob J. didn’t like them, and he requisitioned lumber that allowed the stretcher-bearers to make their own splints under his fussy direction. Abner Wilcox turned out to be an adequate carpenter, and innovative. He fashioned a number of excellent lightweight litters by stretching canvas between two poles. The supply officer offered a two-wheeled trap to be designated as an ambulance, but Rob J. had had years of answering house calls over bad roads, and knew that for evacuating wounded men over rough terrain he needed the security of four wheels. He found a sound buckboard and Wilcox built sides and a roof to enclose it. They painted it black, and Ordway very cleverly duplicated the medical caduceus that was printed on the pannier, painting one in silver on each side of the ambulance. From the remount officer Rob J. wheedled a pair of ugly but strong workhorses, castoffs like the rest of the rescue corps.

The five men were beginning to feel an unwilling group pride, but Robinson worried openly about the increased risks of their new assignment. “Of course there will be danger,” Rob J. said. “The infantry on the line faces danger too, and there’s danger in a cavalry charge, or there wouldn’t be need for litter-bearers.”

He’d always known that war corrupted, but he saw now that it had corrupted him as much as everyone else. He’d arranged the lives of these five young men so that now they were expected to go after the wounded again and again, as if they could shed musket rounds and shake off artillery, and he was trying to avert their enraged awareness by pointing out to them that they were members of the death generation. His specious words and attitude sought to disclaim his responsibility, as he tried desperately to believe with them that they were no worse off now than when their lives were complicated only by Fitts’s foolish temperament, and by how much expression they achieved in the playing of their waltzes and schottisches and quickstep marches.

He split them into litter teams: Perry and Lawrence. Wilcox and Robinson.

“What about me?” Ordway said.

“You will stick close to me,” Rob J. said.

Corporal Amasa Decker, the mailman, had come to know Rob J. because he delivered a steady stream of mail from Sarah, who wrote long and passionate letters. The fact that his wife was so physical had always been one of her charms for Rob J., and sometimes he lay in his hut and read letter after letter, transported so by desire that he imagined he could smell her scent. Though there were females in abundance in Cairo, ranging from the hired to the patriotic, he had made no attempt to approach a woman. He was afflicted with the curse of faithfulness.

He spent much of his free time writing tender, supportive letters as counterpoint to Sarah’s anguished heat. Sometimes he wrote to Shaman, and he wrote constantly in his journal. Other times he lay on his poncho and pondered how he could learn from Ordway what happened the day Makwa-ikwa was killed. He knew that somehow he had to gain Ordway’s confidence.

He thought of the report Ferocious Miriam had given him on the Know Nothings and their Order of the Star-Spangled Banner. Whoever had written that report—he’d always fancied it had been a spying priest—had passed himself off as a Protestant anti-Catholic. Could the same tactic be successful again? The report was in Holden’s Crossing with the rest of his papers. But he had read it so often and so intently that he found he remembered the signs and signals, the code words and the passwords—an entire panoply of secret communication that could have been invented by a dramatic boy with an overactive imagination.

Rob J. ran exercises with the stretcher-bearers, one of them playing wounded victim, and discovered that while two men could put a man into a litter and lift him into an ambulance, those same two men would quickly tire, and might collapse, if they had to carry the litter an appreciable distance. “We need a bearer on each corner,” Perry said, and Rob J. knew he was right. But that left him with only one manned litter, which clearly wasn’t adequate if the regiment ran into any sort of trouble at all.

He took his problem to the colonel. “What do you want to do about it?” Symonds asked.

“Use the entire band. Make my five trained stretcher-bearers corporals. Each of them can captain a litter in situations where we have lots of wounded, with three other musicians assigned to each corporal. If the soldiers have to choose between musicians who play wonderfully during a fight and musicians who will save their lives if they’re shot, I know how they’ll vote.”

“They won’t vote,” Symonds said dryly. “I do all the voting around here.” But he voted correctly. The five bearers sewed stripes on their sleeves, and whenever Fitts happened to pass Rob J., the bandmaster didn’t say hello.

In mid-May the weather turned hot. The encampment was located between the conjoining Ohio and Mississippi rivers, both befouled by runoff from the camp. But Rob J. issued half a bar of brown soap to each man in the regiment and the companies were marched, one at a time, to a clean place upstream on the Ohio, where the men were ordered to disrobe and bathe. At first they entered the water with curses and groans, but most of them were country-raised and couldn’t resist a swimming hole, and the bath deteriorated into splashing and horseplay. When they emerged they were inspected by their sergeants, with special emphasis on their heads and their feet, and to the jeers of their comrades, some were sent back for rewashing.

Some of the uniforms were ragged and motley, woven of inferior cloth. But Colonel Symonds had acquired a number of new uniforms, and when they were distributed the men correctly assumed they were to ship out. Both of the Kansas regiments had been taken down the Mississippi by steamboat. The conventional wisdom was that they’d gone to help Grant’s army take Vicksburg, and that the Indiana 131st would follow.

But on the afternoon of the twenty-seventh of May, with Warren Fitts’s band making a number of discernible nervous errors but playing lustily, the regiment was marched to the railroad yard instead of to the river. The men and the animals were loaded into boxcars, and there was a two-hour wait while wagons were lashed to flatcars, and then at dusk the 31st said good-bye to Cairo, Illinois.

The doctor and the stretcher-bearers rode in a hospital car. It was otherwise empty when they left Cairo, but within an hour a young private had fainted in one of the boxcars, and when he was brought to the hospital car, Rob J. found that he was burning with fever, and incoherent. He gave the boy alcohol sponge baths and made up his mind to offload him to a civilian hospital at the earliest opportunity.

Rob J. admired the hospital car, which would have been invaluable if they had been returning from battle instead of riding toward it. On each side of the aisle a triple tier of litters ran the length of the car. Each litter was cleverly suspended by means of India-rubber loops connecting its four corners to hooks set in the walls and posts, so that the stretching and contracting of the rubber absorbed much of the train’s jostle and sway. In the absence of patients, the five new corporals each had chosen a litter and agreed they couldn’t ride in greater comfort if they were generals. Addison Perry, who had proved he could doze anywhere, day or night, already was asleep, and so was the youngster, Lawrence. Lewis Robinson had taken a litter apart from the others, under the lantern, and was making little black pencil marks on a piece of paper, composing music.

They had no idea where they were going. When Rob J. walked to the end of the car and opened the door, the noise was loud and rackety, but he looked up between the swaying cars at the points of light in the sky and found the Big Dipper. He followed the two pointer stars at the end of the bowl, and there was the North Star.

“We’re traveling east,” he said, back in the car.

“Shit,” Abner Wilcox said. “They’re sending us to the Army of the Potomac.”

Lew Robinson stopped making his little black marks. “What’s wrong with that?”

“Potomac Army ain’t done nothin good, ever. All it does is wait around. When it fights, once in a blue moon, those fartheads always manage to lose to the rebels. I wanted to go to Grant. That man’s a general.”

“You don’t get killed waiting around,” Robinson said.

“I hate to go east,” Ordway said. “Whole damn East is full of Irishers, Roman Catholic scum. Filthy buggers.”

“Nobody performed better at Fredericksburg than the Irish Brigade. Most of them died,” Robinson said thinly.

It didn’t require much thought on Rob J.’s part, just an instant decision. He placed his fingertip under his right eye and slid it slowly down the side of his nose, the signal from one member of the order to another that he was saying too much.

Did it work, or was it coincidence? Lanning Ordway stared at him for a moment, then stopped talking and went to sleep.

At three o’clock in the morning there was a long stop at Louisville, where an artillery battery joined the troop train. The night air was heavier than in Illinois, and softer. Those who were awake left the train to stretch their legs, and Rob J. arranged for the sick corporal to be taken to the local hospital. When he was finished, he walked down the track, past two pissing men. “No time to dig sinks here, sir,” one of them said, and they both laughed. The civilian doctor was still a joke.

He went to where the battery’s great ten-pound Parrotts and twelve-pound howitzers were being secured to flatcars with heavy chains. The cannon were being loaded in the yellow light of large calcium lamps that sputtered and flickered, throwing shadows that appeared to move with a life of their own.

“Doctor,” someone said softly.

The man stepped out of the darkness next to him and took his hand, making the signal of recognition. Too nervous even to feel absurd, Rob J. endeavored to perform the countersign as though he had done it many times before.

Ordway looked at him. “Well,” he said.
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They came to hate the troop train. It crept so slowly across the length of Kentucky and wound so tiredly between the hills, a snake-shaped, boring jail. When the train entered Virginia the news traveled from car to car. The soldiers peered from the windows, expecting at once to witness the face of the enemy, but all they saw was a country of mountains and woods. When they stopped for fuel and water in small towns, the people were as friendly as they’d been in Kentucky, because the western section of Virginia supported the Union. They could tell when they reached the other part of Virginia. There were no women at the stations with drinks of cool mountain water or lemonade, and the men had bland, blank faces and watchful, heavy-lidded eyes.

The 131st Indiana detrained at a place called Winchester, an occupied town, blue uniforms everywhere. While the horses and equipment were unloaded, Colonel Symonds disappeared inside a headquarters building near the railroad station, and when he emerged the troops and the wagons were arrayed in marching order, and they set out southward.

When Rob J. had signed on, he’d been told he had to buy his own horse, but there had been no urgent need for him to have a horse in Cairo, because he didn’t wear a uniform or take part in parades. Besides, horses were scarce wherever the army was located, because the cavalry claimed every remount in sight, whether the animal ran races or pulled a plow. So now, horseless, he rode in the ambulance on the seat next to Corporal Ordway, who drove the team. Rob J. was still tense in Lanning Ordway’s presence, but Ordway’s only question had been to wonder warily why a member of the OSSB should “speak with a foreigner’s tongue,” referring to the trace of Scots burr that on occasion still crept into Rob J.’s speech. Rob had said he’d been born in Boston and taken to Edinburgh as a youth to be educated, and Ordway appeared satisfied. He was now cheerful and friendly, obviously pleased to be working for a man who had a political reason for taking good care of him.

They passed a marker on the dusty road that indicated it was the route to Fredericksburg. “God Almighty,” Ordway said. “I hope nobody’s got it in mind to send a second group of Yankees up against those rebel gunners on the heights at Fredericksburg.”

Rob J. could only agree.

Several hours before dusk the 131st came to the banks of the Rappahannock River, and Symonds halted them and ordered a camp. He called a meeting of all officers in front of his tent, and Rob J. stood on the fringes of the uniforms and listened.

“Gentlemen, for half a day we have been members of the Federal Army of the Potomac, under the command of General Joseph Hooker,” Symonds said.

He told them Hooker had gathered a force of about 122,000 men, spread out over a long perimeter. Robert E. Lee had about ninety thousand Confederates and was at Fredericksburg. Hooker’s cavalry had scouted Lee’s army for a long time and they were convinced Lee was getting ready to invade the North in an attempt to draw Union forces away from the siege at Vicksburg, but no one knew where or when the invasion would take place. “The people in Washington are understandably nervous, with the Confederate Army only a couple of hours away from the White House door. The 131st is traveling to join other units near Fredericksburg.”

The officers took the news soberly. They laid out several layers of pickets, far and near, and the camp settled down for the night. When Rob J. had eaten his pork and beans, he lay back and looked up at the fat summer stars of evening. It was too much for him to contemplate contending forces that were so enormous. About ninety thousand Confederate men! About 122,000 Union men! And all of them doing their best to kill one another.

A limpid night. The 614 soldiers of the Indiana 131st lay on the warm bare ground without bothering to raise tents. Most of them still had northern colds, and the sound of their coughing was enough to warn any nearby enemy of their existence. Rob J. had a brief doctor’s nightmare, wondering about the sound of 122,000 men all coughing at the same time. The acting assistant surgeon clasped his arms about his body, chilled. He knew that if two such giant armies were to meet and fight, it would take more than the men of the band to carry the wounded away.

It took them two and one-half days to march to Fredericksburg. On the way they almost succumbed to Virginia’s secret weapon, the chigger. The tiny red mite fell on them when they passed under overhanging trees and became attached to them as they walked through grass. If it clung to their clothing, it migrated until it reached bare skin, where it burrowed its entire body into human flesh to feed. Soon men had chigger rashes between their fingers and toes, in their buttocks and on their penises. The mite had a two-part body; if a soldier saw one working its way into his flesh and tried to pull it out, the chigger broke at its narrow waist, and the portion that was embedded did as much damage as a whole chigger would have. By the third day most of the soldiers were scratching and swearing, and some of the wounds already had begun to fester in the moist heat. Rob J. could do nothing more than sprinkle sulfur on the embedded insects, but a few of the men had had experience with chiggers, and they taught the rest that the only remedy was to hold the glowing end of a stick or a lighted cigar just off the skin until the chigger started to back up, drawn to the heat. Then it could be seized and pulled out slowly and carefully, so it wouldn’t break. All over the camp, men removed chiggers from one another, reminding Rob J. of the monkeys he used to watch grooming each other for lice in the Edinburgh Zoo.

Chigger misery didn’t eradicate terror. Their apprehension grew as they approached Fredericksburg, which had been the scene of such Yankee slaughter at the earlier battle. But when they arrived they saw only Union blue, because Robert E. Lee had adroitly and quietly pulled out his troops several nights earlier under cover of darkness, and his Army of Northern Virginia was heading north. The Union cavalry was scouting Lee’s progress but the Army of the Potomac wasn’t in pursuit, for reasons only General Hooker knew.

They camped at Fredericksburg for six days, resting, tending to blisters on their feet, removing chiggers, cleaning and oiling weapons. When they were off-duty, in small groups they climbed the ridge where only six months before almost thirteen thousand Union men had been killed or wounded. Looking down at the easy targets their comrades made struggling to climb after them, they were glad Lee had left before they got there.

When Symonds got new orders, they had to move north again. They were on the march along a dusty road when they heard the news that Winchester, where they had disembarked from their troop train, had been hit hard by Confederates under General Richard S. Ewell. It was another rebel victory—ninety-five Union men had been killed, 348 wounded, and more than four thousand were missing or taken prisoner.

Riding uncomfortably in the ambulance along that peaceful country lane, Rob J. didn’t allow himself to believe in combat, just as when he had been a young boy he hadn’t allowed himself to believe in death. Why should people die? It made no sense, since it was more pleasant to live. And why should people actually fight during a war? It was more pleasant to proceed sleepily down this curving, sun-baked road than to engage in the business of killing.

But just as Rob J.’s childhood disbelief in mortality had been ended by his father’s death, the reality of the present was brought home to him when they came to Fairfax Courthouse and he saw what the Bible meant when it described an enormous army as a host.

They camped on a farm in six fields amid artillery and cavalry and other infantry. Everywhere Rob J. looked there were Union soldiers. The army was in flux, troops coming and leaving. The day after the 131st arrived they learned that Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia already had invaded the North, crossing the Potomac River into Maryland. Once Lee had committed himself, so did Hooker, tardily sending the first units of his army north, trying to stay between Lee and Washington. It was forty more hours before the 131st fell in and resumed its northward march.

Each army was too large and diffuse to be relocated swiftly and completely. Part of Lee’s force still was in Virginia, moving to cross the river and join its commander. The two armies were shapeless, pulsating monsters, spreading and contracting, always on the move, sometimes alongside one another. When their edges happened to touch, there were skirmishes like bursts of sparks—at Upperville, at Haymarket, at Aldie, and a dozen other places. The Indiana 131st had no concrete evidence of the fighting except in the middle of one night when the outer line of pickets exchanged brief and ineffectual fire with horsemen who hurried away.

The men of the 131st crossed the Potomac in small boats at night, on the twenty-seventh of June. The next morning they resumed their march north, and Fitts’s band struck up “Maryland, My Maryland.” Sometimes when they came to people, somebody would wave, but the Maryland civilians they passed seemed unimpressed, because for days they had been witnessing troops marching through. Rob J. and the soldiers soon grew heartily sick of the Maryland state anthem, but the band still was playing it on the morning when they made their way through good rolling farmland and into a neat central village.

“What part of Maryland is this?” Ordway asked Rob J.

“I don’t know.” They were passing a bench on which an old man sat and watched the military. “Mister,” Rob J. called, “what’s the name of this pretty community?”

The compliment seemed to disconcert the old man. “Our town? This town is Gettysburg.”

Although the men of the 131st Indiana didn’t know it, the day they passed into Pennsylvania they had had a new commanding general for twenty-four hours. General George Meade had been named to replace General Joe Hooker, who paid the price for his tardy pursuit of the Confederates.

They went through the little town and marched along the Taneytown Road. The Union Army was massed south of Gettysburg, and Symonds called a halt at an enormous rolling meadow where they could camp. The air was heavy and hot and full of moisture and fearful bravado. The men of the 131st talked about the rebel yell. They hadn’t heard it when they were in Tennessee, but they had heard a lot about it, and listened to a lot of imitations. They wondered if they were going to hear the real thing in the next few days.

Colonel Symonds knew work was the best thing for nerves, so he got up labor parties and had them dig shallow firing positions behind piles of boulders that could be used as sangars. That night they went to sleep to birdsong and katydid shrill, and next morning awoke to more hot and heavy air and the sound of frequent firing several miles to the northwest, toward the Chambersburg Pike.

About eleven A.M. Colonel Symonds received new orders, and the 131st was marched half a mile over a wooded ridge to a meadow on high ground east of the Emmitsburg Road. Evidence that the new position was closer to the enemy was the grim discovery of six Union soldiers who seemed to be sprawled asleep on the mowing. All the dead pickets were barefoot, the poorly shod Southerners having stolen their shoes.

Symonds ordered new breastworks dug, and he placed living pickets. At Rob J.’s request, a long narrow log framework like a grape arbor was put up at the edge of the woods and roofed over with leafy branches to provide shade for the wounded, and outside this shelter Rob J. placed his operating table.

They learned from dispatch riders that the first gunfire had been a clash between cavalry. As the day progressed, the sounds of battle grew to the north of the 131st, a steady, hoarse noise of rifled muskets like the barking of thousands of deadly dogs, and a great ragged, unending cannon thunder. Each slight movement of the heavy air seemed to smite their faces.

Early in the afternoon the 131st was moved a third time that day and marched toward the town and the sound of the fighting, toward the flash of cannon fire and clouds of white-gray smoke. Rob J. had come to know the soldiers and was aware that most of them yearned for a minor wound, no more than a scratch, but one that would leave a mark when it quickly healed, so the folks back home could see how they had suffered for a valorous victory. But now they were moving toward where men were dying. They marched through the town, and presently, as they climbed a hill, they were surrounded by the sounds they had earlier heard from afar. Several times artillery rounds whooshed overhead, and they passed dug-in infantry and four batteries of cannon being fired. At the top, where they were told to settle in, they found they’d been placed in the middle of a burial ground that gave the place its name, Cemetery Hill.

Rob J. was setting up his medical station behind an imposing mausoleum that offered both protection and a little shade, when a heavily perspiring colonel came up and asked for the medical officer. He identified himself as Colonel Martin Nichols of the Medical Department, and said he was the organizer of medical services. “Are you experienced at surgery?” he asked.

It didn’t seem the time for modesty. “Yes, I am. Quite experienced,” Rob J. said.

“Then I need you at a hospital where serious cases are being sent for surgery.”

“If you don’t mind, Colonel, I want to remain with this regiment.”

“I do mind, Doctor, I do. I have some good surgeons, but also some young and inexperienced physicians performing vital surgery and making a damn mess of it. They’re amputating limbs without leaving flaps, and several are making stumps that have several inches of exposed bone. They’re trying strange experimental operations that experienced surgeons wouldn’t—resection of the head of the humerus, disarticulation of the hip joint, disarticulation of the shoulder joint. Making unnecessary cripples and patients who are going to wake up crying with terrible pain every morning for the rest of their lives. You’ll relieve one of those so-called surgeons, and I’ll send him up here to slap dressings onto the wounded.”

Rob J. nodded. He told Ordway he was in charge of the medical station until another doctor got there, and he followed Colonel Nichols down the hill.

The hospital was in town, in the Catholic church, which he saw was named for Saint Francis; he would have to remember to tell that to Ferocious Miriam. There was an operating table placed in the entry, with the double doors wide open to give the surgeon maximum light. The pews had been covered with boards spread with straw and blankets to make beds for the wounded. In a small, damp room in the cellar, illuminated by lamps that gave off a yellow light, there were two more surgical tables, and Rob J. took over one of these. He removed his coat and rolled up his sleeves as far as they would go, while a corporal of the First Cavalry Division administered chloroform to a soldier whose hand had been carried off by a cannonball. As soon as the boy was anesthetized, Rob J. took the arm off above the wrist, leaving a good flap for the stump.

“Next!” he called. Another patient was carried in, and Rob J. gave himself up to the work.

The basement was about twenty by forty feet. There was another surgeon at a table across the room, but he and Rob seldom looked at one another and had little to say. In the course of the afternoon Rob J. noted that the other man did good work, and he received a similar appraisal, and each of them focused on his own table. Rob J. probed for bullets and metal, replaced eviscerated intestines and sewed up the wounds, and amputated. And amputated some more. The minié ball was a slow-moving projectile, especially damaging when it hit bone. When it carried away or destroyed bone in large pieces, the only thing the surgeons could do was take the limb. On the dirt floor between Rob J. and the other surgeon there rose a pile of arms and legs. From time to time, men came in and took the severed limbs away.

After four or five hours, another colonel, this one in a gray uniform, came into the basement room and told the two doctors they were prisoners. “We’re better soldiers than you folks, we’ve taken the whole town. Your troops have been pushed to the north, and we’ve captured four thousand of you.” There wasn’t much to say. The other surgeon looked at Rob J. and shrugged. Rob J. was operating and told the colonel he was in the way of the light.

Whenever there was a brief lull, he tried to doze for a few minutes, on his feet. But there were few lulls. The warring armies slept at night, but the doctors worked steadily, trying to save the men the armies had torn apart. There was no window in the basement room, and the lamps were kept turned up. Soon Rob J. lost all comprehension of the time of day.

“Next,” he called.

Next! Next! Next!

It was the equivalent of having to clean out the Augean stable, because as soon as he finished with one patient, they carried in another. Some wore bloodstained and ragged gray uniforms and some wore bloodstained and ragged blue, but he soon understood they were available in inexhaustible supply.

Other things weren’t inexhaustible. The church hospital soon ran out of dressings; they had no food. The colonel who had told him the South had better soldiers, now told him the South had neither chloroform nor ether.

“You can’t put shoes on their feet or give them anesthesia for their pain. That’s why you’ll lose in the end,” Rob J. said without satisfaction, and asked the officer to round up a supply of liquor. The colonel went away, but sent someone with whiskey for the patients and hot pigeon soup for the doctors, which Rob J. drank down without tasting.

Without anesthesia, he got several strong men to hold the patients and he operated the way he had when he was younger, cutting, sawing, sewing, fast and expertly, the way William Fergusson had taught him. His victims screamed and thrashed. He didn’t yawn, and although he blinked a lot, his eyes stayed open. He was aware that his feet and ankles were becoming painfully swollen, and sometimes as they carried out one patient and carried in another, he stood and rubbed his right hand with his left. Every case was different, but there are only so many ways to destroy human beings and soon they were all the same, all duplicates, even the ones with their mouths destroyed, or their genitals shot off, or their eyes shot out.

The hours passed, one by one.

He came to feel he had spent most of his life in the small damp room cutting up human beings, and that he was damned to be there forever. But eventually there was change in the noises that reached them. The people in the church had grown accustomed to groans and cries, the cannon and musket sounds, the crumping of the mortars, and even the shuddering concussion of near-hits. But the firing and bombardment reached a new crescendo, a sustained frenzy of bursting sound that lasted for several hours, and then there was a relative silence in which those in the church suddenly could hear what they said to one another. Then there came a new sound, a roar that lifted and went on and on like the ocean, and when Rob J. sent a Confederate orderly to find out what it was, the man came back and muttered brokenly that it was the goddamn mizzable fuckin Yankees cheerin, that’s what it was.

Lanning Ordway came a few hours later and found him still standing in the little room.

“Doc. My God, Doc, you come with me.”

Ordway told him he’d been there the better part of two days, and told him where the 131st was bivouacked. And Rob J. allowed Mine Good Comrade and Mine Terrible Enemy to lead him away into a safe and untenanted storage room where a soft bed of clean hay could be prepared, and he lay down and he slept.

It was late the next afternoon when he was awakened by the groaning and screams of the wounded they had placed all around him on the storeroom floor. Other surgeons were at the tables, doing fine without him. There was no point in trying to use the church’s latrine, which long since had been overtaxed. He went outside into a hard, driving rain, and in the healing wet he emptied his bladder behind some lilac bushes that the Union owned again.

The Union owned all of Gettysburg again. Rob J. walked through the rain, taking in the sights. He forgot where Ordway had said the 131st was camped, and he asked everyone he met. Finally he found them spread out over several farm fields south of the town, hunkered inside their tents.

Wilcox and Ordway greeted him with warmth that moved him. They had eggs! While Lanning Ordway crushed hardtack and fried the crumbs and the eggs in pork grease for the doctor’s breakfast, they filled him in on what had happened, the bad first. The band’s best bass horn player, Thad Bushman, had been killed. “One tiny little hole in his chest, Doc,” Wilcox said. “Must of hit just the right spot.”

Of the litter-bearers, Lew Robinson was the first to get shot. “He got hit in the foot right after you left us,” Ordway said. “Oscar Lawrence got near cut in two by artillery yesterday.”

Ordway finished scrambling the eggs and set the pan before Rob J., who was thinking with genuine sorrow about the clumsy young drummer. But to his shame he couldn’t resist the food, wolfing it down.

“Oscar was too young. He should of been home with his momma,” Wilcox said bitterly.

Rob J. burned his mouth on the black coffee, which was terrible but tasted fine. “We all should have been home with our mommas,” he said, and belched. He finished the rest of the eggs slowly and had another cup of coffee while they told him what had happened while he was in the church cellar.

“That first day, they pushed us back to the high ground north of the town,” Ordway said. “That was the luckiest thing could of happened to us.

“The next day we was on Cemetery Ridge in a long skirmish line that run between two pairs of hills, Cemetery Hill and Culp’s Hill on the north, closest to the town, and Round Top and Little Round Top a couple of miles to the south. The fightin was terrible, terrible. A lot was killed. We kept busy haulin the wounded.”

“We did all right, too,” Wilcox said. “Just like you showed us.”

“I bet you did.”

“Next day the 131st was moved out onto Cemetery Ridge, to reinforce Howard’s Corps. Around noon we took a hell of a beatin from the Confederate cannon,” Ordway said. “Our forward pickets could see that while they was shellin us, a whole lot of Confederate troops was movin well below us, into the woods other side of the Emmitsburg Road. We could see metal, shiny here and there among the trees. They kept up the shellin for a hour or more, and they scored a good many hits too, but all the time we was gettin ready, because we knew they was goin to attack.

“Midafternoon, their cannon stopped, and so did ours. And then somebody yelled, ‘They’re comin!’ and fifteen thousand rebel bastards in gray uniforms stepped outta those woods. Those boys of Lee’s moved toward us shoulder to shoulder, line after line. Their bayonets was like a long curvin fence of steel pickets above their heads, with the sun bright and hard on it. They didn’t yell, didn’t say a word, just come toward us at a fast, steady walk.

“I tell you, Doc,” Ordway said, “Robert E. Lee whipped our arse lots of times and I know he’s a mean, smart sonofabitch, but he wasn’t smart here in Gettysburg. We couldn’t believe it, watchin them rebels come at us like that across open fields, with us on high, protected ground. We knew they was dead men, and they must of knew it too. We watched them come most a mile. Colonel Symonds and other officers up and down the line was yellin, ‘Hold your fire! Let em get close. Hold your fire!’ They must of been able to hear that too.

“When they was close enough for us to make out their faces, our artillery from Little Round Top and Cemetery Ridge opened up, and a lot of them just disappeared. Those that was left came at us through the smoke, and Symonds finally yelled ‘Fire!’ and everybody shot hisself a rebel. Somebody yelled, ‘Fredericksburg!’ and then everybody was yellin it. ‘Fredericksburg! Fredericksburg! Fredericksburg!’ and shootin and reloadin, and shootin and reloadin, and shootin …

“They reached the stone wall at the bottom of our ridge only at one place. Them that did fought like doomed men, but they was all killed or captured,” Ordway said, and Rob J. nodded. That, he knew, was when he had heard the cheering.

Wilcox and Ordway had worked all night carrying wounded, and now they were going back. Rob J. went with them, through the downpour. As they approached the place of the battle, he saw the rain was a blessing, because it kept down the smell of death, which already was terrible nonetheless. Swelling bodies lay everywhere. Amid the wreckage and carnage of war, rescuers searched to glean the living.

For the rest of the morning Rob J. worked in the rain, dressing wounds and carrying one corner of a litter. When he brought the wounded to the hospitals, he saw why his boys had had eggs. Wagons were being unloaded everywhere. There was plenty of medicine and anesthesia, plenty of dressings, plenty of food. Surgeons were three deep at every operating table. A grateful United States had heard that at last they had a victory, paid for at a terrible price, and they had determined nothing should be spared those who had survived.

Near the railroad depot he was approached by a civilian man about his own age, who asked him politely if he knew where it might be possible to get a soldier embalmed, as if asking him for the time of day or the directions to the town building. The man said he was Winfield S. Walker, Jr., a farmer from Havre de Grace, Maryland. When he’d heard of the battle, something had told him to come and see his son Peter, and he had found him among the dead. “Now I would like to have the body embalmed so I can take him home, don’t you know.”

Rob J. did. “I’ve heard they are embalming at the Washington House Hotel, sir.”

“Yessir. But they told me there they have an exceedingly long list, many before me. I thought to look elsewhere.” His son’s body was at the Harold farm, a farmhouse-hospital off the Emmitsburg Road.

“I’m a physician. I can do it for you,” Rob J. said.

He had the necessary items in the medical pannier back at the 131st, and he went and collected them and then met Mr. Walker at the farmhouse. Rob J. had to tell him as delicately as possible to go get an army coffin that was zinc-lined, because there would be leakage. While the father was off on that sorry errand, he tended to the son, in a bedroom where six other dead men were stored. Peter Walker was a beautiful young man, perhaps twenty years old, with his father’s chiseled features and thick dark hair. He was unmarked save that a shell had torn off his left leg at the thigh. He had bled to death, and his body had the whiteness of a marble statue.

Rob J. mixed an ounce of chloride of zinc salts into two quarts of alcohol and water. He tied off the artery in the severed leg so the fluid would be retained, then slit the femoral artery of the uninjured leg and injected the embalming fluid into it with a syringe.

Mr. Walker had no trouble getting a casket from the army. He tried to pay for the embalming, but Rob J. shook his head. “One father helping another,” he said.

The rain continued. It was a beastly rain. In the first savage downpour, it had brought some small streams over their banks and drowned some of the severely wounded. Now it fell more gently, and he went back to the battlefield and looked for wounded until dusk. He stopped then, because younger and stronger men had appeared with lamps and torches to search the battlefield, and because he was bone tired.

The Sanitary Commission had set up a kitchen in a warehouse near the center of Gettysburg, and Rob J. went there and had soup containing the first beef he had had in months. He had three bowls, and six slices of white bread.

After he had eaten, he went into the Presbyterian church and went along the pews, stopping at each improvised bed to try to do some homely thing that might help—give water, wipe a sweaty face. Whenever the patient was a Confederate, he always asked the same question. “Son, have you ever run across, in your army, a twenty-three-year-old yellow-haired man from Holden’s Crossing, Illinois, name of Alexander Cole?”

But nobody he talked to ever had.


54

SKIRMISHING
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As rain fell again in sheets, General Robert E. Lee picked up his bloodied army and limped slowly back into Maryland. Meade didn’t have to let him get away. The Army of the Potomac was hurt badly too, with more than twenty-three thousand casualties, including some eight thousand dead or missing, but the Northerners were flushed with victory and far stronger than Lee’s men, who were slowed and hampered by a wagon train of wounded stretching behind them fully seventeen miles. But just as Hooker had failed to act in Virginia, now Meade failed to act in Pennsylvania, and there was no pursuit.

“Where does Mr. Lincoln find his generals?” Symonds muttered to Rob J. in disgust. But if the delay frustrated colonels, the enlisted men were content to rest and recover, and perhaps write home the extraordinary news that they were still alive.

Ordway found Lewis Robinson in one of the farmhouse hospitals. His right foot had been amputated four inches above the ankle. He was thin and pale but otherwise appeared in good health. Rob J. examined the stump and told Robinson it was healing well and that the man who had cut off his foot had known his job. Clearly Robinson was happy to be out of the war; there was a sense of relief in his eyes that was so profound it was almost palpable. Rob J. felt that Robinson had been bound to be hit, because he had feared the possibility so. He brought Robinson his sopranino cornet and some pencils and paper and knew he would be all right, because you didn’t need two feet to compose music or play the horn.

Both Ordway and Wilcox were promoted to sergeant. A number of the men had been promoted, Symonds filling the regimental table of organization with the survivors, handing out the ratings and ranks that had belonged to the fallen. The 131st Indiana had received eighteen percent casualties, which was light compared to many regiments. A regiment from Minnesota had lost eighty-six percent of its men. That regiment and several others were wiped out, in effect. Symonds and his staff officers spent several days recruiting survivors of the ruined regiments, with success, bringing the 131st’s strength up to 771 men. With some embarrassment, the colonel told Rob J. he’d found a regimental surgeon. Dr. Gardner Coppersmith had been with one of the disbanded Pennsylvania units as a captain, and Symonds had lured him with promotion. A graduate of a Philadelphia medical school, he’d had two years of combat experience. “I’d make you regimental surgeon in a minute if you weren’t a civilian, Doc Cole,” Symonds said. “But the slot calls for an officer. You understand that Major Coppersmith will be your superior, that he’ll run things?”

Rob J. assured him that he understood.

For Rob J. it was a complicated war, fought by a complicated nation. In the newspaper he read that there had been a race riot in New York because of resentment over the first drawing of names for the military draft. A mob of fifty thousand, most of them Irish Catholic workingmen, set fire to the draft office, the offices of the New York Tribune, and a Negro orphanage, fortunately empty of children at the time. Apparently blaming Negroes for the war, they swarmed through the streets, beating and robbing every black person they could find, murdering and lynching Negroes for several days before the riot was put down by federal troops freshly returned from fighting Southerners at Gettysburg.

The story wounded Rob J.’s spirit. Native-born Protestants loathed and oppressed Catholics and immigrants, and Catholics and immigrants scorned and murdered Negroes, as if each group fed off its hate, needing the nourishment provided by the bone marrow of someone weaker.

When Rob J. had prepared for citizenship he’d studied the United States Constitution and marveled at its provisions. Now he saw that the genius of those who had written the Constitution was that it foresaw man’s weakness of character and the continuing presence of evil in the world, and sought to make individual freedom the legal reality to which the country had to return again and again.

He was fascinated by what made men hate one another, and studied Lanning Ordway as if the lame sergeant were a bug under his microscope. If Ordway didn’t spew hatred every now and then, like a kettle running over, and if Rob J. didn’t know that a terrible unpunished crime had been committed a decade before in his own Illinois woods, he would have found Ordway among the more likable young men in the regiment. Now he was watching the litter-bearer grow and blossom, probably because the experiences Ordway had had in the army represented more success than he had ever before achieved.

There was a spirit of success in the entire regiment. The Indiana 131st Regimental Band showed dash and elan as it went from hospital to hospital, giving concerts for the wounded. The new tuba player wasn’t as good as Thad Bushman had been, but the musicians played with pride, because they’d shown they were valuable during battle.

“We been through the worst together,” Wilcox announced solemnly one night when he had had too much to drink, fixing Rob J. with his ferocious walleyed squint. “We strolled in and out of the jaws of death, sashayed on through the Valley of the Shadow. We stared right into the damned eyes of the terrible critter. We heered the rebel yell and hollered back.”

The men treated one another with great tenderness. Sergeant Ordway and Sergeant Wilcox and even sloppy Corporal Perry were honored because they’d led their fellow musicians to pluck up wounded soldiers and carry them back under fire. The story of Rob J.’s two-day marathon with the scalpel was repeated in all the tents, and the men knew he was responsible for the ambulance service in their regiment. They smiled warmly to see him now, and nobody mentioned latrines.

His new popularity pleased him inordinately. One of the soldiers of B Company, Second Brigade, a man named Lyon, even brought him a horse. “Just found him walking riderless by the side of the road. I thunk of you right away, Doc,” Lyon said, handing him the reins.

Rob J. was embarrassed but elated by this evidence of affection. True, the mud-colored horse wasn’t much, a skinny and swaybacked gelding. Probably he’d belonged to a slain or wounded rebel soldier, because both the animal and the bloodstained saddle bore the CSA brand. The horse’s head and his tail drooped, his eyes were dull, and his mane and tail were full of burrs. He looked like a horse that had worms. But, “Why, soldier, he’s beautiful!” Rob J. said. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“I figger forty-two dollars would be fair,” Lyon said.

Rob J. laughed, more tickled by his own foolish yearning for love than by the situation. When the dickering was over, the horse was his in exchange for $4.85 and the promise that he wouldn’t bring Lyon up on charges as a battlefield looter.

He gave the animal a good feed, patiently picked the burrs from his mane and tail, washed the blood off the saddle and rubbed oil on the horse where the leather had chafed, and brushed the gelding’s coat. When all that was done, it was still an extremely sorry-looking horse, so Rob J. named him Pretty Boy, on the outside chance that perhaps such a name would give the ugly animal a modicum of pleasure and self-respect.

He was riding the horse when the Indiana 131st marched out of Pennsylvania on August 17. Pretty Boy’s head and tail still drooped, but he moved along with the loose, steady gait of a beast that was accustomed to the long ride. If anybody in the regiment didn’t know for certain which direction they were heading, all doubt disappeared when Bandmaster Warren Fitts blew his whistle, lifted his chin and his baton, and the band began to play “Maryland, My Maryland.”

The 131st recrossed the Potomac six weeks after Lee’s troops and a full month after the first units of their own army. They followed the late summer south, and the mild and seductive autumn didn’t catch up with them until they were well into Virginia. They were veterans, chigger-wise and battle-tested, but most of the action of the war at that moment was in the western theater, and for the 131st Indiana, things were quiet. Lee’s army moved along the Shenandoah Valley, where Union scouts spied on it and said it was in good condition except for an obvious shortage of supplies, especially decent shoes.

The Virginia skies were dark with fall rains when they came to the Rappahannock and found evidence that the Confederates had camped there in the not-distant past. Over Rob J.’s objections, they raised their tents right on the former Rebel campsite. Major Coppersmith was a well-educated and competent doctor, but he didn’t hold with worrying about a little shit, and he never bothered anybody about digging latrines. He wasn’t subtle about informing Rob J. that the time was over when an acting assistant surgeon could make medical policy for the regiment. The major liked to run his own sick call, unassisted, except on days when he might be feeling poorly, which wasn’t often. And he said that unless an engagement turned into another Gettysburg, he thought that he and one enlisted man were enough to apply dressings at a medical station.

Rob smiled at him. “What does that leave for me?”

Major Coppersmith frowned and smoothed his mustaches with a forefinger. “Well, I’d like you to handle the litter-bearers, Dr. Cole,” he said.

So Rob J. found himself caught by the monster he had created, trapped in the web of his own spinning. He had no desire to join the litter men, but once they became his main task, it seemed foolish to think that he would simply send the teams out and watch to see what happened to them. He recruited his own team: two musicians—the new bass horn player, name of Alan Johnson, and a fifer named Lucius Wagner—and for the fourth man, he drafted Corporal Amasa Decker, the regimental postmaster. The litter teams took turns going out. He told the new men, as he had told the first five litter-bearers (one now dead and one now an amputee), that going after wounded involved no more danger than anything else connected with war. He assured himself that everything would be all right, and he placed his litter team in the rotation schedule.

The 131st and a lot of other units of the Army of the Potomac followed the trail of the Confederates along the Rappahannock River to its chief tributary, the Rapidan, moving along water that reflected the gray of the skies, day after day. Lee was outnumbered and outsupplied and kept ahead of the federals. Things didn’t heat up in Virginia until the war in the western theater turned very sour for the Union. General Braxton Bragg’s Confederates struck a terrible blow against General William S. Rosecrans’ Union forces on Chicamauga Creek, outside of Chattanooga, with more than sixteen thousand federal casualties. Lincoln and his cabinet held an emergency meeting and decided to detach Hooker’s two corps from the Army of the Potomac in Virginia and send them to Alabama by rail, to support Rosecrans.

With Meade’s army deprived of two corps, Lee stopped running. He split his army in two and tried to flank Meade, moving west and north, toward Manassas and Washington. So skirmishing began.

Meade was careful to keep between Lee and Washington, and the Union Army fell back a mile or two at a time, until they had given up forty miles to the Southern assault, with sporadic fighting.

Rob J. observed that each of the litter-bearers approached his task differently. Wilcox went after a wounded man with dogged determination, while Ordway showed an uncaring bravery, scuttling out like a great fast crab with his uneven gait, and carrying the victim back carefully, holding his end of the stretcher high and steady, taking the strain on his muscular arms to compensate for his limp. Rob J. had several weeks to think about his first pickup before it occurred. His trouble was, he had as much imagination as Robinson, and maybe more. He could think about getting hit in any number of ways and circumstances. In his tent and by lamplight he did a series of drawings for his journal, showing Wilcox’s team running out, three men bent against a possible headwind of lead, the fourth carrying the stretcher in front of him as he ran, a flimsy shield. He showed Ordway coming back, carrying the right-rear corner of the stretcher, the other three bearers with tight, scared faces, and Ordway’s thin lips bent into a rictus that was half-smile, half-snarl, a largely no-account man who had finally found something he was very good at. What would Ordway do, Rob J. wondered, when the war ended and he couldn’t go after wounded men under fire?

Rob J. drew no pictures of his own team. They hadn’t gone out yet.

Their first time was on November 7. The Indiana 131st was sent across the Rappahannock near a place called Kelly’s Ford. The regiment crossed the river at midmorning but soon was bogged down by intense enemy fire, and within ten minutes word came to the ambulance corps that somebody had been hit. Rob J. and his three bearers went forward to a riverside hay field where half a dozen men huddled behind an ivy-covered stone wall, firing into the woods. All the way up to the wall, Rob J. expected the bite of a projectile into his flesh. The air felt too thick to suck up into his nostrils. It was as if he had to force his way through it by brute strength, and his limbs seemed to work slowly.

The soldier had been hit in the shoulder. The ball was in the flesh and needed to be probed for, but not under fire. Rob J. took a dressing from his Mee-shome and bandaged the wound, making certain the bleeding was controlled. Then they put the soldier on the litter and started back at a good pace. Rob J. was aware of the broad target his exposed back presented at the rear of the litter. He could hear every shot that was fired, and the sounds of bullets passing, tearing through the tall grass, thunking solidly into the earth near them.

Amasa Decker grunted on the other side of the litter.

“You hit?” Rob J. gasped.

“Naw.”

Feet thudding, they half-ran with their burden, sliding after an eternity into the shallow defilade in which Major Coppersmith had set up his medical station.

When they had given over the patient to the surgeon, the four bearers lay on the soft grass like fresh-caught trout.

“They sounded like bees, those miniés,” Lucius Wagner said.

“I thought we was shit dead,” Amasa Decker said. “Didn’t you, Doc?”

“I was scared, but I figured I had some protection.” Rob J. showed them the Mee-shome, and told them its strap of cords, the Izze cloths, would protect him from being hurt by bullets, according to the Sauk promise. Decker and Wagner listened seriously, Wagner with a small smile.

That afternoon, firing almost ceased. The sides were at stalemate until around dusk, when two entire Union brigades crossed the river and swept past the 131st’s position in the only bayonet charge Rob J. would see in the war. The 131st infantry fixed its own bayonets and joined the attack, whose surprise and ferocity allowed the Union to overrun the enemy, killing or capturing several thousand Confederates. Union losses were light, but Rob J. and his bearers went out half a dozen more times for wounded men as evening fell. The three soldiers had become convinced that Doc Cole and his Injun medicine bag made them a lucky crew, and by the time they had come back safely for the seventh time, Rob J. believed in the power of his Mee-shome as strongly as any of them.

That night in their tent, after the wounded had been tended to, Gardner Coppersmith looked at him with shining eyes. “Glorious bayonet charge, wasn’t it, Cole?”

He treated the question seriously. “More butchery,” he said, very tired.

The regimental surgeon regarded him with disgust. “If you feel that way, why the hell are you here?”

“Because this is where the patients are,” Rob J. said.

Still, by the end of the year he had decided he would leave the Indiana 131st. It was where the patients were; he’d come to the army to give good medical care to soldiers, and Major Coppersmith wouldn’t allow him to do that. He saw that it was a waste of an experienced physician for him to do little more than carry a stretcher, and it made no sense for an atheist to live as if he were seeking martyrdom or sainthood. It was in his mind to go back home when his contract ran out, the first week of 1864.

Christmas Eve was a strange affair, sorry and touching at the same time. There were services of worship before the tents. On one side of the Rappahannock the musicians of the 131st Indiana played “Adeste Fidelis.” When they were done, a Confederate band on the far bank played “God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen,” the music floating eerily over the dark waters, and then started right in on “Silent Night.” Bandmaster Fitts raised his baton and the Union band and the Confederate musicians played together, the soldiers of both sides singing along. They could see each other’s fires.

As it turned out, it was a silent night, no gunfire. For supper there had been no festive birds, but the army had provided a very acceptable soup with something in it that may have been beef, and each soldier of the regiment was given a tot of holiday whiskey. That may have been a mistake, for it

whetted thirsts for more of the same. After the concert, Rob J. met Wilcox and Ordway, weaving in from where they had killed a jug of sutler’s rotgut at the edge of the river. Wilcox was supporting Ordway, but he was unsteady himself.

“You go on to sleep, Abner,” Rob J. told him. “I’ll see this one into his tent.” Wilcox nodded and walked away, but Rob J. didn’t do as he had promised. Instead, he helped Ordway away from the tents and sat him against a boulder.

“Lanny,” he said. “Lan, boy. Let us talk, you and I.”

Ordway considered him with half-closed drunkard’s eyes. “… Merry Christmas, Doc.”

“Merry Christmas, Lanny. Let’s talk about the Order of the Star-Spangled Banner,” Rob J. said.

So he decided that whiskey was a key that would unlock everything Lanning Ordway knew.

On January 3, when Colonel Symonds came to him with another contract, he was watching Ordway carefully filling his knapsack with fresh dressings and morphia pills. Rob J. hesitated only a moment, never taking his eyes off Ordway. Then he scribbled his signature and signed on for another three months.
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“WHEN DID YOU MEET ELLWOOD R. PATTERSON?”
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Rob J. thought he’d been very subtle, very circumspect, in the way he had questioned the drunken Ordway on Christmas Eve. The interrogation had confirmed his picture of the man, and of the OSSB.

Sitting against the tent post, with his journal against his drawn-up knees, he wrote the following:

Lanning Ordway began going to meetings of the American party in Vincennes, Indiana, “five years before I was old enough to vote.”

(He asked me where I had joined, and I said, “Boston.”)

He was taken to the meetings by his father, “because he wanted me to be a good American.” His father was Nathanael Ordway, an employed broom maker. The meetings were on the second floor over a tavern. They would go through the tavern, out the back door, up a flight of stairs. His father rapped the signal on the door. He remembers that his father was always proud when “the Guardian of the Gate” (!) looked out at them through a peekhole and let them come in “because we were good people.”

Within a year or so, when his father was drunk or sick, Lanning sometimes went to the meetings alone. When Nathanael Ordway died (“of drink and pleurisy”), Lanning went to Chicago to work in a saloon off the railroad yards on Galena Street, where a cousin of his father dispensed whiskey. He cleaned up after sick drunkards, spread fresh sawdust every morning, washed the long mirrors, polished the brass rail—whatever had to be done.

It was natural for him to search out a Know Nothing chapter in Chicago, like making contact with family, because he had more in common with the American party regulars than with his father’s cousin. The party worked to elect only public officials who would hire American-born workers in preference to immigrants. Despite his lameness (from talking to him and observing him, I believe he was born with a hip socket that is too shallow), the regulars learned to call on him when they needed somebody young enough to do important errands and old enough to keep his mouth closed.

It was a source of pride to him when, after only a couple of years, at the age of seventeen, he was brought into the secret Order of the Star-Spangled Banner. He intimated it was a source of hope too, because he felt that a poor and crippled American-born youth needed the connections of a powerful organization if he was going to amount to anything, “with foreign Roman Catholics willing to work every American job for almost no money at all.”

The order “did things the party couldn’t do.” When I asked Ordway what he did for the order, he said, “This and that. Traveled about, here and there.”

I asked if he had ever run across a man named Hank Cough, and he blinked. “Of course I know him. And you know that man too? Imagine that. Yes. Hank!”

I asked where Cough was, and he looked at me strangely. “Why, he’s in the army.”

But when I asked what work they had done together, he put his fore-finger under his eye and ran it down his nose. And he staggered to his feet, and the interview was over.

Next morning, Ordway gave no sign that he recalled the questioning. Rob J. was careful to stay away from him for a few days. In fact several weeks passed before another such opportunity presented itself, because the sutler’s supplies of whiskey had been bought out by the troops during the holiday season, and the Northern merchants who traveled with the Union forces were afraid to replenish their whiskey in Virginia, for fear that the product might be poisoned.

But an acting assistant surgeon had a supply of government-issued whiskey for medicinal purposes. Rob J. gave the jug to Wilcox, knowing he would share it with Ordway. That night he waited and watched for them, and when finally they arrived, Wilcox merry, Ordway morose, he said good night to Wilcox and took charge of Ordway as he had done before. They went to the same boulders, away from the tents.

“Well, Lanny,” Rob J. said. “Let us have another talk.”

“About what, Doc?”

“When did you meet Ellwood R. Patterson?”

The man’s eyes were like icy pins. “Who are you?” Ordway said, and his voice was completely sober.

Rob J. was ready for hard truth. He had waited a long time. “Who do you think I am?”

“I think you’re a goddamned Catholic spy, askin all those questions.”

“I have more questions. I have questions about the Indian woman you killed.”

“What Indian woman?” Ordway asked in genuine horror.

“How many Indian women have you killed? Do you know where I’m from, Lanny?”

“You said Boston,” Ordway said sullenly.

“That was before. I’ve lived in Illinois for years. A little town called Holden’s Crossing.”

Ordway looked at him and said nothing.

“The Indian woman who was killed, Lanny. She was my friend, she worked for me. Her name was Makwa-ikwa, in case you never knew. She was raped and murdered in my woods, on my farm.”

“The Indian woman? My God. Get away from me, you crazy misery, I don’t know what you’re talkin about. I warn you. If you’re a smart person—if you know what’s good for your welfare at all, you son of a prickbastard spy—you’ll forget anythin and everythin you may think you know about Ellwood R. Patterson,” Ordway said. Lurching past Rob J., he walked unevenly into the darkness, moving as fast as if he were being fired upon.

Rob J. kept one eye on him all the next day without seeming to watch him. He saw him drill his team of bearers, saw him inspect their knapsacks, listened to him warn them they must be very chary of using morphine pills, because the regiment was just about out, until the army came up with more. Lanning Ordway, he had to acknowledge, had turned into a good and efficient sergeant of the Ambulance Corps.

In the afternoon he saw Ordway in his tent laboring over a paper, pencil in hand. It took him long hours.

After retreat, Ordway brought an envelope to the postal tent.

Rob J. made a stop and then went to the post office himself. “I found a sutler this morning with some real cheese,” he told Amasa Decker. “I left a hunk of it in your tent.”

“Why, Doc, that was kind,” Decker said, very pleased.

“I have to take care of my litter-bearers, don’t I? You’d best go and eat it before someone else finds it. I’ll be happy to play postmaster while you’re gone.”

That was all it took. Directly after Decker hurried off, Rob J. went to the box of outgoing mail. It took him only a few minutes to find the envelope and slip it into his Mee-shome.

It wasn’t until he was alone in the privacy of his own tent that he took out the letter and opened it. It was addressed to: Rev David Goodnow, 237 Bridgeton Street, Chicago, Illinois.

Dere Mr Goodnow, Lanning Ordway. Im in the Indiana 131, you recawl. Ther is a man here, askin kwestians. Doctur, name of Robit Col. He wants to no abowt Henry. He talks funny, I bin wachin him. He wants to no abowt L. wood Padson. Tole me we rapt and kilt that injun gurl, that time in Illnois. I kin tak kare a him, lots a ways. But I yuse my head an let you no so you kin fine owt how he fine owt abowt us. Im a sgt. Wen the war ends Ile werk for the Odder agin. Lanning Ordway.
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ACROSS THE RAPPAHANNOCK
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Rob J. was painfully aware that in the midst of a war, with weapons at every hand and on every person, and with wholesale murder unremarkable, there would be many ways and many opportunities available for an experienced killer who was determined to “tak kare” of him.

For four days he tried to be aware of what was behind his back, and for five nights he slept lightly or not at all.

He lay awake wondering how Ordway would attempt it. He decided that in Ordway’s place and temperament, he would wait until both of them were participants in a noisy skirmish, with lots of firing. On the other hand, he had no idea whether Ordway might be a knife fighter. If Rob J. were found stabbed, or with his throat cut, after a long dark night when every jittery picket had speculated that each moon-shadow was a Confederate infiltrator, there would be little surprise or investigation of his death.

This situation was changed on January 19, when Company B of the Second Brigade was sent across the Rappahannock on what was supposed to be a quick intelligence probe and then a swift withdrawal, but didn’t work out that way. Instead, the light company of infantry found Confederate positions in strength where they hadn’t expected Confederates to be, and they were pinned down by enemy fire in an exposed place.

It was a repeat of the situation in which the entire regiment had found itself some weeks earlier, but instead of some seven hundred men with fixed bayonets charging across the river to mend the situation, there was no support from the Army of the Potomac. The 107 men stayed where they were and took the fire all day, returning it as best they could. When darkness fell, they fled back across the river, bringing along four dead bodies and seven wounded men.

The first person they carried into the hospital tent was Lanning Ordway.

Ordway’s crewmen said he’d been hit just before nightfall. He had reached into his jacket pocket for the paper-wrapped hard biscuit and piece of fried pork he had placed there that morning, when two minié balls struck him in swift succession. One of the balls had taken a chunk from his abdomen wall, and a loop of grayish abdomen now protruded. Rob J. started to push it back inside, thinking to close the wound, but he saw several other things quickly, and he recognized that he couldn’t do anything to save Ordway.

The second wound was perforating, and too much damage had been done internally, to the bowel or stomach, or perhaps both. He knew if he opened the belly he’d find the body’s hemorrhaged blood pooled in the abdominal cavity. Ordway’s drained face was white as milk.

“Is there anything you want, Lanny?” he asked gently.

Ordway’s lips worked. His eyes locked with Rob J.’s, and a certain calmness Rob J. had seen before in the dying revealed that he was aware. “Water.”

It was the worst thing to give a man who was gut-shot, but Rob J. knew it didn’t matter. He took two opium pills from his Mee-shome and gave them to Ordway with a long drink. Almost at once Ordway vomited redly.

“Do you want a minister?” Rob J. asked as he worked to make things right. But Ordway made no reply, only kept looking at him.

“Maybe you want to tell me exactly what happened to Makwa-ikwa that day in my woods. Or tell me about anything else, anything at all.”

“You … hell,” Ordway managed.

Rob J. didn’t believe that he ever would go to hell. He didn’t believe Ordway or anyone else would go there, either, but it wasn’t a time for debate. “I thought it might help you to talk just now. If you have anything to get off your mind.”

Ordway closed his eyes and Rob J. knew he had to leave him in peace.

He always hated to lose somebody to death, but he especially hated the loss of this man who’d been prepared to kill him, because locked in Ordway’s brain was information he had yearned after for years, and when the man’s brain died like a turned-off lamp, the information would be gone.

He knew, too, that in spite of everything, something within him had responded to the strange, complicated young man who had been caught in the grinder. What would it have been like to have known an Ordway who had been delivered of his mother without injury, who had had some schooling instead of illiteracy, some care instead of hunger, and a different birthright from his drinking father?

He knew the futility of such speculation, and when he glanced at the still figure he saw that Ordway was beyond any consideration.

For a time he handled the ether cone while Gardner Coppersmith removed a minié ball, not unskillfully, from the meaty part of a boy’s left buttock. Then he returned to Ordway and tied up his jaw and weighted his eyelids with pennies, and they laid him on the ground next to the four others Company B had brought back.
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THE FULL CIRCLE
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On February 12, 1864, Rob J. wrote in his journal:

Two rivers back home, the great Mississippi and the modest Rock, have placed their mark on my life, and now in Virginia I’ve come to know another mismatched pair of rivers too well, witnessing repeated slaughter along the Rappahannock and the Rapidan. Both the Army of the Potomac and the Army of Northern Virginia have sent small groups of infantry and cavalry across the Rapidan to have at one another all through the late winter and into early spring. As casually as I crossed the Rock in former times to visit an ailing neighbor or catch an emerging child, now I accompany troops across the Rapidan in dozens of places, seated on Pretty Boy or splashing on foot over shallow fords, or riding over deep water in boats or on rafts. This winter there was no big battle that killed thousands, but I’ve become accustomed to seeing a dozen bodies, or one. There’s something infinitely more tragic about a single dead man than there is about a field full of corpses. I’ve learned somehow not to see the hale and the dead, but to focus on the wounded, going out and fetching young damned fools, more often than not under fire from other young damned fools….

The soldiers on both sides had taken to pinning to their clothing slips of paper bearing their names and addresses, in the hope that their loved ones would be notified if they became casualties. Neither Rob J. nor the three stretcher-bearers on his team bothered with the identification labels. They went out now without thought or fear, because Amasa Decker, Alan Johnson, and Lucius Wagner had become convinced that Makwa-ikwa’s medicine truly was protecting them, and Rob J. had allowed himself to be infected by their conviction. It was as if the Mee-shome somehow generated a force that deflected all bullets, making their bodies inviolable.

Sometimes it seemed there had always been the war, and that it would exist forever. Yet Rob J. could see changes. One day he read in a tattered copy of the Baltimore American that all white Southern males between seventeen and fifty had been conscripted for service in the Confederate Army. It meant that from then on, whenever a Confederate became a casualty he would be irreplaceable, and his army would grow smaller. Rob J. saw with his own eyes that the Confederate soldiers who were taken or killed all wore ragged uniforms and sorry shoes. He wondered desperately whether Alex was alive, and fed, and clothed, and shod. Colonel Symonds announced that soon the 131st Indiana would receive a quantity of Sharps carbines equipped with priming magazines that would allow rapid fire. And that summed up where the war seemed to be heading, with the North manufacturing better guns, ammunition, and ships, and the South struggling with dwindling manpower and a dearth of anything that had to be made in a factory.

The problem was, the Confederates didn’t seem to realize that they labored under a terrible industrial disadvantage, and they fought with a fierceness that promised the war wouldn’t soon end.

One day late in February the four litter-bearers were summoned to where a captain named Taney, the commander of Company A of the First Brigade, lay stoically smoking a cigar after a ball had chopped through his shin. Rob J. saw there was no point in applying a splint because several inches of the tibia and the fibula had been carried away, and the leg would have to be amputated halfway between the ankle and the knee. When he reached to take a dressing out of the Mee-shome, the medicine bag wasn’t there.

With a sick lurch of his stomach, he knew exactly where he had left it, on the grass outside the hospital tent.

The others knew too.

He took the leather belt from around Alan Johnson’s waist and used it as a tourniquet; then they loaded the captain onto the litter and carried him away almost drunkenly.

“Dear God,” Lucius Wagner said. He always said that, in an accusing tone, when he was very scared. Now he whispered it over and over until it was an annoyance, but nobody complained or told him to shut up, being too busy anticipating the painful impact of the bullets into their bodies, which were so cruelly and suddenly naked of magic.

The carry was slower and more agonized than their very first. There were bursts of shooting, but nothing happened to the bearers. Finally they were back at the hospital tent, and when they had turned the patient over to Coppersmith, Amasa Decker picked the Mee-shome from the grass and thrust it into Rob J.’s hands. “Put it on. Quick,” he said, and Rob J. did so.

The three bearers consulted somberly, weak with relief, and agreed to share the responsibility of seeing that Acting Assistant Surgeon Cole put on the medicine bag first thing every morning.

Rob J. was glad he was wearing the Mee-shome two mornings later when the 131st Indiana, half a mile from the point where the Rapidan met the larger river, came around a curve in the road and literally stared into the startled faces of a brigade of men in gray uniforms.

Men on both sides began to fire at once, some of them at very close range. The air was filled with curses and shouts, the reports of muskets, the screaming of those who were struck, and then the front ranks closed with one another, officers hacking with swords or firing small arms, soldiers swinging their rifles as clubs or using fists and fingernails and teeth, there being no time to reload.

On one side of the road was an oak wood, and on the other was a manured field that looked soft as velvet, plowed and ready for seed. A few men in each force took shelter behind roadside trees, but the main strength of both forces spread out to mar the perfection of the dirt field. They fired at each other from a rough, ragged skirmish line.

Ordinarily Rob J. would be in the rear during a skirmish, waiting to be sent for as needed, but in the confusion of the melee he found himself struggling with his terrified horse in the very midst of the savagery. The gelding shied and half-reared, and then seemed to fold beneath him. Rob J. managed to leap clear as the horse crashed to the ground and lay twitching and thrashing. There was a bloodless hole the size of a nickel in Pretty Boy’s mud-colored throat, but a double rivulet of red already coursed from the horse’s nostrils as he struggled to breathe, kicking spasmodically in his agony.

The medicine bag contained a hypodermic syringe with a brass needle, and morphine, but opiates still were in short supply and couldn’t be used for a horse. Thirty feet away a young Confederate lieutenant lay dead, and Rob J. went to him and slid a heavy black revolver from the boy’s holster. Then he went back to the ugly horse and placed the muzzle of the gun under Pretty Boy’s ear and pulled the trigger.

He’d taken no more than half a dozen steps away when there was a fiery pain in the upper part of his left arm, as though he’d been stung by a foot-long bee. He took three more steps; then the manure-sweet umber earth seemed to rise in order to receive him. He was thinking clearly. He knew he had fainted and presently would regain his strength, and he lay and looked up with a painter’s appreciation at the raw ocher sun in a madder-blue sky, the sounds around him diminishing as if someone had thrown a blanket over the rest of the world. How long he lay like that, he didn’t know. He became aware he was losing blood from the injury in his arm, and he fumbled to take a wad of dressings from the medicine bag and press it hard into the wound to stop the bleeding. Looking down, he saw blood on the Mee-shome and found the irony irresistible, so that soon he was laughing at the notion of the atheist who had tried to create a god out of an old quill bag and a couple of straps of cured leather.

Eventually, here came Wilcox’s crew to pick him up. The sergeant—as ugly as Pretty Boy, his wall eyes full of love and concern—said the kinds of bluff meaningless things Rob J. had said a thousand times to patients in vain attempts to comfort. The Southerners, seeing they were vastly out-numbered, had already pulled back. There was a litter of dead men and horses and broken wagons and strewn equipment, and Wilcox remarked to Rob J. mournfully that the farmer was going to have a hell of a time getting that good-looking field replowed.

He knew he was fortunate the wound wasn’t worse, but it was more than a scratch. The ball had missed the bone but had taken flesh and muscle. Coppersmith had sewn the wound partially and dressed it with care, seeming to gain a good deal of satisfaction from the task.

Rob J. was taken with thirty-six other wounded to a sector hospital in Fredericksburg, where he stayed for ten days. It was a former warehouse and wasn’t as clean as it might have been, but the medical officer in charge, a major named Sparrow who had practiced in Hartford, Connecticut, before the war, was a decent sort. Rob J. remembered Dr. Milton Akerson’s experiments with hydrochloric acid in Illinois, and Dr. Sparrow agreed to allow him to wash his own wound with a mild hydrochloric-acid solution from time to time. It stung, but the wound began to crystallize beautifully and without infection, and they agreed that probably it would be fruitful to try it on other patients. Rob J. was able to flex the fingers and move his left hand, though it hurt to do so. He agreed with Dr. Sparrow that it was too soon to tell how much strength and usefulness would return to the wounded arm.

Colonel Symonds came to see him when he’d been there a week. “Go home, Dr. Cole. When you’ve recovered, if you want to return to us, you’ll be welcome,” he said, although they both knew he wouldn’t be back. Symonds thanked him clumsily. “If I survive, and someday you may find yourself in Fort Wayne, Indiana, you must come to me at the Symonds Lamp Chimney Factory, and we will eat too much wonderful food and drink too well and talk too long of bad old times,” he said, and they shook hands hard before the young colonel walked away.

It took him three and one-half days to get home, over five different railroad systems, starting with the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad. All of the trains were behind schedule, dirty, and crammed with out-of-sorts travelers. His arm was in a sling but he was just another middle-aged civilian and on several occasions he stood in a swaying car for fifty miles or more. In Canton, Ohio, he waited half a day to change trains, and then he shared a double seat with a drummer named Harrison who worked for a large firm of sutlers that sold ink powders to the army. The man had been within hearing distance of firing several times, he confided. He was full of improbable war stories, peppered with the names of important military and political figures, but Rob J. didn’t mind, for the stories made the miles go faster.

The hot, crowded cars ran out of water. Like others, Rob J. drank what was in his canteen and then thirsted. Finally the train stopped at a way station next to an army encampment outside of Marion, Ohio, to renew its fuel and take on water from a small stream, and the passengers boiled out of the cars to fill their containers.

Rob J. was among them, but as he knelt with his canteen, something caught his eye on the other side of the stream, and with disgust he recognized at once what it was. He went up close to confirm that somebody had dumped used dressings, bloody bandages, and other hospital offal into the stream, and when a short walk revealed other nearby dumping sites, he replaced the lid on his canteen and advised the other passengers to do the same.

The conductor said there would be good water in Lima, down the line a bit, and he returned to his seat; by the time the train had resumed its way, he had fallen asleep despite the rocking of the car.

When he awoke, he learned the train had just left Lima behind. “I had wanted to get water,” he said, irritated.

“Not to worry,” Harrison said. “I have plenty now,” and passed over his flask, from which Rob J. drank deeply and gratefully.

“Was there a large crowd waiting for water in Lima?” he asked, returning the flask.

“Oh, I didn’t get it in Lima. I filled my container back at Marion, when we stopped for fuel,” the salesman said.

The man paled when Rob J. told him what he had seen in the stream at Marion. “Shall we get sick, then?”

“Can’t tell.” After Gettysburg Rob J. had seen an entire company drink four days out of a well that turned out to contain two dead Confederates, without much subsequent discomfort. He shrugged. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we both get some real diarrhea in a few days.”

“Can’t we take something?”

“Whiskey might help, had we any.”

“You leave that to me,” Harrison said, and hurried off in search of the conductor. When he returned, doubtless with a lighter purse, it was with a large bottle, two-thirds full. The whiskey was raw enough to do the job, Rob J. said upon sampling it. By the time they parted woozily in South Bend, Indiana, each was convinced the other was a fine fellow, and they shook hands with great warmth. Rob was in Gary before he realized he hadn’t learned Harrison’s first name.

He came to Rock Island in the freshness of early morning, the wind blowing in from the river. He left the train gratefully and walked through the town carrying his suitcase in his good hand. He intended to rent a horse and trap, but straightaway he met George Cliburne on the street, and the feed merchant pumped his hand and clapped him on the back and insisted on driving him to Holden’s Crossing himself, in his buggy.

When Rob J. walked through the farmhouse door, Sarah was just sitting down to her breakfast egg and yesterday’s biscuit, and she looked at him without saying a word and started to cry. They just held each other.

“Are you bad hurt?”

He assured her he wasn’t.

“You turned skinny.” She said she’d make him some breakfast, but he said he’d eat afterward. He started kissing her and he was urgent as a boy, he wanted her on the table or on the floor, but she told him it was about time he came back to his own bed, and he followed close behind her up the stairs. In the bedroom she made him wait until everything was all off. “I need a good bath,” he said nervously, but she whispered he could bathe afterward too. All the years, and his heavy fatigue, and the pain of his wound, fell away with their clothing. They kissed and explored one another more eagerly than they had in the farmer’s barn after they were married at the Great Awakening, because now they knew what they’d been missing. His good hand found her and his fingers spoke. After a while her legs wouldn’t support her, and he winced in pain when she sagged against him. She looked at the wound without blanching, but helped him return his arm to the sling and made him lie back on the bed while she took charge of everything, and when they made love Rob J. cried out loud several times, once because his arm hurt.

There was joy, not only in returning to his wife but also in going to the barn to feed dried apples to the horses and noting that they remembered him; and in coming up to Alden, who was mending fences, and seeing terrible gladness in the old man’s face; and in walking the Short Path through the woods to the river and stopping to pull weeds from Makwa’s grave; and in just sitting with his back against a tree near where the hedonoso-te had been, and watching the peaceable water gliding by, with nobody coming from the other bank to scream like animals and shoot at him.

Late that afternoon he and Sarah walked the Long Path between their house and the Geigers’. Lillian, too, wept to see him, and kissed him on the mouth. Jason was alive and well when last she had heard, she said, and was steward of a large hospital on the James River.

“I was very near to him,” Rob J. said. “Only a couple of hours away.”

Lillian nodded. “God willing, he’ll be home soon too,” she said dryly, and couldn’t keep from looking at Rob J.’s arm.

Sarah wouldn’t stay there for supper, wanting him all to herself.

She was able to keep him alone with her for only two days, because by the third morning word had spread that he was back and people began to come, a few just to welcome him home, but several more to turn the conversation casually to a boil on the leg, or a heavy cough, or a pain in the stomach that wouldn’t go away. On the third day Sarah capitulated. Alden saddled Boss for him and Rob J. rode half a dozen places, dropping in on old patients.

Tobias Barr had held a clinic in Holden’s Crossing almost every Wednesday, but people had tended to go to it only for the most acute situations, and Rob J. found the same kind of problems he had discovered when first he had come to Holden’s Crossing, neglected hernias, rotted teeth, chronic coughs. When he went to the Schroeders’ he told them he was relieved to see Gustav hadn’t lost any more fingers in farm accidents, which was true even if he said it as a joke. Alma gave him chickory coffee and mandelbrot, and caught him up on the local news, some of which saddened him. Hans Grueber had dropped dead in his wheatfield last August. “His heart, I suppose,” Gus said. And Suzy Gilbert, who had always insisted that Rob J. stay for heavy potato pancakes, had died in the childbed a month ago.

There were new people in town, families from New England and from New York State. And three families of Catholics, new immigrants from Ireland. “Can’t even speak der langvich,” Gus said, and Rob J. lost the fight to keep from smiling.

In the afternoon he rode into the lane of the Convent of Saint Francis Xavier of Assissi, past what was now a respectable herd of goats.

Miriam the Ferocious beamed to greet him. He sat in the bishop’s chair and told her what had happened to him. She was keenly interested to hear of Lanning Ordway and of Ordway’s letter to the Reverend David Goodnow in Chicago.

She asked his permission to copy Goodnow’s name and address. “There are those who will be anxious to receive this information,” she said.

In turn she told him of her world. The convent prospered. She had four new nuns and a pair of novitiates. Lay people came to the convent now for Sunday worship. If settlers continued to come, soon there would be a Catholic church.

He suspected she had expected a visit, for he’d been there only a while before Sister Mary Peter Celestine served a platter of fresh-baked crackers and very good goat cheese. And real coffee, the first he’d tasted in more than a year, with creamy goat’s milk to lighten it.

“The fatted calf, Reverend Mother?”

“It is good you’re home,” she said.

Each day he felt stronger. He didn’t overdo, sleeping late, eating good food with pleasure, walking about the farm. He saw a few patients every afternoon.

Still, he had to become reaccustomed to the good life. On the seventh day he was home, his arms and legs ached and his back hurt. He laughed, and told Sarah he wasn’t used to sleeping in a bed.

He was lying in the bed in the early hours of the morning when he felt the flutter in his stomach and tried to ignore it, because he didn’t want to get up. Finally he knew he had to, and he was halfway down the stairs when he began to lurch and run, and Sarah awoke.

He didn’t make it to the outhouse, but stepped off the path and squatted in the weeds like a drunken soldier, grunting and sobbing as it burst out of him.

She had followed him downstairs and out, and he hated it that she came upon him like that. “What?” she said.

“Water … on the train,” Rob J. gasped.

He had three more episodes during the night. In the morning he dosed himself with castor oil to clean the illness from his system, and when the malady was still on him that evening, he took Epsom salts. The following day he began to burn with fever, and terrible headaches started, and he knew what ailed him even before Sarah stripped him to bathe him that evening and they saw the red spots on his abdomen.

She was resolute when he told her. “Well, we’ve nursed people with typhoid before and pulled them through. Tell me of the diet.”

It made him nauseous to think of food, but he told her. “Meat broths, cooked with vegetables, if you can get some. Fruit juices. But this time of year …”

There were still some apples in a barrel in the cellar, and Alden would crush them, she said.

She kept herself busy, preferring to work so she wouldn’t worry, but in another twenty-four hours she knew she needed help, because she had been able to sleep only a little, what with bedpans, and constantly changing him and bathing him to fight the fever, and boiling fresh laundry. She sent Alden to the Catholic convent to request the help of the nursing nuns. A pair of them came—she had heard they always worked in pairs—a young baby-faced nun by the name of Sister Mary Benedicta and an older woman, tall and long-nosed, who said she was Mother Miriam Ferocia. Rob J. opened his eyes and saw them and smiled, and Sarah went to the boys’ room and slept for six hours.

The sick chamber was kept orderly and sweet-smelling. The nuns were good nurses. When they had been there three days, Rob J.’s temperature dropped. At first the three women rejoiced, but it was the older one who showed Sarah when the stools began to get bloody, and she sent Alden riding to Rock Island for Dr. Barr.

By the time Dr. Barr arrived, the stools were almost wholly composed of blood, and Rob J. was very pale. It was eight days since the first crampy onset.

“It moved very quickly,” Dr. Barr said to him, as if they were at a meeting of the Medical Society.

“It does that at times,” Rob J. said.

“Perhaps quinine, or calomel?” Dr. Barr said. “Some believe it’s malarial.”

Rob J. indicated that quinine and calomel were useless. “Typhoid fever isn’t malarial,” he said with effort.

Tobias Barr hadn’t done as much anatomy work as Rob J., but they both knew the severe hemorrhaging meant the bowels were riddled with perforations caused by the typhoid, and the ulcers would become more pronounced, not better. It wouldn’t take many hemorrhages.

“I could leave some Dover’s powders,” Dr. Barr said. Dover’s powder was a mixture of ipecac and opium. Rob J. shook his head, and Dr. Barr understood that he wanted to be conscious as long as possible, in his own room, in his own house.

It was easier for Tobias Barr when the patient knew nothing, and he could leave hope in a bottle, with instructions about when to take it. He patted Rob J.’s shoulder and allowed his hand to stay there for a few moments. “I’ll come by tomorrow,” he said, his face composed; he had been through this so many times before. But his eyes were heavy with regret.

“Can we not help you in some other way?” Miriam Ferocia asked Sarah. Sarah said she was a Baptist, but the three women knelt for a time in the hallway outside the bedchamber and prayed together. That evening, Sarah thanked the nuns and sent them away.

Rob J. rested quietly until sometime before midnight, when he had a small bloody flow. He had forbidden her to allow the minister to visit, but now she asked him again if he would like to talk to the Reverend Blackmer.

“No, I can do it as well as Ordway,” he said clearly.

“Who is Ordway?” she asked, but Rob J. seemed too tired to answer.

She sat by his bed. Soon he reached out his hand and she took it, and both of them fell into a light sleep. Just before two A.M. she awoke and at once was aware of the coolness of his hand.

For a time she sat with him, and then she made herself get up. She turned up the lamps and then washed him for a final time, rinsing away the last large hemorrhage that had taken his life. She shaved his face and did the things he had shown her how to do for others down through the years, and then she dressed him in his best suit. Now it was too large, but she knew it didn’t matter.

A good physician’s wife, she collected the linens that were too bloody for boiling and placed them in a sheet, to be burned. Then she heated water and prepared a bath in which she scrubbed herself with brown soap while she wept. By the time day broke, she was dressed in good clothes and seated in a chair by the kitchen door. As soon as she heard Alden pushing open the barn door, she went out to him and told him her husband was gone, and gave him the message to take to the telegraph office, asking her son to come home.


PART SIX
THE COUNTRY DOCTOR

May 2, 1864
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It was remarkable that when Shaman awoke he was assailed by two such contradictory emotions: the quick and bitter flood of reality that Pa was gone, and the familiar security of home, as if every part of his body and mind had been milled with this place in mind and easily slipped into its vacancy and filled it in perfect comfort. The shuddering of the house before a sudden wind from the plains was a sensation he knew, the feel of the pillow and rough sheets on his skin, the breakfast scents that drifted up the stairway and lured him down, even the familiar glitter of the hot yellow sun in the dew of the backyard grass. When he left the privy he was tempted by the path to the river, but it would be several weeks yet before it was warm enough to swim.

As he returned to the house, Alden came out of the barn and motioned for him to stop. “How long will you be staying, Shaman?”

“I’m not certain, Alden.”

“Well, thing is. There’s a heap of pasture barriers to be planted. Doug Penfield already plowed the strips, but we’re late dealin with the spring lambs and a dozen other things, what with every thin that’s happened. I could use a hand from you plantin the Osage orange. Mebbe it’ll take you four days.”

Shaman shook his head. “No, Alden, I can’t.”

When he saw the look of annoyance on the old man’s face he felt a guilty need to explain, but he resisted it. Alden still regarded him as the boss’s younger boy to be told what to do, the deaf one who wasn’t quite as good a farm worker as Alex. The refusal constituted a change in their status, and he tried to soften it. “Maybe I can do some work on the farm in a couple of days. But if not, you and Doug are going to have to manage by yourselves,” he said, and Alden turned away with a sour look.

Shaman and his mother exchanged guarded smiles as he slid into his chair.

They had learned to talk safely of unimportant things. He complimented her on the farm sausage and eggs, cooked perfectly, a breakfast he hadn’t had since he’d left home.

She remarked that she’d seen three blue herons yesterday on her way to town. “I believe they’re more numerous this year than ever. I think perhaps they’ve been frightened away from some other places by the war,” Sarah said.

He had been up late with his father’s journal. There were questions he would have liked to ask her, and he knew it was sad that he couldn’t.

After breakfast he spent time with his father’s patient records. Nobody had kept better medical records than Robert Judson Cole. Bone weary or not, his father always had completed his records before going to bed, and now Shaman was able to make a careful list of all the people his father had treated in the few days after his return.

He asked his mother if he could have the use of Boss and the trap for the day. “I want to call on the people Pa visited. Typhoid fever is such a spreadable disease.” She nodded. “It’s a good idea to take the horse and buggy. What of your lunch?” she asked.

“I’ll just wrap a couple of your biscuits and carry them in my pocket.”

“He often did that,” she said in a low voice.

“I know he did.”

“I’ll pack you a lunch.”

“If you want to, Ma, that’ll be good.”

He went to her and kissed her on the forehead. Sarah sat without moving, but she took her son’s hand and held it tightly. When finally she let go, Shaman was struck again by how beautiful she was.

The first place he stopped was at the farm of William Bemis, who had injured his back delivering a calf. Bemis was limping about with a wry neck but said his back was better. “I’m about out of the stinky liniment your daddy left me, though.”

“You been having any fever, Mr. Bemis?”

“Hell, no. Just hurt my back, why would I have a fever?” He frowned at Shaman. “You chargin me for this visit? I didn’t send for no doctor.”

“No sir, no charge. Glad you’re feeling better,” Shaman said, and threw in a refill of the stinky liniment so he could leave the patient happy.

He tried to include stops he knew his father would make just to say hello to old friends. He reached the Schroeder place a little bit after noon. “In time for dinner,” Alma told him cheerfully, and pursed her lips in disdain when he told her he was carrying a lunch.

“Well, you just bring it in, eat it while we have ours,” she said, and he did, happy for the company. Sarah had given him cold sliced lamb, and a baked sweet potato, and three biscuits sliced open and spread with honey. Alma brought out a platter of fried quail and peach turnovers. “You’re not gonna pass up the turnovers I made with the last of my preserves,” she said, and he had two, and a helping of the quail.

“Your pa knew better than to carry in a lunch when he came to my house, dinnertime,” Alma told him scornfully. She looked him full in the eyes. “You gonna stay in Holden’s Crossing now, do our doctoring for us?”

It made him blink. It was a natural question, a question he should have been asking himself, the one he’d been avoiding. “Why, Alma … I haven’t given it much thought,” he said lamely.

Gus Schroeder leaned forward and whispered to him, as though conveying a secret, “Why don’t you think about it?”

Midafternoon, Rob J. was at the Snow place. Edwin Snow raised wheat on a farm on the northern edge of the township, about as far as one could get from the Cole farm and still be in Holden’s Crossing. He was one of those who’d sent for Doc Cole when word got out he was back, because Ed had had a badly infected toe. Shaman found him walking around, no trace of a limp. “Oh, the foot’s fine,” he said cheerfully. “Your father had Tilda hold it while he slit it open with his little knife in his good hand, steady as a rock. I soaked it in salts like he said to, to draw out the stuff. Funny thing you should come by today, though. Tilda’s feelin poorly.”

They found Mrs. Snow feeding the chickens, looking as though she didn’t have the strength to throw the corn. She was a big heavyset woman with a flushed face, and she admitted to being “a mite warm.” Shaman saw at once that she had a high fever, and he sensed her relief at being ordered to bed, although she protested all the way back to the house that it wasn’t necessary.

She told him she had had a dull pain in her back for a day or so, and her appetite was off.

Shaman was apprehensive, but he forced himself to speak easily, telling her to get some rest, that Mr. Snow could care for the chickens and the rest of the critters. He left them a bottle of tonic and said he’d drop in on them next day. Snow tried to argue when he refused payment, but Shaman was firm. “No charge. It’s not as though I’m your regular doctor. I’m just passing through,” he said, unable to accept money to treat an illness she might have caught from his father.

He made the Convent of Saint Francis Xavier of Assisi his last stop for the day.

Mother Miriam seemed genuinely happy to see him. When she asked him to sit, he chose the straight-backed wooden chair he’d sat on the few times he’d come to the convent with his father.

“So,” she said. “You are looking about your old home?”

“I’m doing more than that today. I’m trying to see if my father may have given typhoid fever to anyone else in Holden’s Crossing. Have you or Sister Mary Benedicta displayed any symptoms?”

Mother Miriam shook her head. “No. Nor do I expect that we shall. We’re accustomed to nursing people with all kinds of diseases, as your father was. Probably you are the same way now, Ja?”

“Yes, I think I am.”

“I believe the Lord looks after people like us.”

Shaman smiled. “I hope you’re right.”

“Have you treated a good deal of typhoid in your hospital?”

“We’ve seen our share of it. We keep people with transmissible diseases in a separate building, away from the others.”

“Ja, that is sensible,” she said. “Tell me about your hospital.”

So he told her about the Southwestern Ohio Hospital, beginning with the nursing staff because she would be interested in that, and then moving into the medical and surgical staff, and pathology. She asked good questions that drew him out. He told her of his work in surgery with Dr. Berwyn, and in pathology with Barney McGowan.

“So you have had good training, and good experience. And now what? Will you stay in Cincinnati?”

Shaman found himself telling her what Alma Schroeder had asked him, and how unprepared he’d been to answer the question.

Mother Miriam looked at him with interest. “And why do you find it so hard to answer?”

“When I lived here, I always felt incomplete, a deaf boy growing up among people who could hear. I loved and admired my father and wanted to be like him. I yearned to be a doctor, worked and struggled, although everyone—even my father—said I couldn’t achieve it.

“The dream always was to become a doctor. I’m already beyond where the dream ended. I’m no longer incomplete, and I’m back in the place that I love. To me, this place always will belong to the real doctor, my father.”

Mother Miriam nodded. “But he is gone, Shaman.”

Shaman said nothing. He could feel the thudding of his heart, as if he were receiving the news for the first time.

“I want you to do something for me,” she said. She pointed to the leather chair. “Sit over there, where he always sat.”

Reluctantly, almost stiffly, he rose from the wooden chair and sat in the upholstered one. She waited a moment. “It is not so uncomfortable, I think?”

“It’s quite comfortable,” he said steadily.

“And you fill it very well.” She smiled slightly and then gave him advice that was almost identical to what Gus Schroeder had told to him. “You must think about it,” she said.

On the way home he stopped by the Howard place and bought a jug of whiskey. “Sorry about your pa,” Julian Howard muttered uncomfortably, and Shaman nodded, aware that neither man had had any use for the other. Mollie Howard said she figured that Mal and Alex had made it into the Confederate Army, because the Howards hadn’t heard a single thing from Mal since the boys had run off. “I figger if they was anywhere this side of the war line, one or the other would of sent word home,” she said, and Shaman told her he thought she was right.

After supper he brought the jug to Alden’s cabin, a peace offering. He even poured a little for himself into one of the jelly glasses, knowing Alden didn’t like to drink alone when somebody was with him. He waited until Alden had had several drinks before deliberately turning the conversation to the farm. “Why is it you and Doug Penfield are having such a hard time keeping up with the work this year?”

The words sprang forth. “This has been building up for a long time! We hardly ever sell a critter, except a spring lamb or two to a neighbor for Easter dinner. So every year the flock grows, and there are more animals to dip and shear and provide closed-off pasture for. I tried to get your pa to look at things straight before he went to the army, but I never could.”

“Well, let’s you and me talk about it right now. What are we getting per pound of fleece?” he asked, taking his notebook and pencil out of his pocket.

For almost an hour they sat and talked of wool grades and prices, and what the market was likely to be after the war, and the estimated area of range needed per sheep, and days of labor, and costs per day. When they finished, Shaman had a notebook full of scribbles.

Alden was mollified. “Now, if you can tell me Alex will be back soon, it would change the picture, because that boy is a worker. But the truth is, he may be dead someplace down there in the hot country, and you know that’s right, Shaman.”

“Yeah, it’s right. But unless I hear differently, I’m thinking of him as alive.”

“Well, God, yes. But you’d best not figger him in when you’re doin your plannin, is all.”

Shaman sighed, and stood to go. “Tell you what, Alden. I have to ride out again tomorrow afternoon, but I’ll spend the morning on the Osage orange,” he said.

Next morning he was out in the fields early, in work clothes. It was a good day to work outside, dry and breezy, with a big sky full of rainless clouds. He hadn’t done physical labor for a long time, and he could feel his muscles knotting tight before he finished digging the first hole.

He had set only three plants when his mother came riding out onto the prairie on Boss, followed by a Swedish beet farmer named Par Swanson, whom Shaman knew slightly.

“It’s my daughter,” the man yelled before he had reached Shaman. “I think she’s broke her neck.”

Shaman took the horse and the medical bag from his mother and followed after the farmer. It was a ride of about twelve minutes to the Swanson house. From the brief description, he dreaded what he would find, but when they arrived he soon established that the girl was alive and in a lot of pain.

Selma Swanson was a little towhead, less than three years old. She liked to ride the manure-spreader with her father. That morning her father’s team had startled a big hawk that was feeding on a mouse in the field. The hawk flew up suddenly, terrifying the horses. As they jolted forward, Selma had lost her balance and fallen off. Fighting to control the animals, Par saw that his daughter had been struck by the corner of the spreader as she fell. “Looked to me, it got her in the neck,” he said.

The little girl was holding her left arm against her chest with her right hand. Her left shoulder was pushed forward. “No,” Shaman said after he’d examined her. “It’s her collarbone.”

“Broken?” her mother said.

“Well, bent some, and maybe a little cracked. Don’t you worry. It’d be serious if it were you or her father. But at her age bones bend like green twigs and they heal really fast.” The clavicle was injured not far from where it joined the scapula and the sternum. With rags supplied by Mrs. Swanson he fashioned a small sling for Selma’s left arm and then tied the slinged arm to her body with another rag, to keep the clavicle from moving.

The child had quieted by the time he finished the coffee Mrs. Swanson had hot on her stove. He was a short ride from several of the people he had to see that day, and it made no sense for him to ride all the way home and then ride out again, so he just started out on his calls.

A woman named Royce, the wife of one of the new settlers, gave him meat pie for lunch. It was late afternoon before he got back to the sheep farm. As he rode past the field where he had started to work that morning, he saw that Alden had put Doug Penfield on the barrier planting, and a long, admonishing line of green Osage-orange shoots already stretched out into the prairie.
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“God forbid,” Lillian whispered.

None of the Geigers showed any sign of having contracted typhoid fever, she said. Shaman thought Lillian’s face showed the strain of running her farm and household and family without her husband. While the apothecary business had suffered, she even continued some aspects of Jason’s pharmaceutical trade, importing drugs for Tobias Barr and Julius Barton.

“The problem is, Jay used to get so much material from his family’s pharmaceutical company in Charleston. And of course, South Carolina is shut off from us now by the war,” she told Shaman, pouring his tea.

“Have you heard from Jason lately?”

“Not lately.”

She seemed ill-at-ease whenever he asked questions about Jason, but he could understand that she would be reluctant to speak too much about her husband lest she reveal something that could hurt Jason, or reveal military information, or endanger her family. It was difficult for a woman to live in a Union state while her husband worked in Virginia with the Confederates.

Lillian was more at ease when they discussed Shaman’s medical career. She was familiar with his progress at the hospital and with the promises that had been made to him there. Obviously Shaman’s mother shared the news that came in his letters.

“Cincinnati is such a cosmopolitan place,” Lillian said. “It will be wonderful for you to establish your career there, to teach in the medical school, and to have a fine practice. Jay and I are extremely proud of you.” She cut thin, unbroken slices of coffee cake, and kept his plate filled. “Do you have any idea when you will be returning there?”

“I’m not certain.”

“Shaman.” She placed her hand over his and leaned forward. “You came back when your father died, and you have taken care of things very well. Now you must begin thinking of yourself, and of your career. Do you know what your father would want you to do?”

“What is that, Aunt Lillian?”

“Your father would want you to return to Cincinnati and pick up your career. You must return there as soon as possible!” she said solemnly.

He knew she was right. If he was going to go, it would be best if he went without delay. Every day he was summoned to different houses as people reached out, responding to the fact that there was a doctor in Holden’s Crossing again. Each time he treated someone, it was as if he were bound by another gossamer thread. It was true that such threads could be broken; when he left, Dr. Barr could take over the treatment of anyone who still required medical help. But his interest in his patients added to his feeling that there were things he didn’t want to leave unfinished here.

His father had kept a list of names and addresses, and Shaman went through it carefully. He wrote of his father’s death to Oliver Wendell Holmes in Boston, and to the Uncle Herbert he’d never seen, and who wouldn’t have to worry ever again that his older brother would return to Scotland to reclaim his land.

Every free moment, Shaman spent reading the journals, captivated by glimpses of his father that were exciting and unfamiliar. Rob J. Cole had written of his son’s deafness with anguish and tenderness, and Shaman felt the warmth of his love as he read. His father’s pain in describing Makwa-ikwa’s death, and the subsequent deaths of Comes Singing and Moon, reawoke deep-buried feelings. Shaman reread his father’s report of Makwa-ikwa’s autopsy, asking himself if he had missed something in previous readings, and then trying to determine whether his father had missed anything during his examination, and whether he would have done anything differently if he had been conducting the autopsy himself.

When he reached the volume that covered 1853, he was astounded. In his father’s desk drawer he found the key to the locked shed behind the barn, and he took the key to the barn and opened the big lock and went inside. It was just the shed, a place he had been hundreds of times before. Wall shelves held stores of drugs, tonics, and medicinals, and bunches of dried herbs hung from the rafters, Makwa’s legacy. There was the old wood stove, not far from the wooden autopsy table where he had assisted his father so many times. Drainage pans and pails hung from nails in the walls. From another nail in a tree-trunk post, his father’s old brown sweater still drooped.

The shed hadn’t been dusted or swept out for several years. There were spiderwebs everywhere, but Shaman ignored them. He went to the place in the wall that he thought was about right, but when he tugged at the board, it held firm. There was a pry bar in the front part of the barn, but it wasn’t necessary to get it, because when he tried the next board it pulled out easily, and so did several others.

It was like looking into the mouth of a cave. It was too dark in the shed; there was gray natural light only from one small, dusty window. First he opened the shed door wide, but the light was still poor, and he took down the lantern, which still contained a little oil, and lit it.

When he held it to the opening, it threw flickering shadows into the secret room.

Shaman crawled inside. His father had left it clean. It still contained a bowl, a cup, and an old neatly folded blanket Shaman recognized as one they had had for a long time. It was a small space, and Shaman was a big man, as large as his father had been.

Certainly some of the runaway slaves had been large men too.

He blew out the lantern, and it was dark in the secret space. He tried to imagine that the entrance was boarded up and that the world outside was a baying hound hunting him. That the choice was between being a work animal and being a hunted animal.

When he crawled out in a little while, he took the old brown sweater from the nail and put it on, although the day already was warm. It had his father’s smell.

All that time, he thought, all through the years when he and Alex had lived in the house and had quarreled and been boisterous, and caught up in their own needs and wants, his father had carried this enormous secret, had lived this experience alone. Now Shaman felt an overwhelming need to talk with Rob J., to share the experience, to ask him questions, to convey his love and admiration. In his room at the hospital he had wept briefly when he had received the telegraph message about his father. But he had been stolid on the train and stalwart during and after the funeral, for his mother’s sake. Now he leaned back against the barn wall next to the secret room and slid down until he was seated on the dirt floor like a child, and like a child calling for his father, he gave himself up to grief in the knowledge that his silence was always going to be lonelier than it had been before.
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They were blessed. There was no additional typhoid fever in Holden’s Crossing. Two weeks had gone by, yet no rash had appeared on Tilda Snow’s body. Her fever had broken early, without hemorrhage or even sign of bloody flux, and one afternoon Shaman came to the Snow farm and she was out swilling the pigs. “It was a bad grippe, but she’s over it,” he told her husband. If Snow had wanted to pay him for his services then, he’d have accepted money, but instead the farmer gave him a brace of fine geese he had killed, hung, cleaned, and plucked just for Shaman.

“I’ve an old hernia givin me trouble,” Snow said.

“Well, let me take a look at it.”

“Don’t want to start with it while I’m gettin in the first cut of hay.”

“When will you be done? Six weeks?”

“Thereabouts.”

“Come see me then, at the dispensary.”

“What, you’ll still be here?”

“Yes,” he said, and grinned at Snow, and that was how he decided to stay for good, quietly and without anguish, without even knowing he had made up his mind.
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He gave his mother the geese and suggested they invite Lillian Geiger and her sons to dinner. But Sarah said it wasn’t a convenient time for Lillian to come to dinner just then, and she thought it would be good if they ate the birds alone, just the two of them and the two hired men.

That night Shaman wrote separate letters to Barney McGowan and Lester Berwyn, expressing appreciation for what they’d done for him at medical school and in the hospital, and explaining that he was resigning his position at the hospital in order to take over his father’s practice in Holden’s Crossing. He also wrote to Tobias Barr in Rock Island, thanking him for contributing his Wednesdays to Holden’s Crossing. Shaman wrote that he would be in Holden’s Crossing full-time from now on, and he asked Dr. Barr to sponsor his application to the Rock Island County Medical Society.

He told his mother as soon as he had written the letters, and he saw her pleasure and relief that she wouldn’t be alone. She went to him quickly and kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll tell the women of the church,” she said, and Shaman smiled, knowing there was no practical need for any other kind of announcement.

They sat and talked and planned. He would use the dispensary and the barn shed just as his father had, keeping morning hours in the dispensary and making house calls every afternoon. He would retain the same schedule of fees his father had used, because it wasn’t excessive, yet it always had kept them in comfort.

He had given thought to the problems of the farm, and Sarah listened as he outlined his suggestions to her; then she nodded in agreement.

Next morning, he sat in Alden’s cabin and drank terrible coffee while he explained that they had decided to reduce the size of the farm’s flock.

Alden listened intently, his eyes on Shaman while he sucked at and relit his pipe. “You understand what you’re sayin, do you? You know the price of wool is goin to stay high as long as the war goes on? And that a reduced flock will give you fewer profits than you now enjoy?”

Shaman nodded. “My mother and I understand that our only other choice is to have a larger business requiring more help and more management, and neither of us wants that. My business is doctoring, not sheep farming. But we don’t ever want to see the Cole farm without sheep, either. So we’d like you to go through the flock and separate out the best fleece producers, and we’ll keep those, and breed them. We’ll cull the flock every year to produce better and better wool, and that will ensure that we continue to get good prices. We’ll keep just the number of sheep you and Doug Penfield are able to take care of.”

Alden’s eyes gleamed. “Now, that’s what I call a wonderful decision,” he said, and refilled Shaman’s mug with the vile coffee.

Sometimes it was very hard for Shaman to read the journal, too painful to creep into his father’s brain and emotions. There were times when he pushed it away for as long as a week, but always he returned to it, needing to read the next pages because he knew they would be his last contact with his father. When the journal was completely read, he’d have no new information about Rob J. Cole, only memories.

It was a rainy June and a queer summer, with everything early, crops as well as fruit trees, and plants in the woodlands. The population of rabbits and hares exploded, and the ubiquitous animals nibbled grass close to the house and ate the lettuce and flowers of Sarah Cole’s garden. The wet made haying difficult, with whole fields of fodder rotting on the ground, unable to dry, and it ensured a bountiful crop of insects that bit Shaman and sucked his blood as he rode on his calls. Despite that, he found it wonderful to be the physician of Holden’s Crossing. He had enjoyed being a doctor at the hospital in Cincinnati; if he had needed help or reassurance from an older physician, the entire staff had been right there at his beck and call. Here he was all alone and had no idea from day to day what he was going to confront. It was the essence of the practice of medicine, and he loved it.

Tobias Barr told him the county medical society was defunct because most of its members were off to the war. He suggested that in its absence he and Shaman and Julius Barton should meet one evening a month for dinner and professional talk, and they had the first such evening with mutual enjoyment, the main topic of discussion being measles, which had begun to break out in Rock Island but not in Holden’s Crossing. They agreed that it should be stressed to both young and old patients that the pustules mustn’t be scratched and broken, no matter how irritating, and that treatment should consist of soothing salves, cooling drinks, and Seidlitz powders. The other two men were interested when Shaman told them that at the Cincinnati hospital, treatment had included alum gargles whenever there was respiratory involvement.

Over dessert the talk turned to politics. Dr. Barr was one of many Republicans who felt that Lincoln’s approach to the South was too soft. He applauded the Wade-Davis Reconstruction Bill, which called for severe punitive measures against the South when the war ended, and which the House of Representatives had passed despite Lincoln’s objections. Encouraged by Horace Greeley, dissident Republicans had gathered in Cleveland and agreed to nominate their own presidential candidate, General John Charles Fremont.

“Do you think the general could possibly beat Mr. Lincoln?” Shaman asked.

Dr. Barr shook his head gloomily. “Not if there is still a war. There is nothing like a war to get a president reelected.”

In July the rains finally stopped but the sun was like brass, and the prairie steamed and toasted and turned brown. The measles finally reached Holden’s Crossing, and Shaman began to be called out of bed to attend some of its victims, although it wasn’t as violent an outbreak as had occurred in Rock Island. His mother told him that measles had swept through Holden’s Crossing the previous year, killing half a dozen people, including several children. Shaman thought that perhaps a severe onslaught of the disease somehow served to produce partial immunity in subsequent years. He thought of writing to Dr. Harold Meigs, his former professor of medicine in Cincinnati, and asking if there could be value in the theory.

On a still, sultry evening that ended in a thunderstorm, Shaman went to bed feeling the vibrations of an occasional thunderclap of heroic proportions, and opening his eyes whenever the room was transformed by the white illumination of lightning. Finally his weariness transcended the natural disturbances and he slept, so deeply that when his mother shook his shoulder it took him several seconds to realize what was happening.

Sarah held her lamp to her face so he could see her lips. “You must get up.”

“Someone with measles?” he asked, already pulling on his outer clothing.

“No. Lionel Geiger is here to fetch you.”

By that time he had slid into his shoes and was outside. “What is it, Cubby?”

“My sister’s little boy. Choking. Tries to suck up air, makes a bad sound, like a pump can’t send up water.”

It would have taken too long to run over the Long Path through the woods, too long to hitch the buggy or saddle one of his own animals. “I’ll take your horse,” he told Lionel, and did so, galloping the animal down their lane, up the quarter of a mile of road, and then up the Geigers’ lane, clutching the medical bag so he wouldn’t lose it.

Lillian Geiger waited by the front door. “In here.”

Rachel. Seated on the bed in her old room, with a child in her lap. The little boy was very blue. He kept weakly trying to bring in air.

“Do something. He’s going to die.”

In fact, Shaman believed the boy was close to death. He opened the child’s mouth and stuck his first and second fingers into the small throat. The back of the child’s mouth and the opening of his larynx were covered by a nasty mucous membrane, a killing membrane, thick and gray. Shaman stripped it away with his fingers.

At once the child pulled great shuddering breaths into his body.

His mother held him and wept. “Oh, God. Joshua, are you all right?” Her night-breath was strong, her hair was disheveled.

Yet, incredibly, it was Rachel. An older Rachel, more womanly. Who had eyes only for the child.

The little boy already looked better, less blue, his normal color flooding back as oxygen reached his lungs. Shaman placed his hand on the child’s chest and held it there to feel the strength of the heartbeat; then he took the rate of the pulse and for a few moments held a small hand in each of his own large ones. The little boy had started to cough.

Lillian took a step into the room, and it was to her that Shaman spoke.

“What does the cough sound like?”

“Hollow, like a … a barking.”

“Is there a wheeze?”

“Yes, at the end of each cough, almost a whistle.”

Shaman nodded. “He has a catarrhal croup. You must start boiling water and give him warm baths for the rest of the night, to relax the respiratory muscles of his chest. And he has to breathe steam.” He took one of Makwa’s medicines from his bag, a tea of black snakeroot and marigold. “Brew this and let him drink it sweetened and as hot as possible. It will keep his larynx open, and help with the cough.”

“Thank you, Shaman,” Lillian said, pressing his hand. Rachel didn’t appear to see him at all. Her bloodshot eyes looked crazed. Her gown was smeared with the child’s snot.

As he let himself out of the house, his mother and Lionel came walking down the Long Path, Lionel carrying a lantern that had attracted an enormous swarm of mosquitoes and moths. Lionel’s lips were moving, and Shaman could guess what he was asking.

“I think he will be all right,” he said. “Blow out the lantern and make sure the bugs are gone before you go into the house.”

He went up the Long Path himself, a route he had taken so many times the dark wasn’t a problem. Now and then the last of the lightning flickered and the black woods on both sides of the path sprang at him in the brightness.

When he was back in his room, he undressed like a sleepwalker. But when he lay on his bed, he was unable to sleep. Numb and confused, he stared up at the murky ceiling or at the black walls, and wherever he looked, he saw the same face.
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When he went to the Geigers’ house next morning, she answered the door wearing a new-looking blue housedress. Her hair was neatly combed. He smelled her light, spicy fragrance as she took his hands.

“Hello, Rachel.”

“… Thank you, Shaman.”

Her eyes were unchanged, wonderful and deep, but he noticed they were still raw with fatigue. “How is my patient?”

“He appears to be better. His cough isn’t as frightening as before.” She led him up the stairs. Lillian sat next to her grandson’s bed with a pencil and some sheets of brown paper, entertaining him by drawing stick figures and telling stories. The patient, whom Shaman had seen only as an afflicted human being the night before, this morning was a small dark-eyed boy with brown hair and freckles that stood out in his pale face. He looked about two years old. A girl, several years older but with a remarkable resemblance to her brother, sat at the foot of his bed.

“These are my children,” Rachel said, “Joshua and Hattie Regensberg. And this is Dr. Cole.”

“How do you do,” Shaman said.

“Ha do.” The boy regarded him warily.

“How do you do,” Hattie Regensberg said. “Mama says you don’t hear us, and we must look at you when we speak, and say our words stinctly.”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“Why don’t you hear us?”

“I’m deaf because I was sick when I was a little boy,” Shaman said easily.

“Is Joshua going to be deaf?”

“No, Joshua definitely isn’t going to be deaf.”

In a few minutes he was able to assure them that Joshua was much better. The baths and steam had broken his fever, his pulse was strong and steady, and when Shaman positioned the stethoscope bell and told Rachel what to listen for, she could hear no rales. Shaman placed the earpieces in Joshua’s ears and let him hear his own heart beating, and then Hattie took a turn with the stethoscope and placed the bell on her brother’s stomach, announcing that all she heard was “guggles.”

“That’s because he’s hungry,” Shaman said, and advised Rachel to put the boy on a light but nourishing diet for a day or two.

He told Joshua and Hattie their mother knew some very good fishing spots along the river, and he invited them to visit the Cole farm and play with the lambs. Then he said good-bye to them, and to their grandmother. Rachel walked him to the door.

“You have beautiful children.”

“They are, aren’t they!”

“I’m sorry about your husband, Rachel.”

“Thank you, Shaman.”

“And I wish you good luck in your impending marriage.”

Rachel appeared startled. “What impending marriage?” she asked, just as her mother came down the stairway.

Lillian passed through the foyer quietly, but the high color in her face was like an advertisement.

“You have been misinformed, I have no marriage plans,” Rachel said crisply, loud enough for her mother to hear, and her face was pale when she said good-bye to Shaman.

That afternoon as he was riding Boss toward home, he overtook a solitary female figure trudging along, and when he drew closer he recognized the blue housedress. Rachel wore stout walking shoes and an old bonnet to guard her face from the sun. He called out to her, and she turned and greeted him quietly.

“May I walk along with you?”

“Please do.”

So he swung down from the saddle and led the horse.

“I don’t know what got into my mother, to tell you I was to be married. Joe’s cousin has shown some interest, but we won’t marry. I think my mother is pushing me toward him because she’s so anxious for the children to have a proper father again.”

“There seems to be a conspiracy of mothers. Mine neglected to tell me you were back, purposely, I’m sure.”

“It’s so insulting of them,” she said, and he saw tears in her eyes. “They assume that we’re fools. I’m aware I have a son and a daughter who need a Jewish father. And certainly the last thing you’re interested in is a Jewish woman who has two children and is in mourning.”

He smiled at her. “They’re very nice children. With a very nice mother. But it’s true, I’m not an infatuated fifteen-year-old anymore.”

“I thought of you often, after I was married. I so regretted that you’d been hurt.”

“I got over it very quickly.”

“We were children, thrown together during difficult times. I dreaded marriage so, and you were such a good friend.” She smiled at him. “When you were a little boy you said you’d kill to protect me. And now we’re adults, and you’ve saved my son.” She placed her hand on his arm. “I hope we’ll remain steadfast friends forever. As long as we live, Shaman.”

He cleared his throat. “Oh, I know we will,” he said awkwardly. For a moment they walked in silence, and then Shaman asked if she would like to ride the horse.

“No, I prefer to continue my walk.”

“Well, then, I’ll ride him myself, because I have a good deal to do before I can eat my supper. Good afternoon, Rachel.”

“Good afternoon, Shaman,” she said, and he remounted and rode away, leaving her walking purposefully down the road behind him.

He told himself she was a strong and practical woman who had the courage to face things as they were, and he determined to learn from her. He needed the company of a woman. He made a house call to Roberta Williams, who was suffering from “women’s troubles” and had begun to drink to excess. Averting his eyes from the dressmaker’s dummy with the ivory buttocks, he asked after her daughter and was told that Lucille had married a postal worker three years before, and lived in Davenport. “Has a youngun every year. Never comes to see me unless she needs money, that one,” Roberta told him. Shaman left her a bottle of tonic.

At just the moment of his deepest discontent, he was hailed on Main Street by Tobias Barr, who sat in his buggy with two women. One of them was his diminutive blond wife, Frances, and the other was Frances’ niece, who was visiting from St. Louis. Evelyn Flagg was eighteen years old, taller than Frances Barr but blond like her, and she had the most perfect female profile Shaman had ever seen.

“We’re showing Evie about, thought she’d like to see Holden’s Crossing,” Dr. Barr said. “Have you read Romeo and Juliet, Shaman?”

“Why, yes, I have.”

“Well, you’ve mentioned that when you know a play, you enjoy attending a performance. A touring company is in Rock Island this week, and we’re getting up a theater party. Will you join us?”

“I would like that,” Shaman said, and smiled at Evelyn, whose answering smile was dazzling.

“A light supper at our house first, then, at five o’clock,” Frances Barr said.

He bought a new white shirt and a black string tie, and reread the play. The Barrs also had invited Julius Barton and his wife, Rose. Evelyn wore a blue gown that suited her blondness. For a few moments Shaman struggled, trying to remember where he’d seen that shade of blue recently, and then he realized it had been in Rachel Geiger’s housedress.

Frances Barr’s idea of a light supper was six courses. Shaman found it difficult to carry on a conversation with Evelyn. When he asked her a question, she was inclined to answer with a quick, nervous smile and a nod or a shake of her head. She spoke twice of her own volition, once to tell her aunt that the roast was excellent, and a second time during dessert, to confide in Shaman that she doted on both peaches and pears and was very grateful they ripened in different seasons so she wasn’t forced to choose between them.

The theater was crowded, and the evening was hot as only the end of summer can be. They arrived just before the curtain rose, because the six courses had taken time. Tobias Barr had bought the tickets with Shaman in mind. They sat in the center section of the third row, and they were scarcely settled before the actors were speaking their lines. Shaman watched the play through opera glasses that allowed him to lip-read quite well, and he enjoyed it. During the first intermission he accompanied Dr. Barr and Dr. Barton outside, and while waiting in line to use the privy behind the theater, they agreed the production was interesting. Dr. Barton thought that perhaps the actress playing Juliet was pregnant. Dr. Barr said Romeo was wearing a truss beneath his tights.

Shaman had been concentrating on their mouths, but during Act Two he studied Juliet and saw no basis for Dr. Barton’s supposition. There was no doubt about the fact that Romeo wore a truss, however.

At the end of Act Two the doors were opened to a welcome breeze, and the lamps were lit. He and Evelyn remained in their seats and tried to talk. She said she often went to the theater in St. Louis. “I find it inspiring to attend the plays, don’t you?”

“Yes. But I seldom go,” he said absently. Curiously, Shaman felt he was being watched. With his opera glasses he studied the people in the balconies on the left side of the stage, and then on the right. In the second balcony, on the right, he saw Lillian Geiger and Rachel. Lillian wore a brown linen dress with great bell-like sleeves of lace. Rachel sat just beneath a lamp, which caused her to brush at the moths that swooped about the light, but it gave Shaman a chance to examine her closely. Her hair was carefully done, brushed up behind her in a gleaming knot. She wore a black dress that appeared to be made of silk; he wondered when she would stop wearing mourning in public. The dress was collarless against the heat, with short puff sleeves. He studied her round arms and full bosom, and always came back to her face. While he was still looking, she turned from her mother and glanced down at where he was sitting. For a full moment she observed him looking up at her through his glasses, and then she glanced away as ushers turned down the lamps.

Act Three seemed unending. Just as Romeo said to Mercutio, Courage, man. The hurt cannot be much, he became aware that Evelyn Flagg was trying to say something to him. He felt her slight warm breath on his ear as she whispered, while Mercutio replied, No, ’tis not so deep as a well, nor so wide as a church door; but ’tis enough, ’twill serve.

He took the glasses from his eyes and turned toward the girl who sat next to him in the dark, mystified because small children like Joshua and Hattie Regensberg could remember the principles of lip-reading, while she wasn’t able to.

“I cannot hear you.”

He was unaccustomed to whispering. Doubtless his voice was too loud, because the man directly in front of him in the second row turned and stared.

“I beg your pardon,” Shaman whispered. It was his earnest hope that his words were softer this time, and he put the glasses back up to his eyes.
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Shaman was curious about what allowed men like his father and George Cliburne to turn their backs on violence, when others couldn’t. Only a few days after the theater party he found himself riding to Rock Island again, this time to speak with Cliburne about pacifism. He could hardly credit the journal’s revelation that Cliburne was the cool and courageous person who had brought runaway slaves to his father and then picked them up to take them to their next station of hiding. The plump, balding feed merchant didn’t look heroic or appear the kind of person who would risk everything for a principle in defiance of the law. Shaman was filled with admiration for the steely secret man who inhabited Cliburne’s soft storekeeper body.

Cliburne nodded when he made his request at the feed store. “Well, thee can ask thy questions about pacifism and we shall talk, but I expect it will be good if thee begins by reading about the subject,” he said, and told his clerk he’d be back presently. Shaman rode after him to his house, and soon Cliburne had selected several books and a tract from the library. “Thee might wish to attend Friends’ meeting sometime.”

Privately Shaman doubted he would, but he thanked Cliburne and rode home with his books. They turned out to be something of a disappointment, being mostly about Quakerism. The Society of Friends apparently was started in England in the 1600’s, by a man named George Fox, who believed “the Inner Light of the Lord” dwelt in the hearts of quite ordinary people. According to Cliburne’s books, Quakers supported one another in simple lives of love and friendship. They weren’t comfortable with creeds or dogmas, they regarded all life as sacramental, and observed no special liturgy. They had no clergy, but believed that laymen were capable of receiving the Holy Spirit, and it was basic to their religion that they rejected war and worked toward peace.

The Friends were persecuted in England, and their name originally was an insult. Hauled before a judge, Fox told him to “tremble at the Word of the Lord,” and the judge called him “a quaker.” William Penn founded his colony in Pennsylvania as a haven for persecuted English Friends, and for three-quarters of a century Pennsylvania had no militia and only a few policemen.

Shaman wondered how they had managed to handle the drunkards. When he put Cliburne’s books away, he had neither learned much about pacifism nor been touched by the Inner Light.

September came warmly but was clear and fresh, and he chose to follow river roads whenever he could while making his calls, enjoying the glitter of the sun on the moving water, and the stilt-legged beauty of the wading birds, fewer now because many already were flying south.

He was riding slowly on his way home one afternoon when he saw three familiar figures under a tree on the riverbank. Rachel was removing the hook from a catch while her son held the fishpole, and when she dropped the flapping fish back into the water, Shaman could see from Hattie’s stance and expression that she was angry about something. He turned Boss off the road, toward them.

“Hello, there.”

“Hello!” Hattie said.

“She doesn’t let us keep any of the fish,” Joshua said.

“I’ll bet they were all catfish,” Shaman said, and grinned. Rachel hadn’t ever been allowed to bring catfish home because they weren’t kosher, lacking scales. He knew that for a child the best part of fishing was watching your family eat the fish you caught. “I’ve been going up to Jack Damon’s every day, because he’s poorly. Well, you know that spot where the river turns sharply at his place?”

Rachel smiled at him. “That bend where there are lots of rocks?”

“That’s the spot. I saw some boys taking very nice small bass beyond the rocks the other day.”

“I’m obliged. I’ll bring them there tomorrow.”

He observed that the little girl’s smile was very much like hers. “Well, nice seeing you.”

“Nice seeing you!” Hattie said.

He tipped his hat at them and turned the horse.

“Shaman.” Rachel took a step toward the horse, looking up at him. “If you’re going up to Jack Damon’s tomorrow around midday, come share our picnic lunch with us.”

“Well, I might just try to do that, if I’m able,” he said.

Next day when he fled Jack Damon’s laborious breathing and rode to the bend in the river, he saw her mother’s brown buggy right away, the gray mare tethered in the shade and cropping sweet grass.

Rachel and the children had been fishing off the rocks, and Joshua took Shaman’s hand and pulled him to where six black bass, just the right size for eating, were swimming on their sides in a shaded shallow, with a fishline threaded through their gills and tied to a tree branch.

Rachel had taken a piece of soap as soon as she saw him, and was scrubbing her hands. “Lunch is apt to taste fishy,” she said cheerfully.

“I won’t mind a bit,” he said, and didn’t. They had deviled eggs and pickled cucumbers, and lemonade with molasses cookies. After lunch Hattie announced seriously that it was sleepytime, and she and her brother lay on a blanket nearby and took their nap.

Rachel cleaned up after the meal, placing things into a carpet bag. “You can use one of the poles and fish a bit, if you’re inclined.”

“No,” he said, preferring to watch what she was saying instead of tending a fishline.

She nodded and looked out over the river. Upstream, a large flock of swallows, probably passing through from far north, wheeled and glided as if they were one bird, and kissed the water before darting away. “Isn’t it extraordinary, Shaman. Isn’t it fine to be home?”

“Yes, it is, Rachel.”

They talked for a time about life in the cities. He told her about Cincinnati and answered her questions about the medical school and the hospital. “And you, did you like Chicago?”

“I liked having theaters nearby, and concerts. I played my violin in a quartet every Thursday. Joe wasn’t musical, but he indulged me. He was a very kind man,” she said. “He was very careful with me when I lost a child, the first year we were married.”

Shaman nodded.

“Well, but then Hattie came, and the war. The war took whatever time my family didn’t need. We had less than a thousand Jews in Chicago. Eighty-four young men joined a Jewish company and we raised funds and completely outfitted them. They became Company C of the Eighty-second Illinois Infantry. They have served with distinction at Gettysburg and other places, and I was part of that.”

“But you’re Judah P. Benjamin’s cousin, and your father’s a fervent Southerner!”

“I know. But Joe wasn’t, and neither am I. The day my mother’s letter arrived that told me he’d gone to the Confederates, I had a kitchen full of the Hebrew Ladies Soldier Aid Society rolling bandages for the Union.” She shrugged.

“And then Joshua came. And then Joe died. And that’s my story.”

“Up to now,” Shaman said, and she looked at him. He’d forgotten the vulnerable curve of her smooth cheek beneath the high facial bones, the soft fullness of her lower lip, and how the darkness of her brown eyes contained lights and shadows. He didn’t mean to ask the next question, but it was wrenched from him somehow. “So you were happy in your marriage?”

She studied the river. For a moment he thought he had missed her answer, but then she looked back at him. “I would like to say satisfied. Truth is, I was resigned.”

“I’ve never been satisfied or resigned,” he said wonderingly.

“You don’t give in, you keep struggling, that’s why you’re Shaman. You must promise you’ll never allow yourself to become resigned.”

Hattie woke up and left her brother sleeping on the blanket. She came to her mother and snuggled into her lap.

“Promise me,” Rachel said.

Shaman smiled. “I promise.”

“Why do you talk funny?” Hattie asked.

“Do I talk funny?” he asked, more of Rachel than of the child.

“Yes!” Hattie said.

“You’re more guttural than you were before I left,” Rachel said carefully. “And you seem less in control of your voice.”

He nodded, and told her of his difficulty when he’d tried to whisper during the performance at the theater.

“Have you been keeping up your exercises?” Rachel asked.

She looked stricken when he admitted he hadn’t given much thought to his speech since leaving Holden’s Crossing for medical school.

“I had no time for speech drills. I was too busy trying to become a doctor.”

“But now you mustn’t be comfortable! You must go back to your exercises. If you don’t do them from time to time, you’ll forget how you’re supposed to speak. I’ll work with you on your speech, if you’d like, the way we used to do.” Her eyes were earnest as she sat and looked at him, the river breeze ruffling her loose hair, and the little girl with her eyes and her smile leaning into her breasts. Her head was high, and her taut and lovely neck reminded Shaman of pictures he’d seen of a lioness.

I know I can do it, Miss Burnham.

He remembered the young girl who had volunteered to help a small deaf boy speak, and he recalled how much he had loved her.

“I’d be grateful, Rachel,” Shaman said steadily, careful to emphasize the first syllable in “grateful” and to drop his voice at the end of the sentence.

They had decided to meet at a central point on the Long Path between their homes. He felt certain she hadn’t told Lillian she’d be working with him again, and he saw no reason to mention it to his own mother. The first day, Rachel appeared at the appointed hour of three o’clock accompanied by both children, whom she set to gathering hazel nuts along the path.

Rachel sat on a small blanket she had carried with her, her back against an oak tree, and he sat dutifully facing her. The drill she chose was to speak a sentence to Shaman, who would read her lips and repeat it with the proper intonation and emphasis. To help, she held his fingers and squeezed them to show where a word should be stressed or a syllable accented. Her hand was warm and dry and as businesslike as if she held a pressing iron or laundry that had to be washed. His own hand felt hot and sweaty to him, but he lost self-consciousness when he turned his attention to the tasks she set him. His speech had developed even more problems than he had feared, and contending with them was no pleasure. He was relieved when finally the children came, struggling with a bucket almost half-filled with hazel nuts. Rachel said they’d crack them with a hammer when they got home and take out the meats, and then they’d bake a nut bread to share with Shaman.

He was due to meet with her the following day for more speech exercises, but next morning when he finished at the dispensary and rode out on his calls, he found that Jack Damon was finally caving in to the consumption. He stayed by the dying man, trying to ease him. When the end came, it was too late to get back in time to meet Rachel, and he rode home moodily.

The day after that was Saturday. In the Geiger home a strict Sabbath was observed and there would be no meeting with Rachel that day, but after Shaman had finished in the dispensary, he ran through the vocal exercises by himself.

He felt rootless, and somehow, in a way that had nothing to do with his work, he was dissatisfied with his life.

That afternoon he went back to Cliburne’s books and read more about pacifism as a Quaker movement, and on Sunday morning he rose early and rode to Rock Island. The feed merchant was just finishing breakfast when he got to the Cliburne place. George accepted back the books and served him a cup of coffee, and nodded without surprise when Shaman asked if he could go along to the Quaker meeting.

George Cliburne was a widower. He employed a housekeeper, but she had Sundays off, and he was a neat man. Shaman waited while he washed his own breakfast dishes, and he allowed Shaman to wipe. They left Boss in the barn and he rode with Cliburne in his buggy, and on the way George told him a few things about meeting.

“We enter the meetinghouse without speaking and take a seat, men on one side, women on the other. That’s so there’ll be fewer distractions, I guess. People sit in silence until the Lord lays on someone the burden of the world’s suffering, and then that person just gets up and speaks.”

Cliburne tactfully advised Shaman to sit in the middle or the rear of the meetinghouse. They wouldn’t sit together. “It’s custom for the elders, who’ve done the society’s work for many, many years, to sit up front.” He leaned forward confidentially. “There are Quakers who call us Weighty Friends,” he said, and grinned.

The meetinghouse was small and plain, a white frame structure without a steeple. Inside were white walls, a gray floor. Dark-stained benches were arranged against three walls to form a square, shallow U that would enable everyone to face one another. Four men already were seated. Shaman took a place on a rear bench, close to the door, like someone testing deep waters by putting a toe in the shallowest shallows. Opposite him sat half a dozen women, and there were eight children. All the elders were elderly; George and five of his Weighty Friends sat on a bench atop a little platform, a foot high, in the front of the room.

There was a repose to match the silence in Shaman’s world.

From time to time people came and took bench seats without speaking. Eventually, no one else came, and there were eleven men, fourteen women, and twelve children, by Shaman’s count.

In silence.

[image: image]

It was restful.

He thought of his father and hoped he was at peace.

He thought of Alex.

Please, he sent into the perfect silence he now shared with others. Out of the hundreds of thousands of the dead, please spare my brother. Please bring my crazy, lovable, runaway brother home.

He thought of Rachel, but he didn’t dare pray.

He thought of Hattie, who had her mother’s smile and her eyes, and who talked a lot.

He thought of Joshua, who said little but who always seemed to be looking at him.

A middle-aged man arose from a bench only a few feet away. He was thin and fragile, and he began to speak. “This terrible war is finally beginning to come to an end. It’s happening very, very slowly, but now we perceive it can’t go on forever. Many of our newspapers are calling for the election of General Frémont as president. They say President Lincoln will be too easy on the South when peace comes. They say it isn’t a time for forgiveness, but a time for vengeance upon the people of the Southern states.

“Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.’ And he said, ‘If thine enemy hunger, feed him, and if he thirst, give him drink.’

“We must forgive the sins committed by both sides in this terrible war, and pray that soon the words of the psalm will be true, that mercy and truth are met together, and righteousness and peace have kissed each other.

“‘Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comforted.’

“‘Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.’

“‘Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they shall be filled.’

“‘Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.’

“‘Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the children of God.’ “

He sat, and then there was more white silence.

A woman arose almost directly opposite Shaman. She said she was seeking to grant forgiveness to a person who had done her family a grievous wrong. She desired her heart to be free of hatred and wished to show forbearance and merciful love, but she was engaged in a struggle with herself, for she didn’t wish to forgive. She asked her friends to pray that she be given strength.

She sat, and another woman stood, this time in the far corner, so Shaman couldn’t see her mouth well enough to have any idea what she spoke about. After a while she sat, and people were silent until a man stood at a bench near the window. He was a man in his twenties, with an earnest face. He said he had to make an important decision that would affect the rest of his life. “I need the Lord’s help, and thy prayers,” he said, and he sat.

After that, no one spoke. Time drifted on, and then Shaman saw George Cliburne turn to the man next to him and shake his hand. It was the signal for the breaking of the meeting. Several people near Shaman shook his hand, and there was a general movement to the doors.

It was the strangest church service Shaman ever had attended. On the way back to Cliburne’s house, he was thoughtful. “Is a Quaker expected to show forgiveness, then, for every crime? What about the satisfaction when justice prevails over evil?”

“Oh, we believe in justice,” Cliburne said. “We just don’t believe in revenge, or in violence.”

Shaman knew his father had longed to avenge Makwa’s death, and he certainly yearned to do so himself. “Would you be violent if you witnessed someone about to shoot your mother?” he asked, and was put out when George Cliburne chuckled.

“Sooner or later, that question is asked by anyone who thinks about pacifism. My mother’s long gone, but if I ever get in that kind of situation, I trust that the Lord will point out the right thing for me to do.

“See here, Shaman. Thee’s not going to reject violence because of anything I say to thee. It’s not going to come from here,” he said, touching his lips. “And it’s not going to come from here.” He touched Shaman’s forehead.

“If it happens, it must come from here.” He tapped Shaman’s chest. “So until then, thee must continue to strap on thy sword,” he said, as if Shaman were a Roman or a Visigoth instead of a deaf man who had been refused for military service. “When and if thee unbuckles the sword and casts it from thee, it will be because thee has no other choice,” Cliburne said, and his tongue made a clucking motion as he shook the reins to make the horse go faster.
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“We are invited to have tea this afternoon at the Geigers’,” Shaman’s mother told him. “Rachel says we must come. Something to do with the children, and filberts?”

So that afternoon they walked the Long Path and sat in the Geigers’ dining room. Rachel brought in a new fall cloak of soft forest-green wool to show Sarah. “Spun from Cole fleeces!” Her mother had made it for her because her year of mourning was over, she said, and everyone complimented Lillian for fashioning a lovely garment.

Rachel observed that she would wear it the following Monday on a trip to Chicago.

“Will you be there long?” Sarah asked, and she said no, she would be gone only a few days.

“Business,” Lillian said in a tone that spoke volumes of disapproval.

When Sarah remarked hurriedly on the fulsome flavor of the English tea, Lillian sighed and said she felt fortunate to have it. “There’s almost no coffee in the entire South, and no decent tea. Jay says either coffee or tea sells for fifty dollars a pound in Virginia.”

“Then you’ve heard from him again?” Sarah asked.

Lillian nodded. “He reports he is well, thank God.”

Hattie’s face beamed when her mother carried in the bread, still warm from the oven. “We made it!” she announced. “Momma put in the things and stirred them up, and Joshua and me poured in the nuts!”

“Joshua and I,” her grandmother said.

“Bubbie, you weren’t even in the kitchen!”

“The nuts are simply delicious,” Sarah told the little girl.

“Me and Hattie got them,” Joshua said proudly.

“Hattie and I,” Lillian said.

“No, Bubbie, you weren’t there, it was on the Long Path and me and Hattie picked up the nuts while Momma and Shaman sat on the blanket and held hands.”

There was a moment of silence.

“Shaman has been having small difficulties with his speech,” Rachel said. “He just needs some practice. I’m helping him again, the way I used to. We met on the wood path so the children could play nearby, but he’ll be coming to the house so we can use the piano in the exercises.”

Sarah nodded. “It will be a good thing for Robert to work on his speech.”

Lillian nodded too, but stiffly. “Yes, how fortunate you are home, Rachel,” she said, and took Shaman’s cup and refilled it with the English tea.

The next day, although he’d made no appointment with Rachel, when he returned from his home visits, he walked out on the Long Path and met her walking the other way.

“Where are my friends?”

“They were helping with fall house cleaning and missed sleepytime, so they’re having late naps.”

He turned and walked along with her. The woods were full of birds, and he saw, in a nearby tree, a cardinal issuing an imperious silent challenge.

“I’ve been quarreling with my mother. She wanted us to go to Peoria for the High Holidays, and I refused to go there and be placed on display for the eligible bachelors and widowers. So we’ll spend the holidays at home.”

“Good,” he said quietly, and she smiled. The other quarrel, she told him, was brought on because Joe Regensberg’s cousin was marrying someone else, and had made an offer to buy the Regensberg Tinware Company, since he hadn’t been able to acquire it through marriage. That was why she was going to Chicago, she confided—to sell the company.

“Your mother will calm down. She loves you.”

“I know she does. Would you like to do some exercises?”

“Why not?” He extended his hand.

This time he could detect a slight trembling of her hand as it held his. Perhaps the exertion of the house cleaning had exhausted her, or the quarreling. But he dared to hope it was more than that, and he recognized a current of awareness pass between their fingers, so that his hand involuntarily moved in hers.

They were working on the breath control necessary to adequately manage the small explosions of the letter P, and he was unsmilingly repeating a nonsense sentence about a perfect possum pursuing a perturbed partridge, when she shook her head.

“No, feel how I do it,” she said, and placed his hand on her throat.

But all he could feel beneath his fingers was Rachel’s warm flesh.

It wasn’t something he had planned; if he had thought about it, he wouldn’t have done it. He slid his hand up to cup her face gently and bent to her. The kiss was infinitely sweet, the dreamed-about and yearned-for kiss of a fifteen-year-old boy and the girl with whom he was hopelessly in love. But they soon became a man and a woman kissing, and the mutual hunger was so shocking to him, so contradictory to the determined control of the everlasting friendship she had offered him, that he was afraid to credit it.

“Rachel … ,” he said when they broke apart.

“No. Oh, God.”

But when they came together again she planted little kisses all over his face like hot rain. He kissed her eyes, missed the center of her mouth and kissed its corner, and her nose. He could feel her body straining against him.

Rachel was struggling with shocks of her own. She placed a tremulous hand on his cheek and he moved his head until his lips pressed into her palm.

He saw her say words familiar from long ago, that Dorothy Burnham had used to signify the end of each school day. “I think that is all for today,” she said breathlessly. She turned from him, and Shaman stood and watched her walk quickly away until she disappeared around a curve in the Long Path.

That evening he began reading the last portion of his father’s journal, observing with dread and a great sadness the dwindling of Robert Judson Cole’s existence and caught up in the terrible war along the Rappahannock as his father had recorded it in his large clear hand.

When Shaman came to Rob J.’s discovery of Lanning Ordway, he sat for a time without reading. It was difficult for him to accept that, after so many years of trying, his father had made contact with one of the men who had caused Makwa’s death.

He sat up through the night, hunching over to make use of the light of the lamp in order to read on and on.

He went over Ordway’s letter to Goodnow several times.

Just before dawn he came to the end of the journal—and the end of his father. He lay on his bed fully clothed for a lonely hour. When he heard his mother in the kitchen, he went down to the barn and asked Alden to come inside. He showed both of them Ord way’s letter and told them how he had found it.

“In his journal? You read his journal?” his mother said.

“Yes. Would you like to read it?”

She shook her head. “I don’t need that, I was his wife. I knew him.”

They both saw that Alden was hung-over and poorly, and she poured coffee for the three of them.

“I don’t know what to do about the letter.”

Shaman let each of them read it slowly.

“Well, what can you do?” Alden said irritably. Alden was getting old fast, Shaman realized. Either he was drinking more or finding it harder to handle whiskey. His trembling hands spilled sugar as he spooned it into his cup. “Your pa tried every which way to get the law to act on what happened to that Sauk female. You think they’re gonna be any more interested now, because you have somebody’s name in a dead man’s letter?”

“Robert, when is this going to end?” his mother said bitterly. “That woman’s bones have been lying out there in our land all these years, and the two of you, your father and now you, haven’t been able to allow her to rest in peace, or any of us either. Can’t you just tear up the letter and forget all that old pain, and let the dead lie?”

But Alden shook his head. “Meanin no disrespect, Miz Cole. But this man isn’t about to listen to good sense or reason about them Indians, any more than his father could.” He blew on his coffee, held it to his face with both hands, and took a swallow that must have burned his mouth. “No, he’ll just worry this to death like a dog chokin on a bone, the way his pa used to do.” He looked at Shaman. “If my advice means anythin, which it probably don’t, you ought to go to Chicago sometime when you’re able, and look up this Goodnow, see if he can tell you somethin. Otherwise, you’re goin to work yourself into a frazzle, and us too in the bargain.”

Mother Miriam Ferocia didn’t agree. When Shaman rode to the convent that afternoon and showed her the letter, she nodded. “Your father told me about David Goodnow,” she said calmly.

“If the Reverend Goodnow was indeed the Reverend Patterson, he should be made accountable for Makwa’s death.”

Mother Miriam sighed. “Shaman, you are a doctor, not a policeman. Can you not leave this man’s judgment to God? It is as a doctor that we need you desperately.” She leaned forward and fixed him with her eyes. “I have momentous news. Our bishop has sent word that he will send us funds to establish a hospital here.”

“Reverend Mother, that is wonderful news!”

“Yes, wonderful.”

Her smile illuminated her face, Shaman thought. He recalled from his father’s journal that she had received a legacy after her father’s death and had turned it over to the church; he wondered if it was her own inheritance the bishop would send her, or part of it. But her joy wouldn’t tolerate the existence of cynicism.

“The people of this area will have a hospital,” she said, beaming. “The nursing nuns of this convent will nurse at the Hospital of Saint Francis Xavier of Assisi.”

“And I shall have a hospital to care for my patients.”

“Actually, we hope you will have more than that. The sisters are agreed. We wish you to be the hospital’s medical director.”

It silenced him for a moment. “You honor me, your Reverence,” he said finally. “But I would suggest as medical director a doctor with more experience, someone older. And you’re aware I’m not a Catholic.”

“Once, when I dared dream of this, I hoped your father would be our medical director. God sent your father to us to be our friend and physician, but your father is gone. Now God has sent you to us. You have education and skill, and already you have fine experience. You are the physician of Holden’s Crossing, and you should head its hospital.”

She smiled. “As for your lack of old age, we believe that you are the oldest young man we ever have met. It will be a small hospital, of only twenty-five beds, and we shall all grow with it.

“I should like to presume to give you some advice. Do not be reluctant to value yourself highly, for others do so. Nor should you hesitate to aspire to any goal, because God has been lavish in his gifts to you.”

Shaman was embarrassed, but he smiled with the assurance of a doctor who had just been promised a hospital. “It is always my pleasure to believe you, Reverend Mother,” he said.
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Shaman confided his conversation with the prioress only to his mother, and Sarah surprised and warmed him with the intensity of her pride. “How good it will be to have a hospital here, and for you to direct it. How happy it would have made your father!”

He cautioned her that construction funds wouldn’t be forthcoming from the Catholic archdiocese until plans for the hospital had been made and approved. “Meanwhile, Miriam Ferocia has asked me to visit several hospitals and study their departments,” he told her.

He knew at once where he would go and what train he would take.

On Monday he rode to Moline and arranged to stable Boss for a few days. The train for Chicago stopped in Moline at 3:20 P.M., only long enough to load the freight being shipped by the John Deere plow factory, and by 2:45 Shaman was waiting on the wooden platform.

When it arrived, he boarded at the last car and began to walk forward. He knew Rachel had taken the train in Rock Island only minutes before, and he found her three cars down, seated alone. He’d been prepared to greet her lightheartedly, to make a joke of their “chance” encounter, but the blood drained from her face when she saw him.

“Shaman … is something wrong with the children?”

“No, no, not at all. I’m going to Chicago on business of my own,” he said, annoyed at himself for not having realized this would be the result of his surprise. “May I sit with you?”

“Of course.”

But when he’d placed his suitcase next to hers on the shelf and taken the aisle seat, they were constrained.

“About the other day on the wood path, Shaman …”

“I enjoyed it very much,” he said firmly.

“I can’t allow you to get the wrong idea.”

Again, he thought in despair. “I believed you enjoyed it very much too,” he said, and color flooded her face.

“That isn’t the point. We mustn’t indulge ourselves with the kind of … enjoyment that only serves to make reality more cruel.”

“What is reality?”

“I’m a Jewish widow with two children.”

“And?”

“I’ve sworn never again to allow my parents to pick a husband for me, but that doesn’t mean I won’t be sensible in my own choice.”

It stung. But this time he wouldn’t be deterred with things left unsaid. “I’ve loved you most of my life. I’ve never met a woman whose appearance or mind I’ve found more beautiful. There’s a goodness in you I need.”

“Shaman. Please.” She turned away from him and stared out the window, but he went on.

“You’ve made me promise never to be resigned or passive to life. I won’t be resigned to losing you again. I want to marry you and to be a father to Hattie and Joshua.”

She remained turned from him, watching the fields that rolled by, and the farms.

He had said what he wanted to say, and he took a medical journal from his pocket and began to read about the etiology and treatment of whooping cough. Presently Rachel removed her knitting bag from under the seat and took out her knitting. He saw she was making a small sweater of dark blue wool.

“For Hattie?”

“For Joshua.” They looked at one another for a long moment; then she smiled slightly and resumed her knitting.

The light failed before they had traveled fifty miles, and the conductor came in and lit the lamps. It was scarcely five o’clock when they became too hungry to wait any longer to eat. Shaman had brought a supper package containing fried chicken and apple pie, and Rachel had brought bread, cheese, hard-boiled eggs, and four small sugar pears. They divided his pie and her eggs and fruit. He had well water in a flask.

After the train stopped at Joliet, the conductor turned down the lamps, and Rachel fell asleep for a time. When she awoke, her head was on Shaman’s shoulder and he was holding her hand. She reclaimed her hand but let her head stay on his shoulder for a few seconds. When the train slid from the prairie darkness into a sea of lights, she was sitting up fixing her hair, holding a hairpin clenched in her strong white teeth. When she was finished, she told him they were in Chicago.

They took a carriage from the station to Palmer’s Illinois House Hotel, where Rachel’s attorney had reserved a room for her. Shaman registered there too, and was assigned a room on the fifth floor, 508. He saw her up to Room 306 and tipped the bellman.

“Would you like anything else. Some coffee, perhaps?”

“I don’t think so, Shaman. It’s getting late, and I’ve a lot to attend to tomorrow.” Nor did she want to join him for breakfast. “Why don’t we meet back here at three o’clock, and I’ll show you Chicago before dinner?”

So he told her that sounded fine, and he left her. He went up to 508, got his own things unpacked into the bureau drawers and hung up in the closet, and then walked down the five flights again to use the privy behind the hotel, which was encouragingly clean and well-tended.

On the way back up he paused for a moment on the third landing and looked down the corridor toward her room, then climbed the other two flights of stairs.

In the morning, directly after breakfast, he sought out Bridgeton Street, which turned out to be a workingman’s neighborhood of attached wooden houses. At number 237 the tired-looking young woman who answered his knock was holding an infant, while a small boy clutched her skirts.

She shook her head when Shaman asked for the Reverend David Goodnow. “Mr. Goodnow’s not lived here for over a year. He’s very ill, I’m told.”

“Do you know where he’s gone?”

“Yes, he’s in a … kind of a hospital. We never have met him. We send our rent to the hospital every month. That’s the arrangement his lawyer made.”

“Could I have the name of the hospital? It’s important that I see him.”

She nodded. “I have it written down in the kitchen.” She left, but she was back in a moment, trailing her son and holding a slip of paper.

“It’s the Dearborn Asylum,” she said. “On Sable Street.”

The sign was modest and dignified, a bronze tablet set in the central column rising above a low wall of red brick:

Dearborn Asylum

For Inebriates

And the Insane

The building was a three-story mansion of red brick, and the heavy iron gridwork on the windows matched the ironwork pickets that topped the brick wall.

Inside the mahogany door was a lightless entry containing a pair of horsehair chairs. In a small office off the entry, a middle-aged man sat at a desk, making entries in a large bookkeeping ledger. He nodded when Shaman made his request.

“Mr. Goodnow hasn’t had a visitor since Lord knows when. Don’t know as he’s ever had one. You just sign the guest book, and I’ll go ask Dr. Burgess.”

Dr. Burgess appeared a few minutes later, a short man with black hair and thin, fussy mustaches. “Are you family, or a friend of Mr. Goodnow’s, Dr. Cole? Or is your visit professional?”

“I know people who know Mr. Goodnow,” Shaman said carefully. “I’m in Chicago only briefly, and I thought to visit him.”

Dr. Burgess nodded. “Visiting hours are in the afternoon, but for a busy physician we can make an exception. You will follow me, please.”

They climbed a flight of stairs, and Dr. Burgess knocked at a locked door, which was opened by a large attendant. The burly man led them down a long corridor, where pale women sat against both walls, talking to themselves or staring at nothing. They stepped around a pool of urine, and Shaman saw smeared feces. In some of the rooms off the corridor, women were chained to the wall. Shaman had spent four sad weeks working in the Ohio State Asylum for the Insane when he was in medical school, and he wasn’t surprised at the sights or the smells. He was glad he couldn’t hear the sounds.

The attendant unlocked another door and led them down a corridor in the men’s ward, no better than the women’s. Finally Shaman was conducted into a small room containing a table and some wooden chairs, and instructed to wait.

Presently the doctor and the attendant returned, leading an elderly man dressed in work trousers with buttons missing from the flies, and a filthy suit jacket worn over his underwear. He needed a haircut and his gray facial hair was wild and untrimmed. There was a small smile on his lips, but his eyes were elsewhere. “Here is Mr. Goodnow,” Dr. Burgess said.

“Mr. Goodnow, I’m Dr. Robert Cole.”

The smile remained the same. The eyes didn’t see him.

“He can’t speak,” Dr. Burgess said.

Nevertheless, Shaman got up from his chair and moved close to the man.

“Mr. Goodnow, were you Ellwood Patterson?”

“He hasn’t spoken in more than a year,” Dr. Burgess said patiently.

“Mr. Goodnow, did you kill the Indian woman you raped in Holden’s Crossing? When you went there for the Order of the Star-Spangled Banner?”

Dr. Burgess and the attendant stared at Shaman.

“Do you know where I can find Hank Cough?”

But there was no answer.

And again, sharply, “Where can I look for Hank Cough?”

“He’s syphilitic. Part of his brain has been destroyed by paresis,” Dr. Burgess said.

“How do you know he’s not pretending?”

“We see him all the time, and we know. Why would someone pretend in order to live like this?”

“Years ago, this man took part in an inhuman, terrible crime. I hate to see him escape punishment,” Shaman said bitterly.

David Goodnow had begun to dribble from the mouth. Dr. Burgess looked at him and shook his head. “I don’t think he has escaped punishment,” he said.

Shaman was led back through the wards and to the front door, where Dr. Burgess tendered him a polite good-bye and mentioned that the asylum welcomed referrals from physicians in western Illinois. He went away from that place, blinking in the bright sunlight. The stinks of the city were good smells, by contrast. His head swam, and he walked several blocks deeply lost in thought.

It felt to him like the end of a trail. One of the men who had destroyed Makwa-ikwa was dead. Another, as he had just witnessed, was caught in a living hell, and the whereabouts of the third man were unknown.

Miriam Ferocia was right, he decided. It was time for him to leave Makwa’s killers to God’s justice and to concentrate on medicine and his own life.

He took a horse trolley to the center of Chicago, and another horse trolley to the Chicago Hospital, which reminded him at once of his hospital in Cincinnati. It was a good hospital, and large, with almost five hundred beds. When he asked for an interview with the medical director and explained his errand, he was treated with pleasant courtesy.

The physician-in-chief brought him to a senior surgeon, and the two men gave him their opinion about the equipment and supplies that a small hospital would need. The hospital purchasing agent recommended supply houses that could offer ongoing service and reasonable deliveries. And Shaman spoke to the head housekeeper about the number of linens needed to keep each bed in clean sheets. He wrote busily in his notebook.

Just before three o’clock, when he returned to Palmer’s Illinois House Hotel, Rachel was seated in the lobby, waiting for him. The moment he saw her face, he knew her day had gone well.

“It’s over, the company is no longer my responsibility,” she said. She told him the lawyer had done an excellent job of preparing the necessary documents, and most of the receipts of the sale already had been placed in trust for Hattie and Joshua.

“Well, we must celebrate,” he said, and the gray mood that had been established by his morning activities was banished.

They took the first hansom carriage in the line at the curb in front of the hotel. Shaman didn’t want to see the concert hall or the new stockyards. Only one thing about Chicago interested him. “Show me the places you knew when you lived here,” he said.

“But that will be so dull!”

“Please.”

So Rachel leaned forward and gave directions to the driver, and the horse moved off.

At first she was embarrassed as she pointed out the instrument shop where she had bought strings and a new bow for her violin, and had had the pegs repaired. But she began to enjoy herself as she identified the shops where she had bought her shoes and her hats, and the shirtmaker’s where she had ordered some dress shirts for her father’s birthday present. They rode for twenty blocks, until she showed him an imposing edifice and told him it was the Sinai Congregation. “This is where I played with my quartet on Thursdays, and where we came to services Friday evenings. It isn’t where Joe and I were married. That was the Kehilath Anshe Maarib synagogue, where Joe’s aunt, Harriet Ferber, was a prominent member.

“Four years ago, Joe and a number of others broke away from the synagogue and founded Sinai, a congregation of Reform Judaism. They did away with a good deal of ritual and tradition, and it created an enormous scandal here. Aunt Harriet was furious, but it didn’t cause a lasting rift, and we remained close. When she died a year later, we named Harriet after her.”

She directed the driver next to a neighborhood of small but comfortable homes, and on Tyler Street she pointed out a house of brown shingles.

“There is where we lived.”

Shaman remembered how she’d looked then, and he leaned forward, trying to fit the girl of his memory into this house.

Five blocks away there was a cluster of stores. “Oh, we must stop!” Rachel said. They left the carriage and went into a grocery that smelled of spices and salt, where a ruddy-faced white-bearded old man, fully as large as Shaman, came toward them, beaming as he wiped his hands on his grocer’s apron.

“Mrs. Regensberg, how good to see you again!”

“Thank you, Mr. Freudenthal. It’s good to see you too. I want to get some things to carry back home to my mother.”

She bought several varieties of smoked fish, black olives, and a large square of almond paste. The grocer cast a keen glance over Shaman.

“Ehr is nit ah Yiddisheh” he observed to her.

“Nein” she said. Then, as if an explanation were called for, “Ehr ist ein guteh freind.”

Shaman didn’t have to understand the language to realize what had been said. He felt a flash of resentment, but almost as quickly he realized that the old man’s question was part of the reality that came along with her, like Hattie and Joshua. When he and Rachel had been children in a more innocent world there had been few dissimilarities to deal with, but now they were adults, and the differences had to be faced.

So when he accepted her packages from the grocer, he smiled at the old man. “Good day to you, Mr. Freudenthal,” he said, and followed Rachel out of the store.

They brought the packages back to the hotel. It was time for dinner, and Shaman would have settled for the hotel dining room, but Rachel said she knew a better place. She took him to the Parkman Café, a small restaurant within walking distance of the hotel. It was unostentatious and moderately priced, but the food and service were good. After dinner, when he asked her what she would like to do next, she said she wanted to walk along the lake.

The breeze blew in from the water, but there was a reversion to summer warmth in the air. The sky held bright stars and the last phase of the harvest moon, but it was too dark for him to see her mouth, and they didn’t talk. With another woman this would have made him anxious, but he knew Rachel took his silence for granted in the absence of visibility.

They walked along on the lake causeway until she paused beneath a street lamp and pointed ahead at a pool of yellow light. “I hear wonderfully bad music, lots of cymbals!”

When they reached the lighted place they saw a curious sight, a round platform, large as a milking parlor in a barn, on which painted wooden animals were fixed. A thin man with a seamed and weathered face turned a great crank.

“Is it a music box?” Rachel said.

“Non, it is un carrousel. One chooses an animal and rides upon it, très drole, très plaisant,” the man said. “Each ride twenty cents, mistaire.”

Rob sat on a brown bear. Rachel rode a horse painted an improbable red. The Frenchman grunted, turning the crank, and at once they began to whirl.

In the center of the carrousel a brass ring hung from a pole, beneath a sign that said that a free ride would be awarded to anyone able to seize the ring while seated on a steed. Doubtless it was well out of the reach of most riders, but Shaman stretched his long body. When the Frenchman saw Shaman trying for the ring, he turned the crank faster and the carrousel speeded up, but Shaman snatched the ring on his second try.

He earned several free rides for Rachel, but soon the proprietor called a halt in order to rest his arm, and Shaman got off his brown bear and took over the turning of the crank. He cranked faster and faster, and the red horse went from a canter to a gallop. Rachel threw her head back and screamed with laughter like a child as she passed him, her white teeth flashing. There was nothing childlike about her attraction. It wasn’t only Shaman who was spellbound; the Frenchman stole fascinated peeks as he busied himself, preparing to close down. “You are the last customair of 1864,” he told Shaman. “It is finis for the season. Soon will come the ice.” Rachel stayed on for eleven rides. It was obvious that they’d kept the proprietor late; Shaman tipped him when he paid, and the man presented Rachel with a white glass mug on which a cluster of roses had been painted.

They got back to the hotel windblown and smiling.

“I had such a good time,” she said at the door of Room 306.

“So did I.” Before he could do or say anything else, she had kissed him lightly on the cheek and her door had opened and closed.

In his own room he lay on his bed for an hour, fully clothed. Finally he got up and walked down the two flights of stairs. It took her a little while to respond to his knock. He almost lost his courage and turned away, but at last the door opened, and she was there in her robe.

They stood and looked at one another. “Shall you come in, or shall I come out?” she said. He saw she was nervous.

He went into her room and closed the door.

“Rachel—” he said, but she covered his mouth with her hand. “When I was a young girl, I used to walk down the Long Path and stop at a certain perfect place where the woods dipped away to the river, just on my father’s side of the boundary between our lands. I told myself you were going to grow older quickly and build a house there and save me from having to marry an old man with bad teeth. I pictured our children, a son like you and three daughters to whom you’d be loving and patient, allowing them to go to school and live in their home until they were ready to leave.”

“I’ve loved you all my life.”

“I know,” she said, and as he kissed her, her fingers worked on the buttons of his shirt.

They left the lamp on, so she could talk to him, and to see one another.

After making love she fell asleep as easily as a cat taking a nap, and he lay there and studied her breathing. At length she woke and her eyes widened to see him.

“Even after I was Joe’s wife … even after I was a mother, I dreamed of you.”

“I somehow knew. That’s what made it so bad.”

“I’m afraid, Shaman!”

“Of what, Rachel?”

“For years I’ve buried any hope of this … Do you know what an observant family does when someone marries out of the faith? They cover the mirrors with cloths and go into mourning. They say the prayer for the dead.”

“Don’t be afraid. We’ll talk to them until they understand.”

“And if they never understand?”

He felt a stab of fear, but the question had to be faced. “If they don’t, you’ll have to make a decision,” he said.

They looked at one another.

“No more resignation to life, for either of us,” Rachel said. “Correct?”

“Correct.”

They understood a commitment had been made, more serious than any vow, and they came together and clung as if each was a life raft.

The next day, on the train traveling west, they talked.

“I’ll need time,” Rachel said.

When he asked how much time, she said she wanted to tell her father in person, not in a smuggled letter. “It shouldn’t be long. Everyone feels the war is almost over.”

“I’ve waited for you a long time. I can wait longer, I guess,” he said. “But I won’t meet you in secret. I want to call for you at your home, and take you out with me. And I want to spend time with Hattie and Joshua, so we can come to really know each other.”

Rachel smiled and nodded. “Yes,” she said, and took his hand.

She was being met in Rock Island by Lillian. Shaman left the train in Moline and went to the stable and claimed his horse. He rode upriver thirty miles and took the ferry across the Mississippi to Clinton, Iowa. That night he stayed at the Randall Hotel, in a good room with a marble mantel and hot and cold running water. The hotel had a marvelous five-story brick privy, accessible from all floors. But next day the purpose of his visit was a disappointment, when he went to inspect the Inman Hospital. It was small, like the hospital that was planned for Holden’s Crossing, but it was filthy and badly run, a lesson in what not to do. Shaman escaped as soon as possible and paid money to the captain of a flatboat to take him and Boss downriver to Rock Island.

A cold rain began to fall during his ride to Holden’s Crossing, but he kept warm by thinking of Rachel and the future.

When finally he was home and had seen to his horse, he let himself into the kitchen to find his mother sitting very straight at the edge of her chair. Obviously she had been waiting eagerly for him to come back, because the words spilled from her as soon as he entered the door.

“Your brother is alive. He is a prisoner of war,” Sarah said.
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A letter from her husband had been delivered to Lillian Geiger the day before. Jason wrote that he’d seen the name of Corporal Alexander Bledsoe on a list of Confederate prisoners of war. Alex had been taken by Union forces on November 11, 1862, at Perryville, Kentucky.

“That’s why Washington hasn’t answered our letters asking if they had a prisoner named Alexander Cole,” Sarah said. “He used my first husband’s name.”

Shaman was exultant. “At least he may still be alive! I’ll write straight off, to try to find out where he’s being held.”

“That would take months. If he’s still living, he’s been a prisoner almost three years. Jason writes that conditions are terrible in prison camps on both sides of the war. He says we should try to get to Alex right away.”

“Then I’ll go to Washington myself.”

But his mother shook her head. “I read in the newspaper that Nick Holden is coming to Rock Island and Holden’s Crossing, to speak in favor of Lincoln’s reelection. You go to him, and ask his help in finding your brother.”

Shaman was puzzled. “Why should we go to Nick Holden instead of to our congressman or senator? Pa despised Holden for helping destroy the Sauks.”

“Nick Holden probably is Alex’s father,” she said quietly.

For a moment Shaman was struck dumb.

“… I always thought … That is, Alex believes his natural father is someone named Will Mosby.”

His mother looked at him. She was very pale, but her eyes were dry. “I was seventeen years old when my first husband died. I was all alone in a cabin in the middle of the prairie, on what is now the Schroeder farm. I tried to keep on homesteading by myself, but I didn’t have the strength. The land broke me quickly. I had no money. There were no jobs, and very few people hereabouts, then. First Will Mosby found me. He was a criminal, he’d be gone for long periods, but when he came back, he always had plenty of money. Then Nick started coming around.

“They were both handsome, charming men. At first I thought neither one knew about the other, but when I got pregnant, it turned out both of them knew, and each claimed the other was the father.”

Shaman found it difficult to speak. “They furnished you no help at all?”

She gave him a bitter smile. “Not so you’d notice. I think Will Mosby loved me and would have married me, finally, but he led a dangerous, reckless life, and he chose that moment to get killed. Nick stayed away, although I’ve always thought he was Alex’s father. Alma and Gus had come and taken the land, and I suppose he knew the Schroeders would feed me.

“When I gave birth, Alma was there, but the poor thing gets addled in an emergency, and mostly I had to tell her what to do. After Alex came, for a few years life was very bad. First my nerves went, and then my stomach, and that brought on kidney stones.” She shook her head. “Your father saved my life. Until he came along, I didn’t believe there was such a thing in the world as a kind and gentle man.

“The thing is, I had sinned. When you lost your hearing, I knew I was being punished and it was my fault, and I couldn’t hardly go near you. I loved you so much, and my conscience hurt me so bad.” She reached out and touched his face. “I’m sorry you’ve had such a weak and sinful mother.”

Shaman took her hand. “No, you’re not weak and sinful. You’re a strong woman who needed real courage just to survive. For that matter, it took courage to tell me this story. My deafness isn’t your fault, Ma. God doesn’t want to punish you. I’ve never been so proud of you, nor loved you more.”

“Thank you, Shaman,” she said, and now when he kissed her, her cheek was wet.

Five days before Nick Holden was due to speak in Rock Island, Shaman left a note for him with the chairman of the county Republican Committee. It said that Dr. Robert Jefferson Cole would deeply appreciate an opportunity to talk with Commissioner Holden about a matter of great and urgent importance.

On the day of the first political rally, Shaman went to Nick’s large frame house in Holden’s Crossing, where a secretary nodded when he gave his name.

“The commissioner’s expecting you,” the man said, and showed Shaman into the office.

Holden had changed since Shaman had seen him last. He was stout, his gray hair was thinning, and webs of veins had appeared in the corners of his nose, but he still was a fine-looking man, and he wore assurance like a well-tailored suit of clothes.

“Well, by God, you’re the little one, the youngest son, ain’t you? And now you’re a doctor? I’m certainly glad to see you. Tell you what, I need me a good country meal, you come along to Anna Wiley’s Dining Room and let me buy you a Holden’s Crossing dinner.”

Shaman had read his father’s journal recently enough so that he still saw Nick through Rob J. Cole’s eyes and pen, and the last thing he wanted was to break bread with him. But he knew why he was there, so he suffered being driven to the boardinghouse dining room on Main Street in Nick’s carriage. Of course, they had to get out at the general store first, where he waited while Nick shook hands with each man on the porch, like a good politician, and made certain everyone there was acquainted with “my good friend, our doctor.”

In the dining room Anna Wiley made a fuss over them, and Shaman got to eat her pot roast, which was good, and her apple pie, which was ordinary. And finally he got to tell Nick Holden about Alex.

Holden listened without interruption, then nodded. “Been a prisoner three years, has he?”

“Yes, sir. If he’s still alive.”

Nick took a cigar from his inside breast pocket and offered it. When it was refused, he bit off the end and lighted it for himself, blowing thoughtful little puffs of smoke toward Shaman. “Why’d you come to me?”

“My mother thought you’d be interested,” Shaman said.

Holden glanced at him and nodded. He smiled. “Your father and I … You know, when we were young men, we were great friends. Had some high old times together.”

“I know,” Shaman said dryly.

Something in his tone must have warned Nick away from that topic. He nodded again. “Well, you give your mother my warmest regards. And tell her I’ll take a personal interest in this matter.”

Rob thanked him. Just the same, when he got home he wrote to his congressman and his senator, asking their help in locating Alex.

A few days after their return from Chicago, both Shaman and Rachel told their mothers they had decided to keep company.

Sarah’s lips thinned when she heard, but she nodded without surprise. “You’ll be very good with her children, of course, the way your pa was good with Alex. If you have children of your own, will they be baptized?”

“I don’t know, Ma. We haven’t gotten that far yet.”

“I would talk about it, were I you two.” It was all she had to say to him about the matter.

Rachel wasn’t that fortunate. She and her mother quarreled often. Lillian was polite to Shaman when he came to her house, but showed him no warmth. He took Rachel and the two children out with him in the buggy whenever possible, but nature conspired against him, for the weather turned mean. Just as summer had come early and hot with almost no spring, so winter fell upon the plains prematurely that year. October was frigid. Shaman found his father’s skates in the barn; he bought the children “double runners” at Haskins’ store and took them skating on the frozen buffalo slough, but it was too cold for long enjoyment. There was snow by election day, when Lincoln was easily reelected, and on the eighteenth of the month a blizzard struck Holden’s Crossing, and the ground had a white cover that would last until spring.

“Have you taken note of Alden’s palsy?” his mother said to Shaman one morning.

As a matter of fact, he had been watching Alden for some time. “He has Parkinson’s disease, Ma.”

“What on earth is that?”

“I don’t know what causes the trembling, but the disease affects the way he controls his muscles.”

“Is it going to kill him?”

“Sometimes it causes death, but not often. Most likely, it will slowly keep getting worse. Maybe cripple him.”

Sarah nodded. “Well, poor soul’s getting too old and sick to run this farm. We’ll have to think about putting Doug Penfield in charge, and hire someone to help him. Can we afford it?”

They were paying Alden twenty-two dollars a month and Doug Penfield ten. Shaman did some rapid calculations and finally nodded.

“And then what will become of Alden?”

“Well, he’ll stay on in his cabin and we’ll take good care of him, of course. But it’s going to be hard to convince him to stop doing the hard work.”

“The best thing might be to ask him to do a lot of jobs that don’t require great exertion,” she said shrewdly, and Shaman nodded.

“I think I’ve got one of those for him right now,” he said.

That evening he brought “Rob J.’s scalpel” up to Alden’s cabin.

“Needs sharpenin, does it?” Alden said, taking it from him.

Shaman smiled. “No, Alden, I keep it sharp myself. It’s a surgical knife that’s been in my family for hundreds of years. My father told me that in his mother’s house it was kept in a glass-enclosed frame and hung on the wall. I wondered if you could make a frame for me.”

“I don’t know why not.” Alden turned the scalpel in his fingers. “Good piece of steel, here.”

“It is. It takes a wonderful edge.”

“I could make you a knife like this, should you want another.”

Shaman was intrigued. “Would you try? Could you make one with a blade longer than this one, and narrower?”

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Alden said, and Shaman tried not to notice how his hand shook as he handed back the scalpel.

It was very hard, being so close to Rachel and yet so far from her. There was no place where they could make love. They trudged in deep snow into the woods, where they bundled into each other’s arms like bears and exchanged icy kisses and well-padded caresses. Shaman grew short-tempered and morose, and he noticed that Rachel was developing dark circles beneath her eyes.

When he left her, Shaman took vigorous walks. One day he trudged down the Short Path and noticed that the portion of Makwa-ikwa’s wooden grave marker that stood above the snow was cracked. The weather had almost obliterated the runelike markings that his father had had Alden carve into the wood.

He felt Makwa’s furious will rise through the earth, through the snow. How much of it was his imagination, how much his conscience?

I’ve done what I can. What more can I do? There’s more to my life than the fact that you can’t rest, he told her crankily, and he turned around and clumped through the snow, back to the house.

That afternoon he went to the home of Betty Cummings, who had severe rheumatism in both shoulders. He tied up his horse and was going to the back door when he saw, just beyond the barn, a double track and a series of curious markings.

He waded through a drift and knelt to examine them.

The marks in the snow were triangular in shape. They sank into the surface six inches or so, and they varied slightly in size, according to their depth.

These triangular wounds in the white were bloodless, and there were many more than eleven of them.

He remained kneeling, staring at them.

“Dr. Cole?”

Mrs. Cummings had come out and leaned over him, her face concerned.

She said the holes were made by her son’s ski poles. He had fashioned the skis and the poles from hickory, whittling the ends into points.

They were too large.

“Is everything all right, Dr. Cole?” She shivered and clutched her shawl closer, and he was suddenly ashamed for keeping a rheumatic old woman out in the cold.

“Everything’s perfectly all right, Mrs. Cummings,” he said, and he stood and followed her into her warm kitchen.

Alden had done a beautiful job on the frame for Rob J.’s scalpel. He had made it of quartered oak and had gotten a small remnant of light blue velvet from Sarah to mount the scalpel on. “Couldn’t find a piece of used glass, though. Had to buy the glass new from Haskins’. Hope that’s all right.”

“It’s more than all right.” Shaman was very pleased. “I’ll hang it in the front hall of the house,” he said.

He was even more pleased to see the scalpel Alden had made to his specifications.

“I forged it from an old brandin iron. There’s enough good steel left over for two or three more of these knives, should you want them.”

Shaman sat down with pencil and paper and drew a probing knife and an amputation fork. “Do you think you could make these?”

“Don’t doubt that I can.”

Shaman regarded him thoughtfully. “We’re going to have a hospital here soon, Alden. That means we’re going to need instruments, beds, chairs—all sorts of things. How would it be if you got somebody to help you make some of those things for us?”

“Well, it would be pleasant, but … Don’t believe I can spare the time for all that.”

“Yes, I can see that. But suppose we hired somebody to work the farm with Doug Penfield, and they just met with you a couple of times a week so you could tell them what to do.”

Alden considered, then nodded. “That might be fine.”

Shaman hesitated. “Alden … how’s your memory?”

“Good as the next person’s, I suppose.”

“Near as you can remember, tell me where everybody was the day Makwa-ikwa was killed.”

Alden sighed heavily and lifted his eyes heavenward. “Still at it, I see.” But with a little persuasion he cooperated. “Well, to begin with you. You was asleep in the woods, I’m told. Your pa was out callin on his patients. I was over to Hans Grueber’s, helpin him butcher in exchange for your pa’s gettin the use of his bullocks to pull the manure spreader in our pastures…. Let’s see, who’s left?”

“Alex. My mother. Moon and Comes Singing.”

“Well, Alex was off someplace, fishin, playin, I dunno. Your mother and Moon … I remember, they was cleanin out the springhouse, gettin it ready to hang meat in when we done our own butcherin. The big Indian was workin with the stock, and then later, workin in the woods.” He beamed at Shaman. “How’s that for memory?”

“It was Jason who found Makwa. How had Jay spent his day?”

Alden was indignant. “Now, how the hell am I supposed to know? You want to know about Geiger, talk to his wife.”

Shaman nodded. “I think I’ll do that,” he said.

But when he returned to the house, all other thoughts were driven from his mind, because his mother told him that Carroll Wilkenson had ridden over with a message for him. It had come to the telegraph office in Rock Island.

His fingers trembled as badly as Alden’s while he tore at the envelope.

The message was concise and businesslike:

Corporal Alexander Bledsoe, 38th Louisiana Mounted Rifles, presently incarcerated as prisoner of war, Elmira Prison Camp, Elmira, New York. Please call upon me if any other way I can be of service. Good luck. Nicholas Holden, U.S. Cmsr., Indian Affairs.
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In the president’s office at the bank, Charlie Andreson looked at the amount on the withdrawal form and pursed his lips.

Although it was Shaman’s money to withdraw, without hesitation he told Andreson the reason he was taking it, because he knew the banker could be trusted with confidential business. “I’ve no idea what Alex’s needs will be. Whatever they are, I’ll need funds to help him.”

Andreson nodded and left his office. When he returned, he carried a stack of currency in a small cloth basket. He also had a money belt that he handed to Shaman. “A little gift from the bank to a valued patron. Along with our heartfelt best wishes and some advice, if you don’t mind. Keep the money in the belt and wear it next to your skin, under your clothing. Do you own a pistol?”

“No.”

“Well, you should buy one. You’re going a distance, and there are dangerous men out there who would kill without thought to get hold of this much money.”

Shaman thanked the banker and placed the currency and the belt into a small tapestry bag he’d brought with him. He was riding down Main Street when he realized he did have a gun, the Colt .44 his father had taken from a dead Confederate in order to kill a horse, and had brought back from the war. Ordinarily it wouldn’t have occurred to Shaman to travel armed, but he couldn’t afford to let anything get in the way of his finding and helping Alex, and he turned the horse and rode back to Haskins’ store, where he bought a box of ammunition for the .44. The bullets and the revolver were heavy and took up room in the single valise that he carried, along with his medical bag, when he left Holden’s Crossing the next morning.

He took a steamer downriver to Cairo and then rode east by rail. Three times there were long delays as his trains were held up in order to allow troop trains to go through. It was four days and nights of hard travel. The snow disappeared when he left Illinois, but not the winter, and the hard cold that dominated the rocking railroad cars crept into Shaman’s bones. When finally he reached Elmira he was travel-weary, but he made no attempt to bathe or change his clothing before trying to see Alex, because he had an irresistible urge to make certain his brother was alive.

Outside the station, he walked past a hansom cab and took a buggy instead so he could sit next to the driver and see what he was saying. The driver said proudly that the town’s population had reached fifteen thousand. They traveled through a pleasant town of small homes to a neighborhood on the outskirts of Elmira, and down Water Street, along what the man said was the Chemung River. Soon a wooden fence delineated the prison.

The driver was proud of the local embellishment and practiced in his delivery of facts. He told Shaman the fence was built twelve feet high of “native boards,” and enclosed twenty-eight acres on which more than ten thousand captured Confederates lived. “Been up to twelve thousand rebels in there, at times,” he said.

He pointed out that four feet from the top of the fence and on the outside was a catwalk on which armed sentries patrolled.

They drove down West Water Street, where entrepreneurs had made the camp a human zoo. A three-story-high wooden tower, complete with stairs that led to a railed platform, allowed anyone with fifteen cents to look down on the milling men within the walls.

“Used to be two towers here. And a whole bunch of refreshment stands. Sold cakes, crackers, peanuts, lemonade, and beer to them watchin the prisoners. But the damn army closed em down.”

“Pity.”

“Yeah. You wanna stop and go up, have yourself a look?”

Shaman shook his head. “Just let me out at the main gate to the camp, please.”

There was a very military colored sentry at the gate. It appeared that most of the sentries were Negroes. Shaman followed a private to a headquarters orderly room, where he identified himself to a sergeant and requested permission to see the prisoner called Alexander Bledsoe.

The sergeant conferred with a lieutenant who sat behind a desk in a tiny office, and then emerged to mutter that there’d been a message from Washington in Dr. Cole’s behalf, which made Shaman think more kindly of Nicholas Holden.

“Visits are no more than ninety minutes.” He was told that the private would take him to his brother at tent Eight-C, and he followed the Negro over frozen ruts, deep into the camp. Everywhere he looked, there were prisoners, listless, miserable, ill-clothed. He understood at once that they were half-starved. He saw two men standing at an overturned barrel on which they were skinning a rat.

They bypassed a number of low wooden barracks. Beyond the barracks were rows of tents, and beyond the tents a long narrow pond that obviously was used as an open sewer, because the closer Shaman drew to it, the stronger its stink became.

Finally the Negro soldier stopped in front of one of the tents. “This is Eight-C, suh,” he said, and Shaman thanked him.

Inside, he found four men whose faces were pinched with cold. He didn’t know them, and his first thought was that one of them was a man who shared Alex’s name, and he had come all this way because of a case of mistaken identity.

“I’m looking for Corporal Alexander Bledsoe.”

One of the prisoners, a man-boy whose dark mustaches were far too large for his bony face, motioned at what had seemed to be a pile of rags. Shaman approached it cautiously, as if a feral animal waited beneath the dirty cloths—two feed bags, a piece of carpeting, something that may once have been a coat. “We keep his face covered against the cold,” the dark mustaches said, and reached down and removed a feed sack.

It was his brother, yet not so much his brother. Shaman might have passed him in the street without recognition, because Alex was vastly changed. He was very thin, and age had been etched into him by experiences Shaman didn’t want to consider. Shaman took his hand. Eventually Alex opened his eyes and stared up at him without recognition.

“Bigger,” Shaman said, but couldn’t go on.

Alex blinked up at him in bewilderment. Then realization crept into his mind like a tide slowly taking possession of a battered shore, and he began to cry.

“Ma and Pa?”

They were the first words Alex spoke to him, and Shaman lied instantly and instinctively. “They’re both well.”

The brothers sat and held each other’s hands. There was so much to say, so much to ask and to tell, that they were at first struck dumb. Soon the words began to come to Shaman, but Alex wasn’t up to it. Despite his excitement, he began to drift back into sleep, and it told Shaman how sick he was.

He introduced himself to the other four men, and learned their names. Berry Womack of Spartanburg, South Carolina, short and intense, with long dirty blond hair. Fox J. Byrd of Charlottesville, Virginia, who had a sleepy face and slack skin, as if once he’d been fat. James Joseph Waldron of Van Buren, Arkansas, stocky, swarthy, and the youngest there, no more than seventeen, Shaman guessed. And Barton O. Westmoreland of Richmond, Virginia, the boy with the large mustaches, who shook hands fiercely and told Shaman to call him Buttons.

While Alex slept, Shaman examined him.

His left foot was gone.

“… Was he shot?”

“No, sir,” Buttons said. “I was with him. A whole bunch of us were bein transferred here by train from the prison camp at Point Lookout, Maryland, last July 16…. Well, there was a terrible train wreck in Pennsylvania … Sholola, Pennsylvania. Forty-eight prisoners of war and seventeen federal guards, killed. They just buried em in a field close to the tracks, like after a battle.

“Eighty-five of us were hurt. Alex’s foot was crushed so bad, they just cut it off. I was real lucky, only had a sprained shoulder.”

“Your brother did right well for a while,” Berry Womack said. “Jimmie-Joe made him a crutch and he was right nimble with it. He was the sick-sergeant in this tent and took care of us all. Said he learned a little doctorin from watchin your daddy.”

“We call him Doc,” Jimmie-Joe Waldron said.

When Shaman lifted Alex’s leg, he saw it was the source of his brother’s troubles. The amputation had been done badly. The leg wasn’t yet gangrenous, but half the ragged stump was unhealed, and beneath the scar tissue in the healed portion there was pus.

“You a sure-enough doctor?” Waldron said when he saw the stethoscope. Shaman said he was. He positioned the bell on Alex’s chest for Jimmie-Joe, and he was elated to conclude from Waldron’s report that the lungs were blessedly clear. But Alex was feverish, and his pulse was light and thready.

“There is pestilence, sir, all through the camp,” Buttons said. “Smallpox. Any number of fevers. Malaria, many varieties of agues. What do you reckon is wrong with him?”

“His leg is mortified,” Shaman said heavily. It was obvious that Alex also suffered from malnutrition and exposure to the cold, as did the other men in the tent. They told Shaman that some tents had tin stoves and some had a few blankets, but most had neither.

“What do you eat?”

“In the morning each man gets a piece of bread and a small piece of bad meat. In the evening each man gets a piece of bread and a cup of what they call soup, the water the bad meat was boiled in,” Buttons Westmoreland said.

“No vegetables?”

They shook their heads, but he already knew the answer. Signs of scurvy had greeted him as soon as he’d entered the camp.

“When we came here, there were ten thousand of us,” Buttons said. “They keep adding new prisoners, but only five thousand of the original ten thousand are left. They have a busy dead house, and a big cemetery just beyond the camp. About twenty-five men die here every day.”

Shaman sat on the cold ground and held Alex’s hands, watching his face. Alex slumbered on, too deeply.

Presently the guard stuck his head through the flap and told him it was time.

In the headquarters orderly room, the sergeant listened impassively as Shaman identified himself as a physician and described his brother’s symptoms. “I’d like to be allowed to take him home. I know if he remains imprisoned, he’ll die.”

The sergeant rummaged in a file and came up with a card, which he studied. “Your brother isn’t eligible for parole. He’s been an engineer here. That’s what we call a prisoner who’s tried to tunnel out.”

“Tunnel!” Shaman said wonderingly. “How could he dig? He has only one foot.”

“He has two hands. And before he came here, he escaped from another camp and was recaptured.”

Shaman tried to use reason. “Isn’t it what you’d have done? What any honorable man might do?”

But the sergeant shook his head. “We got our rules.”

“May I bring him a few things?”

“Nothing sharp or made of metal.”

“Is there a boardinghouse nearby?”

“There’s a place, eighth of a mile west of the main gate. They rent out rooms,” the sergeant said, and Shaman thanked him and picked up his bags.

As soon as Shaman was in his rented room and rid of his landlord, he removed $150 from his money belt and placed the bills in his coat pocket. There was a handyman who was happy to drive the new boarder to town for a fee. At the telegraph office Shaman sent a message to Nick Holden in Washington: Alex gravely ill. Must secure his release or he will die. Please help.

There was a large stable and livery, where he rented a horse and a flatbed wagon.

“By the day or the week?” the stableman asked. Shaman rented by the week, and paid in advance.

The general store was larger than Haskins’, and he filled his rented wagon with things for the men in Alex’s tent: firewood, blankets, a dressed chicken, a side of sound bacon, six loaves of bread, two bushels of potatoes, a sack of onions, a crate of cabbages.

The sergeant’s eyes widened when he saw the “few things” Shaman had brought for his brother. “You’ve already used today’s ninety minutes. Just unload that plunder and get out.”

At the tent, Alex was still sleeping. But for the others, it was like Christmas in good times. They called in their neighbors. Men from a dozen tents came in and got wood and vegetables. Shaman had meant the things to make a real difference to the men of tent Eight-C, but they had chosen to share most of the things he had brought.

“Do you have a pot?” he asked Buttons.

“Yessir!” Buttons produced a very large and battered tin can.

“Cook a soup of chicken meat, onions, cabbage, potatoes, and some of the bread. I’m counting on you to get as much hot soup into him as possible.”

“Yessir, we will,” Buttons said.

Shaman hesitated. An alarming amount of food already had disappeared. “I’ll bring more tomorrow. You must try to keep some of it for those in this tent.”

Westmoreland nodded somberly. They both knew the unspoken condition that had been laid down and accepted: above all, Alex must be fed.

When he went to the camp the next morning, Alex was asleep, and Jimmie-Joe was watching him. Jimmie-Joe said he had taken a good amount of soup.

When Shaman adjusted the blankets, Alex awoke with a start, and Shaman patted his shoulder. “It’s all right, Bigger. It’s only your brother.” Alex closed his eyes again, but in a moment he spoke. “Is old Alden still alive?”

“Yes, he is.”

“Good! …” Alex opened his eyes and caught sight of the stethoscope peeping out of the medical bag. “What you doin with Pa’s bag?”

“… I borrowed it,” Shaman said hoarsely. “I’m a doctor now myself.”

“You’re never!” Alex said, as if they were children telling whoppers.

“Yes, I am,” he said, and they smiled at one another before Alex fell back into a sound sleep. He took Alex’s pulse and didn’t care for it one bit, but there was nothing he could do about it just then. Alex’s unwashed body stank generally, but when Shaman uncovered the stump and bent to sniff it, his heart sank. Long exposure to his father and then to Lester Berwyn and Barney McGowan had given him the knowledge that there was nothing good about what less-enlightened surgeons welcomed as “laudable pus.” Shaman knew that pus in an incision or wound often meant the onset of blood poisoning, abscesses, or gangrene. He knew what had to be done, and he knew it couldn’t be done in the prison camp.

He covered his brother with two of the new blankets and sat there and held his hands and studied his face.

When the soldier kicked him out of the prison camp after an hour and a half, Shaman drove the rented horse and wagon southeast along the road that followed the Chemung River. The country was more hilly than Illinois, and more wooded. About five miles beyond the town line he came to a general store whose sign said it was Barnard’s. Inside, he bought some crackers and a piece of cheese for his lunch, and then had two slices of good apple pie and two cups of coffee. When he asked the proprietor about accommodations in the area, the man gave him directions to Mrs. Pauline Clay’s a mile down the road, outside the village of Wellsburg.

The house proved to be small and unpainted, and surrounded by woods. Four rosebushes were wrapped with flour sacks against the cold, and tied with baling cord. A small sign on the picket fence said “ROOMS.”

Mrs. Clay had an open, friendly face. She sympathized at once when he told her about his brother, and showed him through the place. Her sign should have been singular, he saw at once, because there were only two bedrooms. “Your brother could have the guest room, and you could have mine. I often sleep on the couch,” she said.

She was clearly taken aback when he said he wanted to rent the entire house.

“Oh, I’m afraid …” But her eyes widened when he disclosed what he was willing to pay. She said frankly that a widow who had struggled for years couldn’t refuse such generosity, and that she could move into her sister’s house in the village while the Cole brothers were in her place.

Shaman went back to Barnard’s store and loaded up on foodstuffs and supplies, and while he moved them into the house that afternoon, Mrs. Clay was moving out.

The following morning, the sergeant was grumpy and decidedly cool, but obviously the army had heard from Nick Holden, and perhaps from some of his friends.

The sergeant gave Shaman a printed sheet that was a formal parole, promising that, in return for Alex’s freedom, “the undersigned shall not again bear arms against the United States of America.”

“You have your brother sign this, and you can take him.”

Shaman was worried. “He might not be well enough to sign.”

“Well, the rule is, he has to give his parole or he isn’t released. I don’t care how sick he is, if he doesn’t sign, he doesn’t go.”

So Shaman brought ink and a pen to tent Eight-C, and he had a quiet conversation with Buttons outside the tent. “Will Alex sign this thing if he’s able?”

Westmoreland scratched his chin. “Well, some are willing to sign it in order to get out of here, and some consider it a disgrace. I don’t know how your brother feels.”

The box the cabbages had come in was on the ground near the tent, and Shaman overturned it and placed the paper and the ink on it. Dipping the pen, he quickly wrote on the bottom of the page: Alexander Bledsoe.

Buttons nodded in approval. “That’s right, Dr. Cole. You get his arse out of this hellish place.”

Shaman told each of Alex’s tentmates to write the name and address of one of his loved ones on a piece of paper, and he promised to write and tell them the men were alive.

“You reckon you can get the letters through the lines?” Buttons Westmoreland asked.

“I believe I can, once I get back home.”

Shaman worked fast. He left the parole with the sergeant, and he hurried to the boardinghouse for his suitcase. He paid the handyman to fill the wagon with loose straw, and then he drove back to the camp. A Negro sergeant and a private oversaw the prisoners as they loaded Alex into the wagon and covered him with blankets.

The men of tent Eight-C gripped Shaman’s hand and made their good-byes.

“So long, Doc!”

“Good-bye, ole Bledsoe!”

“Give em hell!”

“Get well, now!”

Alex, whose eyes remained closed, gave them no response.

The sergeant waved them off, and the private clambered up and took the reins, driving the horse as far as the main gate of the camp. Shaman studied his dark and serious face and smiled, remembering something from his father’s journal.

“Jubilee day,” he said. The soldier looked startled, but then he smiled, showing fine white teeth.

“I believe you right, suh,” he said, and handed over the reins.

The wagon springs were poor; lying in the straw, Alex was jostled. He cried out in pain and then groaned as Shaman drove through the gates and turned onto the road.

The horse moved the wagon past the observation tower, past the end of the wall around the prison. From the catwalk a soldier with a rifle watched them intently as they moved away.

Shaman kept the horse under tight rein. He could make no speed without torturing Alex, but he moved slowly also because he wanted to call no attention to themselves. However irrationally, he felt that at any moment the long arm of the United States Army would reach out and pluck his brother back, and he didn’t begin to breathe evenly until the walls of the prison camp were far behind them and they had passed beyond the town line, out of Elmira.
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Mrs. Clay’s house felt friendly. It was so small there was very little to learn about it, and it quickly became familiar, as if Shaman had lived in it for many years.

He built a roaring fire in the stove that soon turned the iron of the firebox a fierce cherry red; then he heated water in Mrs. Clay’s largest cooking pots and filled the bathtub, which he’d placed next to the warmth.

When Alex was set into the water like a babe, his eyes widened with pleasure.

“When’s the last time you had a real bath?”

Alex slowly shook his head. Shaman knew it had been so long ago, he couldn’t remember. He didn’t dare let Alex sit and soak, lest he catch a chill as the water cooled, so he washed him with a soapy rag, trying to ignore the fact that Alex’s ribs felt like a washboard beneath the cloth, and taking care to be as gentle as possible with the mortified left leg.

When he took his brother out of the tub, he set him down on a blanket in front of the stove and toweled him dry, then put a flannel nightshirt on him. A few years ago, carrying him upstairs would have been a challenging task, but Alex had lost so much weight it wasn’t difficult.

Once Alex had been placed in the bed in the guest room, Shaman went to work. He knew exactly what needed to be done. There was no sense in waiting, and delay might result in a good deal of danger.

He removed everything from the kitchen but the table and one chair, stacking the other chairs and the dry sink in the parlor. Then he scrubbed the walls, the floor, the ceiling, the table, and the chair with hot water and strong soap. He washed the surgical instruments and laid them out on the chair, within easy reach of the table. Finally he trimmed his fingernails short and scrubbed his hands.

When he carried Alex down again and placed him on the table, his brother looked so vulnerable that for a moment Shaman was shaken. He was very certain about what he was doing, except for this part. He had brought chloroform with him, but he wasn’t certain how much to use, because the trauma and malnutrition had left Alex so weak.

“What?” Alex complained drowsily, confused by all the carrying.

“Breathe deeply, Bigger.”

He spilled chloroform and held the cone over Alex’s face as long as he dared. Please, God, he thought.

“Alex! You hear me?” Shaman pinched Alex’s arm, slapped him lightly on the cheek, but he slept deeply.

Shaman didn’t need to think or plan. He had done his thinking at length, and he had planned carefully. He forced all emotion from his mind and set about to do what was needed.

He wanted to keep as much of the limb as possible, while at the same time taking enough to make certain that the amputated portion would include all the infected bone and tissue.

He made the first circular incision at a place six inches below the insertion of the hamstring muscle, and prepared a good flap for the stump to come, stopping the cutting only to tie off the great and small saphenous veins, the tibial veins, and the peroneal vein. He sawed through the tibia with the same motions as a man cutting kindling. He proceeded to saw through the fibula, and the infected portion of the limb was free—a neat, clean job.

Shaman bandaged tightly with clean dressings, to make a well-shaped stump. With that done, he kissed the still-unconscious Alex and then carried him back to bed.

For a time he sat by the bed and watched his brother, but there was no sign of trouble, no nausea or vomiting, no cries of pain. Alex slumbered like a laborer who deserved his rest.

Eventually Shaman carried the severed piece of leg out of the house in a towel, along with a spade he’d found in the cellar. He went into the woods behind the house and attempted to bury the amputated section of tissue and bone, but the ground was deeply frozen, and the spade skittered along the icy surface. Finally he gathered wood and made a pyre to give the piece of leg a Viking’s funeral. He placed the flesh-log on wood and heaped more wood on it, and sprinkled a little lamp oil. When he struck a match, the fire flared. Shaman stood near it with his back against a tree, dry-eyed but filled with terrible emotion, convinced that in the best of worlds, a man shouldn’t have to cut off and burn his big brother’s leg.

The sergeant in the orderly room at the prison camp was familiar with the noncommissioned hierarchy in his region, and he knew this fat barrel-chested sergeant major wasn’t stationed in Elmira. Ordinarily he would ask a soldier coming from elsewhere to identify the unit to which he was attached, but this man’s demeanor, and especially his eyes, said clearly that he was looking to garner information, not to give it.

The sergeant knew that sergeant majors weren’t deities, but he was acutely aware that they ran the army. The few men who were the army’s highest possible noncoms could arrange for someone to get a good assignment or a punishment posting to an isolated fort. They could get a man in or out of military trouble, and they could make or break careers. In the sergeant’s real world, a sergeant major was more intimidating than any commissioned officer, and he hastened to be accommodating.

“Yessir, Sarn Majuh,” he said smartly after examining the records. “You’ve missed him by little more’n a day. This fella’s real sick. Has only the one foot left, you see. His brother’s a doctor, name of Cole. Took him away in a wagon just yesterday morning.”

“Which direction they go?”

The sergeant looked at him and shook his head.

The fat man grunted, spat on the clean floor. Leaving the orderly room, he mounted his beautiful brown cavalry mare and rode through the main gate of the prison camp. One day’s start was nothing, when the brother was toting an invalid. There was just the one road; they could have taken only one direction or the other. He chose to turn northwest. From time to time, whenever he passed a store, or a farmhouse, or another traveler, he stopped and made inquiry. In that way, he passed through the village of Horseheads, and then through the village of Big Flats. Nobody he talked to had seen the men he was looking for.

The sergeant major was an experienced tracker. He knew that when a trail was this invisible, most likely it was the wrong trail. So he turned his horse and began to ride in the other direction. He rode past the prison camp, and through the town of Elmira. Two miles down the road, a farmer remembered seeing their wagon. A couple of miles past the Wellsburg town line, he came to a general store.

Inside, the proprietor smiled to see the fat soldier crowd close to his stove. “A cold one, ain’t it?” When the sergeant major asked for coffee, black, he nodded and served it.

He nodded again when the man asked his question.

“Oh, certainly. They’re boarding at Mrs. Pauline Clay’s, I’ll tell you how to find it. Awfully nice feller, Dr. Cole. He’s been in to buy groceries and such. Friends of yours, are they?”

The sergeant major smiled. “It will be good to see them,” he said.

The night following the operation, Shaman sat in a chair next to his brother’s bed, and kept the lamp burning throughout the long night. Alex slept, but his slumber was pain-ridden and restless.

Toward daybreak, Shaman drifted into sleep for a brief time. When he opened his eyes in the gray light, he saw Alex looking at him.

“Hey, Bigger.”

Alex licked dry lips, and Shaman brought water and supported his head while he drank, allowing him only a few small sips.

“Wondering,” Alex said finally.

“What?”

“How I can ever … kick your ass again … without falling on my face.”

How good it was for Shaman to see his crooked grin!

“You whittled away more of my leg, didn’t you?” Alex’s gaze was accusatory, which stung the exhausted Shaman.

“Yes, but I saved something else, I think.”

“What’s that?”

“Your life.”

Alex considered, and then he nodded. In a moment he went back to sleep.

That first postoperative day, Shaman changed the dressings twice. Each time, he sniffed the stump and studied it, terrified lest he detect the stink or sight of corruption, because he’d seen many die of infection within a few days of amputation. But there was no smell, and the pink tissue above the stump appeared to be sound.

Alex had almost no fever, but he had little energy, and Shaman had no confidence in his brother’s recuperative powers. He began to spend time in Mrs. Clay’s kitchen. Midmorning he fed Alex a small amount of gruel, and at midday a coddled egg.

Shortly after noon, large white flakes began to fall thickly outside. Snow soon covered the ground, and Shaman took an uneasy account of the supplies he had put in, and decided he would take the wagon to the general store once more, in case they should be snowed in. During an interval in which Alex was awake, he explained what he was going to do, and Alex nodded that he understood.

It was pleasant, driving through the silent, snowy world. The real reason he had come was to get a soup fowl; to his disappointment, Barnard hadn’t a fowl to sell, but he had some decent beef that would make nourishing soup, and Shaman told him that would have to do.

“Your friend find you all right?” the storekeeper asked, trimming the fat.

“Friend?”

“That soldier. I told him how to ride to Mrs. Clay’s house from here.”

“Oh? When was that?”

“Yesterday, couple of hours before closing. Heavy man, fat. Black beard. Lots of stripes,” he said, touching his arm. “He never came?” He looked narrowly at Shaman. “I suppose it was all right to tell him where you are?”

“Of course, Mr. Barnard. Whoever it was, he probably decided he didn’t have time for a visit after all, and drove right by.”

What does the army want now? Shaman thought as he left the store.

Halfway home, he was afflicted with the feeling that he was being watched. He resisted the urge to turn in the wagon seat and look back, but in a few minutes he pulled the horse up and descended to fuss with the bridle, as though making an adjustment. At the same time, he took a good look behind him.

It was hard to see through the falling snow, but then the wind brought a high swirl, and Shaman could see there was a rider following, distant.

When he reached the house, he saw that Alex was fine. He unhitched the wagon and settled the horse in the barn, then went back in and put the meat on the stove to simmer in water, along with potatoes, carrots, onions, and turnips.

He was troubled. He debated whether to disclose what he had learned to Alex, and finally he sat by the bed and told him. “So, we may have a visit from the army,” he concluded.

But Alex shook his head. “If it was the army, they’d have hammered on our door right away…. Somebody like you, come to get a kinsman out of prison, is bound to be carrying money. More likely, he’s after that…. I don’t suppose you own a gun?”

“I do.” He went and dug the Colt from his bag. At Alex’s insistence, he cleaned it while his brother watched, and loaded it, making certain a fresh round was in the chamber. When he placed it on the bed table, he was even more troubled than before. “Why would this man just wait and watch us?”

“Scouting us … to make certain we’re alone here. To study the lamplight at night and learn which bedroom we’re in … things like that.”

“I think we’re making too much of this,” Shaman said slowly. “I think probably the man who inquired about us is some kind of army intelligence soldier, making certain we’re not planning to help other prisoners get out of the camp. We’ll probably never hear of him again.”

Alex shrugged and nodded. But Shaman had a harder time believing his own words. If there was to be trouble, the last circumstance he’d have chosen was to be holed up in this house next to his weak and newly amputated brother.

That afternoon, he gave Alex warm milk sweetened with honey. He wanted to force-feed him with rich puddings, to will flesh back on his ribs, but he knew it would take time. Early in the afternoon Alex slept again, and when he awoke several hours later, he wanted to talk.

Slowly Shaman learned what had happened to him after he had left home.

“Mal Howard and I worked our way down to New Orleans on a flatboat. We had a falling-out over a girl, and he went on alone to Tennessee to enlist.” Alex stopped and looked at his brother. “Do you know what’s happened to Mal?”

“His people haven’t heard a word.”

Alex nodded without surprise. “I almost came home then. I wish I had. But there were Confederate recruiters all over the place, and I enlisted. I thought I could ride and shoot, so I joined the cavalry.”

“Did you see much fighting?”

Alex nodded somberly. “Two years’ worth. I was so damn mad at myself when I was captured in Kentucky! They kept us in a stockade a baby could have walked away from. I waited my chance, then I skedaddled. I was free for three days, stealing food from gardens and such. Then I stopped at a farmhouse and asked for something to eat. A woman gave me breakfast, and I thanked her like a gentleman, didn’t make any improper moves, which was probably my mistake! Half an hour later I heard the pack of dogs they turned out after me. I ran into this enormous cornfield. Tall green stalks, planted stingy close, so I couldn’t pass between the rows. I had to break them down as I ran, so it looked like a bear had been in there. I was in that corn most of a morning, running from the dogs. I began thinking I’d never get out. Then I came out on the far side of the planting, and there were these two Yankee soldiers pointing their guns and grinning at me.

“This time, the federals sent me to Point Lookout. That was the worst prison camp! Bad food or none, foul water, and they’d shoot you dead if you came within four paces of the fence. I was surely glad when they shipped me out of there. But then, of course, the train wreck happened.” He shook his head. “I just remember a big grinding noise and a pain in my foot. I was unconscious awhile, and when I woke up, they had already cut my foot off, and I was on another train heading for Elmira.”

“How did you manage to tunnel after an amputation?”

Alex grinned. “That was easy. I heard that a bunch was tunneling out. I was feeling pretty good, those days, and I took a turn digging. We tunneled two hundred feet, right under the wall. My stump wasn’t healed and I kept getting it dirty in the tunnel. Maybe that’s why I had trouble with it. I couldn’t go out with them, of course, but ten men ran free, and I never heard that any of them got caught. I used to go to sleep happy, thinking about those ten free men.”

Shaman drew a breath. “Bigger,” he said, “Pa is dead.”

Alex was silent for a while, then nodded. “I believe I knew when I saw you had his bag. If he was alive and well, he’d have come for me himself instead of sending you.”

Shaman smiled. “Yes, that’s true.” He told his brother what had happened to Rob J. before he had died. During the telling, Alex began to weep weakly, and he took Shaman’s hand. When the narrative was over, they sat silently, hands still clasped. Well after Alex had fallen asleep, Shaman sat there without letting go.

It snowed until late afternoon. After night fell, Shaman went to a window on every side of the house in turn, and peered outside. The moonlight gleamed on unbroken snow, no tracks. By that time he had worked out an explanation. He thought the fat soldier had been sent looking for him because somebody needed a doctor. Perhaps the patient had died or recovered, or maybe the man had found another physician and no longer needed Dr. Cole.

It was plausible, and it comforted him.

He gave Alex a bowl of rich broth for supper, with a softened cracker in it. His brother slept fitfully. Shaman had thought to sleep that night in the bed in the other room, but he dozed off in the chair next to Alex’s bed.

Early in the morning—he saw by his watch next to the gun on the table that it was 2:43—he was awakened by Alex. His brother’s eyes were wild. Alex had pulled himself half out of the bed.

Someone is breaking a window downstairs, Alex mouthed.

Shaman nodded. He stood and picked up the gun, holding it in his left hand, an unfamiliar tool.

He waited, his eyes on Alex’s face.

Had Alex imagined it? Maybe dreamed it? The bedroom door was closed. Perhaps he’d heard the sound of breaking icicles?

But Shaman stood still. His whole body became his hand on the piano sounding board, and he could feel the stealthy steps.

“He is inside,” he whispered.

Now he began to sense the ascent, like the notes on a rising scale.

“He’s coming up the stairs. I’m going to blow out the lamp.” He saw that Alex understood. They knew the layout of the bedroom, while the intruder didn’t, an advantage in the dark. But Shaman was agonized, because without light he couldn’t read Alex’s lips.

He took his brother’s hand and placed it on his own leg. “When you hear that he’s in the room, squeeze,” he said, and Alex nodded.

Alex’s single boot was on the floor. Shaman shifted the gun to his right hand and bent and picked up the boot, then blew out the lamp flame.

It seemed a very long time. There was nothing to do but wait, frozen in darkness.

Finally the cracks around the bedroom door changed from yellow to black. The intruder had reached the lamp in the hallway wall and had snuffed it so he wouldn’t be silhouetted in the doorframe.

Trapped in his familiar world of perfect silence, Shaman sensed when the man had opened the door, informed by the flow of frigid air from the opened window.

And Alex’s hand squeezing his leg.

He threw the boot across the room, to the far wall.

He saw the twin yellow blossomings, one after the other, and tried to aim the heavy Colt to the right of the spurts of flame. When he pulled the trigger, the revolver bucked savagely in his hand, and he used both hands to hold the gun as he pulled the trigger again and again, feeling the blasts, blinking at each flare, smelling the devil’s breath. When the gun was finished, feeling more naked and more vulnerable than ever before, Shaman stood and waited for the smashing bite of return fire.

“You all right, Bigger?” he called at last, like a fool, unable to hear any reply. He fumbled for the matches on the table and finally lighted the lamp with unsteady hands.

“All right?” he said to Alex again, but Alex was stabbing with his finger toward the man on the floor. Shaman was a poor gunfighter. Had the man been able, he might have shot both of them, but he wasn’t able. Shaman approached him now as if he were a hunted bear whose mortality was uncertain. His own wild marksmanship was evident, because there were holes in the wall, and a splintered floor. The intruder’s shots had missed the shoe but had ruined the upper drawer of Mrs. Clay’s maple dresser. The man lay on his side as if sleeping, a fat soldier with a black beard, a look of surprise on the dead face. One of the shots had nicked him in the left leg, at just the point where Shaman had cut off Alex’s limb. Another had hit him in the chest, directly over his heart. When Shaman palpated his carotid artery, the flesh of his throat was still warm but there was no pulse.

Alex had no resources left, and he quickly fell apart. Shaman sat on the bed and held his brother in his arms, rocking him like a child while he trembled and wept.

Alex was certain that if the death were discovered, he’d go back to prison. He wanted Shaman to take the fat man into the woods and burn him, the way he’d burned Alex’s leg.

Shaman comforted him and patted his back, but he was thinking clearly and coldly.

“I killed him, you didn’t. If anyone’s in trouble, it isn’t you. But this man will be missed. The storekeeper knows he was coming here, and maybe so do others. This room is damaged and needs a carpenter, who would talk about it. If I hide or destroy his body, I can hang. We’re not going to touch his body again.”

Alex calmed. Shaman sat with him and they talked until the gray light of day came into the room and he was able to extinguish the lamp. He carried his brother downstairs to the parlor and laid him on the sofa under warm blankets. He filled the stove with wood and reloaded the Colt and set it on a chair next to Alex. “I’ll be back with the army. For God’s sake, don’t shoot anyone until you make certain it isn’t us.”

He looked into his brother’s eyes. “They’re going to question us, again and again, apart and together. It’s important that you tell the exact truth about everything. That way, they can’t twist what we tell them. You understand?”

Alex nodded, and Shaman patted him on the cheek and left the house.

The snow was knee-deep and he didn’t take the wagon. There was a halter hanging in the barn and he put it on the horse and rode her bareback. Well past Barnard’s store, it was slow going over the snowy ground, but after the Elmira line the snow had been packed down by rollers, and he made better time.

He felt numb, and not from the cold. He had lost patients he thought he should have saved, and that always bothered him. But he had never killed a human before.

He reached the telegraph office early and had to wait until it opened at seven A.M. Then he sent a message to Nick Holden:

Have killed soldier in self-defense. Please send civil, military authorities in Elmira your endorsements at once regarding my character and that of Alex Bledsoe Cole. Gratefully, Robert J. Cole.

He went directly to the office of the sheriff of Steuben County and reported a homicide.
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In a short time, Mrs. Clay’s little house was crowded. The sheriff, a stocky gray-haired man named Jesse Moore, suffered from morning dyspepsia, and he frowned occasionally and belched often. He was accompanied by two deputies, and his message to the army had quickly summoned five soldiers: a first lieutenant, two sergeants, and a pair of privates. Within half an hour Major Oliver P. Poole arrived, a swarthy bespectacled officer with thin black mustaches. Everyone deferred to him—clearly he was in charge.

At first the soldiers and civilians spent their time viewing the body, going in and out of the house, clumping up and down the stairs in their heavy boots, and conversing privately, with their heads close together. They wasted whatever heat was in the house and tracked in snow and ice that made a disaster of Mrs. Clay’s waxed wooden floors.

The sheriff and his men were watchful, the military men were very serious, and the major was coldly polite.

Upstairs in the bedroom, Major Poole examined the bullet holes in the floor, the wall, the bureau drawer, and the body of the soldier.

“You can’t identify him, Dr. Cole?”

“I never saw him before.”

“Do you suppose he wanted to rob you?”

“I don’t have the slightest idea. All I know is, I threw that boot at the wall in a dark room, and he shot at the sound, and I shot at him.”

“Have you looked in his pockets?”

“No, sir.”

The major proceeded to do so, placing the contents of the fat soldier’s pockets on the blanket at the foot of the bed. There wasn’t much: a can of Clock-Time snuff; a bunched-up and snot-encrusted handkerchief; seventeen dollars and thirty-eight cents; and an army furlough that Poole read and then passed to Shaman. “Does the name mean anything to you?”

The furlough had been made out to Sergeant Major Henry Bowman Korff, Headquarters, U.S. Army Eastern Quartermaster Command, Elizabeth, New Jersey.

Shaman read it and shook his head. “I never saw or heard that name before,” he could say honestly.

But a few minutes later, as he started to descend the stairway, he realized that the name had produced troublesome echoes in his mind. Halfway down the stairs, he knew why.

Never again would he have to speculate, as his father had until he died, regarding the whereabouts of the third man who had fled Holden’s Crossing the morning Makwa-ikwa was raped and killed. He no longer had to search for a fat man named “Hank Cough.” Hank Cough had found him.

Presently the coroner came to declare the deceased legally dead. His greeting to Shaman was cool. All the men in the house displayed open or reserved antagonism, and Shaman understood its source. Alex was their enemy; he’d fought against them, probably killed Northerners, and until lately had been their prisoner of war. And now Alex’s brother had killed a Union soldier in uniform.

Shaman was relieved when they loaded the ponderous dead man onto a litter and laboriously carried him down the stairs and out of the house.

That was when the serious questioning began. The major sat in the bedroom in which the shooting had taken place. Near him, on another kitchen chair, one of the sergeants sat and took notes of the interrogation. Shaman sat on the edge of the bed.

Major Poole asked about his affiliations, and Shaman told him the only two organizations he’d ever joined were the Society for the Abolition of Slavery while he was in college, and the Rock Island County Medical Society.

“Are you a Copperhead, Dr. Cole?”

“I am not.”

“You don’t have even the slightest sympathy for the South?”

“I don’t believe in slavery. I want the war to end without additional general suffering, but I’m not a supporter of the Southern cause.”

“Why did Sergeant Major Korff come to this house?”

“I’ve no idea.” He had decided almost immediately not to mention the long-ago murder of an Indian woman in Illinois, and the fact that three men and a covert political society had been implicated in her violation and death. It was all too remote, too arcane. He understood that to open it up would be to invite the incredulity of this unpleasant army officer, and a myriad of dangers.

“You’re asking us to accept that a sergeant major in the United States Army was killed attempting an armed robbery.”

“No, I’m not asking you to accept anything. Major Poole, do you believe that I issued an invitation to this man to break a window in my rented house, enter it illegally at two o’clock in the morning, and come upstairs and into my brother’s sickroom, firing a gun?”

“Then why did he do it?”

“I don’t know,” Shaman said, and the major frowned at him.

While Poole questioned Shaman, in the parlor the lieutenant questioned Alex. At the same time, the two privates and the sheriff’s deputies were conducting a search of the barn and the house, inspecting Shaman’s luggage, emptying bureau drawers and closets.

From time to time there was a break in the questioning while the two officers conferred.

“Why didn’t you tell me your mother is a Southerner?” Major Poole asked Shaman after one such pause.

“My mother was born in Virginia but has lived in Illinois more than half her life. I didn’t tell you because you didn’t ask me.”

“These were found in your medicine bag. What are they, Dr. Cole?” Poole laid out on the bed four pieces of paper. “Each has a person’s name and address. A Southern person.”

“They’re the addresses of kinfolk of my brother’s tentmates in the Elmira prison camp. Those men cared for my brother and kept him alive. When the war is over, I’ll write to determine whether each of them made it through. And, if so, thank them.”

The questioning droned on and on. Often Poole duplicated questions he’d asked before, and Shaman repeated his former answers.

At midday the men departed to get food at Barnard’s store, leaving the two privates and one of the sergeants in the house. Shaman went into the kitchen and cooked a gruel, bringing a bowl to Alex, who looked dangerously exhausted.

Alex said he couldn’t eat.

“You must eat, it’s your way of continuing to fight!” Shaman told him fiercely, and Alex nodded and began to spoon the pasty stuff into his mouth.

After lunch, the interrogators exchanged places, the major questioning Alex, the lieutenant directing his queries at Shaman. Midafternoon, to the irritation of the officers, Shaman called a halt in the proceedings and took his time changing the dressing on Alex’s stump, before an audience.

To Shaman’s amazement, Major Poole asked him to accompany three of the soldiers to the place in the woods where he had burned the amputated section of Alex’s leg. When he had pointed out the place, they dug away the snow and grubbed in the charcoal remains of the fire until they had recovered some bits of whitened tibia and fibula that they placed into a kerchief and took away. The men departed by late afternoon. The house felt blessedly uncrowded, but insecure and violated. A blanket had been tacked over the broken window. The floors were muddy, and the air retained the odor of their pipes and their bodies.

Shaman heated the meat soup. To his pleasure, Alex suddenly displayed real hunger, and he gave his brother ample portions of beef and vegetables as well as broth. It stimulated his own hunger as well, and following the soup they ate bread and butter with jam, and applesauce, and he brewed fresh coffee.

Shaman carried Alex upstairs and placed him in Mrs. Clay’s bed. He tended to his brother’s needs and sat by his side until late, but finally he went back into the guest room and fell exhausted into the bed, trying to forget that there were bloodstains on the floor. That night, they slept little.

Next morning, neither the sheriff nor his men appeared, but the soldiers were there before Shaman had cleaned up after breakfast.

At first it appeared that the day was to be a repeat of the preceding one, but the morning was still early when a man knocked at the door and announced himself to be George Hamilton Crockett, an assistant United States commissioner for Indian affairs, stationed in Albany. He sat with Major Poole and conferred at length, transferring to the officer a sheaf of papers to which they referred several times in the course of their conversation.

Presently the soldiers gathered up their things and put on their coats. Led by the sullen Major Poole, they went away.

Mr. Crockett remained for some time, talking with the Cole brothers. He told them they had been the subject of a large number of telegraph messages from Washington to his office.

“The incident is unfortunate. The army finds it hard to swallow the fact that it has lost one of its own, in a Confederate soldier’s house. They are accustomed to killing Confederates who kill them.”

“They’ve made that clear, with their questions and their persistence,” Shaman said.

“You have nothing to fear. The evidence is too obvious. Sergeant Major Korff’s horse was tied up in the woods where it was hidden. The sergeant major’s footprints in the snow went from the horse to the window at the rear of the house. The glass was broken, the window left open. When they examined his body, he was still holding the gun, which had been fired twice.

“In the heat of wartime passions, an unscrupulous investigation might overlook the strong evidence in such a case, but not when powerful interested parties are scrutinizing it closely.”

Crockett smiled, and extended the warm greetings of the Honorable Nicholas Holden. “The commissioner has asked me to assure you he’ll come to Elmira himself if he’s needed. I’m happy to be able to assure him that such a journey won’t be necessary.”

The next morning Major Poole sent one of the sergeants with word that the Cole brothers were requested not to leave Elmira until the investigation was formally closed. When the sergeant was asked when that might be, he said, politely enough, that he didn’t know.

So they stayed on in the small house. Mrs. Clay had heard at once what had happened, and she paid a white-faced visit, peering wordlessly at the broken window and in horror at the bullet holes and the bloodstained floor. Her eyes filled when she saw the ruined bureau drawer. “That was my mother’s.”

“I’ll see it’s repaired, and the house set to rights,” Shaman said. “Can you recommend a carpenter?”

She sent someone over that afternoon, a lanky, aging man named Bert Clay, a cousin of her late husband’s. He tut-tutted, but went right to work. He brought glass in the proper dimension and repaired the window straightaway. The shambles in the bedroom was more complicated. The splintered floorboards had to be replaced, and the bloodstained section sanded and refinished. Bert said he’d fill the holes in the wall with plaster and paint the room. But he looked at the bureau drawer and shook his head. “I dunno. That’s bird’s-eye maple. I might be able to find a piece of that someplace, but it’ll be dear”

“Get it,” Shaman said grimly.

It took a week for the repairs to be made. When Bert was finished, Mrs. Clay came and inspected everything closely. She nodded and thanked Bert and said it would do, even the bureau drawer. But she was cool to Shaman and he understood that her home would never be the same to her.

Everyone he met was cold. Mr. Barnard no longer smiled and chatted when Shaman came into the store, and he saw people look at him in the street and say things to one another. The general animosity got on his nerves. Major Poole had confiscated the Colt when he came to the house, and both Shaman and Alex felt unprotected. Shaman went to bed at night with the fireplace poker and a kitchen knife on the floor next to the bed, and he lay awake as the house shook in the wind, and tried to detect the vibrations of intruders.

At the end of three weeks Alex had gained weight and looked better, but he was chafing to be away from there, and they were relieved and happy when Poole sent word that they could leave. Shaman had bought Alex civilian clothes, and he helped his brother into them, pinning up the left trouser leg so it wouldn’t get in his way. Alex tried walking with the aid of his crutch, but he had difficulty. “I feel lopsided with that much of the leg gone,” he said, and Shaman told him he would get used to it.

Shaman bought a great wheel of cheese at Barnard’s and left it on the table for Mrs. Clay, a guilt offering. He had arranged to return the horse and wagon to the stableman at the railroad station, and Alex rode to the depot lying on straw, the way he had left the prison camp. When the train arrived, Shaman carried him aboard in his arms and settled him in a window seat while other passengers stared or looked away. They talked little, but as the train lurched out of Elmira, Alex placed his hand on his brother’s arm, and the gesture spoke volumes.

They traveled home via a more northerly route than the one Shaman had used to come to Elmira. Shaman aimed for Chicago instead of Cairo, because he didn’t trust the Mississippi to be unfrozen when they reached Illinois. The journey was hard. The lurching of the train brought Alex severe and unremitting pain. There were many transfers along the route, and each time, Alex had to be carried from train to train in his brother’s arms. Trains almost never arrived or left on schedule. Numerous times, the train they rode in was shunted to a side track to allow a troop train to go through. Once, for about fifty miles, Shaman managed to get them upholstered chairs in a parlor car, but most of the time they traveled on the hard wooden seats of coaches. By the time they reached Erie, Pennsylvania, there were white patches in the corners of Alex’s mouth, and Shaman knew his brother could travel no more.

He took a room in a hotel so Alex could rest for a time in a soft bed. That evening, as he changed the dressing, he began to tell Alex some of the things he’d learned from reading his father’s journal.

He told him of the fate of the three men who had raped and murdered Makwa-ikwa. “I believe it’s my fault Henry Korff came after us. When I was at the asylum in Chicago where David Goodnow is being held, I talked too much about the murderers. I asked about the Order of the Star-Spangled Banner, and about Hank Cough, and I left a definite impression that I’d cause them as much trouble as I could. Someone on the staff probably was a member of the order—perhaps everyone running the asylum is! No doubt they got word to Korff, and he decided to come after us.”

Alex was quiet for a moment, but then he looked at his brother in concern. “But, Shaman … Korff knew where to look for us. Which means somebody in Holden’s Crossing informed him you’d left for Elmira.”

Shaman nodded. “I have thought about that a great deal,” he said quietly.

They reached Chicago a week after they left Elmira. Shaman sent a telegraph message to his mother, telling her he was bringing Alex home. He disclosed that Alex had lost a leg, and asked her to meet their train.

When the train arrived in Rock Island an hour late, she was on the station platform with Doug Penfield. Shaman carried Alex down the coach steps, and Sarah threw her arms about her son and wept wordlessly.

“Let me put him down, he’s heavy,” Shaman complained at last, and he placed Alex on the seat of the buggy. Alex had been crying too. “You look good, Ma,” he said finally. His mother sat next to him and held his hand. Shaman handled the reins, while Doug rode his horse, which had been tied to the back of the buggy.

“Where’s Alden?” Shaman asked.

“He’s taken to his bed. He’s been failing, Shaman, the palsy is much worse. And he slipped and had a bad fall a few weeks ago, when they were cutting ice on the river,” Sarah said.

Alex watched the countryside hungrily as they traveled. So did Shaman; he felt strange. Just as Mrs. Clay’s house would always seem different to her, so was his life afflicted. Since his departure from here, he had killed a man. The world seemed awry.

When they reached home at dusk, they placed Alex in his own bed. He lay there with his eyes closed, sheer pleasure in his face.

Sarah cooked for her prodigal son’s return. She fed him roasted chicken and potatoes mashed with carrots. No sooner was supper done than Lillian came hurrying down the Long Path carrying a tureen of stew. “Your days of hunger are over!” she told Alex after she had kissed him and welcomed him home.

She told him Rachel had to stay with her children but would be over to see him in the morning.

Shaman left them talking, his mother and Lillian seated as close to Alex as their chairs would allow. He walked up to Alden’s cabin. When he let himself in, Alden was asleep, and the cabin smelled of raw whiskey. Shaman let himself out quietly and walked down to the Long Path. The snow on the path had been trampled and then had frozen, and it was slippery in spots. When he reached the Geiger house, through the front window he could see Rachel sitting and reading by the fire. She dropped her book at his rap on the glass.

They kissed as though one of them was dying. She took his hand and led him up the stairs to her room. The children were asleep down the hall, her brother Lionel was mending harness in the barn, and her mother could come home at any time, but they made love on Rachel’s bed with their clothes on, sweetly and determinedly, and with a desperate gratitude.

When he walked back over the path, the world was on an even plane again.
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Shaman’s heart sank when he saw Alden making his way about the farm. There was a stiffness to his neck and shoulders that hadn’t been there when Shaman had left home, and his face seemed a rigid, patient mask, even when the attacks of palsy were severe. He did everything slowly and deliberately, like a man moving underwater.

But his mind was clear. He found Shaman in the barn shed and delivered the small display case he’d fashioned to house Rob J.’s scalpel, and the new bistoury Shaman had asked him to make. He sat Shaman down and gave him a rundown of how the farm had survived the winter—the number of animals, the amount of fodder consumed, the prospects for spring lambing. “I’m having Doug move seasoned wood to the sugar house, so we can boil syrup soon as the weather tells the sap to run.”

“Good,” Shaman said. He steeled himself for the unpleasant task, and told Alden casually that he had instructed Doug to find a good worker to help handle the spring chores.

Alden nodded slowly. He harrumphed for a long time to clear his throat, and then carefully spat. “Ain’t as spry as I once was,” he said, as if breaking the news gently.

“Well, let somebody else plow, this spring. No need for the farm manager to do the hard work when we can get young fellas to use their muscles,” Shaman said, and Alden nodded again before he moved out of the shed. Shaman saw that it took him a time to begin to walk, like a man who had made up his mind to piss, but couldn’t. But then, when he began, it was as if his feet moved steadily in their own small rush, and the rest of Alden just went along for the ride.

It felt good for Shaman to get back to his practice. No matter how carefully the nursing nuns tried to look after his patients, they couldn’t substitute for a doctor. For several weeks he worked hard, catching up on postponed surgery and making more home visits every day than had been his custom.

When he stopped at the convent, Mother Miriam Ferocia greeted him warmly and listened to his report of Alex’s return with quiet joy. She had news of her own. “The archdiocese has sent word that our preliminary budget has been authorized, and they ask us to move ahead with the construction of the hospital.”

The bishop had reviewed the plans himself, and had approved them, but had advised against building the hospital on convent grounds. “He says the convent is too inaccessible, too far from the river and the main roads. So we must search for a site.”

She reached behind her chair and handed Shaman two heavy cream-colored bricks. “What do you think of these?”

They were hard and almost rang when he tapped them together. “I don’t know much about brick, but they look wonderful.”

“They will make walls like a fortress,” the prioress said. “The hospital will be cool in summer, warm in winter. This is vitrified brick, so dense it won’t absorb water. And it’s available nearby, from a man named Rosswell, who has built a kiln near his clay deposits. He has enough on hand to allow construction to begin, and he is eager to make more. He says if we desire a darker color, he can smoke the brick.”

Shaman hefted the bricks, which felt solid and real, as though he held the very walls of the hospital in his hands. “I think this color is perfect.”

“So do I,” Mother Miriam Ferocia said, and they grinned at one another with pleasure, like children sharing a sweetmeat.

Late at night, Shaman sat in the kitchen and drank coffee with his mother. “I’ve told Alex about his … relationship to Nick Holden,” she said.

“… And how did he take it?”

Sarah shrugged. “He just … accepted it.” She smiled wanly. “He said he might as well have Nick for a father as a dead outlaw.” She was silent for a moment, but then she turned toward Shaman again, and he saw she was nervous.

“The Reverend Mr. Blackmer is leaving Holden’s Crossing. The minister of the Baptist church in Davenport has been called to Chicago, and the congregation has offered the pulpit to Lucian.”

“I’m sorry. I know how you value him. And now the church here will have to search for a new clergyman.”

“Shaman,” she said, “Lucian has asked me to go with him. To marry him.”

He took her hand, which was cold. “… And what do you want to do, Mother?”

“We have become … very close since his wife died. When I was widowed, he was a tower of strength.” She gripped Shaman’s hand tightly. “I loved your father completely. I’ll always love him.”

“I know.”

“In a few weeks, it will be a year since his death. Would you resent me if I remarried?”

He rose and went to her.

“I’m a woman who needs to be a wife.”

“I just want your happiness,” he said, and put his arms around her.

She had to struggle back from the embrace so he could see her lips. “I told Lucian we can’t be married until Alex no longer needs me.”

“Ma, he’ll do better when you stop waiting on him hand and foot.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Her face had become radiant. He had a heart-stopping glimpse of what she had looked like when she was young.

“Thank you, darling Shaman. I’ll tell Lucian,” she said.

Alex’s stump was healing beautifully. He was fussed over interminably by his mother and by the ladies of the church. Although he gained weight and his bony frame began to fill out, he seldom smiled, and his eyes held shadows.

A man named Wallace was making a reputation and a business in Rock Island as a builder of false limbs, and after much urging, Alex agreed to allow Shaman to take him there. Hanging along the wall of Wallace’s workshop was a fascinating array of carved wooden hands, feet, legs, and arms. The limb-maker had the rotund physical makeup that led men to be classified as jolly, but he took himself very seriously. He spent more than an hour measuring while Alex stood, sat, stretched, walked, flexed one knee, flexed both knees, knelt, and lay down as if retiring for the night. Then Wallace told them to call for the false leg in six weeks.

Alex was only one of an army of returned cripples. Shaman saw them whenever he went to town, former soldiers with missing parts, and many of them with maimed spirits. His father’s old friend Stephen Hume returned as a one-star general, having won a battlefield promotion to brigadier at Vicksburg three days before taking a bullet just below his right elbow. He hadn’t lost the limb, but the wound had destroyed the nerves, so that the appendage was useless, and Hume carried it in a black sling, as if he had a permanent broken arm. Two months before Hume came home, the Honorable Daniel P. Allan, justice of the Circuit Court of Illinois, had died, and the governor appointed the hero general to take his place. Judge Hume was already hearing cases. Shaman saw that some former soldiers had the ability to return to civilian life without blinking, while others had problems that haunted and disabled them.

He tried to consult with Alex whenever a decision had to be made about the farm. Hired help still was scarce, but Doug Penfield found a man named Billy Edwards who had worked with sheep in Iowa. Shaman spoke with him and saw him to be strong and willing, and he came well-recommended by George Cliburne. Shaman asked Alex if he wanted to interview Edwards.

“No, I don’t care to.”

“Wouldn’t it be a good idea if you did? After all, the man will be working for you when you go back to farming.”

“Don’t believe I’ll go back to farming.”

“Oh?”

“Perhaps I’ll work with you. I can be your ears, like that fellow you told me about at the Cincinnati hospital.”

Shaman smiled. “I don’t need full-time ears. I can borrow somebody’s ears anytime I need them. Seriously, do you have an idea what you’ll want to do?”

“… I don’t rightly know.”

“Well, you have time to decide,” Shaman said, and was happy to let the matter rest.

Billy Edwards was a good worker, but when he stopped work, he was a talker. He talked of soil quality and of sheep breeding, and of crop prices and the difference it made if you had a railroad. But then he talked of the return of the Indians to Iowa, and he had Shaman’s attention.

“What do you mean, they came back?”

“A mixed group of Sauk and Mesquakie. They left the reservation in Kansas and came back to Iowa.”

Like Makwa-ikwa’s group, Shaman thought. “… Are they having any trouble? From the people of the area?”

Edwards scratched his head. “No. Nobody can rightly make’m any trouble. These are smart Indians, who bought their own land, all legal. Paid good American cash.” He grinned. “Course, the land they bought is most likely the worst in the state, lots of yellow soil. But they got cabins on it, and a few fields in crops. Got a real little town. They call it Tama, after one of their chiefs, I’m told.”

“Where is this Indian town?”

“About a hundred miles west of Davenport. And a little north.”

Shaman knew he wanted to go there.

A few mornings later, he studiously avoided asking the U.S. commissioner for Indian affairs about the Sauks and Mesquakies in Iowa. Nick Holden rode to the Cole farm in a splendid new carriage with a driver. When both Sarah and Shaman thanked him for his help, Holden was polite and friendly, but it was clear he’d come to see Alex.

He spent the morning in Alex’s room, sitting next to the bed. When Shaman had finished with his duties in the dispensary at midday, he was surprised to see Nick and his driver helping Alex into the carriage.

They were gone all afternoon and part of the evening. When they returned, Nick and the driver assisted Alex into the house, wished everyone a polite good evening, and went away.

Alex didn’t speak much about the events of the day. “We drove around some. We talked.” He smiled. “That is, mostly he talked and I listened. We had a good dinner at Anna Wiley’s dining room.” He shrugged. But he appeared thoughtful, and he went to bed early, fatigued by the activity of the day.

Next morning Nick and the carriage were back. This time, Nick took Alex to Rock Island, and that evening Alex described the fancy dinner and supper they had enjoyed at the hotel.

The third day they went to Davenport. Alex came home earlier than he had on the other two trips, and Shaman heard him wish Nick a pleasant journey back to Washington.

“I’ll stay in touch, if I may,” Nick said.

“By all means, sir.”

That night when Shaman came up to bed, Alex called him into his room. “Nick wants to claim me,” he said.

“Claim you?”

Alex nodded. “The first day he was here, he told me President Lincoln has asked for his resignation so he can appoint somebody else. Nick says it’s time he came back here and settled down. He has no desire to marry, but he’d like a son. Said he’s always known he was my father. We spent three days driving all around the area, looking at his properties. He also owns a profitable pencil factory in western Pennsylvania, and who knows what-all. He wants me to become his heir and change my name to Holden.”

Shaman felt a sadness, and an anger. “Well, you said you didn’t want to farm.”

“I told Nick I had no doubt who my father was. My father was the man who took all my hell-raising and youthful shit without blinking, and who gave me discipline and love. I told him my name was Cole.”

Shaman touched his brother’s shoulder. He was unable to speak, but he nodded. Then he kissed Alex on the cheek and went to bed.

On the day when the artificial leg had been promised, they returned to the limb shop. Wallace had carved the foot cleverly, so it would take a stocking and a shoe. Alex’s stump fit into the socket, and the limb was fastened to his leg by means of leather straps below and above his knee.

From the first moment Alex put on the limb, he hated it. It gave him terrible pain to wear it.

“It’s because your stump is tender,” Wallace said. “The more you wear the leg, the sooner the stump will develop calluses. Pretty soon it won’t hurt you at all.”

They paid for the leg and took it home. But Alex placed it in the hall closet and wouldn’t wear it, and when he walked he dragged himself along on the crutch made for him by Jimmie-Joe in the prison camp.

On a morning in mid-March, Billy Edwards was maneuvering a wagonload of logs around the barnyard, trying to turn the team of oxen rented from young Mueller. Alden was standing behind the wagon, leaning on his cane and shouting instructions to the befuddled Edwards.

“Back em up, boy! Back em on up!”

Billy obeyed. It was reasonable to assume, since Alden had ordered him to back the wagon, that the older man would step out of the way. A year before, Alden might have done so easily and without incident, but now, although his mind told him to move out of harm’s way, his disease wouldn’t allow the message to pass swiftly into his legs. A log projecting out of the end of the wagon struck him on the right side of his chest with the force of a battering ram, and he was thrown several feet, to lie limply in the muddy snow.

Billy burst into the dispensary, where Shaman was in the midst of examining a newcomer named Molly Thornwell, whose pregnancy had survived the long trip from Maine. “It’s Alden. I believe I’ve killed him,” Billy said.

They carried Alden inside and set him on the kitchen table. Shaman cut away his clothing and examined him carefully.

White-faced, Alex had left his room and made his own hopping way down the stairs. He looked at Shaman inquiringly.

“He has several broken ribs. We can’t take care of him in his cabin. I’m going to put him in the guest room, and I’ll move back into our room with you.”

Alex nodded. He moved to the side and watched as Shaman and Billy brought Alden upstairs and into the bed.

A while later, Alex had an opportunity to be Shaman’s ears, after all. He listened intently to Alden’s chest and reported what he heard. “Will he be all right?”

“I don’t know,” Shaman said. “His lungs appear to be undamaged. Broken ribs can be tolerated by a strong and healthy person. But at his age, and with the problems of his disease …”

Alex nodded. “I’ll sit by him and nurse him.”

“Are you certain? I can ask Mother Miriam for nurses.”

“Please, I’d like to,” Alex said. “I have plenty of time.”

So in addition to the patients who placed their faith in Shaman, he had two members of his own household who needed him. Though he was a compassionate physician, he discovered that taking care of loved ones wasn’t the same as taking care of other patients. There was a special edge and urgency to the responsibility and the daily concern. As he hurried home at the end of each day, the shadows seemed longer and darker.

Still, there were bright moments. One afternoon, to his delight, Joshua and Hattie came to visit him alone. It was their first unescorted trip down the Long Path, and they were dignified and serious as they asked Shaman if perhaps he could take the time to play. He was pleased and honored to wander off with them into the woods for an hour, to see the first bluets and the clear tracks of a deer.

Alden was in pain. Shaman gave him morphine, but for Alden the best painkiller was distilled from grain. “All right, give him whiskey,” Shaman told Alex, “but in moderation. Is that understood?”

Alex nodded, and he was true to his word. The sickroom came to have Alden’s characteristic whiskey smell, but he was allowed only two ounces at noon and two ounces in the evening.

Sometimes Sarah or Lillian relieved Alex as Alden’s nurse. One evening Shaman took over, sitting next to the bed and reading a surgical journal that had arrived from Cincinnati. Alden was restless, slipping in and out of troubled slumber. When he was in a half-sleeping state he muttered and conversed with unseen persons, reliving farm conversations with Doug Pen-field, cursing at predators after the lambs. Shaman studied the old seamed face, the tired eyes, the great red nose with its hairy nostrils, thinking of Alden as he had first known him, strong and capable, the former fair fighter who had taught the Cole boys to use their fists.

Alden quieted and slept deeply for a time, and Shaman finished an article on greenstick fractures and was just beginning to read of cataract of the eye when he looked up and saw Alden looking at him calmly, his eyes unpuzzled and hard in a brief moment of clarity.

“I didn’t mean for him to try to kill you,” Alden said. “I just thought he’d scare you off.”


70

A TRIP TO NAUVOO

[image: image]

Sharing their room once more, sometimes Shaman and Alex felt as if they were small boys again. Lying abed sleepless, one morning at daybreak Alex lit the lamp and described for his brother the sounds of the vernal loosening—the lush bursts of birdsong, the tinkling impatience of rivulets beginning their annual rush to the sea, the hurtling roar of the river, the occasional grinding crash as giant ice cakes collided. But Shaman’s mind wasn’t on the nature of nature. Instead, he pondered the nature of man, and he remembered things, and added the sums of occurrences that suddenly could be connected in meaningful ways. More than once in the middle of the night he rose from bed to pad through the silent house over chill floors in order to consult his father’s journals.

And he watched over Alden with special care and a strange kind of fascinated tenderness, a new and cold vigilance. Sometimes he looked at the old hired man as if he were seeing him for the first time.

Alden continued in a restless half-sleep. But one evening when Alex listened through the stethoscope, his eyes widened. “There’s a new sound … as if you took two locks of hair and rubbed them together with your fingers.”

Shaman nodded. “Those sounds are called rales.”

“What do they mean?”

“Something’s amiss with his lungs,” Shaman said.

On April 9, Sarah Cole and Lucian Blackmer were married in the First Baptist Church of Holden’s Crossing. The ceremony was performed by the Reverend Gregory Bushman, whose pulpit Lucian would be filling in Davenport. Sarah wore her best gray dress, which Lillian had enlivened by adding a collar and cuffs of white lace that Rachel had finished tatting only the day before.

Mr. Bushman spoke well, obviously taking pleasure in marrying a fellow minister in Christ. Alex told Shaman that Lucian declared his vows in confident clergyman’s tones and that Sarah spoke hers in a soft and trembling voice. When the ceremony was complete and they turned, Shaman saw that his mother was smiling behind her short veil.

After the wedding service the congregation removed to the Cole farmhouse. Most congregants came to the reception with a covered dish, but Sarah and Alma Schroeder had cooked and Lillian had baked all week in preparation. People ate and ate, and Sarah showed her happiness. “We’ve depleted the hams and sausages in the springhouse. You’ll need a spring butchering this year,” she told Doug Penfield.

“My pleasure, Mrs. Blackmer,” Doug said gallantly, the first person to call her by that name.

When the last guest had departed, Sarah took her packed valise and kissed her sons. Lucian drove her in his buggy to the parsonage she would leave within a few days, to move with him to Davenport.

A short time later, Alex went to the hall closet and took out the false leg. He strapped it on without asking for help. Shaman settled down in the study, reading medical journals. Every minute or so, Alex clumped by the open door, traversing the length of the hallway with hesitant steps. Shaman could feel the impact of the false leg being raised too high and then lowered, and he knew the pain that each step brought his brother.

By the time he entered the bedroom, Alex already had escaped into sleep. The stocking and shoe still were on the leg, and the limb stood on the floor next to Alex’s right shoe, looking as if it belonged there.

Next morning, Alex wore the limb to church, a wedding present for Sarah. The brothers weren’t churchgoers, but their mother had asked them to attend that Sunday as part of her wedding observance, and she didn’t take her eyes from her firstborn as he walked down the aisle to the front-row pew that belonged to the minister’s family. Alex leaned on an ash walking stick that Rob J. had kept to lend out to patients. Sometimes he dragged his false foot, and sometimes he still lifted it too high. But he didn’t lurch or fall, and he made his way steadily until he reached Sarah.

She sat between her sons, watching her new husband lead his congregation in devotions. When it was time for his sermon, he began by expressing gratitude to those who had joined in celebrating his nuptials. He said that God had led him to Holden’s Crossing and now God was leading him away, and he thanked those who had made his ministry so meaningful to him.

He was just warming to the task of mentioning by name some of the individuals who had helped him in the Lord’s work, when a variety of sounds began to enter the church through the half-open front windows. First there was faint cheering, which quickly became louder. A woman screamed, and there were hoarse shouts. Someone on Main Street fired a shot, and there followed an entire fusillade.

The church door opened suddenly, and Paul Williams came in. He hurried down the aisle and up to the minister, to whom he whispered urgently.

“Brothers and sisters,” Lucian said. He seemed to be having trouble speaking. “A telegraph message has been received in Rock Island…. Robert E. Lee yesterday surrendered his army to General Grant.”

A buzz swept the congregation. Some stood. Shaman saw that his brother leaned back in the pew, his eyes closed.

“What does it mean, Shaman?” his mother asked.

“It means it’s finally over and done with, Ma,” Shaman said.

It seemed to Shaman that wherever he went for the next four days, people were drunk with peace and hope. Even the grievously ill smiled and spoke of the better days that had arrived, and there was exhilaration and laughter, as well as sorrow, because everyone knew somebody who had been lost.

When he returned home that Thursday after making his rounds, he found Alex both hopeful and anxious, because Alden was showing signs that puzzled him. Alden’s eyes were open and he was aware. But Alex said the rales in his chest sounded heavier. “And he feels warm to me.”

“Are you hungry, Alden?” Alex asked him. Alden looked at him, but didn’t reply. Shaman had Alex prop him up and they fed him some broth, but it was difficult because his palsy was worse. They had fed him only soup or gruel for days, because Shaman had been afraid he would aspirate food into his lungs.

In truth, Shaman had little medicine to give him that would do any good. He poured turpentine into a bucket of boiling water and made a tent with a blanket, enclosing both the bucket and Alden’s face. Alden breathed in the fumes for a long time, and ended up coughing so copiously that Shaman removed the bucket and didn’t try that particular course of treatment again.

The bittersweet joy of that week turned to horror on Friday afternoon, when Shaman rode down Main Street. At first glance he knew there had been news of horrible catastrophe. People stood about in small groups and talked. He saw Anna Wiley, leaning against a post on the porch of her boarding-house, weeping. Simeon Cowan, Dorothy Burnham Cowan’s husband, sat on the seat of his buckboard with his eyes half-closed, his mouth pinched between his forefinger and his big chapped thumb.

“What is it?” Shaman asked Simeon. He was certain peace had been called off.

“Abraham Lincoln is dead. Shot last night in a Washington theater by some damn actor.”

Shaman refused to accept such news, but he dismounted and received confirmation on all sides. Although everyone lacked details, it was apparent the story was true, and he rode home and shared the terrible facts with Alex.

“The vice-president will take his place,” Alex said.

“No doubt Andrew Johnson’s already been sworn.”

They sat in the parlor a long time without speaking.

“Our poor country,” Shaman said finally. It was as if America were a patient who had struggled long and hard to survive the most terrible of plagues, and now had hurtled over a cliff.

A gray time. When he made his house calls, faces were somber. Each evening, the church bell was rung. Shaman helped Alex up onto Trude, and Alex rode out; it was the first time he’d been on a horse since before his capture. When he came back, he told Shaman the tolling of the bell drifted far out onto the prairie, a sad and lonely sound.

Sitting alone by Alden’s bedside after midnight, Shaman looked up from his reading to see the old man’s eyes on him.

“You want something, Alden?”

He shook his head, almost imperceptibly.

Shaman leaned over him. “Alden. You remember that time my father was leaving the barn and somebody took a shot at his head. And you searched the woods and couldn’t find anybody?”

Alden’s eyes didn’t blink.

“It was you fired a rifle at my father.”

Alden licked his lips. “… Fired to miss … scare him quiet.”

“You want water?”

Alden didn’t answer. Then, “How you come to know?”

“You said something while you were sick that made me understand a lot of things. Like why you urged me to go to Chicago and find David Goodnow. You knew he was hopelessly insane, and mute. That I wouldn’t learn a thing.”

“… What else you know?”

“I know that you’re involved in this thing. Up to your damn neck.”

Again the tiny nod. “I didn’t kill her. I …” Alden was gripped by a long and terrible paroxysm of coughing, and Shaman held a basin for him and allowed him to spit out a quantity of gray mucus, pink-tinged. When he stopped coughing he was white and spent, and he closed his eyes.

“Alden. Why did you tell Korff where I’d gone?”

“You wouldn’t let it be. Shook em bad in Chicago. Korff sent someone to see me, day after you left. I told em where you went. I thought he’d just talk to you, scare you. Way he scared me.”

He was panting. Shaman had questions crowding his tongue, but he knew how sick Alden was. He sat and struggled between his anger and the oath he had sworn. In the end he watched, and swallowed his words, while Alden lay with his eyes closed, now and then coughing up a little blood or twitching with the palsy.

Almost half an hour later, Alden started speaking on his own.

“I lead the American party here….

“That morning, I helped Grueber … butcher. Left early to meet them three. In our woods. I got there, they’d already … had the woman. She’s just lyin there, heard them talkin with me. I started yellin. Said, how could I stay here now? Told em they were leavin, but the Indian’d get me in terrible trouble.

“Korff never said a word. Just grabbed up the blade, killed her.”

Shaman couldn’t ask him anything just then. He could feel himself trembling with anger. He wanted to scream like a child.

“They just warned me not to talk, and they rode away. I went home, packed a few things in a box. Figgered I’d have to run … didn’t know where. But nobody paid me any mind or even asked me any questions after they found her.”

“You even helped bury her, you misery,” Shaman said. He couldn’t help himself. Perhaps it was his tone of voice that reached Alden more than his words. Alden’s eyes closed, and he began to cough. This time, the coughing wouldn’t let up.

Shaman went to fetch quinine and some black root tea, but when he tried to give it, Alden choked and sprayed, wetting his nightshirt so it had to be changed.

Several hours later, Shaman sat and remembered the hired man as he’d known him all his life. The artisan who made fishing poles and ice skates, the expert who taught them to hunt and fish. The irascible drunkard.

The liar. The man who had abetted in rape and murder.

He got up and took the lamp and held it over Alden’s face. “Alden. Listen to me. What kind of knife did Korff stab her with? What was the weapon, Alden?”

But the eyelids remained closed. Alden Kimball gave no sign that he heard Shaman’s voice.

Toward morning, whenever he touched Alden he felt fever in the upper range. Alden was unconscious. When he coughed, the discharge was foul, and now the sputum was a brighter red. Shaman put his fingers to Alden’s wrist and the pulse ran away from him, 108 beats per minute.

He undressed Alden and was sponging him with alcohol when he looked up and saw that daylight had broken. Alex was peering through the door.

“God. He looks awful. Is he in pain?”

“I don’t think he can feel anything anymore.”

It was hard for him to tell Alex, and harder still for Alex to hear what he was told, but Shaman left nothing out.

Alex had worked closely with Alden a long time, sharing the cruel and dirty daily work of the farm, being instructed in a hundred homely tasks, and depending on the older man for stability during the time when he’d felt like a fatherless bastard and had rebelled against Rob J.’s parental authority. Shaman knew Alex loved Alden.

“Will you report to the authorities?” Alex appeared calm. Only his brother would know the extent to which he was disturbed.

“There’s no point. He has pneumonia, and it’s moving quickly.”

“He’s dying?”

Shaman nodded.

“For his sake, I’m glad,” Alex said.

They sat and discussed the chances of notifying survivors. Neither of them knew the whereabouts of the Mormon wife and children the hired man had deserted before he came to work for Rob J.

Shaman asked Alex to search Alden’s cabin, and he went to do so. When he returned, he shook his head. “Three jugs of whiskey, two fishing poles, a rifle. Tools. Some harness he was repairing. Dirty laundry. And this.” He held a paper in his hand. “A list of local men. I think it must be the membership of the American party in this town.”

Shaman didn’t take it. “Best burn it.”

“You’re certain?”

He nodded. “I’m going to spend the rest of my life here, taking care of them. When I go into their homes as their doctor, I don’t want to know which of them is a Know Nothing,” he said, and Alex nodded and took the list away.

Shaman sent Billy Edwards to the convent with the names of several patients who needed to be checked at home, and asked Mother Miriam Ferocia to make the house calls for him. He was asleep when Alden died at midmorning. By the time he was awake, Alex already had closed Alden’s eyes, and washed him, and dressed him in clean clothing.

When Doug and Billy were told, they came and stood by the side of the bed for a few moments, and then they went to the barn and began to build a box.

“I won’t have him buried here, on the farm,” Shaman said.

Alex was silent for a moment, but then he nodded. “We can take him to Nauvoo. I think he still had friends among the Mormons there,” he said.

The casket was brought to Rock Island in the buckboard, and placed on the deck of a flatboat. The Cole brothers sat nearby on a crate of plowshares. That day, while a train began to bear the body of Abraham Lincoln on a long, slow journey west, the hired man’s body was floated down the Mississippi.

At Nauvoo, the coffin was unloaded at the steamboat landing, and Alex waited near it while Shaman went into a warehouse and explained their errand to a clerk named Perley Robinson. “Alden Kimball? Don’t know him. You’ll have to get permission from Mrs. Bidamon to bury him here. Wait. I’ll go ask her.”

He was back presently. The widow of Prophet Joseph Smith had told him she knew Alden Kimball as a Mormon and a former settler in Nauvoo, and that he could be buried in the cemetery.

The small cemetery was inland. The river was out of sight, but there were trees, and someone who knew how to use a scythe kept the grass cut. Two stalwart young men dug the grave, and Perley Robinson, who was an elder, read unendingly from the Book of Mormon while the afternoon shadows lengthened.

Afterward Shaman settled up. The funeral costs came to seven dollars, including $4.50 for the plot. “For another twenty dollars I’ll see he has a nice stone,” Robinson said.

“All right,” Alex said quickly.

“What year was he born?”

Alex shook his head. “We don’t know. Just have them engrave it, ‘Alden Kimball, Died 1865.’ “

“Tell you what. Under that I can tell them to put ‘Saint.’ “

But Shaman looked at him and shook his head. “Just the name and the date,” he said.

Perley Robinson said a boat was due. He put out the red flag so it would come in, and soon they were sitting in chairs on the port deck while the sun sank toward Iowa out of a bleeding sky.

“What made him end up with the Know Nothings?” Shaman said finally.

Alex said he wasn’t surprised. “He always knew how to hate. He was bitter about a lot of things. He told me several times that his father had been born in America and died a hired man in Vermont, and he was going to die a hired man too. It used to gall him to see foreigners owning farms.”

“What stopped him? Pa would have helped him get his own place.”

“It was something inside. We thought better of him, all those years, than he thought of himself,” Alex said. “No wonder he drank. Think of what the poor old bastard had to live with.”

Shaman shook his head. “When I think of him, I’ll remember him laughing secretly at Pa. And telling my whereabouts to a man he knew was a murderer.”

“It didn’t stop you from taking good care of him after you knew,” Alex observed.

“Yes, well …” Shaman said bitterly. “The truth is, for the second time in my life, I wanted to kill someone.”

“But you didn’t. You tried to save him instead,” Alex said. He looked at Shaman. “… In the camp at Elmira, I took care of the men in my tent. When they were sick, I tried to think what Pa would have done, and then I did it for them. It made me happy.”

Shaman nodded.

“Do you think I could become a physician?”

The question stunned Shaman. He made himself pause a long moment before he answered. Then he nodded. “I do, Alex.”

“I’m not nearly the student you are.”

“You’re brighter than you’re ever willing to admit. You didn’t care to study much in school. But if you worked hard now, I believe you could do it. You could apprentice with me.”

“I’d like to work with you as long as it takes to prepare in chemistry and anatomy and whatever else you think I need. But I’d rather go to a medical school, the way you and Pa did. I’d like to go East. Maybe study with Pa’s friend Dr. Holmes.”

“You have it all planned. You’ve been thinking about this for a long time.”

“Yeah. And I’ve never been so scared,” Alex said, and they both smiled for the first time in a number of days.
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On their way back from Nauvoo, they went to Davenport and found their forlorn mother sitting in the midst of unpacked boxes and crates in the small brick parsonage next to the Baptist church. Lucian already was out on pastoral calls. Shaman saw that Sarah’s eyes were reddened.

“Something wrong, Ma?”

“No. Lucian is the kindest man, and we dote on one another. This is where I want to be, but … it’s a real change. It’s new and frightening, and I let myself get silly.”

But she was happy to see her sons.

She wept again when they told her about Alden. She couldn’t seem to stop. “I’m crying as much from guilt as for Alden,” she said when they tried to comfort her. “I never liked Makwa-ikwa, nor was I nice to her. But …”

“I believe I know the way to cheer you up,” Alex said. He began to unpack her boxes, and so did Shaman. In a few minutes she dried her eyes and joined them. “You don’t know where anything should go!”

While they unpacked, Alex told her of his decision to go into medicine, and Sarah responded with awed pleasure. “It would have made Rob J. so happy.”

She showed them through the small house. The furniture was in poor shape, and there wasn’t enough of it. “I’m going to ask Lucian to move a few pieces into the barn, and we’ll bring some of my things from Holden’s Crossing.”

She made coffee and sliced an applesauce cake one of “her” churchwomen had brought. While they ate it, Shaman scribbled some figures on the back of an old bill.

“What are you doing?” Sarah asked.

“I have an idea.” He looked at them, not knowing how to start, and then simply asked the question. “How would you feel about donating a quarter-section of our land to the new hospital?”

Alex had been about to eat a forkful of cake, and he stopped the fork in midair and said something. Shaman pushed the fork down with his hand so he could see his brother’s mouth.

“One-sixteenth of the entire farm?” Alex said again.

“By my figuring, if we gave the land, the hospital could have thirty beds instead of twenty-five.”

“But, Shaman … twenty acres?”

“We’ve cut the flock. And there would be plenty of land left to farm, even if we should ever want to enlarge the flock again.”

His mother frowned. “You’d have to be careful not to place the hospital too close to the house.”

Shaman drew a breath. “The house is in the quarter-section I’d give to the hospital. It could have its own dock on the river, and a right-of-way to the road.”

They simply looked at him.

“You’ll be living here now,” he said to his mother. “I’m going to build Rachel and the children a new house. And,” he said to Alex, “you’ll be away for years, studying and training. I’d turn our house into a clinic, a place where patients not sick enough to be hospitalized would come and see a doctor. We’d have additional examining rooms, waiting rooms. Perhaps the hospital office and a pharmacy. We could call it the Robert Judson Cole Memorial Clinic.”

“Oh, I like that,” his mother said, and when he looked into her eyes he knew he had her.

Alex nodded.

“You’re certain?”

“Yes,” Alex said.

It was late when they left the parsonage and took the ferry across the Mississippi. Night had fallen by the time they collected the horse and buck-board from the stable in Rock Island, but they were intimately familiar with the road and drove home in the dark. When they reached Holden’s Crossing, it wasn’t an hour when Shaman could think of calling at the Convent of Saint Francis Xavier of Assisi. He knew he wouldn’t sleep that night, and that he would go there early next morning. He couldn’t wait to tell Mother Miriam Ferocia.

Five days later, four surveyors moved over the quarter-section with their transits and steel measuring tapes. There was no architect in the area between the rivers, but the building contractor with the best reputation was a man named Oscar Ericsson, from Rock Island. Shaman and Mother Miriam Ferocia met with Ericsson and talked at length. The contractor had built a town hall and several churches, but mostly he had raised homes and stores. This was his first opportunity to build a hospital, and he listened closely to what they told him. When they studied his rough sketches, they knew they had found their builder.

Ericsson began by mapping the site and suggesting the routes of driveways and paths. A walk between the clinic and the steamboat landing would go right past Alden’s cabin. “You and Billy had best dismantle it, and cut the logs for firewood,” Shaman told Doug Penfield, and they started on it at once. By the time Ericsson’s first labor crew arrived to clear the hospital building site, it was as if the cabin never had existed.

That afternoon Shaman was in the buggy, driving Boss to house calls, when he met the hackney rig from the Rock Island stables coming the other way. There was a man sitting in the seat with the driver, and Shaman waved at them as they passed. It took him only seconds before it registered in his mind who the passenger was, and he turned Boss in a sweeping U and hurried to overtake them.

When he did, he waved the driver to a stop, and he was out of his buggy in a moment. “Jay,” he called.

Jason Geiger climbed down too. He had lost weight; it wasn’t any wonder he hadn’t been recognized at a glance. “Shaman?” he said. “My God, it is.”

He had no suitcase, just a cloth bag with a drawstring, which Shaman transferred to his own buggy.

Jay sat back in the seat and seemed to breathe in the scenery. “I’ve missed this.” He glanced at the medical bag and nodded. “Lillian wrote that you’re a doctor. I can’t tell you how proud I was to hear. Your father must have felt …” He didn’t go on.

Then he said, “I was closer to your father than to my brothers.”

“He always felt fortunate you were his friend.”

Geiger nodded.

“Do they expect you?”

“No. I only knew a few days ago. Union troops came to my hospital with their own medical people and just said we could go home. I put on civilian dress and got on a train. When I reached Washington, somebody said Lincoln’s body was in the Capitol rotunda, and I went there. You never witnessed such a crowd. I stood in the line all day.”

“You saw his body?”

“For a few moments. He had great dignity. You wanted to pause and say something to him, but they moved you along. It occurred to me that if some of those in the crowd could have seen the gray uniform in my bag, they’d have torn me limb from limb.” He sighed. “Lincoln would have been a healer. Now I’m afraid those in power will use his killing to grind the South into the dust.”

He broke off, because Shaman had turned the horse and buggy into the track leading from the road to the Geiger house. Shaman drove Boss to the side door the family used.

“Will you come in?” Jay asked. Shaman smiled and shook his head. He waited while Jay took his bag from the buggy and walked stiffly up the steps. It was his house and he walked in without knocking, and Shaman clucked softly to Boss and drove away.

Next day, Shaman waited until after he’d finished with the patients in the dispensary, then walked down the Long Path to the Geiger house. When he knocked, the front door was opened by Jason, and Shaman took one look at his face and understood that Rachel had talked to her father.

“Come in.”

“Thank you, Jay.”

It didn’t make things any better that the two children recognized Shaman’s voice from those few words and came hurtling from the kitchen, Joshua to grasp one of his legs and Hattie to seize the other. Lillian came rushing after, and pried them away from him, at the same time nodding hello. She took them back to the kitchen, while they complained.

Jay led the way into the parlor and pointed to one of the horsehair chairs, which Shaman took obediently.

“My grandchildren are afraid of me.”

“They don’t know you yet. Lillian and Rachel told them about you all the time. Grandpa this and Zaydeh that. As soon as they link you up with that nice Grandpa, they’ll be fine.” It occurred to him that Jay Geiger might not appreciate being patronized about his own grandchildren under these circumstances, and he sought to change the subject. “Where’s Rachel?”

“She went for a walk. She is … upset.”

Shaman nodded. “She told you about me.”

Jason nodded.

“I’ve loved her all my life. Thank God I’m no longer a boy … Jay, I know what you fear.”

“No, Shaman. With due respect, you will never know. Those two children have the blood of high priests. They must be raised as Jews.”

“They will be. We’ve talked at length. Rachel won’t give up her beliefs. Joshua and Hattie can be taught by you, the man who taught their mother. I’d like to learn Hebrew with them. I had a little in college.”

“You’ll convert?”

“No … actually, I’m thinking of becoming a Quaker.”

Geiger was silent.

“If your family were locked away in a town of your own people, you might expect the kind of matches you want for your children. But you led them into the world.”

“Yes, I take responsibility. Now I must lead them back.”

Shaman shook his head. “They won’t go. They can’t.”

The expression on Jay’s face didn’t change.

“Rachel and I will marry. And if you wound her mortally by draping your mirrors and chanting the prayer for the dead, I’ll ask her to take the children and go with me, far away from here.”

For a moment he feared the legendary Geiger temper, but Jay nodded. “She told me this morning she’d go.”

“Yesterday you said my father was closer in your heart than your brothers. I know you love his family. I know you love me. Can’t we love each other for what we are?”

Jason was pale. “It seems we must try,” he said heavily. He stood and held out his hand.

Shaman ignored the hand and swept him up in a great embrace. In a moment he felt Jason’s hand rising and falling on his back, bestowing comforting pats.

In the third week of April, winter came back to Illinois. The temperature dropped, and it snowed. Shaman worried about the tiny buds on the peach trees. Work ceased on the building site, but he and Ericsson walked through the Cole house and determined where the contractor would build shelves and instrument cases. Happily they agreed that very little structural work would have to be done to convert the house into a clinic.

When the snow stopped, Doug Penfield took advantage of the cold to do some spring slaughtering, as he had promised Sarah. Shaman passed the outdoor abattoir behind the barn and saw three pigs, tied and hung from a high rail by their rear legs. He realized three were too many; Rachel wouldn’t be using hams or smoked shoulder in their house, and he smiled at this evidence of the interesting complexities his life was beginning to assume. The pigs already had been bled, gutted, dipped into vats of boiling water, and scraped. They were pink-white, and as he passed them he was stopped short by three small, identical openings in the large veins of their throats, by which they had been bled.

Triangular wounds, like the holes left in new snow by the tips of ski poles.

Without having to measure them, Shaman knew that these wounds were the right size.

He was standing transfixed by them when Doug came with his meat saw.

“These holes. What did you use to make them?”

“Alden’s pig-sticker.” Doug smiled at him. “That’s the funniest thing. I’d been asking Alden to make me one, ever since the first time I butchered here. Asking and asking. He always said he would. He said he knew sticking pigs was better than cutting their throats. Said he used to own a sticker and lost it. But he never made one for me.

“Then we tore down his cabin, and there was his, on a joist under the puncheon floor. He must have set the thing down for a minute while he repaired one of the floorboards, and forgot about it, and put the floorboard right back over it. Didn’t even need much of a sharpening.”

In a moment it was in Shaman’s hand. It was the instrument whose use had baffled Barney McGowan when he had tried to picture it in the pathology laboratory of the Cincinnati hospital, working from only a description of Makwa’s wounds. It was about eighteen inches long. Its handle was round and smooth, easy to hold. As Shaman’s father had guessed during the autopsy, the last six inches of the triangular blade tapered, so that the more the blade was pushed into tissue, the larger the wound would be. The three edges gleamed dangerously, and it was obvious that the steel took a fine edge. Alden had always liked to use good steel.

He could see the arm rising and falling. Rising and falling.

Eleven times.

She wouldn’t have screamed or cried out. He told himself she would have been deep within herself, at the place where there was no pain. He fervently hoped that was true.

Shaman left Doug at his work. He carried the instrument down the Short Path, holding it in front of him carefully, as though it might be transformed into a serpent and rear back to bite him. He went through the trees, passed Makwa’s grave and the ruined hedonoso-te. On the riverbank he drew back his arm and flung.

The thing turned and turned, swimming through the spring air, glittering all the way in the bright sun, like a thrown sword. But it wasn’t Excalibur. No God-sent hand and arm rose out of the depths to catch and brandish it. Instead, it knifed into the current in the deepest water with scarcely a ripple. Shaman knew the river wouldn’t give it up, and a weight he’d carried for years—so long a time that he had lost awareness of it—lifted from his shoulders and was gone like a bird.
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By the end of April no snow was to be found, even in the secret nooks where the river woods produced deep shade. The tips of the peach trees had been blasted by frost, but new life struggled beneath the blackened tissue and pushed the green buds toward blossom. On May 13, when there was a formal groundbreaking ceremony at the Cole farm, the weather was mild. Shortly after noon, the Most Reverend James Duggan, Bishop of the Diocese of Chicago, alighted from the train at Rock Island, accompanied by three monsignors.

They were met by Mother Miriam Ferocia and two hired carriages that drove the party to the farm, where people already had assembled. The group included most of the area’s doctors; the nursing nuns of the convent and the priest who was their confessor; the town fathers; assorted politicians, including Nick Holden and Congressman John Kurland; and a number of citizens. Mother Miriam’s voice was firm as she welcomed them, but her accent was more marked than usual, which happened when she was nervous. She introduced the prelates and asked Bishop Duggan to give the invocation.

Then she introduced Shaman, who led a walking tour of the land. The bishop, a portly man with a ruddy face framed by a great mane of gray hair, clearly was pleased by what he saw. When they reached the site of the hospital building, Congressman Kurland spoke briefly, describing what the presence of a hospital would mean to his constituents. Bishop Duggan was handed a shovel by Mother Miriam and excavated a helping of earth as if he had done it before. Then the prioress used the shovel, and next Shaman, followed by the politicians, and then several other people who would be pleased to be able to tell their children they’d broken the ground for the Hospital of Saint Francis.

Following the groundbreaking, everyone went to a reception at the convent. There were more tours—of the garden, of the flock of sheep and the herd of goats in the fields, of the barn, and finally of the convent house itself.

Miriam Ferocia had had a narrow line to walk, wishing to honor her bishop with fitting hospitality, yet aware that she mustn’t appear a spendthrift in his eyes. She had managed admirably, using the products of her convent to bake small cheese pastries that were served warm on trays to accompany tea and coffee. Everything appeared to go very well, but it seemed to Shaman that Miriam Ferocia was growing increasingly anxious. He observed her staring pensively at Nick Holden, who sat in the upholstered chair next to the prioress’s table.

When Holden got up and moved away, she seemed to wait expectantly, glancing again and again at Bishop Duggan.

Shaman had met and talked with the bishop at the farm. Now he moved closer, and when the opportunity arose, spoke to him.

“Your Excellency, do you observe, behind me, the large upholstered chair with the carved wooden arms?”

The bishop appeared puzzled. “Yes, I do.”

“Your Excellency, that chair was carried across the prairie in a wagon by the nuns when they came here. They call it the bishop’s chair. It was their dream that someday their bishop might come to visit, and that he would have a fine chair in which to rest.”

Bishop Duggan nodded seriously, but his eyes twinkled. “Dr. Cole, I believe you will go far,” he said. He was a circumspect man. He went first to the congressman and discussed the future of the chaplains of the army now that the war was over. After a few minutes had passed, he approached Miriam Ferocia. “Come, Mother,” he said. “Let us have a little talk.” He pulled a straight chair close to the upholstered one, into which he sank with a pleased sigh.

Soon they were engrossed in conversation about the affairs of the convent. Mother Miriam Ferocia sat erect in the straight chair, her eyes taking in the fact that the bishop sat the chair well, almost regally—his back supported, his hands resting comfortably over the ends of the carved arms. Sister Mary Peter Celestine, serving pastries, took note of her prioress’s glowing face. She glanced at Sister Mary Benedicta, who was pouring coffee, and they both smiled.

The morning after the reception at the convent, the sheriff and a deputy drove a buckboard to the Cole farm, bearing the body of a plump middle-aged woman with long dirty brown hair. The sheriff didn’t know who she was. She had been discovered dead in the back of a closed freight wagon that had brought an order of bagged sugar and flour to Haskins’ store.

“We figure she crawled into the back of the wagon in Rock Island, but nobody there knows where she came from, or anything else about her,” the sheriff said. They carried her into the shed and put her on the table, then nodded and drove away.

“Anatomy lesson,” Shaman told Alex.

They undressed her. She wasn’t clean, and Alex watched as Shaman combed nits and chaff from her hair. Shaman used the scalpel Alden had made for him, to make the Y incision that opened the chest. He worked the rib-cutter and removed the sternum, explaining what everything was, and what he was doing, and why, and when he glanced up, he saw that Alex was struggling with himself.

“No matter how soiled the human body is, it’s a miracle to be marveled at and treated well. When a person dies, the soul or the spirit—what the Greeks called anemos—leaves it. Men have always argued about whether it dies too, or it goes elsewhere.” He smiled, remembering his father and Barney delivering the same message, and inordinately pleased that now he was passing the legacy himself. “When Pa studied medicine, he had a professor who told him the spirit leaves the body behind the way someone leaves a house he’s lived in. Pa said we have to treat a body with dignity, out of respect for the person who used to live in the house.”

Alex nodded. Shaman saw that he leaned over the table with genuine interest, and that color had begun to return to Bigger’s face as he watched his brother’s hands.

Jay had volunteered to tutor Alex in chemistry and pharmacology. That afternoon they sat on the porch of the Cole house and reviewed the elements, while Shaman read a journal nearby, and occasionally dozed. They were forced to put away their books, and Shaman to abandon all hope for a nap, by the arrival of Nick Holden. Shaman saw that Alex greeted Nick politely but without warmth.

Nick had come to say good-bye. He was still commissioner of Indian affairs, and he was returning to Washington.

“Has President Johnson asked you to stay on, then?” Shaman asked.

“Only for a time. He’ll put in his own bunch, never fear,” Nick said, making a face. He told them all Washington was agog with the rumor of a connection between the former vice-president and President Lincoln’s assassin. “They say a note to Johnson has been discovered, bearing the signature of John Wilkes Booth. And that on the afternoon of the shooting, Booth called at Johnson’s hotel and asked for him at the desk, only to be told that Johnson wasn’t in.”

Shaman wondered whether reputations were assassinated in Washington as well as presidents. “Has Johnson been asked about these stories?”

“He chooses to ignore them. He merely acts presidential and talks about funding the deficit caused by the war.”

“The greatest deficit caused by the war can’t be funded,” Jay said. “A million men have been killed or wounded. And more will die, because there are pockets of Confederates who still haven’t surrendered.”

They contemplated the terrible thought. “What would have happened to this country had there been no war?” Alex asked suddenly. “What if Lincoln had allowed the South to go in peace?”

“The Confederacy would have been short-lived,” Jay said. “Southerners place their faith in their own state and mistrust a central government. There would have been squabbles almost at once. The Confederacy would have fractured into smaller regional groups, and in time these would have broken down into the individual states. I think that all the states, one by one and at their own humiliated and embarrassed request, would have come back into the Union.”

“The Union’s changing,” Shaman said. “The American party had very little effect on the last election. American-born soldiers have seen Irish and German and Scandinavian comrades die in battle, and they’re no longer willing to listen to bigoted politicians. The Chicago Daily Tribune says the Know Nothings are finished.”

“And good riddance,” Alex said.

“It was just another political party,” Nick said mildly.

“A political party that fanned into life other, more ominous groups,” Jay said. “But never fear. Three and a half million former slaves are spreading out to seek jobs of work. There will be new terror societies aimed against them, probably with the same names on their membership rolls.”

Nick Holden rose to take his leave. “By the way, Geiger, has your good wife received any word from her celebrated cousin?”

“If we knew Judah Benjamin’s whereabouts, Commissioner, do you believe I would tell you?” Jay said quietly.

Holden smiled his smile.

It was true he had saved Alex’s life, and Shaman was grateful. But gratitude never would enable him to like Nick. Deep in his heart he fervently hoped his brother had been fathered by the young outlaw whose name had been Will Mosby.

It didn’t enter his mind to invite Holden to the wedding.

Shaman and Rachel were married May 22, 1865, in the parlor of the Geiger house, with only their families attending. It wasn’t the wedding their elders would have wanted. Sarah had suggested to her son that since his stepfather was a clergyman, it would be a gesture toward family unity if Lucian were asked to perform the ceremony. Jay offered his daughter the opinion that the only way a Jewish woman could be married was by a rabbi. Neither Rachel nor Shaman argued, but they were married by Judge Stephen Hume. Hume couldn’t handle pages or notes with one hand unless he had a lectern, and Shaman had to borrow the one in the church, a task made easier by the fact that a new minister hadn’t yet been hired. They stood before the judge with the children. Joshua’s sweaty little hand grasped Shaman’s index finger. Rachel, in a wedding dress of blue brocade with a wide collar of cream-colored lace, held Hattie’s hand. Hume was a fine man who wished them good things, and that came through. When he pronounced them husband and wife and bade them to “Go in joy and peace,” Shaman took him literally. The world slowed, and he experienced a rising in his soul such as he’d felt only once before, when he had walked the tunnel between the Cincinnati Polyclinic Medical School and the Southwestern Ohio Hospital for the first time as a physician.

Shaman had expected Rachel to want to go to Chicago or some other city for their wedding trip, but she had heard him say Sauks and Mesquakies had come back to Iowa, and to his pleasure she’d asked if they could visit the Indians.

They needed an animal to pack their supplies and bedding. Paul Williams had a big good-natured gray gelding in his stable, and Shaman rented him for eleven days. Tama, the Indian town, was about one hundred miles away. He figured four days or so traveling time each way, and a couple of days for the visit.

A few hours after they were married they rode away, Rachel on Trude, Shaman on Boss and leading the packhorse, whose name Williams had said was Ulysses, “no disrespect to General Grant.”

Shaman would have stopped for the day by the time they got to Rock Island, but they were dressed for rough travel, not for a hotel, and Rachel wanted to spend the night on the prairie. So they brought the horses across the river by ferry and rode about ten miles beyond Davenport.

They followed a narrow dusty road between great plowed expanses of black soil, but there were still patches of prairie between the cultivated fields. When they reached a stretch of unbroken grass, and a brook, Rachel rode close and waved her hand to gain his attention. “Can we stop here?”

“Let’s find the farmhouse.”

They had to ride about another mile. Closer to the house, the grass became cultivated field that doubtless would be planted to corn. In the barnyard a yellow dog lunged at the horses, barking. The farmer was putting a new bolt on the share of his plow, and he frowned with suspicion when Shaman asked permission to camp by the brook. But when Shaman offered to pay, he waved his hand. “Gonna build a fire?”

“I had thought to. Everything’s green.”

“Oh, yes, it won’t spread. Brook’s drinkable. Follow it a ways, there’s dead trees where you can get wood.”

So they thanked him and rode back to a good spot. They took off the saddles together and unloaded Ulysses. Then Shaman made four trips to carry wood, while Rachel laid out the camp. She spread an old buffalo robe that her father had bought years ago from Stone Dog. Brown leather showed through where it was missing clumps of fur, but it was just the thing to have between them and the earth. Over the buffalo robe she spread two blankets woven of Cole wool, because summer was a month away.

Shaman piled wood between some rocks and lit a fire. He put brook water and coffee into a pot and set it on to brew. Sitting on the saddles, they ate cold leftovers from their wedding feast—pink sliced spring lamb, brown potatoes, candied carrots. For a sweet they ate white wedding cake with whiskey frosting, and then they sat near the fire and drank their coffee black. The stars showed up as night fell, and a quarter-moon lifted itself above the flat land.

Presently she set down her mug and found soap, a rag, and a towel, and slipped into the gathering darkness.

It wouldn’t be the first time they would make love, and Shaman wondered why he felt so awkward. He undressed and went to another part of the brook to wash hurriedly, and was waiting for her between the blankets and the bison skin when she joined him; their flesh still had the chill of the water, but it warmed. He knew she had picked the location of the fire so their bed would be beyond its light, but he didn’t mind. It left only her, and their hands and mouths and bodies. They made love for the first time as man and wife, and then they lay on their backs and held hands.

“I love you, Rachel Cole,” he said. They could see the whole sky like a bowl over the flatness of the earth. The low stars were huge and white.

Soon they made love again. This time when they were through, Rachel got up and ran to the fire. She picked up a branch with an ember on one end and whirled it like a pinwheel until it burst into flame. Then she came back and knelt so close he could see the gooseflesh in the valley of her brown breasts, and the torchlight turning her eyes into gems, and her mouth. “I love you too, Shaman,” she said.

The next day, the deeper they rode into Iowa, the more space there was between farms. The road moved through a piggery for half a mile, where the stink was so strong they could touch it, but then there was grassland again, and sweet air.

Once Rachel stiffened in the saddle and raised her hand.

“What?”

“Howling. Can it be a wolf?”

He thought it had to be a dog. “Farmers must have hunted down the wolves, the way they have at home. Wolves have gone the way of the bison and the Indians.”

“Maybe before we get home we’ll see one prairie miracle,” she said. “Perhaps a buffalo, or a wildcat, or the last wolf in Iowa.”

They passed through little towns. At noon they came to a general store and dined on soda crackers and hard cheese and canned peaches.

“Yesterday we heered that soldiers arrested Jefferson Davis. They have him in Fort Monroe, Virginia, in chains,” the storekeeper said. He spat on his own sawdust floor. “I hope they hang the sonofabitch. Beggin your pardon, ma’am.”

Rachel nodded. It was hard to be ladylike when she was draining the dregs of the peach juice from the can. “Did they also capture his secretary of state? Judah P. Benjamin?”

“The Jew? No, they ain’t got him yet, far’s I know.”

“Good,” Rachel said clearly.

She and Shaman took the empty cans to use on the trail, and moved out to the horses. The grocer stood on his porch and looked after them as they rode down the dusty road.

That afternoon they forded the Cedar River carefully without getting wet, only to be drenched in a sudden spring rain. It was almost dark when they came to a farm and took shelter in a barn. Shaman felt oddly pleased, remembering the description of his parents’ wedding night in his father’s journal. He braved the wet to seek permission to stay, and it was readily given by the farmer, whose name was Williams but who was unrelated to the stableman in Holden’s Crossing. When Shaman returned, Mrs. Williams was hard on his heels with half a pot of a hearty milk soup swimming with carrots and potatoes and barley, and fresh bread. She left them so quickly they were sure she knew they were newly married.

The next morning was very clear, and warmer than it had been. In the early afternoon they reached the Iowa River. Billy Edwards had told Shaman that if they followed it northwest, they’d find the Indians. The stretch of river was deserted, and after a time they came to a cove with clear, shallow water and a sand bottom. They stopped and tethered their horses, and Shaman was quickly out of his clothes and splashing in the water. “Come in!” he urged.

She didn’t dare. Yet, the sun was hot, and the river looked as if it never had been seen by other humans. In a few minutes Rachel went into some bushes and took off everything but her cotton shift. In the cold water she squealed, and they played like children. The wet shift clung, and soon he reached for her, but she became frightened. “Someone’s certain to come along!” she said, and ran out of the water.

She put on her dress and hung the shift on a limb to dry. Shaman had fishhooks and line in his pack, and when he was dressed he found some worms under a log and broke a branch for a pole. He walked upriver to a likely pool and in a short time had caught a pair of half-pound spotted bass.

They had eaten hard-boiled eggs at noon from Rachel’s copious supply, but the fish would feed them that evening. He cleaned them at once. “We’d best cook them now so they won’t spoil, and wrap them in a cloth and take them with us,” he said, and built a small fire.

While the bass were cooking, he came to her again. This time she lost all caution. It didn’t matter to her that scrubbing with river water and sand hadn’t taken the fish smell from his hands, or that it was full daylight. He lifted her shiftless dress and they made love in their clothing on the hot, sunny riverbank grass, with the sound of the rushing water in her ears.

A few minutes later, while she was turning the fish so they wouldn’t burn, a flatboat came around the bend in the river. In it were three bearded, barefoot men dressed only in ragged trousers. One of them lifted his hand in a lazy wave, and Shaman waved back.

As soon as the boat had gone, she rushed to where her shift was hung like a great white signal flag of what they had done. When he came after her, she turned on him. “What is the matter with us?” she said. “What’s the matter with me? Who am I?”

“You’re Rachel,” he told her, wrapping her into his arms. He said it with such satisfaction that when he kissed her, she was smiling.
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TAMA
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Early in the morning of the fifth day, they overtook another horseman on the road. When they approached him to ask directions, Shaman saw he was dressed plainly but rode on a good horse and an expensive saddle. His hair was long and black and his skin was the color of fired clay.

“Can you tell us the way to Tama?” Shaman asked.

“Better than that. Going there myself. Just ride along with me, if you like.”

“Thank you kindly.”

The Indian leaned forward and said something else, but Shaman shook his head. “Hard for me to talk while we’re riding. I have to see your mouth. I’m deaf.”

“Oh.”

“My wife hears fine, though,” Shaman said. He grinned, and the man grinned back and turned to Rachel and tipped his hat. They exchanged a few words, but mostly the three of them just rode along companionably through the warm morning.

When they came to a good pond, though, they stopped to let the horses take a small amount of water and a little grass, while they stretched their legs, and they met properly. The man shook hands and said he was Charles P. Keyser.

“You live in Tama?”

“No, I’ve got a farm eight miles from here. I was born Potawatomi, but raised by whites when my family all died of the fever. I don’t even speak the Indian jabber except for a few words of Kickapoo. I married a woman was half-Kickapoo, half-French.”

He said he went to Tama every few years and spent a couple of days. “I don’t really know why.” He shrugged and smiled. “Red skin calling to red skin, I guess.”

Shaman nodded. “Our animals had enough grass, you suppose?”

“Oh, yes. Don’t want them mounts to blow up on us, do we?” Keyser said, and they got back on the horses and resumed the ride.

At midmorning Keyser led them straight into Tama. Long before they reached the group of cabins clustered about in a large circle, they were being followed by brown-eyed children and barking dogs.

Soon Keyser signaled a stop, and they dismounted. “I’ll let the chief know we’re here,” he said, and went to a nearby cabin. By the time he reappeared with a wide-built middle-aged redman, a small crowd had gathered.

The stocky man said something Shaman couldn’t lip-read. It wasn’t in English, but the man took Shaman’s hand when it was offered.

“I’m Dr. Robert J. Cole of Holden’s Crossing, Illinois. This is my wife, Rachel Cole.”

“Dr. Cole?” A young man stepped out of the crowd and peered at Shaman. “No. You’re too young.”

“… Maybe you knew my father?”

The man’s eyes searched him. “You the deaf boy? … That you, Shaman?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Little Dog. Son of Moon and Comes Singing.”

Shaman felt pleasure as they clasped hands, remembering how they had played together as children.

The stocky man said something.

“He is Medi-ke, Snapping Turtle, chief of the town of Tama,” Little Dog said. “He wants you three to come to his cabin.”

Snapping Turtle signaled to Little Dog that he should come too, and to the others that they should leave. His cabin was small and smelled of a recent meal of charred meat. Folded blankets showed where people slept, and a canvas hammock was slung in a corner. The dirt floor was hard and swept, and it was where they sat as Snapping Turtle’s wife—Wapansee, Small Light—served them black coffee, very sweet with maple sugar, and altered and changed by other ingredients. It tasted like the coffee Makwa-ikwa had made. After Small Light served it, Snapping Turtle spoke to her, and she left the house.

“You had a sister named Bird Woman,” Shaman said to Little Dog. “Is she here?”

“Dead, a long time now. I have another sister, Green Willow, the youngest. She’s with her husband on the Kansas reservation.” No one else in Tama had been with the group in Holden’s Crossing, Little Dog said.

Snapping Turtle said through Little Dog that he was a Mesquakie. And that there were about two hundred Mesquakies and Sauks in Tama. Then he spoke a torrent of words and looked at Little Dog again.

“He says the reservations are very bad, like big cages. We were sick with remembering former days, the old ways. We caught wild horses, broke them, sold them for what we could get. We saved every bit of money.

“Then about a hundred of us came here. We had to forget that Rock Island used to be Sauk-e-nuk, the great town of the Sauks, and that Davenport was Mesquak-e-nuk, the great town of the Mesquakies. The world has changed. We paid white man’s money for eighty acres here, and we had the white governor of Iowa sign the deed as witness.”

Shaman nodded. “That was good,” he said, and Snapping Turtle smiled. Evidently he understood some English, but he continued to speak in his own language, as his face grew stern.

“He says the government always pretends it has bought our vast lands. The White Father grabs our land and offers the tribes small coins instead of big paper money. He even cheats us of the coins, giving cheap goods and ornaments and saying Mesquakies and Sauks are paid an annuity. Many of our people leave the worthless goods to rot on the earth. We tell them to say loudly that they will accept only money, and to come here and buy more land.”

“Is there trouble with white neighbors?” Shaman said.

“No trouble,” Little Dog said, and listened to Snapping Turtle. “He says we’re no threat. Whenever our people go to trade, white men push coins into the bark of trees and tell our men they may keep the coins if they hit them with arrows. Certain of our people say it’s an insult, but Snapping Turtle allows it.” Snapping Turtle spoke, and Little Dog smiled. “He says it keeps some of us good with the bow.”

Small Light came back, bringing a man in a frayed cotton shirt and stained brown wool pants, and with a red kerchief tied about his forehead. He said this was Nepepaqua, Sleep Walker, a Sauk and the medicine man. Sleep Walker wasn’t a man to waste time. “She says you’re a doctor.”

“Yes.”

“Good. You will come with me?”

Shaman nodded. He and Rachel left Charles Keyser drinking coffee with Snapping Turtle. They stopped only to get Shaman’s bag. Then they followed after the medicine man.

Walking through the village, Shaman sought familiar sights to match his memories. He saw no tipis, but there were some hedonoso-tes beyond the cabins. The people mostly wore the shabby dress of white folks; moccasins were as he remembered, although many of the Indians wore work boots or army footwear.

Sleep Walker brought them to a cabin on the other side of the village. Inside, a skinny young woman lay and writhed, her hands over her great belly.

She was glassy-eyed and looked out of her mind. She didn’t respond when Shaman asked her questions. Her pulse was rapid and bounding. He was fearful, but when he took her hands in his, he felt more vitality than he would have believed.

She was Watwaweiska, Climbing Squirrel, Sleep Walker said. His brother’s wife. The time for her first birthing had come on her yesterday morning. Earlier, she’d chosen a soft dry place in the woods, and she went there. The harsh pains came and came, and she had squatted as her mother had taught. When the waters had broken free, her legs and her dress became wet, but nothing else happened. The agony didn’t go away, the child didn’t come. At nightfall, other women had searched for her and found her, and they had carried her here.

Sleep Walker hadn’t been able to help her.

Shaman stripped the sweat-soaked dress away and studied her body. She was very young. Her breasts, although heavy with milk, were small, and her pelvis was narrow. The pudenda gaped, but no small head was revealed. He gently pressed the surface of her belly with his fingers, then took out his stethoscope and placed the earpieces for Rachel. When he held the bell to Climbing Squirrel’s stomach in several places, the conclusions he’d reached with his eyes and hands were confirmed by the sounds Rachel described.

“The child is presenting wrong.”

He went outside and asked for clean water, and Sleep Walker led him into the trees, to a brook. The medicine man watched curiously as Shaman lathered with brown soap and scrubbed his hands and arms. “It’s part of the medicine,” Shaman said, and Sleep Walker accepted the soap and imitated him.

When they returned to the cabin, Shaman took out his jar of clean lard and lubricated his hands. He inserted one finger into the birth canal, and then another, like probing a fist. He moved upward slowly. At first he felt nothing, but then the girl went into spasm, and the tight fist was pushed open slightly. An infant foot moved onto his fingers, and around it he felt the wrapped cord. The umbilical cord was tough, but it was stretched, and he didn’t attempt to free the foot until the birth spasm had been spent. Then, working carefully with only his two fingers, he unwrapped the cord and drew the foot down.

The other foot was higher, braced against the wall of the canal, and he was able to reach it during the next spasm and lead it down until two tiny red feet extended from the young mother. The feet became legs, and soon they could see it was a man-child. The baby’s abdomen emerged, trailing the cord. But all progress stopped when the infant’s shoulders and head jammed into the canal like a cork in the neck of a bottle.

Shaman could draw the child no farther, nor could he reach high enough to keep the mother’s flesh from sealing the baby’s nostrils. He knelt with his hand in the canal and his mind searching for a solution, but he felt that the baby would smother.

Sleep Walker had a bag of his own in a corner of the cabin, and from it he took a four-foot length of vine. The vine ended in what looked remarkably like the flat, ugly head of a pit viper, inset with black beady eyes and fiber fangs. Sleep Walker manipulated the “serpent” so it appeared to crawl up Climbing Squirrel’s body until the head was close to her face, weaving. The medicine man was chanting in his own language, but Shaman wasn’t trying to read his lips. He was watching Climbing Squirrel.

Shaman could see the girl’s eyes focus on the snake and widen. The medicine man caused the snake to turn and crawl down her body until it was just over the place where the baby rested.

Shaman felt a quivering in the birth canal.

He saw Rachel open her mouth to protest, and he warned her off with his eyes.

The fangs touched Climbing Squirrel’s belly. Suddenly Shaman felt a widening. The girl gave a tremendous push, and the child came down so easily it took no effort to draw him out. The baby’s lips and cheeks were blue, but at once they began to redden. With a tremulous finger Shaman cleared mucus from the mouth. The small face screwed up in indignation, the mouth opened. Shaman could feel the child’s abdomen retract to draw in air, and he knew that the others were hearing a high, thin crying. Maybe it was in D-flat, because the belly vibrated exactly as Lillian’s piano did whenever Rachel struck the fifth black key from the end.

He and the medicine man went back to the brook to wash. Sleep Walker looked pleased. Shaman was very thoughtful. Before leaving the cabin, he had examined the vine again to make certain it was only a vine.

“The girl thought the snake would devour her baby, so she bore it to save it?”

“My song said the snake was bad manitou. Good manitou helped her.”

He realized the lesson was that science can take medicine only so far. Then it is helped tremendously if there is faith or belief in something else. It was an advantage the medicine man had over the medical man, because Sleep Walker was a priest as well as a doctor.

“Are you a shaman?”

“No.” Sleep Walker looked at him. “You know about the tents of knowledge?”

“Makwa told us about seven Tents.”

“Yes, seven. For some things, I am in the fourth Tent. For too many things, I’m in the first Tent.”

“Will you become a shaman someday?”

“Who will teach me? Wabokieshiek is dead. Makwa-ikwa is dead. The tribes are scattered, the Mide’wiwin is no more. When I was young and knew I wanted to be a ghostkeeper, I heard of an old Sauk, almost a shaman, in Missouri. I found him, spent two years there. But he died of the fevered pox, too soon. Now I seek old people, to learn from them, but they’re few, and mostly they don’t know. Our children are taught reservation English, and the Seven Tents of Wisdom are gone.”

He was saying he had no medical schools to send letters of application to, Shaman realized. The Sauks and the Mesquakies were a remnant, robbed of their religion, their medicine, and their past.

He had a brief terrifying vision of a green-skinned horde sweeping down on the earth’s white race and leaving only a few haunted survivors with nothing but rumors of a former civilization, and the faintest echoes of Hippocrates, and Galen, and Avicenna, and Jehovah, and Apollo, and Jesus.

It seemed as though the entire village heard of the child’s birth almost at once. They weren’t a demonstrative people, but Shaman was aware of their approval as he walked among them. Charles Keyser came to him and confided that the girl’s case was similar to the childbirth that had killed his wife the previous year. “The doctor didn’t get there in time. The only woman there was my mother, and she didn’t know any more than I did.”

“You mustn’t get to blaming yourself. Sometimes we just can’t save somebody. Did the baby die too?”

Keyser nodded.

“You have other children?”

“Two girls and a boy.”

Shaman suspected that one of the reasons Keyser had come to Tama was that he was looking for a wife. The Tama Indians seemed to know and like him. Several times people who passed them greeted him, calling him Charlie Farmer.

“Why do they call you that? Aren’t they farmers too?”

Keyser grinned. “Not my kind. My daddy left me forty acres of the blackest Iowa soil you ever did see. I till eighteen acres and plant most of it in winter wheat.

“When I first came here, I tried to show these people how to plant. Took me a while to understand they don’t want a white man’s farm. The men who sold them this land must have thought they were cheating them, because the soil’s poor. But they pile brush and weeds and garbage on small gardens and let them rot out, sometimes for years. Then they put down seeds, using planting sticks instead of plows. The gardens give them plenty of food. The land is full of small game, and the Iowa River gives good fishing.”

“They really have the old-time life they came here looking for,” Shaman said.

Keyser nodded. “Sleep Walker says he’s asked you to do some more doctoring. It would please me to help you, Dr. Cole.”

Shaman already had Rachel and Sleep Walker to assist him. But it occurred to him that although Keyser looked like the other inhabitants of Tama, he wasn’t fully comfortable, and perhaps needed the company of other outsiders. So he told the farmer he’d appreciate his help.

The four of them made a strange little caravan as they went from cabin to cabin, but soon it was obvious they complemented one another. The medicine man gained them acceptance and chanted his prayers. Rachel carried a bag of boiled sweets and was especially good at gaining the confidence of children, and Charlie Keyser’s big hands had the strength and gentleness that enabled him to hold someone still when steadiness was required.

Shaman pulled a number of rotten teeth and was treated to the sight of patients spitting stringy blood, but smiling because a source of ongoing torture was suddenly gone.

He lanced boils, he removed a blackened infected toe, and Rachel was kept busy listening with the stethoscope to the chests of coughers. Some of them he dosed with syrups, but others had consumption, and he was forced to tell Sleep Walker there was nothing that could be done for them. They also saw half a dozen men and several women who were stuporous with alcohol, and Sleep Walker said there were others who would be drunk if they could get the whiskey.

Shaman was aware that far more red men had been wiped out by white man’s diseases than by bullets. Smallpox, especially, had laid waste to the woodland and Plains tribes, and he had brought with him to Tama a small wooden box half-filled with cowpox scabs.

Sleep Walker was plainly interested when Shaman told him he had medicine to prevent smallpox. But Shaman took great pains to explain exactly what was involved. He would scratch their arms and insert tiny pieces of cowpox scab into the wound. A red, itchy blister would develop, the size of a small pea. It would turn into a gray sore shaped like a navel, with a large area around it that was red, hard, and hot. After the inoculations, most of the people would be ill for about three days with cowpox, a far milder and more benign disease than smallpox, but one that would provide immunity from the deadly disease. Those inoculated would most likely have headaches and fevers. After the brief illness, the sore would become larger and darker as it dried, until the scab dropped off at about the twenty-first day, leaving a pink, pitted scar.

Shaman told Sleep Walker to explain this to the people and determine if they wanted to be treated. The medicine man was gone only a short time. Everyone wanted to be protected from smallpox, he reported, and so they settled down to the task of inoculating the entire community.

It was Sleep Walker’s job to keep a line of people moving toward the white doctor and to make certain they knew what to expect. Rachel sat on a tree stump and used two scalpels to shave very small pieces from the cowpox scabs in the small wooden box. Whenever a patient reached Shaman, Charlie Keyser would take the person’s left hand and raise it, exposing the inner part of the upper arm, the place that was least likely to suffer accidental bumping or scraping. Shaman used a pointed scalpel to make shallow, scarifying cuts in the arm, and then placed a tiny bit of the scabrous material into each cut.

It wasn’t complicated, but it had to be done with care, and the line moved slowly. When finally the sun was setting, Shaman called a halt. A quarter of the people of Tama still had to be inoculated, but he told them the doctor’s office was closed and to come back in the morning.

Sleep Walker had the instincts of a successful Baptist preacher, and that night he called the people together to honor the visitors. A celebration fire was built and lighted in the clearing, and the people gathered about it, seated on the ground.

Shaman sat on Sleep Walker’s right. Little Dog sat between Shaman and Rachel, so he could translate for them. Shaman saw that Charlie was sitting with a slender smiling woman, and Little Dog told him she was a widow who had two small boys.

Sleep Walker asked that Dr. Cole tell them about the woman who had been their shaman, Makwa-ikwa.

Shaman was aware that undoubtedly everyone there knew more about the massacre at Bad Ax than he did. What had happened where the Bad Ax River met the Mississippi must have been described to them around thousands of fires, and would continue to be. But he told them that among those killed by the Long Knives had been a man named Green Buffalo, whose name Sleep Walker translated as Ashtibugwa-gupichee, and a woman named Union-of-Rivers, Matapya. He told how their daughter of ten years, Nishwri Kekawi, Two Skies, had taken her baby brother beyond the fire of the United States Army’s rifles and cannon by swimming down Masesibowi while holding the soft flesh of the infant’s neck in her teeth to keep him from drowning.

Shaman told how the girl Two Skies had found her sister Tall Woman, and how the three children had hidden in the brush like hares until the soldiers had discovered them. And how a soldier had taken the bleeding baby away and he had never been seen again.

And he told them that the two Sauk girls were carried off to a Christian school in Wisconsin, and that Tall Woman had been impregnated by a missionary and was last seen in 1832, when she was taken to become a servant in a white farm beyond Fort Crawford. And that the girl named Two Skies had escaped from the school and made her way to Prophetstown, where the shaman White Cloud, Wabokieshiek, had taken her into his lodge and guided her through the Seven Tents of Wisdom and given her a new name, Makwa-Ikwa, the Bear Woman.

And that Makwa-ikwa had been the shaman of her people until she was raped and murdered by three white men in Illinois in 1851.

The people listened soberly, but nobody wept. They were accustomed to stories of horror about those they loved.

They passed a water drum from hand to hand until it reached Sleep Walker. It wasn’t Makwa’s water drum, which had disappeared when the Sauks had left Illinois, but Shaman saw that it was similar. They had passed a single stick along with the drum, and now Sleep Walker knelt in front of the drum and began to beat it, in bursts of four rhythmic strokes, and to chant.

Ne-nye-ma-wa-wa,

Ne-nye-ma-wa-wa,

Ne-nye-ma-wa-wa,

Ke-ta-ko-ko-na-na.

I beat it four times,

I beat it four times,

I beat it four times,

I beat our drum four times.

Shaman looked around and saw that the people sang with the medicine man and that many of them were holding gourds in both hands and shaking them in time to the music, the way Shaman had shaken the marble-filled cigar box in music class when he was a boy.

Ke-te-ma-ga-yo-se lye-ya-ya-ni,

Ke-te-ma-ga-yo-se lye-ya-ya-ni,

Me-to-se-ne-ni-o lye-ya-ya-ni,

Ke-te-ma-ga-yo-se lye-ya-ya-ni.

Bless us when you come,

Bless us when you come,

The people, when you come,

Bless us when you come.

Shaman leaned over and placed his hand on the water drum just below the hide cover. When Sleep Walker struck it, it was like holding thunder between his palms. He watched Sleep Walker’s mouth and saw with pleasure that the chant was now one he knew, one of Makwa’s songs, and he sang along with them,

… Wi-a-ya-ni,

Ni-na ne-gi-se ke-wi-to-se-me-ne ni-na.

… Wherever you are going,

I walk with you, my son.

Someone came with a log and threw it on the fire, sending a column of yellow sparks swirling into the black sky. The radiance of the fire mingled with the heat of the night and made him dizzy and faint, ready to see visions. He looked for his wife, concerned for her, and saw that Rachel’s mother would have been furious at her appearance. She was bareheaded, her hair was mussed and awry, her face was shiny with sweat, and her eyes were gleaming with delight. She had never seemed more womanly to him, more human, or more desirable. She saw his glance and smiled as she leaned past Little Dog to speak. A hearing person would have lost her words in the booming of the drum and the chanting, but Shaman had no trouble in reading her lips. It’s as good as seeing a buffalo!

The next morning, Shaman slipped away early without waking his wife and bathed in the Iowa River while swallows swooped to feed and tiny fingerlings with dull gold bodies darted in the water at his feet.

It was a little after sunup. Children already called and hooted to one another in the village, and as he went past the houses he saw barefoot women and a few men planting their garden patches in the morning cool. At the edge of the village he came face-to-face with Sleep Walker and the two of them stood comfortably and conversed like a pair of country squires meeting during their morning constitutionals.

Sleep Walker asked him questions about Makwa’s burial and grave. Shaman wasn’t comfortable about answering. “I was only a boy when she died. I don’t remember a lot,” he said. But from his reading of the journals he was able to say that Makwa’s grave had been dug in the morning, and she’d been buried in the afternoon, in her best blanket. Her feet had pointed west. The tail of a buffalo cow had been buried with her.

Sleep Walker nodded approvingly. “What is located ten steps northwest of her grave?”

Shaman stared. “I don’t remember. I don’t know.”

The medicine man’s face was intent. The old man in Missouri, the one who had been almost a shaman, had taught him about the deaths of shamans, he said. He explained that wherever a shaman is buried, four watawinonas, the imps of wickedness, take up residence ten steps northwest of the grave. The watawinonas take turns being awake—one imp is always awake while the other three sleep. They can’t harm the shaman, Sleep Walker said, but while they are allowed to remain there, she can’t use her powers to aid living people who ask for her help.

Shaman stifled a sigh. Perhaps if he’d grown up believing these things, he could summon more tolerance. But during the night he had been awake wondering what was happening to his patients. And now he wanted to finish his work here and start home early enough so they could camp for the night at the good river cove where they had camped on the way up.

“To drive away the watawinonas,” Sleep Walker said, “you have to find their sleeping place and burn it.”

“Yes. I’ll do that,” Shaman said shamelessly, and Sleep Walker appeared relieved.

Little Dog came by and asked if he could take Charlie Farmer’s place when the arm-scratching resumed. He said Keyser had left Tama the night before, right after the fire had been allowed to die.

Shaman was disappointed Keyser hadn’t said good-bye. But he nodded to Little Dog and said that would be fine.

They began early to do the rest of the inoculations. It went a little faster than the day before, because Shaman had grown adept with practice. They were almost finished when a pair of bay horses pulled a farm wagon into the village clearing. Keyser was driving, and there were three children in the back of the wagon, gazing at the Sauks and the Mesquakies with great interest.

“I’d appreciate it if you’d scratch them against the pox too,” Charlie said, and Shaman said he’d be glad to.

When the rest of the people and the three children had been inoculated, Charlie helped Shaman and Rachel gather up their things.

“I would like to bring my children to visit the shaman’s grave sometime,” he said. Shaman told him they’d be welcome.

It took little time to pack Ulysses. They received a gift from Climbing Squirrel’s husband, Shemago, the Lance, who came with three large whiskey jugs full of maple syrup, which they were happy to receive. The jugs were tied together with the same kind of vine that had made Sleep Walker’s snake. When Shaman lashed them to Ulysses’ pack, it appeared that he and Rachel were on their way to an enormous celebration.

He shook hands with Sleep Walker and told him they’d return the following spring. Then he shook hands with Charlie, and with Snapping Turtle, and with Little Dog.

“Now you are Cawso wabeskiou,” Little Dog said.

Cawso Wabeskiou, the White Shaman. It gave Shaman pleasure, because he knew that Little Dog wasn’t simply using his nickname.

Many of the people raised their hands, and so did Rachel and Shaman as they and the three horses went down the road along the river, out of Tama.
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For four days after they reached home, Shaman paid the price exacted of physicians who have taken a holiday. His dispensary was crowded with patients every morning, and each afternoon and evening he visited the home-bound patients who were his responsibility, to return to the Geiger house late at night, and tired.

But by his fifth day home, a Saturday, the tide of patients had ebbed until he was more or less normally busy, and on Sunday morning he awoke in Rachel’s room to the delicious realization that he had a breathing space. As usual, he was up before anyone else, and he gathered his clothes and carried them downstairs, where he dressed quietly in the parlor before letting himself out the front door.

He walked down the Long Path, stopping in the woods where Oscar Ericsson’s laborers had cleared a site for the new house and barn. It wasn’t the spot where Rachel had stood as a girl and yearned; unfortunately, the dreams of young girls don’t take drainage into account, and Ericsson had inspected that site and shaken his head. They’d settled on a more suitable place a hundred yards away, which Rachel declared was close enough to her dream. Shaman had asked permission to buy the building lot, and Jay insisted it was a wedding gift. But he and Jay were treating one another with warmth and exquisite consideration these days, and the matter would be settled gently.

When he reached the site of the hospital, he saw that the cellar hole was almost completely dug. Surrounding it, piles of dirt made a landscape of giant anthills. The hole looked smaller than he had imagined the hospital building, but Ericsson had said that the hole always looked smaller. The foundation would be of gray stone quarried beyond Nauvoo, taken up the Mississippi on flatboats, and brought here from Rock Island by oxcart, a dangerous prospect that made Shaman fret, but which the contractor faced with equanimity.

He walked down to the Cole house, which Alex soon would leave. Then he took the Short Path, trying to imagine it being used by patients who would come to the clinic by boat. Certain changes had to be made. He contemplated the sweat lodge, which suddenly was in the wrong place. He decided to make a careful sketch of the placement of each flat rock, and then take up the rocks and rebuild the sweat lodge behind the new barn, so Joshua and Hattie would have the experience of knowing what it was like to sit in the remarkable heat until it was impossible not to run into the redeeming waters of the river.

When he turned to Makwa’s grave, he saw that the wooden marker had become so cracked and weather-bleached that the runelike markings no longer could be detected. The inscriptions were preserved in one of the journals, and he determined to get a more permanent marker and to place some sort of barrier around the grave, so it wouldn’t be disturbed.

Spring weeds had made inroads. As he pulled bluestem grass and prairie dock that had worked its way between the clumps of day lilies, he found himself telling Makwa that some of her people were safe in Tama.

The cold anger that he’d felt here, whether or not it had come from deep within himself, was gone. All he could feel now was quietude.

But … There was something.

He stood and fought the impulse, for a while. Then he located true northwest and began to walk from the grave, counting his steps.

When he had gone ten paces, he was in the middle of the ruins of the hedonoso-te. The longhouse had deteriorated through the years and now was a low, uneven pile of narrow logs and strips of moldering tree bark, with cordgrass and wild indigo poking through.

It didn’t make sense, he told himself, to spruce up the grave, move the sweat lodge, and leave this unsightly heap. He walked down the path to the barn, where there was a large crock of lamp oil. It was almost full, and he carried it back and emptied it. The material in the pile was wet with dew but his sulfur match caught the first time he tried, and the oil ignited and flared.

In a moment the entire hedonoso-te was being consumed by leaping blue and yellow flames, and a column of dark gray smoke rose straight up and then was bent by the breeze and swept out over the river.

An acrid eruption of black smoke spewed like a bursting boil, and the first demon, the one who was awake, surged upward and away. Shaman imagined a lonely furious demonic screaming, a hissing cry. One by one, the other three creatures of wickedness, so rudely awakened, lifted off like hungry birds of prey abandoning delectable flesh, watawinonas roiling elsewhere on wings of smoky rage.

From the nearby grave Shaman sensed something like a sigh.

He stood close and felt the lick of the heat, like the fire in a Sauk celebration ceremony, and imagined what this place had been like when young Rob J. Cole saw it for the first time, unbroken prairie running all the way to the woods and the river. And he thought of others who had lived here, Makwa, and Moon, and Comes Singing. And Alden. As the fire burned lower and lower, he sang in his mind: Tti-la-ye ke-wi-ta-mo-ne i-no-ki-i-i, ke-te-ma-ga-yo-se. Ghosts, I speak to you now, send your blessings to me.

Soon it was a thin layer of residue from which wisps of smoke rose. He knew the grass would move in, and there would be no trace of where the hedonoso-te had been.

When it was safe to leave the fire, he returned the crock to the barn and started back. On the Long Path he met a small grim figure looking for him. She was trying to walk away from a little boy who had fallen and scraped his knee. The little boy limped after her doggedly. He was crying, and his nose was running.

Shaman used his handkerchief on Joshua’s nose and kissed his knee next to the bloody part. He promised he’d make it better when they got home. He seated Hattie behind his neck with her legs over his shoulders, and he scooped Joshua up and began to walk. These were the only imps in the world that mattered to him, these two good imps who had claimed his soul. Hattie tugged at his ears to make him go faster, and he trotted like Trude. When she yanked his ears so hard they hurt, he pinned Joshua against her legs so she wouldn’t fall off, and he began to canter like Boss. And then he was galloping, galloping, in time to a perfectly hidden melody—fine and glorious new music only he was able to hear.
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MATTERS OF CHOICE

NOAH GORDON


This book is for Lorraine, my love.
And for our children—
Michael Gordon;
Lise Gordon and Roger Weiss;
and Jamie Beth Gordon, who had the warmth
and imagination to see the magic in heartrocks.


The difficulty in life is the choice.

—George Moore

The Bending of the Bough

I have never had a money practice; it would have been impossible for me. But the actual calling on people, at all times and under all conditions, the coming to grips with the intimate conditions of their lives, when they were being born, when they were dying, watching them die, watching them get well when they were ill, has always absorbed me.

—William Carlos Williams, M.D. Autobiography

The close-up, reassuring, warm touch of the physician, the comfort and concern, the long, leisurely discussions … are disappearing from the practice of medicine, and this may turn out to be too great a loss. … If I were a medical student or an intern, just getting ready to begin, I would be more worried about this aspect of my future than anything else. I would be apprehensive that my real job, caring for sick people, might soon be taken away, leaving me with the quite different occupation of looking after machines. I would be trying to figure out ways to keep this from happening.

—Lewis Thomas, M.D.

The Youngest Science: Notes of a Medicine Watcher


PART ONE

THE THROWBACK


1

AN APPOINTMENT
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R.J. woke.

As long as she lived, from time to time in the middle of the night she would open her eyes and search the darkness in the tense certainty that she was still an overworked resident physician at the Lemuel Grace Hospital in Boston, grasping at a nap in an empty patient room in the middle of a thirty-six-hour shift.

She yawned while the present flooded into her consciousness and she knew with great relief that the residency was years behind her. But she closed her mind to reality because the luminous hands of the clock told her she had two hours left and she had learned in that long-ago residency to milk every moment of sleep.

She emerged again two hours later to graying light and no panic and reached over and killed the alarm. Invariably she awoke just before it rang, but she always set it the night before anyway, just in case. The special shower head thrummed the water into her scalp not quite bruisingly, as reviving as an extra hour of sleep. The soap slid over a body ampler than she thought desirable, and she wished there were time for a run, but there wasn’t.

As she used the dryer on her short black hair, still thick and good, she appraised her face. Her skin was fair and clear, her nose narrow and somewhat long, her mouth wide and full. Sensual? Wide, full, and unkissed for a long time. There were bags under her eyes.

“So, what do you want, R.J.?” she demanded rudely to the woman in the mirror.

Not Tom Kendricks any longer, she told herself. Of that she was certain.

She had selected her clothing before she went to bed, and it waited at one side of the closet, a blouse and tailored slacks, attractive but comfortable shoes. In the hallway she saw through the open door to Tom’s bedroom that the suit he had worn yesterday was still on the floor where he had dropped it the night before. He had been up earlier than she and was long gone from the house, needing to be scrubbed and in the operating room by 6:45.

Downstairs, she poured a glass of orange juice and forced herself to drink it slowly. Then she put on her coat, picked up her briefcase, and went through the unused kitchen and out to the garage. The little red BMW was her indulgence, as the grand antique house was Tom’s. She enjoyed the purr of the engine, the responsiveness of the wheel.

It had snowed lightly during the night, but the Cambridge road crews did a good job removing snow, and she had no trouble once she was past Harvard Square and JFK Boulevard. She turned on the radio and listened to Mozart while drifting with the tide of traffic moving down Memorial Drive, then she took the Boston University Bridge across the Charles River to the Boston side.

Early as it was, at the hospital the staff parking lot was almost full. She slid the BMW into a space next to a wall, to minimize the chance of damage from a neighbor’s carelessly opened door, and then walked briskly into the building.

The security guard nodded. “Mornin’, Dockuh Cole.”

“Hi, Louie.”

At the elevator she said hello to several people. She got out at the third floor and walked quickly into Room 308. She always got to work very hungry in the morning. She and Tom rarely had lunch or dinner at home, and never breakfast; the refrigerator was empty except for juice, beer and soft drinks. For four years R.J. had stopped at the crowded cafeteria every morning, but then Tessa Martula had become her secretary and insisted on doing for her what she doubtless wouldn’t have agreed to do for a man.

“I go there to get my own coffee, so it doesn’t make sense not to get yours,” Tessa had insisted. So now R.J. put on a fresh white coat and began to review the case histories that had been left on her desk, and seven minutes later she was rewarded by the sight of Tessa bearing a tray containing a toasted bagel and cream cheese, and coffee black and strong.

While she made short work of the food, Tessa came in again with the appointment schedule, and they reviewed it.

“Dr. Ringgold called. Wants to see you before you start your day.”

The chief of medicine had a corner office on the fourth floor. “Go right in, Dr. Cole. He’s expecting you,” his secretary said.

In the inner office, Dr. Ringgold nodded, pointed at a chair, and closed the door firmly.

“Max Roseman had a stroke yesterday while he was attending the communicable diseases meeting at Columbia. He’s a patient at New York Hospital.”

“Oh, Sidney! Poor Max. How is he?”

He shrugged. “Surviving, but he could be better. Profound paralysis and sensory impairment of the contralateral face, arm and leg, for starters. We’ll see what the next few hours bring. I just got a courtesy call from Jim Jeffers in New York. He said he’ll keep me informed, but it’s going to be a long time before Max returns to work. Matter of fact, given his age, I doubt he’ll ever be back.”

R.J. nodded, suddenly watchful. Max Roseman was associate chief of medicine.

“Someone like you, a good female physician and with your background in law, would bring new dimensions to the department as Max’s successor.”

She had no desire to be associate chief, a job of many responsibilities and limited power.

It was as if Sidney Ringgold could read her mind. “In three years I reach sixty-five, the age of compulsory retirement. The associate chief of medicine will have a tremendous advantage over other candidates to succeed me.”

“Sidney, are you offering me the job?”

“No, I’m not, R.J. Matter of fact, I’m going to talk with several other people about the appointment. But you would be a strong candidate.”

R.J. nodded. “Fair enough. Thanks for filling me in.”

But his glance held her in her chair. “One other thing,” he said. “I’ve been thinking for a long time that we should have a publications committee to encourage staff physicians to write and publish more. I’d like you to set it up and chair it.”

She shook her head. “I simply can’t,” she said flatly. “I’m already stretching to handle my schedule.” It was true; he should know that, she thought with resentment. Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, she dealt with patients at her hospital office. Tuesday mornings she went across the street to give a two-hour class at the Massachusetts College of Physicians and Surgeons on the prevention of iatrogenic illness, sickness or injury caused by a doctor or a hospital. Wednesday afternoons she lectured at the medical school on the avoidance and survival of malpractice suits. Thursdays she performed first-trimester abortions at the Family Planning Clinic of Jamaica Plain. Friday afternoons she worked at a PMS clinic which, like the iatrogenic illness course, had been established because of her persistence and over the objections of some of the hospital’s more conservative doctors.

Both she and Sidney Ringgold were conscious of her debt to him. The chief of medicine had sponsored her projects and promotions despite political opposition. At first he had looked upon her warily—a lawyer turned physician, an expert on illnesses caused by the mistakes of physicians and hospitals, someone who did peer review work and judged her fellow physicians, often costing them money. In the beginning, some of her colleagues had referred to her as “Dr. Snitch,” an appellation she wore proudly. The chief of medicine had watched Dr. Snitch survive and prosper and become Dr. Cole, accepted because she was honest and tough. Now both her lectures and her clinics had become politically correct, assets so prized that Sidney Ringgold often took credit for them.

“Perhaps you can trim some other activity?” Both of them knew he was talking about Thursdays at the Family Planning clinic.

He leaned forward. “I’d like you to do this, R.J.”

“I’ll give it serious thought, Sidney.”

This time she made it out of the chair. On the way out, she was annoyed with herself, realizing she was already trying to guess the other names on his list.
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THE HOUSE ON BRATTLE STREET
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Even before they were married, Tom had tried to convince R.J. that she should exploit the combination of law and medicine to produce optimum annual income. When, despite his advice, she had effectively turned her back on the law and concentrated on medicine, he had urged her to develop a private practice in one of the affluent suburbs. While they were buying their house he had grumbled about her hospital salary, almost 25 percent lower than the income would have been from a private practice.

They had gone to the Virgin Islands for their honeymoon, a week on a small island near St. Thomas. Two days after they returned they had started looking for property, and on the fifth day of their search a real estate woman had taken them to see the distinguished but run-down house on Brattle Street in Cambridge.

R.J. had viewed it with disinterest. It was too large, too expensive, too badly in need of repair, and there was too much traffic going by the front door. “It would be crazy.”

“No, no, no,” he had murmured. She remembered he had been so attractive that day, his straw-colored hair in a designer trim, and wearing a beautifully cut new suit. “It wouldn’t be crazy at all.” Tom Kendricks saw a handsome Georgian house on a graceful heirloom street with red-brick sidewalks that had been trod by poets and philosophers, men you read about in textbooks. Half a mile up the street was the stately house in which Henry Wadsworth Longfellow had lived. Just beyond that was the Divinity School. Tom already was more Boston than Boston, getting the accent just right, having his clothes tailored by Brooks Brothers. But in fact he was a midwestern farm boy who had gone to Bowling Green University and Ohio State, and the thought of being Harvard’s neighbor—almost part of Harvard—fascinated him.

And he was seduced by the house—the exterior of red brick with Vermont marble ornamentation, the handsome thin columns alongside the doors, the small antique panes on each side and above the doorway, the matching brick wall around the property.

She thought he was joking. When it became apparent he was serious, she was dismayed and tried to talk him out of it. “It would be expensive. Both the house and the wall need repointing, the roof and the foundation need repair. The real estate company’s description says right up front that it needs a new furnace. It doesn’t make sense, Tom.”

“Sense is what it does make. This is a house to be owned by a couple of successful doctors. A statement of confidence.”

Neither of them had saved much. Because R.J. had received a law degree before entering medical school she had managed to earn some money, enough to finish her medical education and training with only a reasonable debt. But Tom owed a frightening amount. Nevertheless, he argued stubbornly and at length that they should buy the house. He reminded her that already he had begun to make very good money as a general surgeon and insisted that when her smaller income was added to his, they could easily afford the house. He said it again and again.

It was early enough in the marriage so that she was still besotted. He was a better lover than he was a person, but she didn’t know that then, and she listened to him with gravity and respect. At last, bemused, she had given in.

They spent a good deal of money on furnishings, including antiques and near-antiques. At Tom’s insistence, they bought a baby grand piano, more because it looked “just right” in the music room than because R.J. was a pianist. About once a month her father took a taxi to Brattle Street and tipped the cabbie to carry in his cumbersome viola da gamba. Her father was happy to see her settled, and they played long and fulsome duets. The music covered a lot of scars that were there from the start and made the large house seem less empty.

She and Tom ate most of their meals out and didn’t have live-in help. A taciturn black woman named Beatrix Johnson came every Monday and Thursday and kept the house clean, only now and again breaking something. The yardwork was done by a landscaping service. They rarely had guests. No hung shingle encouraged patients to enter the front gate of their home; the only clue as to the identity of the inhabitants came from a pair of small copper plates Tom had fastened to the wood on the right-hand side of the front door frame.

THOMAS ALLEN KENDRICKS, M.D.

and

ROBERTA J. COLE, M.D.

In those days, she called him Tommy.

When she left Dr. Ringgold she did morning rounds.

Unfortunately, she never had more than one or two patients in the wards. She was a general physician interested in family practice, working in a hospital that didn’t have a department of family practice. That made her a kind of jack-of-all-trades, a utility player without classification. Her work for the hospital and the medical school fell between departmental boundaries; she saw pregnant patients, but someone in Obstetrics delivered the babies; in the same way, almost always she referred her patients to a surgeon, a gastroenterologist, any one of more than a dozen specialists. Most of the time she never saw the patient again, because follow-up care was done by the specialist physician or the hometown family doctor; usually patients came to the hospital with only those problems that might require advanced technology.

At one time, political opposition and the sense that she was breaking new ground had lent spice to her activities at Lemuel Grace, but for a long time now she had lost her sense of joy in medical practice. She spent too much of her time reviewing and signing insurance papers—a special form if someone needed oxygen, a special long form for this, a special short form for that, in duplicate, in triplicate, every insurance company with different forms.

Her office visits were apt to be impersonal and brief. Faceless efficiency experts at insurance companies had determined how much time and how many visits she could allow for each patient, who was quickly sent off for lab work, for X rays, for ultrasound, for MRI—the procedures that did most of the real diagnostic work and protected her from malpractice suits.

Often she pondered, who were these patients who came to her for help? What elements in their lives, hidden from her almost cursory glance, contributed to their illness? What would become of them? There was neither time nor opportunity for her to relate to them as people, to really be a physician.

That evening she met Gwen Gabler at Alex’s Gymnasium, an upscale health club in Kenmore Square. Gwen was R.J.’s medical school classmate and best friend, a gynecologist at Family Planning whose breeziness and salty tongue disguised the fact that she was hanging on by her fingernails. She had two children, a real estate broker husband who had run into hard times, an overcrowded schedule, bruised ideals, and depression. She and R.J. came to Alex’s twice a week to punish themselves in a long aerobics class, sweat out foolish desires in the sauna, soak away fruitless regrets in the hot tub, have a glass of wine in the lounge, and gossip and talk medicine throughout the evening.

Their favorite wickedness was to study the men in the club and judge their attraction solely by their appearance. R.J. found she required a hint of the cerebral in the face, a suggestion of introspection. Gwen liked more animal qualities. She was an admirer of the owner of the club, a golden Greek named Alexander Manakos. Easy for Gwen to dream of muscular but soulful romance and then go home to her Phil, myopic and stocky but deeply appreciated. R.J. went home and read herself to sleep with medical journals.

On the surface, she and Tom had the American dream—busy professional lives, the handsome house on Brattle Street, a farmhouse in the Berkshires that they used for extremely rare weekends and vacations. But the marriage was ashes. She told herself it might have been different if they had had a child. Ironically, the physician who frequently dealt with infertility in others had been infertile for years. Tom had had semen analysis and she had had a battery of tests. But no cause of the infertility was uncovered, and she and Tom had been quickly caught up in the responsibilities of their medical personas. Those demands were so heavy for each of them that gradually they had drifted apart. If their marriage had been more substantial, doubtless in recent years she would have considered insemination or in vitro fertilization, or perhaps adoption. By now, neither she nor her husband was interested.

Long ago R.J. had become aware of two things: that she had married an insubstantial man and that he was seeing other women.
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BETTS
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R.J. knew Tom had been as surprised as anyone when Elizabeth Sullivan had come back into his life. He and Betts had lived together for two years in Columbus, Ohio, when they were young. At that time she was Elizabeth Bosshard. From what R.J. heard and saw when Tom talked about her, he must have cared for her a great deal, but she had left him after she met Brian Sullivan.

She had married Sullivan and moved to the Netherlands, to The Hague, where he was a marketing manager for IBM. Several years later he was transferred to Paris, and less than nine years after their marriage he had suffered a stroke and died. By that time Elizabeth Sullivan had published two mystery novels and had a large readership. Her protagonist was a computer programmer who traveled for his company, and each book took place in a different country. She traveled wherever the books led her, generally living a year or two in the country she was writing about.

Tom had seen Brian Sullivan’s obituary in the New York Times and had written a letter of condolence to Betts and received a letter in return. Other than that, he’d not even had a postcard from her, nor had he thought much about her for years until the day she telephoned him and told him she had cancer.

“I’ve seen doctors in Spain and in Germany, and I know the disease is advanced. I decided to come home to be sick. The physician in Berlin suggested someone at Sloan-Kettering in New York, but I knew you were a doctor in Boston, so I came here.”

Tom knew what she was telling him. Elizabeth’s marriage, too, had been childless. She had lost her father in an accident when she was eight, and her mother had died four years later of the same kind of cancer that Betts now had. She had been raised well by her father’s only sister, who now was an invalid in a nursing home in Cleveland. There was no one but Tom Kendricks for her to turn to.

“I feel so bad,” he told R.J.

“Of course you do.”

The problem was well beyond the skills of a general surgeon. Tom and R.J. talked it over, considering whatever they knew about Betts’s case; it was the first time in a long while that they had shared such a meeting of the minds. Then he had arranged for Elizabeth to be seen at the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute, and he had spoken to Howard Fisher about her after she was examined and tested.

“The carcinoma is widely traveled,” Fisher had said. “I’ve seen patients go into remission who were worse off than your friend, but I’m sure you understand that I’m not hopeful.”

“I do understand that,” Tom had said, and the oncologist had blocked out a treatment regimen that combined radiation and chemotherapy.

R.J. had liked Elizabeth at sight. Her husband’s ex-lover was a full-bodied, round-faced woman who dressed as wisely as a European but who had allowed middle age to make her comfortably heavier than was fashionable. She wasn’t prepared to give up; she was a fighter. R.J. had helped Betts find a one-bedroom condominium on Massachusetts Avenue, and she and Tom saw the ailing woman as often as possible, as friends and not as doctors.

R.J. took her to see the Boston Ballet do Sleeping Beauty and to the first autumn concert of Symphony, sitting high up in the balcony and giving Betts her own seventh-row-center seat in the orchestra.

“You have only the one season ticket?”

“Tom doesn’t go. We have different interests. He likes to go to hockey games and I don’t,” R.J. said, and Elizabeth nodded thoughtfully and said she had enjoyed watching Seiji Ozawa conducting.

“You’ll like the Boston Pops next summer. People sit at little tables and drink champagne and lemonade while they listen to lighter stuff. Very gemütlich.”

“Oh, we must go!” Betts said.

The Boston Pops wasn’t in the cards for her. Winter was very young when her disease took hold; she had needed the apartment only seven weeks. At Middlesex Memorial Hospital they gave her a private room on the VIP floor and her radiation treatments were stepped up. Very quickly her hair fell out and she began to lose weight.

She was so sensible, so calm. “It would make a really interesting book, you know?” she said to R.J. “Only, I don’t have the energy to write it.”

A genuine warmth had developed between the two women, but late one night when the three of them sat in her hospital room it was Tom she looked at. “I want you to make me a promise. I want you to swear you won’t allow me to suffer or linger.”

“I do,” he said, almost a nuptial vow.

Elizabeth wanted to review her will and to draw up a living will stipulating that she didn’t want her life artificially prolonged by drugs or technology. She asked R.J. to get her a lawyer, and R.J. called Suzanna Lorentz at Wigoder, Grant and Berlow, the firm where she had once worked briefly herself.

A couple of evenings later, Tom’s car was already in the garage when R.J. got home from the hospital. She found him sitting at the kitchen table, having a beer while he watched television.

“Hi. That Lorentz woman call you?” He snapped off the TV.

“Hi. Suzanna? No, I haven’t heard from her.”

“She called me. She wants me to be Betts’s legal health care agent. But I can’t. I’m her associate physician of record, and it would represent a conflict of interest, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, it would.”

“So will you? Be her legal health care agent, I mean?”

He was gaining weight and looked as if he hadn’t been sleeping enough. There were cracker crumbs on his shirtfront. She was saddened by the fact that an important part of his life was dying.

“Yes, that will be all right.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, and went up to her room and went to bed.

Max Roseman faced a long convalescence and had decided to retire. R.J. didn’t get the news from Sidney Ringgold; indeed, Dr. Ringgold made no official announcement. But Tessa came in with the intelligence, beaming. She wouldn’t reveal her source, but if R.J. had to bet, she’d have placed her money that Tessa had been told by Bess Harrison, Max Roseman’s secretary.

“Word has it that you’re among those being seriously considered as Dr. Roseman’s replacement,” Tessa said. “Whoo-eee! I think you have a real good chance. I think that for you the job of associate chief would be the first rung of a tall, tall ladder. Would you rather aim at becoming dean of the medical school or director of the hospital? And whatever you end up doing, are you going to take me with you all the way?”

“Forget it, I’m not going to get that job. But I’m always going to take you with me. You hear so many rumors. And you get my coffee every morning, you damn fool.”

It was one of many rumors that floated all about the hospital. Now and again someone would say something sly and knowing, sending her a message that the world was aware of her name on a list. She wasn’t holding her breath. She didn’t know if she wanted the job enough to accept it if it were offered.

Soon Elizabeth had lost enough weight so that for a brief time R.J. was able to get a faint inkling of what she had looked like as the slim young girl Tom had loved. Her eyes seemed larger, her skin grew translucent. R.J. knew she teetered on the brink of gauntness.

There existed between them a curious intimacy, a world-weary knowledge that was closer than sisterhood. Partly, it was due to the fact that they shared memories of the same lover. R.J.’s mind wouldn’t allow her to imagine Elizabeth and Tom having sex. Had his lovemaking habits been the same? Had he cradled Elizabeth’s buttocks in his hands, had he kissed her navel after he was spent? Elizabeth must have some of the same thoughts when she looked at her, R.J. realized. Yet there was no jealousy in them; they were drawn close. Even burdensomely sick, Elizabeth was sensitive and astute. “Are you and Tom going to split?” she asked one night when R.J. had stopped to see her on the way home.

“Yes. Very soon, I think.”

Elizabeth nodded. “Sorry,” she whispered, finding the strength to console; but clearly, the confirmation came as no great surprise to her. R.J. wished they could have known each other for years.

They would have been wonderful friends.
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MOMENT OF DECISION
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Thursdays.

When R.J. was younger she had made a great many political statements. Now, it seemed to her that she had only Thursdays.

She placed special value on babies and disliked the notion of canceling them. Abortion was ugly and messy. Sometimes it got in the way of her other professional activities because a few of her colleagues disapproved, and for public relations reasons her husband had always feared and hated her involvement.

But there was an abortion war waging in America. A lot of doctors were driven from the clinics, intimidated by the ugly and unsubtle threats of the anti-abortion movement. R.J. believed it was a woman’s right to make decisions about her own body, so every Thursday morning she drove to Jamaica Plain and sneaked into the Family Planning Clinic the back way, avoiding the demonstrators, the placards shaken at her head, the crucifixes jabbed at her, the thrown blood, the bottled fetuses stuck into her face, and the name-calling.

On the last Thursday in February she parked in the driveway of Ralph Aiello, a neighbor who was paid by the abortion clinic. The snow in the Aiello backyard was deep and new, but he had earned his money by shoveling a narrow path to the gate in the back fence. The backyard of the clinic property was on the other side of the gate, where another narrow shoveled path led to the rear door of the clinic building.

R.J. always made the walk from her car a quick one, afraid that demonstrators would burst around from the sidewalk in front of the clinic, and angry and illogically ashamed that she had to sneak to her work as a doctor.

On that Thursday there was no noise coming from the front of the building, no screams, no curses, but R.J. was particularly troubled, having stopped to see Elizabeth Sullivan on her way to work.

Elizabeth had traveled beyond the point of any hope and had entered the realm of intractable pain. The button she was allowed to press for self-medication had been inadequate almost from the start. Whenever she regained consciousness she suffered terribly, and now Howard Fisher had begun to give her very heavy doses of morphine.

She slept in her bed without moving.

“Hi, Betts,” R.J. had said loudly.

She had placed her fingers against Elizabeth’s warm, faintly pulsing neck. In a moment, almost against her will, she had enclosed the other woman’s hands in her own. From somewhere deep within Elizabeth Sullivan information had flowed into R.J. and found its way into her consciousness. She had sensed the smallness of the reservoir of life, depleting steadily in incremental amounts, with infinitesimal slowness. Oh, Elizabeth, I’m sorry, she told her silently. I’m so sorry, dear.

Elizabeth’s mouth had moved. R.J. bent over her, straining to hear.

“… green one. Take the green one.”

R.J. had mentioned the incident to one of the ward nurses, Beverly Martin.

“God love her,” the nurse said. “Usually she never wakes up enough to say anything.”

That week it was as if the screws suddenly were tightened on all the torture vises that brought stress to R.J. An abortion clinic in New York State had been set afire in the night, and the same sick passion was alive in Boston. Large, turbulent protest demonstrations, manic at times, had hit two clinics in Brookline, one run by Planned Parenthood and the other by Preterm. They had led to disruption of services, a large police response, and mass arrests, and it was expected that the Family Planning Clinic in Jamaica Plain was next.

In the staff room, Gwen Gabler was drinking coffee, uncharacteristically quiet.

“Something wrong?”

Gwen set down her cup and reached for her purse. The sheet of paper was folded twice. When R.J. opened it, she saw a wanted poster, the sort displayed in post offices. It bore Gwen’s name, address, and photograph, her weekly schedule, the fact that she had left a lucrative ob-gyn practice in Framingham “to get rich performing abortions,” and the crime for which she was wanted: murder of babies.

“It doesn’t say dead or alive,” Gwen said bitterly.

“Did they make up a poster of Les, too?” Leszek Ustinovich had practiced for twenty-six years as a gynecologist in Newton before joining the clinic. He and Gwen were the only full-time physicians at Family Planning.

“No, I’m the chosen goat here, apparently, although I understand Walter Hearst at the Deaconess Hospital has been similarly honored.”

“What are you going to do about it?”

Gwen tore the poster in half, and then in half again, and dropped the pieces into the trash basket. Then she kissed her fingertips and gently slapped R.J.’s cheek. “They can’t drive us away if we won’t let them.”

R.J. finished her coffee thoughtfully. She had been doing first-trimester abortions at the clinic for two years. She had had postresidency training in gynecology, and Les Ustinovich, a superb teacher with a lifetime of experience, had trained her in the first-trimester procedure. First-trimester procedures were absolutely safe when done carefully and correctly, and she was careful to be correct. Still, every Thursday morning she was as tense as though she had to spend the day doing brain surgery.

She sighed, threw her paper cup away, got up and went to work.

* * *

The next morning at the hospital Tessa gave her a very solemn stare along with her coffee and bagel. “It’s getting down to the crunch. Serious stuff. The word we have is that Dr. Ringgold is discussing four names, and you’re one of them.”

R.J. swallowed a bite of bagel. “Who are the other three?” she said, unable to resist.

“Don’t know yet. I heard only that every one is a heavy hitter.” Tessa gave her a sidelong glance. “Do you know there has never been a woman in that position?”

R.J. smiled less than joyfully. Pressure was no more welcome because it came from her secretary. “That isn’t a surprise, is it?”

“No, it isn’t,” Tessa said.

That afternoon R.J. was walking back from the PMS clinic when she met Sidney in front of the medical office building.

“Hiyuh,” he said.

“Hi there to you.”

“Have you decided anything concerning that request I made of you?”

She hesitated. The truth was, she had pushed it from her mind, not wanting to deal with it. But that was unfair to Sidney. “No, I haven’t. But I will in a very short time.”

He nodded. “You know what every teaching hospital in this city does? When they need somebody to fill a leadership job, they look for a candidate who’s already created interest in himself because he’s a hotshot bench scientist. They want someone who’s published a number of papers.”

“Like the young Sidney Ringgold, with his papers on weight reduction and blood pressure and onset of disease.”

“Yes, like that long-ago young hotshot Sidney Ringgold. Research is what got me this job,” he agreed. “It’s no more logical than the fact that search committees looking for a college president always choose someone who has been a distinguished teacher. But there you are.

“You, on the other hand. You’ve published a few papers, and you’ve created a couple of stirs, but you’re a doctor, not a bench science investigator. Personally, I think this is a good moment in time to have a physician of people as the assistant chief of medicine, but I need to make an appointment that will win a consensus of approval from the hospital staff and the medical community. So if a nonresearch type is going to be appointed associate chief of medicine, she has to have as much professional leadership in her résumé as is humanly possible.”

She smiled at him, aware he was her friend. “I do understand, Sidney. And I’ll get back to you very soon with my decision about chairing the publications committee.”

“Thank you, Dr. Cole. Enjoy your weekend, R.J.”

“You too, Dr. Ringgold.”

A weirdly warm storm blew in from the sea, pelting Boston and Cambridge with heavy rains and defrosting the late winter’s snow. Outside, all was puddles and dripping, and the gutters were awash.

She lay in bed Saturday morning, listening to the downpour and thinking. She didn’t like her mood; she was increasingly morose, and she knew that kind of thing could affect her decisions, if she allowed it.

She wasn’t enthusiastic about being Max Roseman’s successor. But she wasn’t enthusiastic about her medical life as it existed at the moment, and she found herself responding to Sidney Ringgold’s faith in her—and to the fact that again and again he had given her opportunities that other men would have denied her.

And she kept seeing the look on Tessa’s face when she said that no woman had ever been associate chief of medicine.

Mid-morning she got out of bed and put on her oldest sweat suit, a windbreaker, her most disreputable running shoes, and a Red Sox cap that she pulled down hard over her ears. Outside, her feet squished through the water, soaked before she was twenty yards from the house. Despite the thaw it was winter in Massachusetts, and she was wet and shivering, but as she jogged her blood began to sing and she warmed quickly. She had intended to go only to Memorial Drive and back, but the running was too good to cut short and she loped alongside the frozen Charles River, watching the rain on the ice, until she began to tire. On the way back cars splashed her twice, but it hardly mattered; she was wet as a swimmer. She let herself into the house through the back door and left her drenched garments on the tile floor of the kitchen, wiping herself with a dish towel so she wouldn’t drip on the rug on her way to the shower. She stayed under a very hot spray for a long time, until the mirror was so fogged she had no reflection when she got out and rubbed herself dry.

She had just begun to dress when she made up her mind to go for it, and to chair Sidney’s committee. But not to replace anything in her schedule. Thursdays would stay Thursdays, Dr. Ringgold.

She had gotten only as far as underpants and a Tufts University sweatshirt, but she picked up the portable phone and called his home number.

“It’s R.J.,” she said when he answered. “I didn’t know if you guys would be home.” The Ringgolds owned a beach house on Martha’s Vineyard, and Gloria Ringgold insisted they spend as many weekends as possible on the island.

“Well, but the lousy weather,” Dr. Ringgold said. “We’re stuck here for the weekend. You’d have to be a complete idiot to go out on a day like this.”

R.J. lowered the back of the seat and sat down on the toilet and laughed. “You’re absolutely right, Sidney,” she said.
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AN INVITATION TO THE BALL
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On Tuesday she taught an iatrogenic illnesses class at the medical school, pleasing to her because it was fiercely debated for almost the entire two hours. A few students still came to medical training in the smug expectation that they would be taught to be gods of healing, educated into infallibility. They resented discussion of the fact that in the course of trying to cure, doctors sometimes cause their patients injury and harm. But most of the students were aware of their place in time and society, sensitive to the fact that an exploding technology hadn’t obliterated the human ability to make mistakes. It was important for them to be acutely aware of situations that could cause harm or death to their patients and waste their hard-earned incomes on malpractice settlements.

A good class. For the moment it made her more content with her lot as she made her way back to the hospital.

She had been in her office only a few minutes when Tessa told her Tom was on the line.

“R.J? Elizabeth went early this morning.”

“Ah, Tom.”

“Yes. Well, she hurts no more.”

“I know. That’s good, Tom.”

But he still hurt, she realized, and she was surprised how profoundly she hurt for him. What she felt for him was no longer a blaze, but undeniably a live spark of emotion remained. Perhaps he needed company. “Listen. Do you want to meet me some place for dinner?” she said impulsively. “Maybe go to the North End?”

“Oh. No, I—” He sounded embarrassed. “Actually, I have something I can’t get out of this evening.”

Comfort from somebody else, she thought wryly and not without regret. She thanked him for letting her know about Elizabeth and went right back to work.

Late that afternoon, she received a call from one of the women in his office. “Dr. Cole? This is Cindy Wolper. Dr. Kendricks asked me to tell you he won’t be home at all tonight. He has to go on a consult, to Worcester.”

“Thank you for calling,” R.J. said.

But the following Saturday morning Tom asked her to brunch in Harvard Square. It surprised her. His usual Saturday routine was morning rounds at the Middlesex Memorial Hospital, where he was a visiting surgeon, and then tennis, with lunch afterward at the club.

He was buttering pumpernickel very precisely when he told her. “An incident report has been filed against me at Middlesex.”

“By whom?”

“A nurse who was on Betts’s ward. Beverly Martin.”

“Yes. I remember her. But, why on earth …?”

“She reported that I administered an ‘inappropriately large’ injection of morphine to Elizabeth, causing her death.”

“Oh, Tom.”

He nodded.

“What will happen now?”

“The report will be considered at a meeting of the hospital’s Medical Incidents Committee.”

The waitress came by and Tom stopped her and asked her to bring more coffee.

“It’s no big deal, I’m certain. But I wanted to tell you about it before you heard it from somebody else,” he said.

On Monday, in accordance with the wishes she had expressed in her will, Elizabeth Sullivan was cremated. Tom, R.J., and Suzanna Lorentz went to the funeral home, where Suzanna, as the attorney handling the estate, was handed a square box made of gray cardboard, containing the ashes.

They went to lunch at the Ritz, and Suzanna read parts of Betts’s will to them over salads. Betts had left what Suzanna described as “a considerable estate” to support and encourage the care of her aunt, Mrs. Sally Frances Bosshard, a patient at the Lutheran Home for the Aged and Infirm of Cleveland Heights, Ohio.

Following the death of Mrs. Bosshard, the remaining money, if any, would go to the American Cancer Society. To her beloved friend Dr. Thomas A. Kendricks, Elizabeth Sullivan had left what she hoped were good memories and an audiotape of Elizabeth Bosshard and Tom Kendricks singing “Strawberry Fields.” To her new and valued friend Dr. Roberta J. Cole, Elizabeth Sullivan had left a six-piece silver coffee service of French design and eighteenth-century manufacture, silversmith unknown. The silver service and the tape cassette were in storage in Antwerp, along with other items, mostly furniture and artwork that would be sold, the proceeds to be added to the monies going to Sally Frances Bosshard.

Of Dr. Cole, Elizabeth Sullivan requested one last favor. She wished her ashes to be given to Dr. Cole for placement in the earth, “without ceremony or service, at a beautiful place of Dr. Cole’s choosing.”

R.J. was stunned, both by the bequest and by the unexpected responsibility. Tom’s eyes glistened. He ordered a bottle of champagne, and they drank a toast to Betts.

In the parking lot, Suzanna took the small square cardboard box from her car and gave it to R.J. R.J. didn’t know what to do with it. She put it on the passenger’s side of the seat in the BMW and drove back to Lemuel Grace.

On the following Wednesday morning she was awakened at 5:20 A.M. by the loud and shockingly intrusive sound of bell chimes announcing that someone was at the front door.

She struggled out of bed and into her robe. Unable to locate her slippers, she padded into the cold hallway in her bare feet.

She went downstairs and peered through the glass at one side of the door. It was still dark outside, but she could make out two figures.

“What do you want?” she called, not about to open the door.

“State police.”

When she turned on the light and looked out again, she saw it was so, and she unsnapped the lock, suddenly terribly afraid.

“Did something happen to my father?”

“Oh, no, ma’am. No, ma’am. We would just like a word with Dr. Kendricks.” The speaker was a wiry female corporal, in uniform, alongside a beefy male in civilian clothes: black hat, black shoes, raincoat, gray slacks. They gave off an aura of unsmiling competence.

“What is it, R.J.?” Tom said. He stood at the top of the stairs wearing his blue suit trousers with the dusty rose pinstripe, in stocking feet and undershirt.

“Dr. Kendricks?”

“Yes. What is it?”

“I’m Corporal Flora McKinnon, sir,” she said. “And this is Trooper Robert Travers. We’re members of C-PAC, the Crime Prevention and Control Unit attached to the office of Edward W. Wilhoit, the District Attorney of Middlesex County. Mr. Wilhoit would like to have a few words with you, sir.”

“When?”

“Well, now, sir. He’d like you to come down to his office with us.”

“Jesus Christ, do you mean to tell me he’s working at five-thirty in the morning?”

“Yessir,” the woman said.

“Do you have a warrant for my arrest?”

“No, sir, we do not.”

“Well, you tell Mr. Wilhoit that I refused his kind invitation. In one hour I’ll be in the surgical theater at Middlesex Memorial, operating on someone’s gallbladder, somebody who’s depending on me. You tell Mr. Wilhoit I can come to his office at one-thirty. If that’s all right, he can let my secretary know. If it’s not all right, we can work out another time that is mutually satisfactory. Got that?”

“Yes, sir. We understand that,” the red-haired corporal said, and they nodded and went out into the dark.

Tom stayed on the stairs. R.J. remained fixed in the bottom hallway, looking up, afraid for him. “God, Tom. What’s going on?”

“Maybe you’d better go there with me, R.J.”

“I was never that kind of lawyer. I’ll come. But you’d better have somebody else come, too,” she said.

She canceled her Wednesday class and spent three hours on the telephone talking to lawyers, people she knew would respect her need for confidentiality and give honest advice. The same name kept being mentioned, Nat Rourke. He had been around a long time. He wasn’t flashy, but he was very smart and highly respected. R.J. had never met him. He didn’t take the call when she telephoned his office, but an hour later he called back.

He said almost nothing while she laid out the facts of the case.

“No, no, no,” Rourke said gently. “You and your husband will not go to see Wilhoit at one-thirty. You will come to my office at one-thirty. I have to meet with somebody here, briefly, at three. We’ll go to the D.A.’s office at four forty-five. My secretary will call Wilhoit with the new time.”

Nat Rourke’s office was in a solid old building behind the State House, comfortable but shabby. The lawyer himself reminded R.J. of pictures she had seen of Irving Berlin, a small man with sallow complexion and sharp features, nattily dressed in dark and subdued colors, very white shirt, a university tie whose symbol she didn’t recognize. Penn, she found out later.

Rourke asked Tom to recount for him all the circumstances leading up to Elizabeth Sullivan’s death. He watched Tom intently, a good listener, not interrupting, staying with the narrative until the end. Then he nodded, pursed his lips, leaned back in his chair with his hands folded on his vested belly, over the Phi Beta Kappa key.

“Did you kill her, Dr. Kendricks?”

“I didn’t have to kill her. The cancer took care of that. She would have stopped breathing on her own, a matter of hours, a matter of days. She could never again be conscious, never again be Betts, without agony. I’d promised her she wouldn’t suffer. She was already receiving very heavy dosages of morphine. I increased the dosage to make certain she wouldn’t have further pain. If it brought death sooner rather than later, that was perfectly all right with me.”

“The thirty milligrams that Mrs. Sullivan received by mouth twice a day. I would suppose it was a slow-acting form of morphine?” Rourke said.

“Yes.”

“And the forty milligrams you gave her by needle, that was fast-acting morphine, in sufficient amount perhaps to inhibit her respiration.”

“Yes.”

“And if it inhibited her respiration sufficiently, that would cause death.”

“Yes.”

“Were you having an affair with Mrs. Sullivan?”

“No.” They discussed Tom’s early relationship with Elizabeth, and the lawyer seemed satisfied.

“Have you in any way benefited financially from Elizabeth Sullivan’s death?”

“No.” Tom told him the terms of Betts’s will. “Is Wilhoit going to make something dirty of this?”

“Very possibly. He’s an ambitious pol, interested in moving up in the world, lieutenant governor. A sensational trial would be a springboard. If he could get you convicted of murder in the first degree, sentenced to life imprisonment without parole, with big, black headlines, pats on his back, lots of splash, he’d be made. But first-degree murder isn’t going to happen in this case. And Mr. Wilhoit is too shrewd a politician even to bring the case to the grand jury unless he has a good chance to convict. He’ll wait for the hospital Medical Incidents Committee to give him direction.”

“What’s the worst thing that can happen to me in this case?”

“Bleakest scenario?”

“Yes. Worst.”

“No guarantees that I’m right, of course. But I would guess your worst scenario would be conviction for manslaughter. The sentence would be incarceration. This kind of case, it’s likely the judge would be sympathetic and give you what we call a ‘Concord sentence.’ He would sentence you to the Massachusetts Correctional Institution at Concord for twenty years, thus preserving his reputation as a judge who was tough on crime. But he’d be giving you easy time, because at Concord you would be eligible for parole after serving only twenty-four months of the sentence. So you could use the time to write a book, get famous, earn a potful of money.”

“I would lose my license to practice medicine,” Tom said levelly, and R.J. could almost forget that she had stopped loving him a long time ago.

“Keep in mind that we’ve been talking about the worst scenario. The best scenario would be that the case doesn’t go to the grand jury. Accomplishing the best scenario is why I get paid the big money,” Rourke said.

It was easy to move into a discussion of his fee. “Case like this, anything could happen, or nothing. Ordinarily, if the defendant were someone not terribly respectable, I would ask for an initial retainer, twenty thousand. But … you are a professional man of high reputation and good character. I think your best bet would be to hire me on a time-spent basis. Two and a quarter an hour.”

Tom nodded. “Sounds like a bargain to me,” he said, and Rourke smiled.

They reached the high-rise courthouse at five minutes to five, ten minutes after Rourke had said they would get there. It was the end of the workday and people were pouring out of the building with the pleased energy of children released from school. “Take your time, we’re in no hurry,” Rourke said. “It’ll do him good to meet us on our own schedule. That business of sending troopers to fetch you at the crack of dawn is strictly cheap intimidation, Dr. Kendricks. An invitation to the ball, you might say.”

It was meant to tell them, R.J. knew with a chill, that the district attorney had gone to the trouble of learning Tom’s timetable, not something he would do for a routine matter.

They had to sign in with the guard at the desk in the lobby, and then the elevator whisked them to the fifteenth floor.

Wilhoit was lean and tanned, a big-nosed man who smiled at them as cordially as an old friend. R.J. had looked him up. Harvard College, ’72; Boston College Law School, ’75; assistant D.A., ’75-’78; state representative, ’78 until elected district attorney in 1988.

“How are you, Mr. Rourke? A pleasure to see you again. Nice to meet you, Dr. Kendricks, Dr. Cole. Yes, sit down, sit down.”

Then he was all business, cool eyes and quiet questions, most of which Tom already had answered for Rourke during the course of the afternoon.

They had obtained and studied Elizabeth Sullivan’s medical file, Wilhoit told them. “It says that by order of Dr. Howard Fisher, the patient in Room 208 of the Middlesex Memorial Hospital had been receiving an oral morphine medication known as Contin, thirty milligrams twice a day.

“Let’s see now. … At two-ten a.m., the night in question, Dr. Thomas A. Kendricks entered into the patient’s record a written order for forty milligrams of morphine sulphate to be injected intravenously. According to the medications nurse, Miss Beverly Martin, the doctor told her he’d give the needle himself. Martin said that half an hour later, when she entered Room 208 to check the patient’s temperature and blood pressure, Mrs. Sullivan was dead. Dr. Kendricks was seated next to her bedside, holding her hand.” He looked at Tom. “Are those facts essentially correct as I have presented them, Dr. Kendricks?”

“Yes, I would say they are accurate, Mr. Wilhoit.”

“Did you kill Elizabeth Sullivan, Dr. Kendricks?”

Tom looked at Rourke. Rourke’s eyes were guarded, but he nodded, signifying that Tom should answer.

“No, sir. Cancer killed Elizabeth Sullivan,” Tom said.

Wilhoit nodded, too. He thanked them politely for coming, and he indicated that the interview was at an end.
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There was no further word from the district attorney, no story in the newspapers. R.J. knew silence could be ominous. Wilhoit’s people were at work, talking to nurses and doctors at Middlesex, assessing whether they had a case, whether it would help or hurt the district attorney’s career if he tried to crush Dr. Thomas A. Kendricks.

R.J. concentrated on her work. She posted notices in the hospital and at the medical school announcing the formation of the publications committee. When the first meeting was held, on a snowy Tuesday evening, fourteen people showed up. She had expected the committee to attract residents and young doctors, the unpublished. But several senior physicians attended, too. It shouldn’t have surprised her. She knew at least one man who had become a medical school dean without having learned how to write acceptable English.

She set up a monthly schedule of lectures by medical journal editors, and several of the doctors volunteered to read their own papers-in-progress at the next meeting so they could be critiqued. She had to admit that Sidney Ringgold had anticipated a need.

Boris Lattimore, an elderly physician on the hospital’s visiting staff, pulled R.J. aside in the cafeteria and whispered that he had news for her. Sidney had told him the next associate chief of medicine would be either R.J. or Allen Greenstein. Greenstein was a hotshot researcher who had developed a much-publicized program for the genetic screening of newborns. R.J. hoped the rumor was wrong; Greenstein was daunting competition.

The new committee responsibility wasn’t difficult; it added to her schedule and nibbled away at her precious free time, but she was never tempted to sacrifice her Thursdays. She was aware that without sanitary, modern clinics many women would die trying to end pregnancies themselves. The poorest women, those without medical insurance, money, or enough sophistication to find out where help was available, still tried to end their own pregnancies. They drank turpentine, ammonia, and detergent, and poked things into their cervixes—coat hangers, knitting needles, kitchen tools, any instrument that promised to bring on a miscarriage. R.J. worked at Family Planning because she felt it was essential for a woman to have adequate services available if she needed them. But it was becoming harder and harder for the medical staff at Family Planning. Driving home after a busy Wednesday at the hospital, R.J. heard on the car radio that a bomb had exploded at an abortion clinic in Bridgeport, Connecticut, knocking out a portion of the building, blinding a guard, and injuring a staff secretary and two patients.

The next morning at the clinic, Gwen Gabler told R.J. she was resigning, moving away.

“You can’t,” R.J. said.

She, Gwen, and Samantha Potter had been close friends since medical school. Samantha was a fixture on the faculty of the University of Massachusetts medical school in Worcester, her anatomy class already a legend, and R.J. didn’t get to see her as frequently as they would like. But she and Gwen had spent time together regularly and often for eighteen years.

It was Gwen who had made it possible for her to continue to work at Family Planning, bolstering her when things became difficult. R.J. was not brave. She thought of Gwen as her courage.

Gwen smiled at her miserably. “I’m gonna miss the hell out of you.”

“So don’t leave.”

“I have to go. Phil and the boys come first.” Mortgage rates had soared and the bottom had dropped out of the real estate market. Phil Gabler had had a disastrous business year, and the Gablers were moving west, to Moscow, Idaho. Phil was going to teach real estate courses at the university and Gwen was negotiating for a job as a gynecologist-obstetrician with a Health Maintenance Organization. “Phil loves to teach. And HMOs are where it’s at. We’ve got to do something to change the system, R.J. Before long, we’re all going to be working for HMOs.” She and the Idaho HMO already had completed initial arrangements by phone.

They held hands tightly, and R.J. wondered how she would get along without her.

After Grand Rounds on Friday morning, Sidney Ringgold broke away from the gaggle of white coats and crossed the hospital lobby to where R.J. waited at the elevator.

“I wanted to tell you, I’m getting lots of positive feedback about the publications committee,” he said.

R.J. was suspicious. Sidney Ringgold didn’t usually go out of his way to deliver back pats.

“How’s Tom doing these days?” he said casually. “I heard something about a complaint to the Medical Incidents Committee at Middlesex. Is it apt to give him any real trouble?”

Sidney had raised a lot of money for the hospital, and he had an exaggerated fear of bad publicity, even the kind that rubbed off on a spouse.

All her life she had intensely disliked the role of job candidate. She didn’t give in to temptation, didn’t tell him: You can take the appointment and stuff it. “No, no real trouble, Sidney. Tom says it’s just a nuisance, nothing to worry about.”

He leaned toward her. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about, either. No promises, mind, but things look good. They look very good indeed.”

His encouragement filled her with inexplicable gloom. “You know what I wish, Sidney?” she said impulsively. “I wish you and I were working to set up a family practice residency and clinic for Lemuel Grace Hospital, so the uninsured of Boston would have a place to get really top-flight medical care.”

“The uninsured already have a place to go. We have a drop-in clinic that scores high numbers.” Sidney’s annoyance showed. He didn’t like conversations about the medical inadequacies of his service.

“People come to the drop-in clinic only when they absolutely have to. They get a different doctor every time they come, so there’s no continuity of care. They’re treated for the illness or injury of the moment, and no preventive medicine is practiced. Sidney, we could start something if we turned out family practitioners. They’re the doctors who are really needed.”

His smile was forced now. “None of the Boston hospitals has a family practice residency.”

“Isn’t that a wonderful reason to start one?”

He shook his head. “I’m tired. I think I’ve done well as chief of medicine, and I have less than three years before retirement. I’m not interested in leading the kind of battle that would be necessary to set up a program like that. You can’t come to me with any more crusades, R.J. If you want to make changes in the system, the way to do it is to earn your own place in the power structure. Then you can fight your own battles.”

That Thursday, her secret backyard route into the Family Planning building was uncovered. The police detail that kept demonstrators pushed away from the clinic was late that morning. R.J. had parked in Ralph Aiello’s yard and was going through the gate in the fence when she became aware of people pouring around both sides of the clinic building.

Lots of people, carrying signs, shouting, and pointing their fingers at her.

She didn’t know what to do.

She knew there would be violence, what she had always been afraid of. She steeled herself to walk through them in silence, without visibly trembling. Passive resistance. Think of Gandhi, she told herself, but instead she thought of doctors who had been attacked, clinic staff who had been killed or maimed. Crazy people.

Some of them ran past her, went through the gate and into the Aiello yard.

An aloof dignity. Think peace. Think of Martin Luther King. Walk through them. Walk through them.

She looked back and saw that they were taking pictures of the red BMW, crowding around it. Oh, the paint job. She turned around and pushed back through the gate. Someone punched her in the back.

“Touch that car and I’ll break your arm!” she yelled.

The man with the camera turned and shoved it toward her face. The strobe lamp flickered again and again and again, nails of light piercing her eyes, screams like spikes driven into her ears, a kind of crucifixion.
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She called Nat Rourke right away and told him about the confrontation at the clinic.

“I thought you should know, so it wouldn’t be a surprise in case they tried to use my activities against Tom.”

“Yes. Thank you so very much, Dr. Cole,” he said. He had a very courtly manner. R.J. couldn’t tell what he was really thinking.

That evening, Tom came back to the house on Brattle Street early. She was seated at the kitchen table doing paperwork, and he came in and took a beer from the refrigerator. “Want one?”

“No, thanks.”

He sat down opposite her. She had an urge to reach out and touch him. He looked tired, and in the old days she’d have gone around and massaged his neck. At one time they were very touchy. He had massaged her often. Lately they had tended to demonize one another, but she couldn’t escape the fact that he had had many sweet traits.

“Rourke called me,” Tom said, “and told me about what happened in Jamaica Plain.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. He, uh … asked me about our marriage. And I was frank and truthful in my answer.”

She looked at him and smiled. Then was then, she thought; this was now. “Always the best way.”

“Yes. Rourke said if we’re going to be divorced, proceedings should be instituted at once, so that any controversy about your work at Family Planning won’t prejudice my defense.”

R.J. nodded. “It makes sense to me. Our marriage has been over for a long time, Tom.”

“Yes. Yes, it has, R.J.” He smiled at her. “Now would you like that beer?”

“No, thanks,” she said, and went back to her paperwork.

Tom took some of his things and moved out at once, so easily she was convinced he had somebody’s place to move right into.

At first she could detect no change in the house on Brattle Street, because she was accustomed to being alone there. She returned each night to the same empty house, but now there was a sense of peace, an absence of the signs of him that used to annoy and aggravate. A pleasing expansion of her personal space.

Eight nights after he left, however, she began to receive telephone calls.

There were different voices, and they phoned all night at different hours, probably on shifts.

“You kill babies, bitch,” a man’s voice whispered.

“You cut up our children. You vacuum up human beings as if they were trash.”

One woman informed R.J. pityingly that she was under demonic control. “You will burn in hellfire for eternity,” the caller said. She had a throaty whisper and a genteel voice.

R.J. had her telephone number changed to an unlisted one. A couple of evenings later, when she came home from work she saw that large nails had been hammered into the expensively restored door of her heirloom Georgian house. They held a poster.

WANTED
WE NEED YOUR HELP TO STOP
DR. ROBERTA J. COLE

The picture showed her looking angrily into the camera, her mouth open unflatteringly. The text beneath the picture said:

Cambridge resident Dr. Roberta J. Cole spends most of each week pretending to be a respectable doctor and teacher at the Lemuel Grace Hospital and at the Massachusetts College of Physicians and Surgeons.

But she is an abortionist. Every Thursday she kills from 10 to 13 babies.

Please join us by:

1. Prayer and fasting—God is not willing that any should perish. Pray for Dr. Cole’s salvation.

2. Write and call her and share the gospel and your willingness to help her leave her profession.

3. Ask her to STOP DOING ABORTIONS! “Do not participate in the unfruitful deeds of darkness, but instead even expose them.” Ephesians 5:11

 

The base cost of an abortion is $250.00. Most doctors in Dr. Cole’s position earn 50 percent of the cost of each abortion. That would make Dr. Cole’s income from killing almost 700 children last year to be approximately $87,500.

The poster listed ways in which R.J. could be reached, giving her daily schedule and the addresses and telephone numbers of the hospital, the medical school, the PMS clinic and the Family Planning clinic. At the bottom of the poster was a line that read:

REWARD: LIVES WILL BE SAVED IF SHE IS STOPPED!!!!!

There was an ominous silence during the week that followed. One morning the Boston Globe carried a story quoting local political activists regarding the fact that District Attorney Edward W. Wilhoit was testing the wind for a run at the lieutenant governor’s office. That Sunday, a letter from the cardinal condemning abortion as mortal sin was read in all churches of the Boston archdiocese. Two days later, national media carried the story that yet another assisted suicide had been performed in Michigan by Dr. Jack Kevorkian. That evening, when R.J. turned on her television for the eleven P.M. news, there was a sound bite of Wilhoit addressing a convention of senior citizens. He pledged to “bring swift justice to the antichrist among us, who through feticide, suicide, and homicide seek to usurp the powers of the Holy Trinity.”

“I would hope that we can be civilized, no rancor or quarreling, and just split everything, assets and debts. Right down the middle,” Tom said.

She agreed. She was sure he would be kicking and screaming if there were real money to kick and scream about, but most of what they had earned had gone into the house and to pay his medical school debts.

Tom became embarrassed when he told her he was living with Cindy Wolper, his office manager—blond, bubbly, in her late twenties.

“We’re going to be married,” he said, and looked enormously relieved to have finally made the grade from marital cheat to one of the newly engaged.

Poor baby, she thought angrily.

Despite the declarations of civility, Tom brought a lawyer, Jerry Saltus, when they met to discuss the division of property.

“Do you plan to keep the Brattle Street house?” he asked.

R.J. stared at him in amazement. They had bought the house at his insistence and over her objections. Because of his obsession, they had sunk all their money into it. “Don’t you want the house?”

“Cindy and I have decided to live in a condominium.”

“Well, I don’t want your pretentious house either. I never wanted it.” She was aware that her voice was rising and that she sounded waspish, but she didn’t care.

“What about the farmhouse?”

“I suppose it should be sold too,” she said.

“If you’ll handle the sale of the country place, I’ll arrange to sell the house here. Okay?”

“Okay.”

He said he especially wanted the cherry breakfront, the sofa, the two wingback chairs, and the large-screen television. She’d have wanted the breakfront, but he agreed she could have the piano and a Persian rug, a hundred-year-old Heriz that she treasured. The other furniture pieces they divided by taking turns in choosing items. The agreement was swiftly and bloodlessly made, and the lawyer fled before they changed their minds and became ugly.

Sunday evening R.J. went to Alex’s Gymnasium with Gwen, who would be leaving for Idaho in a couple of weeks. Before their aerobics class, R.J. was telling her about Tom and his future bride when Alexander Manakos came in with a repairman and went to the other side of the gym, discussing a broken exercise machine.

“He’s looking over here,” Gwen said.

“Who?”

“Manakos. At you. He’s looked at you several times.”

“Gwen. Don’t be a fool.”

But the club owner patted the repairman on the shoulder and began to walk in their direction.

“I’ll be right back. I have to call my office,” Gwen said, and fled.

His clothes were as well tailored as Tom’s, but not from Brooks Brothers. His suits were freer, au courant. He was an extremely beautiful man.

“Dr. Cole.”

“Yes.”

“I’m Alex Manakos.” He shook her hand almost impersonally. “Is everything satisfactory for you here at my club?”

“Yes. I enjoy the club very much.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that. Are there any complaints I can remedy?”

“No. How do you know my name?”

“I asked somebody. I pointed you out to her. I thought I’d say hello. You look like a very nice person.”

“Thank you.” She was no good at this sort of thing and was sorry he had decided to approach her. Up close, his hair reminded her of the young Redford. His nose was hooked, which made him look somewhat cruel.

“Would you have dinner with me some evening? Or drinks, whatever you prefer. A chance to sit and talk, get to know one another.”

“Mr. Manakos, I don’t—”

“Alex. My name is Alex. Would you feel better if we were introduced by somebody you know?”

She smiled. “That isn’t necessary.”

“Look, I’ve startled you, coming at you this way, like a pickup. I know you’re here for an aerobics lesson. Think it over, and let me know before you leave.”

Before she could open her mouth to protest, and tell him it wouldn’t matter, he went away.

“You’re going out with him, aren’t you?”

“No, I’m not.”

“Why? He looks very nice.”

“Gwen, he’s gorgeous, but I’m not attracted to him at all. Honestly. I can’t tell you why.”

“So? He’s not proposing marriage or suggesting you spend the rest of your life with him. He simply asked you out.”

Gwen didn’t let up. During the lesson, between every set, she returned to the same subject.

“He seems to be very nice. When was the last time you had a date with a man?”

As she danced, R.J. considered what she knew about him. A former All-American basketball player at Boston College, he came from an immigrant family. In the lobby was an early picture of him on Boston Common, an unsmiling kid with a shoe-shine box. By the time he entered college he had rented a cubbyhole shoeshine stand in a building on Kenmore Square and hired several people to work there. As his athletic legend grew, Alex’s became the “in” spot to get your shoes shined, and soon he had a larger shine parlor with a refreshment stand. He wasn’t good enough for professional basketball, but he graduated with a business degree and enough publicity to get whatever capital he needed from Boston banks, and he opened the health club, full of Nautilus equipment and trained instructors. For old times’ sake, the club had a shoe-shine parlor, but the refreshment stand had become a bar and café. Now Alex Manakos owned the health club, a Greek restaurant on the waterfront and another in Cambridge, and God only knew what else.

She knew he was unmarried.

“When was the last time you even had a conversation with a man who wasn’t a patient or a doctor? He seems very nice. Very nice.

“Go out with him,” Gwen hissed.

After R.J. had showered and changed, she went into the bar. When she told Alex Manakos she would be happy to get together with him some evening, he smiled.

“That’s good. You’re a physician, am I correct?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I never went out with a woman doctor before.”

What have I gotten myself into? she asked herself. “You go out only with men doctors?”

“Ho ho ho,” he said, but he was looking at her with interest. So they worked it out and they had a date for dinner. Saturday.

The next morning, both the Herald and the Globe published stories on abortion in Boston. Reporters had interviewed individuals on both sides of the controversy, and each paper ran several pictures of activists. In addition, the Herald reproduced two of the posters of “Wanted” abortionists. One was of Dr. James Dickenson, a gynecologist who performed abortions at the Planned Parenthood clinic in Brookline. The other was the poster of Dr. Roberta J. Cole.

On Wednesday it was announced that Allen Greenstein, M.D., had been appointed associate chairman of the department of medicine at the Lemuel Grace Hospital, to succeed Maxwell B. Roseman, M.D.

For the next several days there were newspaper and television interviews with Dr. Greenstein about the fact that in a few years newborn infants would be genetically screened, making it possible for parents to know the health dangers their children would face in the course of their lives, and perhaps what they would die of.

R.J. and Sidney Ringgold found themselves thrown together on Grand Rounds and at a departmental meeting, and passing each other several times in the corridors. Each time, Sidney looked into her eyes and greeted her warmly and pleasantly.

R.J. would have liked him to stop and talk. She wanted to tell him she wasn’t ashamed of performing abortions, that she was doing a difficult and important job, one she had taken on because she was a good doctor.

So why did she feel hangdog and furtive as she walked the corridors of her hospital?

Damn them!

On Saturday afternoon she made certain she came home early enough to shower at her leisure and dress slowly and carefully. At seven o’clock she entered Alex’s Gymnasium and walked into the lounge. Alexander Manakos was standing at one end of the bar, talking to two men. She sat on a stool at the other end of the bar, and presently he came over to her. He was even better looking than she remembered.

“Good evening.”

He nodded. He was carrying a newspaper. When he opened it, she saw it was Monday’s edition of the Globe. “Is it true, what this says? That you, you know, provide abortions?”

This wasn’t to be an accolade, she knew. Her head went up; she drew herself erect so she could look him in the eye. “Yes. It’s a legal and ethical medical procedure that’s vital to the health and lives of my patients,” she said levelly, “and I do it well.”

“You disgust me. I wouldn’t do you with somebody else’s dick.”

Very nice.

“Well, you certainly won’t with your own,” she told him calmly, and she got off the stool and walked out of Alex’s Gymnasium, passing a booth in which a motherly person with white hair was applauding, tears in her eyes. It would have been more comforting to R.J. if the woman hadn’t been drunk.

* * *

“I don’t need anyone. I can live my life by myself. By myself. I don’t need anybody, get it?

“And I want you to get off my back, friend,” she told Gwen fiercely.

“Okay, okay,” Gwen said, and sighed, and escaped.
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The scheduled April meeting of the Medical Incidents Committee of the Middlesex Memorial Hospital was postponed because of a springtime blizzard that covered the grimy snow and old ice with a clean white layer that would have been cheering earlier in the season. As it was, R.J. grumbled about still more snow. Two days later the temperature rose to seventy-four degrees, and the new spring snow and the old winter snow disappeared together, the gutters flowing with the runoff.

The Medical Incidents Committee met on the following week. It was not a lengthy session. In the face of clear evidence and testimony that Elizabeth Sullivan was dying and in terrible pain, they decided unanimously that Dr. Thomas A. Kendricks had not acted unprofessionally in heavily sedating Mrs. Sullivan.

A few days after the meeting Phil Roswell, one of the committee members, told R.J. there had been no debate. “Damn it, let’s be honest. We all do that to hasten a merciful end when death is close and inevitable,” Roswell said. “Tom wasn’t trying to hide a crime, he wrote the order honestly, right there in her chart. If we punished him, we’d have to punish ourselves and most of the doctors we know.”

Nat Rourke had a discreet chat with the district attorney and came away with the knowledge that Wilhoit did not intend to bring Elizabeth Sullivan’s death to the grand jury.

Tom was exultant. He wanted to turn a page in his life, anxious to get on with the divorce and begin his new marriage.

* * *

R.J.’s mood was exacerbated by the beggars who were everywhere. She had been born and raised in Boston and she loved it, but now she couldn’t bear to look at the street people. She saw them throughout the city, sifting through the trash cans and Dumpsters, trundling their few possessions in shopping carts stolen from the supermarkets, sleeping in shipping crates on cold loading docks, lined up for free meals at the soup kitchen on Tremont Street, taking over the benches in Boston Common and other public places.

To her, homeless people were a medical problem. In the 1970s, psychiatrists had lobbied to phase out the massive stone public asylums where the insane had been stockpiled under shameful conditions. The idea was that patients would be returned to freedom to live in harmony alongside the sane, as was being done successfully in several European countries. But in America the community mental health centers set up to serve the freed patients were underfunded, and they failed. Patients scattered. It was impossible for psychiatric social workers to keep track of someone who slept in a cardboard carton one night and miles away over a steam grate the next night. All over the United States, alcoholics, drug addicts, schizophrenics, and every variety of the mentally ill made up an army of the homeless. Many of them turned to begging, some soliciting on subways and buses with loud speeches and pitiful stories, others sitting against a building with a cup or overturned cap next to crude signs making their pleas: “Will work for food. Four children at home.” R.J. had read a study estimating that 95 percent of America’s beggars were addicted to drugs or alcohol, and that some begged up to three hundred dollars a day, money they promptly spent on substance abuse. R.J. thought with great guilt of the 5 percent who weren’t addicted, merely homeless and jobless. Still, she steeled herself against giving and was furious when she saw someone dropping a dime or a quarter into a cup instead of pressuring politically to get homeless people off the streets and into adequate care.

It wasn’t only the homeless; all the ingredients of her existence in the city got on her nerves—the ending of her marriage, the depersonalization of her profession, the daily paperwork grind, the traffic, the fact that she hated to go to work now in a place where Allen Greenstein had beaten her out of a job.

Everything merged into a bitter cocktail. Realization slowly dawned that it was time for her to change her life drastically, to leave Boston.

The two medical communities where there were programs into which someone with her hybrid interests might fit were Baltimore and Philadelphia. She sat down and wrote letters to Roger Carleton at Johns Hopkins and Irving Simpson at Penn, asking if they were interested in her services.

Long ago she had arranged for her spring calendar to be clear for a week, dreaming about St. Thomas. Instead, on a warm Friday afternoon she got away from the hospital early and went home to pack a few things she could wear in the country. She had to dispose of the Berkshires property.

She had left the house and was getting into the car when she remembered Elizabeth’s ashes, and she went back inside and took the cardboard box from the top of the bureau in the guest room, where she had put it when she brought it home.

She couldn’t bring herself to put the ashes into the trunk with her suitcase. Instead, she placed the small box on the seat next to her and put her folded raincoat in front of it so it wouldn’t roll off if she had to stop short.

Then she drove to the Mass Pike and pointed the red BMW west.
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Even before the Georgian house on Brattle Street had been restored and furnished to their satisfaction, her marriage to Tom had begun to unravel. When they had found a charming property on a Berkshires mountainside in the township of Woodfield, in western Massachusetts near the Vermont line, they bought it and used the project of a vacation home to try to reinvent their “togetherness.” The small yellow frame house was about eighty-five years old, surviving sturdily next to an old tobacco barn that had begun to sag badly, like their relationship. There were seven acres of fields and thirty-nine acres of tangled old New England woods, and the Catamount, one of Woodfield’s three small mountain rivers, ran through both the forest and the meadow.

Tom had hired a contractor to dig a swim pond out of a wet place in the pasture, and the bulldozer unearthed the small, stubborn remains of an infant child. The connective tissue had long since disappeared. What was left could have been mistaken for chicken bones save for the unmistakably human skull, like a delicate hardened mushroom, in three sections. There was no grave marker and the land was too marshy to be a cemetery. The find had caused a local stir; nobody in the town knew how the fetus had gotten there.

Maybe the buried child had been Indian. The medical examiner said the little bones were old. Not eons, but certainly they had been buried long ago.

Found in the earth above the bones had been a small earthenware plate. When it was washed, a series of rust-colored letters came into view, now terribly faded. What had been written on the plate couldn’t be read. Most of the letters were gone, but a few remained: ah, and od. And o, and again, od. Despite the sifting, a few of the small bones never were recovered. The county medical examiner had pieced together enough of the tiny skeleton to determine that it had been almost but not quite full-term, but the sex was unknown. The coroner took the bones away, but when R.J. asked if she could have the plate, he shrugged and gave it to her. She had kept it ever since in the breakfront in the parlor.

The Massachusetts Turnpike is unexciting over most of its length. It was only when she had left the turnpike near Springfield and driven north on 1-91 that she first saw the low, worn-down mountains and began to feel happy. I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh mine help. In another half hour she was in the hills, climbing roads that twisted and undulated, passing farms and forest, until she turned onto Laurel Hill Road and then drove down the long and winding driveway to the wood-frame farmhouse, the color of butter, that hugged the fringe of woods at the far end of the meadow.

She and Tom hadn’t used the country house since the previous fall. When she opened the door the air was heavy and slightly bitter. There were droppings on a windowsill in the parlor, like mouse feces only larger, and with a quick return of the bad feeling that had plagued her for days, she told herself there was a rat in the house. But in a corner of the kitchen she found the desiccated remains of a bat. The first job she gave herself was to fetch the dustpan and broom and dispose of bat and droppings. She turned on the refrigerator, threw open the windows to let in fresh air, and carried in her supplies, two cartons of groceries and a cooler with perishables. Hungry but unambitious, she made a supper of a hard and tasteless supermarket tomato, a kaiser roll, two cups of tea and a package of chocolate cookies.

Brushing the crumbs off the table, she realized with a pang that she had forgotten about Elizabeth.

She went outside and brought in the box of ashes from the car, setting it on the fireplace mantel. She would have to discover the beautiful place Elizabeth had trusted her to find, and bury the ashes. She was drawn outside again and took a few steps into the woods, but they were dark and tangled. There was no way to explore them except by climbing over or under downed trees and bulling through brush and brambles, and something in her wasn’t ready for them, so she beat a hasty retreat and walked down the gravel driveway to Laurel Hill Road. It was an oiled gravel road, almost three miles long, rising and falling in several hills. She was glad to walk. A mile and a quarter down the road, she approached the small white farmhouse and enormous red barn of Hank and Freda Krantz, the farmers who had sold Tom and her their place. She turned around before she reached their door, for the moment not wanting to answer questions about Tom and explain the end of her marriage.

The sun was down when she got back to the house, and the clear air was sharply cold. She closed all the windows but one. There was dry wood in the shed, and she built a small blaze in the fireplace and took away the chill. As dusk fell, the shrill of peepers in the pond spillway came through the open window, and she sat on the couch and drank hot, black coffee that was sweet enough to guarantee weight gain, and watched the fire.

The next morning she slept late, had eggs for brunch, and then indulged in a frenzy of housecleaning. Because she so seldom was required to do housework she enjoyed it, and now she gained satisfaction out of vacuuming, sweeping, dusting. She washed all the pots and pans, but only a few dishes and utensils, just the things she would need.

She knew the Krantzes ate midday farm dinners promptly at noon, so she waited until 1:15 and then walked up the road and knocked on their door.

“Well, look who’s here,” Hank Krantz boomed. “Come in, come in.”

They welcomed her into their kitchen, and Freda Krantz poured her a cup of coffee without asking and cut a wedge from half a white cake that was on the counter.

R.J. didn’t know them that well, really, seeing them only on her infrequent visits, but she saw honest regret in their eyes as she told them about the divorce and asked their advice about the best way to sell the house and land.

Hank Krantz scratched his face. “You could go to a real estate agent in Greenfield or Amherst, of course, but nowadays most folks sell through a fella named Dave Markus, right here in town. He advertises and gets good prices. And he’s a straight shooter. Not a bad sort at all for a fella from New York.”

They told her how to get to Markus’s house. She drove first to the state highway and then off it and down a series of very bumpy gravel roads that didn’t do her car any good. In a clover field a lovely Morgan horse, brown with a white face blaze, ran alongside her car on the inside of the fence and then passed her, tail and mane streaming. There was a real estate sign outside a handsome log house looking out on a splendid view. A second sign made her smile:

I’M-IN-LOVE-WITH-YOU
HONEY

Jars of amber honey were stacked in two old bookcases on the porch. Inside, radio rock music blared: The Who. A teenaged girl with long black hair came to the door. Freckled, heavy-breasted, angel-faced behind thick glasses, she was dabbing a cotton ball against a bloody pimple on her pointed chin.

“Hi, I’m Sarah, my father’s away. He’ll be back tonight.” She scribbled R.J.’s name and telephone number and promised her father would call. While R.J. bought a jar of honey, the horse whinnied behind the fence.

“He’s such a damned busybody,” the girl said. “Want to give him his sugar?”

“Sure.”

Sarah Markus got two cubes of sugar and gave them to her, and they walked to the fence together. R.J. presented the cubes timidly, but the big square horse teeth missed the flesh of her palm, and the lapping rough tongue made her smile. “What’s his name?”

“Chaim. He’s Jewish. My father named him for a writer.”

R.J. was beginning to relax as she waved good-bye to the girl and the horse and drove back down the road lined with tall trees and old stone walls.

Main Street in Woodfield contained the post office and four businesses—Hazel’s, an establishment that couldn’t make up its mind if it was a hardware store or a gift shop; Buell’s Expert Auto Repair; Sotheby’s General Market (Est. 1842); and Terry’s, a modern convenience store with a couple of gas pumps out front. R.J. was partial to the funky general store. Frank Sotheby always had a wheel of sharp aged cheddar that made her mouth water. He sold maple syrup, cut his own meat, and made his own sausage, sweet and hot.

There was no lunch counter. “Would you make me a sandwich, cheddar on a roll?”

“Why not?” the storekeeper said. He charged her a dollar, and fifty cents for an Orange Crush. She had her lunch sitting on the bench on the store porch, watching the village go by. Then she went back into the store and recklessly cast aside her usual low-cholesterol approach to food, buying a sirloin steak, sweet sausage, and a wedge of the good cheese.

That afternoon she put on her oldest clothes and some boots and braved the woods. Just a few feet in, it was another world, cooler, dark, quiet with only the wind through billions of leaves, a gentle accumulated rustle that sometimes became as loud as surf and made her feel holy, and also a little scared. She was counting on the supposition that large animals and monsters would be frightened off by the disturbance she was making without trying, stepping on branches that snapped and generally moving clumsily through the close-grown forest. Now and again she came to a tiny clearing that gave respite, but there was no inviting place to rest.

She followed a brook to the Catamount River. She estimated she was close to the midpoint of her property, and she traced the river downstream. The bank was as overgrown as the woods and the going was hard; despite the spring coolness she found that she was sweating and exhausted, and when she came to a large granite rock that projected from the bank into the water, she sat on it. She studied the pool and could see small trout hovering at mid-depth in the shelter of the rock, sometimes moving in unison like a squadron of fighter planes. The water at the tail of the pool was rushing and high with snowmelt, and she lay full-length on the warm rock in the hot sun and watched the fish. Once in a while she felt a spray like a whisper of ice on her cheek.

She stayed out late until she was exhausted, then she struggled back through the woods, flopped on the couch and napped for two hours. When she woke up she fried potatoes and onions and peppers, and pan-fried the steak medium rare, and gobbled everything in sight, finishing with honey-sweetened tea. Just as the last light was squeezed out of the sky outside she was settling down for coffee before the fire and listening to another peepers concert, when the telephone rang.

“Dr. Cole, God, it’s Hank. Freda’s shot, my rifle went off—”

“Where was she hit?”

“The upper leg, under the hip. She’s bleeding something fierce, it’s just pumping out.”

“Get a clean towel and press it against the wound, hard. I’m coming.”
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She was on vacation, she had no medical bag. Her car wheels scattered gravel, the high beams battling crazy shadows as the BMW sped up the road and turned into the drive, the left tires wounding the lawn Hank Krantz maintained so neatly. She drove up to the front door and went into the house without knocking. The errant rifle was on the newspaper-covered kitchen table, along with rag patches, a ramrod, and a small can of gun oil.

Freda, white-faced, lay on her left side in blood. Her eyes were closed, but she opened them and looked at R.J. Hank had half removed her jeans. He was kneeling, holding a saturated towel against her lower thigh. His hands and sleeves were smeared. “My God. God in heaven, look what I did to her.”

He was in misery, but he was keeping a tight rein on himself. “I called the town ambulance,” he said.

“Good. Take a fresh towel. Just put it on top of the soaked one and continue to bear down.” She knelt and with her fingers palpated the flesh where the thigh met the torso, next to the black pubic hair that showed through Freda’s cotton underpants. When she felt the pulsations of the femoral artery she placed the heel of her palm over the spot and pressed. Freda was a large and heavy woman, and years of farm work had made her muscular. R.J. had to bear down hard to try to compress the artery, and Freda opened her mouth to scream, but only a low moan came out.

“Sorry …” While the fingers of R.J.’s left hand maintained pressure, her right hand searched lightly and carefully under Freda’s thigh. When she found the exit wound, Freda shuddered.

R.J. was taking the pulse in Freda’s throat when the first animal wail of the siren reached them. Very soon, two vehicles stopped outside and doors slammed. Three people came in—a burly, middle-aged police officer and a man and a woman wearing red polyester jackets. The woman carried a portable oxygen tank.

“I’m a doctor,” R.J. said. “She’s been shot, she has a broken femur and there’s trauma to the artery, maybe it’s severed. There’s an entry wound and an exit wound. Her pulse is 119 and thready.”

The male EMT nodded. “Shocky, all right. Lost a shitload of blood, hasn’t she,” he said, taking in the mess on the floor. “Can you keep holding the pressure point, Doc?”

“Yes, I can,”

“Good, you do that.” He knelt on the other side of Freda. Without wasting time, he began doing a swift physical assessment. He was broad and overweight and young, scarcely more than a boy but with quick, capable hands.

“Was it just the one shot fired, Hank?” he called.

“Yes,” Hank Krantz called back angrily, upset by the implications of the question.

“Yeah, one entry wound, one exit,” the EMT said when he finished his assessment.

The small, blond woman already had taken a blood pressure. “Eighty-one over fifty-seven,” she said, and the other technician nodded. She set up the portable oxygen unit and fixed a nonrebreathing mask over Freda’s mouth and nose. Then she cut away Freda’s jeans and underpants, covering her groin with a towel, and removed the sock and tennis shoe from her foot. Grasping the bare foot in both hands, the woman EMT began a steady, concentrated pulling.

The male technician wrapped an ankle hitch around his patient’s foot. “This is going to be clumsy, Doc,” he said. “We’ve got to get in there, past your hand, with the splint. You’ll have to let up on the pressure for a few seconds.”

When she did, Freda’s blood began to pump out again. Working quickly, the technicians proceeded to immobilize the leg in a Hare traction splint, a metal frame that fit snugly into the groin area at one end and extended all the way beyond the foot. As soon as she could, R.J. resumed the pressure on the femoral artery, and the bleeding eased. The splint was strapped to the thigh and, on the other end, was secured to the ankle hitch. A little windlass allowed the technicians to tighten it so manual traction no longer was needed.

Freda sighed, and the male EMT nodded. “Yes, I imagine that feels some better, doesn’t it.” She nodded back, but she cried out when they lifted her and was weeping as they set her down on the gurney. They moved out in a small mob, Hank and the policeman at the front corners of the gurney, the male EMT behind Freda’s head, the blond tech carrying the portable oxygen tank, and R.J. trying to maintain her weight on the pressure point as she walked along.

They lifted the gurney into the ambulance and locked it into place. The blonde switched Freda’s mask from the portable tank to the on-board oxygen supply, and they elevated her legs and covered her with warm blankets against the shock. “We’re a crew member short. You want to come along?” the senior technician asked R.J.

“Sure,” she said, and he nodded.

The blond woman drove, Hank beside her in the front seat. As they pulled away from the farmhouse, the driver spoke into her radio, telling the dispatcher they had picked up their patient and were on their way to the hospital. The police car led the way, its roof light turning and its siren laying a ribbon of sound. The ambulance’s external flashers had been on while parked, and now the blond woman turned on a two-toned wail, alternately whup-whup-whup and ee-awe, ee-awe, ee-awe.

It was difficult for R.J. to bear down on the pressure point while standing in an ambulance that jounced over bumps and lurched and swayed alarmingly around curves.

“She’s bleeding again,” she said.

“I know.” The EMT was already laying out what looked like the bottom half of a space suit, a bulky garment that sprouted cables and tubes. He took a quick blood pressure reading and pulse and respiration rates, and then lifted a radio-telephone speaker off the wall and called the hospital, requesting permission to use MAST trousers. After a brief discussion, permission was given, and R.J. helped him to move the trousers into place over the splint. There was a hiss as air was pumped into the garment over the injured leg and it ballooned and became rigid.

“I love this thing. Have you ever used one, Doc?”

“I haven’t done much emergency medicine.”

“Well, it does everything for you, all at once,” the man said. “Stops the bleeding, reinforces the Hare splint to stabilize the leg, and pushes blood up to the heart and brain. But they make us get permission from medical control before we use it, because if there was internal bleeding it would cause a blowout, push all the blood into the abdominal cavity.” He checked Freda to make sure she was okay, then he grinned and stuck out his hand. “Steve Ripley.”

“I’m Roberta Cole.”

“Our demon driver is Toby Smith.”

“Hey, Doc!” The driver didn’t take her eyes off the road, but in the mirror R.J. saw a winsome grin.

“Hey, Toby,” she said.

Nurses were waiting at the ambulance entrance and Freda was taken away. The two EMTs stripped the bloody sheets from the gurney and exchanged them for fresh sheets from the hospital supply room; they disinfected the gurney and made it up again before returning it to the ambulance. Then they sat in the waiting room with R.J. and Hank and the policeman. He said he was Maurice A. McCourtney, the Woodfield police chief. “They call me Mack,” he told R.J. gravely.

The four of them drooped visibly; their job was done and reaction had set in.

Hank Krantz was making all of them party to his remorse. It was coyotes, he said, they had been around his farm for the better part of a week. He had decided to clean his deer gun and shoot a couple of them, to drive the pack away.

“Winchester, ain’t it?” Mack McCourtney asked.

“Yeah, old lever-action Winchester Ninety-four, takes a .30-.30. I’ve owned it, must be eighteen years now, never had an accident with it. I set it down on the table a little hard, and it just banged off.”

“Safety wasn’t on?” Steve Ripley said.

“Well, Jesus, I never keep a round in the chamber. I always empty the damn thing when I finish with it. I must of just forgot this time, the way I forget everything nowadays.” He glared. “And you got some nerve, Ripley, asking me did she have more than one bullet in her. You think I shot my wife?”

“Listen. There she was on the floor, bleeding hard. I just had to know in a hurry if there was more than one wound to worry about.”

Hank’s eyes softened. “Yeah, and I shouldn’t be giving you a bad time. You saved her life, I hope.”

Ripley shook his head. “The real one saved her life is the doctor here. If she hadn’t found the pressure point when she did, we’d be real sad right about now.”

Krantz looked at R.J. “I’m never going to forget it.” He shook his head. “Look what I did to my Freda!”

Toby Smith leaned over and patted his hand, leaving her hand on his. “Listen, Hank, we all screw up. We all make every kind of stupid mistake. All that guilt you’re piling on yourself isn’t going to help Freda one bit.”

The police chief frowned. “You haven’t got a milk herd anymore. You’ve just got some beef steers, right? I wouldn’t think coyotes would go after anything large as a beefer.”

“No, they won’t go for a steer. But I bought four calves last week from Bernstein, that cattle dealer from out Pittsfield way.”

Mack McCourtney nodded. “That explains it, then. They’ll do a hell of a job on a calf, but not on a heifer.”

“Yeah, mostly they’ll leave a heifer alone,” Hank agreed.

McCourtney left, needing to have the police car on patrol in Woodfield. “You’ll need to get back too,” Hank said to Ripley.

“Well, the neighboring towns can cover for us for a little while. We’ll wait. You’ll want to speak to the doctor.”

It was another hour and a half before the surgeon came out of the operating theater. He told Hank he had repaired the artery and placed a metal pin to rejoin the sections of Freda’s broken femur. “She’s going to be just fine. She’ll be here about five days. Five days to a week.”

“Can I see her?”

“She’s in recovery. She’ll be sedated all night. Best for you to go home, get some sleep. You can see her in the morning. You want me to send a report to your family doctor?”

Hank made a face. “Well, at the moment, we don’t have one. Our doctor’s just retired.”

“Who was that, Hugh Marchant, over on High Street?”

“Yes, Dr. Marchant.”

“Well, you get a new doctor, let me know who it is and I’ll send him a report.”

“How come you travel all the way to Greenfield to see a doctor?” R.J. asked Hank on the way home.

“Well, because there isn’t one who is closer. We haven’t had a doctor in Woodfield for twenty years, since the old doctor died.”

“What was his name?”

“Thorndike.”

“Yes. Several people mentioned him when I first started coming here.”

“Craig Thorndike. People loved that man. But after he died, no other doctor came to Woodfield.”

It was close to midnight when the ambulance dropped Hank and R.J. at the Krantzes’ driveway.

“You all right?” R.J. asked Hank.

“Yeah. I won’t be able to sleep, I know that. I guess I’ll just clean up that mess in the kitchen.”

“Let me help you.”

“No, I wouldn’t hear of it,” he said firmly, and suddenly she was glad of that, because she was very tired.

He hesitated. “I thank you. Lord only knows what would have happened if you hadn’t been here.”

“I’m glad I was here. You get some rest, now.”

There were large, white stars. The night held the memory of ice, a spring chill, but she was warmed as she drove back down the road.
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The next morning she awoke early and lay in bed reviewing the events of the previous evening. She guessed that the coyote pack Hank had wanted to drive away had moved off on its own to hunt elsewhere, because through the bedroom window she could see three white-tailed deer feeding in the meadow, their tails waggling as they cropped the clover. A car came down the road and the tails went up, showing their white flags of alarm. When the car passed, the tails dropped and waggled again, and the deer went back to feeding.

Ten minutes later a boy roared by on a motorcycle, and the deer broke for the woods with long, fearful bounds that were at the same time powerful and delicate.

When she got out of bed and called the hospital, she learned that Freda’s condition was stable.

It was Sunday. After breakfast R.J. drove slowly to Sotheby’s, where she bought the New York Times and the Boston Globe. As she was leaving the general store she met Toby Smith and exchanged good-mornings.

“Well, you’re looking rested after working late last night,” Toby said.

“I’m afraid I’m accustomed to late nights. Do you have a minute or two to talk, Toby?”

“I surely do.”

The other woman led the way to the bench on the store porch, and they sat. “Tell me about the ambulance service.”

“Well … history. It was started just after World War II. A couple of people who had served in the armed forces as medics came home, and they bought a surplus army ambulance and began to serve the town. After a while the state began to test and certify Emergency Medical Technicians, and a whole system of continuing education evolved. EMTs have to keep up with developments in emergency medicine and recertify every year. Here in town, we have fourteen registered emergency technicians, all volunteers. It’s a free service to everyone who lives in Woodfield. We wear pagers and cover the town for medical emergencies around the clock. Ideally we like to have three people in the crew on every run, one behind the wheel, two riding in back with the patient. But much of the time we have only two, like last night.”

“Why is it a free service?” R.J. said. “Why don’t you bill insurance companies for transporting their clients to the hospital?”

Toby stared at her quizzically. “We don’t have big employers here in the hilltowns. Lots of our people are self-employed and just scraping by—loggers, carpenters, farmers, folks who do crafts. A big hunk of our population hasn’t got health insurance. I wouldn’t have it myself if my husband didn’t have a federal job as a fish and game officer. I do bookkeeping on a freelance basis, and I simply couldn’t afford to pay the premiums.”

R.J. nodded and sighed. “I guess things aren’t very different here than they are in the city, as far as medical coverage is concerned.”

“A whole lot of people gamble they won’t get sick or be hurt. It scares the dickens out of a person to do that, but a lot of them have to do it anyway.” The ambulance service played an important role in the town, Toby said. “Folks really appreciate that we’re around. Closest doctor to the east is all the way into Greenfield. To the west, there’s a general practitioner named Newly thirty-two miles away, just outside of Dalton on Route Nine.” Toby looked at her and smiled. “Why don’t you come here to live year-round and be our doc?”

R.J. smiled back. “Not likely,” she said.

Still, when she got back home she took out a map of the region and studied it. There were eleven small towns and villages in the area that Toby Smith said didn’t have a resident doctor.

That afternoon she bought a houseplant—an African violet in plump blue blossom—and brought it to Freda in the hospital. Freda was still post-op and not talking much, but Hank Krantz was warmed by R.J.’s presence.

“I’ve been wanting to ask you. What do I owe you for last night?”

R.J. shook her head. “I was there as a neighbor more than as a physician,” she said, and Freda looked at her and smiled.

R.J. drove back to Woodfield slowly, relishing the sights of farms and wooded hills.

Just as the sun was setting, her telephone rang.

“Dr. Cole? This is David Markus. My daughter tells me you came to our place yesterday. Sorry I wasn’t home.”

“Yes, Mr. Markus … I wanted to talk with you about selling my house and land….”

“We can surely talk. When would be a good time for me to come by?”

“Well, the thing is … I still might want to sell, but suddenly I’m not all that certain. I have to do some deciding.”

“Well, you take your time. Think it all out.”

He had a nice, warm voice, she thought. “But I’d like to talk to you about something else.”

“I see,” he said, although clearly he didn’t.

“By the way, you make wonderful honey.”

She could feel his smile over the phone. “Thank you, I’ll tell the bees. They love to hear things like that, although it drives them crazy when I get all the credit.”

Monday morning was overcast, but she had a responsibility that was very much on her mind. She bulled her way back into the woods, getting a thorn scratch on the neck and several small gouges on the backs of her hands. When she reached the river, she traced it downstream as close as she could get to the banks, which sometimes were blocked to her by wild roses and raspberries and other brambles. She followed the river the length of her land and considered several sites carefully, finally choosing a sunny, grassy place where a thick white birch arched over a small waterfall that made a lively plashing. She made another torturous trip through the woods and came back carrying the spade that had hung from a nail in the barn, and the box containing Elizabeth Sullivan’s ashes.

She dug a deep hole between two thick roots of the tree and poured the ashes from the box. They were just fragments of bone, really. In the hungry blast of the crematorium, Betts Sullivan’s fleshy self had vaporized and disappeared, flying off somewhere just as R.J. had always imagined the departing soul flew free of the world, when she had been a child.

She covered the ashes with earth, trod it down tenderly. Then, worried lest some animal dig them up, she found a round, current-washed rock in the river, almost but not quite too large for her to move, and in a series of lifts and drops, moved it onto the dug earth. Now Betts was part of this land. The strange thing was, increasingly R.J. had the feeling that in many ways she was part of it too.

She spent the next couple of days investigating, gathering information, making lots of notes, scribbling figures and estimates. David Markus turned out to be a large, quiet man in his late forties, with rugged, somewhat battered features that were interesting in a Lincolnesque way (how could they have called Lincoln homely? she asked herself). He had a large face, a prominent, slightly crooked nose, a scar in the left corner of his upper lip, and gentle, easily amused brown eyes. His business suit was faded Levis and a New England Patriots jacket, and he wore his thick, graying brown hair in an improbable ponytail.

She went to Town Hall and talked to a selectwoman named Janet Cantwell, a bony, aging woman with tired eyes who wore ragged jeans, shabbier than Markus’s, and a man’s white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. R.J. walked Main Street from one end to the other, and studied the houses and the people she met along the way, and the flow of traffic. She went to the medical center in Greenfield and talked with the hospital director, and sat in the cafeteria and spoke with several doctors as they ate their lunch.

Then she packed her bag and got into the car and drove toward Boston. The farther she got from Woodfield, the more she felt she had to return there. Whenever she had heard of someone who had received a “calling,” she had assumed the expression was a romantic euphemism. But now she saw that it was possible to be captivated by a compulsion so powerful that it couldn’t be denied.

Better than that—this thing she was obsessing about made excellent, practical sense to her in terms of the rest of her life.

She still had several days of her vacation left, and she used them to make lists of things she must do. And to formulate plans.

Finally, she telephoned her father and asked him to meet her for dinner.
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A BRUSH WITH THE LAW
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She had contended with her father from the time of her earliest memory until she became an adult. Then something sweet and good had happened, a simultaneous mellowing and blossoming of feeling. On his part there was a different kind of pride in her, a reevaluation of why he loved her. For her there was a realization that, even in the years when she had fumed at him, he had always been steadfast in his support of her.

Dr. Robert Jameson Cole was the Regensberg Professor of Immunology at the Boston University School of Medicine. The chair he occupied was endowed by his own distant relatives. R.J. never had seen him embarrassed when that fact was mentioned by anyone. The original endowment had been made when he was a boy, and Professor Cole was so celebrated in his field that it would never occur to anyone that his appointment had come because of anything but his own accomplishments. He was a strong-willed achiever.

R.J. remembered her mother remarking to a friend that the first time her daughter had defied Professor Cole was when she had been born a female. He had counted on a boy. For centuries, Cole firstborn sons had been named Robert, with middle names that began with the letter J. Dr. Cole had given the matter serious thought and had picked out a name for his son—Robert Jenner Cole, the middle name to honor Edward Jenner, the discoverer of vaccination. When the baby turned out to be a girl, and when it became clear that his wife, Bernadette Valerie Cole, never could bear another child, Dr. Cole insisted their daughter would be named Roberta Jenner Cole and would be called Rob J. for short. It was another Cole family tradition; somehow, to claim the child as a new Rob J. was to declare that yet another future Cole physician had been born.

Bernadette Cole had submitted to his plan except for the middle name. Not for her daughter a male name! So she had reached into her origins in northern France and the girl was christened Roberta Jeanne D’Arc Cole. Eventually Dr. Cole’s attempt to call his daughter Rob J. also failed. To her mother, and then to everyone who came to know her, she was soon R.J., although her father stubbornly clung to calling her Rob J. in tender moments.

R.J. grew up in a comfortable second-floor apartment in a converted brownstone house on Beacon Street, with giant antique magnolia bushes in the front yard. Dr. Cole liked it because it was a few doors down from the brownstone where the physician Oliver Wendell Holmes had lived. His wife liked it because it was rent-controlled and therefore manageable on a faculty salary. But after her death from pneumonia, three days after her daughter’s eleventh birthday, the apartment began to feel too large.

R.J. had attended public schools, but with her mother gone, her father felt she needed more control and structure in her life than he was able to provide, and he enrolled her in a day school in Cambridge, to which she traveled by bus. She had studied piano from the time she was seven, but when she was twelve she began taking lessons in classical guitar at school, and within a couple of years she was hanging around Harvard Square, playing and singing with other street musicians. She played very well; she didn’t have a great voice, but it was good enough. When she was fifteen, she lied about her age and became a singing waitress at the same second-story club where Joan Baez, who also was the daughter of a Boston University professor, had gotten her start. That September R.J. had sex for the first time, in the loft of the MIT boathouse, with the stroke of the MIT crew. It was messy and painful, and the experience turned her off from sex, but not permanently. And not for long.

* * *

R.J. always thought the middle name her mother had chosen had done a great deal to shape her life. From childhood she was ever ready to do battle for a cause. And although she loved her father desperately, often it was Dr. Cole with whom she contended. His yearning for a Rob J. who would follow in his medical footsteps was a constant pressure to his only child. Perhaps if it hadn’t been there, her path would have been different. In the afternoons when she returned alone to the quiet apartment on Beacon Street, sometimes she went into his study and took down his books. In them she memorized the sexual parts of men and women, often looking up the acts about which her contemporaries whispered and sniggered. But she moved on to a nonprurient contemplation of anatomy and physiology; the way some of her contemporaries became interested in the names of dinosaurs, R.J. memorized the bones of the human body. On the desk in her father’s study, in a small glass-and-oak box, was an old surgical scalpel of beaten blue steel. Family legend said that many hundreds of years ago the scalpel had belonged to one of R.J.’s ancestors, a great surgeon. Sometimes it seemed to her that helping people as a doctor would be a good way to spend her life, but her father was too insistent, and when the time came he drove her to a declaration that she would take a pre-law course in college. As the daughter of a professor, she could have attended Boston University with a tuition waiver. Instead, she escaped the long centuries of medical Coles by winning a three-quarters scholarship to Tufts University, busing tables in a student dining room and working two evenings a week at the club in Harvard Square. She did go to law school at Boston University. By that time she had her own apartment on Beacon Hill, behind the State House. She saw her father regularly, but already she was living her own life.

She was a third-year law student when she met Charlie Harris—Charles H. Harris, M.D., a tall, skinny young man whose horn-rimmed glasses habitually slid down his long, freckled nose and gave his sweet amber eyes a quizzical look. He was just beginning a surgical residency.

She had never met anyone so serious and so funny at the same time. They laughed a lot, but he was humorlessly dedicated to his work. He envied her graceful scholarship and the fact that she actually enjoyed taking examinations, in which invariably she did very well. He was intelligent and had a good temperament for a surgeon but studying wasn’t easy for him, and he had achieved because he labored at it doggedly: “Gotta take care of business, R.J.” She was Law Review, he was on call. They were always tired and in need of sleep, and their schedules made it hard for them to see enough of each other. After a couple of months she moved from Joy Street into his converted stable off Charles Street, the cheaper of their two apartments.

Three months before she finished law school, R.J. discovered she was pregnant. At first she and Charlie were terrified, but then they were filled with radiance at the thought of being parents and agreed they would be married at once. Several mornings later, however, while Charlie was scrubbing for the O.R., he was suddenly doubled over by a piercing pain in the lower left quadrant of his abdomen. An examination revealed the presence of kidney stones that were too large for him to pass naturally, and within twenty-four hours he was admitted to his own hospital as a patient. Ted Forester, the best surgeon in the department, performed the operation. Charlie appeared to sail through the initial post-op period, except that he was unable to void urine. When he hadn’t urinated in forty-eight hours, Dr. Forester ordered that he be catheterized, and an intern inserted the catheter and gave him relief. Within two days, Charlie’s kidney was infected. Despite antibiotics, the staph infection spread through his bloodstream and localized in a heart valve.

Four days after the operation, R.J. sat by his bed in the hospital. It was obvious to her that he was very sick. She had left word that she wanted to see Dr. Forester when he came on rounds, and she thought she should telephone Charlie’s family in Pennsylvania, so his parents could talk to the doctor if they wished.

Charlie moaned, and she got up and washed his face with a wet cloth. “Charlie?”

She took his hands in hers and leaned over and studied his face. Something happened. A current of information passed from his body into hers, into her mind. She didn’t know how, or why. It wasn’t imagined, she knew it was real. In a way she couldn’t understand, she was suddenly aware that they wouldn’t be growing old together. She couldn’t drop his hands, or run away, or even cry out. She just stayed where she was, bending over him, gripping his hands tightly as if she could hold him back, memorizing his features while she still had a chance.

He was placed in the ground in a large, ugly cemetery in Wilkes-Barre. After the funeral R.J. sat on the cut-velvet chairs in his parents’ living room and suffered the stares and questions of strangers until she was able to flee. In the tiny toilet of the plane taking her back to Boston, she was racked by nausea and vomiting. For several days she thought constantly about how Charlie’s baby would look. Perhaps grief did her in, or maybe what occurred would have happened even if Charlie were alive. Fifteen days after his death, R.J. miscarried his baby.

On the morning of the bar examination she sat in a room full of tense men and women. She knew Charlie would have told her to take care of business, and she formed a woman-size ice cube in her mind and placed herself in its very center, cold-bloodedly putting grief and discomfort and everything else beyond her consciousness and turning her attention to the many and difficult questions of the bar examiners.

R.J. retained the icy shield when she went to work for Wigoder, Grant and Berlow, an old firm that practiced general law, with three floors of offices in a good building on State Street. There no longer was a Wigoder. Harold Grant, the managing partner, was crochety, dried-up, and bald. George Berlow, who headed Wills and Trusts, had a paunch and a veined, whiskeyreddened face. His son, Andrew Berlow, fortyish and bland, was manager of major real estate clients. He put R.J. to work researching briefs and preparing leases, routine tasks that involved using lots of computer boilerplate. She found it tedious and uninteresting, and when she had been there two months she admitted this to Andy Berlow. He nodded and told her dryly that it was foundation work, good experience. The following week he let her accompany him to court, but she remained unenthused. She told herself it was depression, and she tried to bear down hard during her workdays.

When she had been with Wigoder, Grant and Berlow not quite five months, she broke. It was not an emotional train wreck—more a temporary derailment. One night when she and Andy Berlow had been working late, she joined him for a glass of wine that turned out to be a bottle and a half, and they ended up in her bed. Two days later he took her to lunch and nervously explained that although he was divorced, he was “involved with a woman, living with her, in fact.” He thought R.J. was gracious in her reaction; actually, the only man who interested her was dead. The thought caused the ice cube to crack and fall away. When she began to weep she went home from the office, and she stayed home. Andy Berlow covered for her, believing she was prostrate with love for him.

She needed to have a long talk with Charlie Harris. She ached to be his lover again, and she yearned for his phantom child, his might-have-been baby. She knew none of these desires could be fulfilled, but mourning had reduced her to basics, and there was one area of her life that she had the power to change.
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THE DIFFERENT PATH
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Her decision to study medicine was what her father had always wanted, but Professor Cole loved her and approached it with caution.

“Is it because you feel that somehow you have to take Charlie’s place?” he asked her gently. “Is it that you want to feel and experience the things he did?”

“That’s part of it, I admit,” she said, “but only a small part.” She had given this a great deal of thought and had reached a mature decision, realizing for the first time that she had stifled any early desire to be a doctor because of her need to stand up to her father. Their relationship still had problems. She found it impossible to apply to the Boston University School of Medicine, where he was faculty. She was accepted at the Massachusetts College of Physicians and Surgeons with a deficiency in organic chemistry that she made up in summer school.

Student aid was inadequate for medical students. R.J. was awarded a one-quarter scholarship, and she expected to fall deeply into debt. Her father had helped her through law school, supplementing her scholarship money and earnings, and he was prepared to help her through medical school, although that would have been a hardship. But the people at Wigoder, Grant and Berlow were intrigued by what she was undertaking.

Sol Foreman, the partner who managed medical litigation, asked her to lunch, although they hadn’t met before.

“Andy Berlow told me about you. The truth is, Miss Cole, you’re worth much more to our firm as a lawyer studying medicine than you have been as a law clerk in the real estate department. You’ll be in a position to research the facts of important cases from a medical viewpoint, yet you’ll be able to write briefs as a person educated in the law. We pay well for that kind of expertise.”

It was a welcome gift to her. “When do you want me to begin?”

“Why not try your hand at it straight off?”

So while she studied chemistry in summer school, she had also researched the case of a twenty-nine-year-old woman dying from aplastic anemia as a result of being given penicillamine, which had suppressed the blood-forming function of her bone marrow. R.J. became familiar with every medical library in Boston, and she delved into card catalogs, books, medical journals, and research papers, learning a great deal about antibiotics.

Foreman seemed satisfied with the result, and at once he gave her another assignment. She prepared the brief for the case of a fifty-nine-year-old male teacher who had had a hip replacement in which deep infection, from inadequate filtering of contaminated air in the operating room, had smoldered for three years before bursting forth, leaving him with an unstable hip and a shortened limb.

Following that, her research led the law firm to refuse the case of a man who wished to sue his surgeon after a vasectomy had failed. R.J. noted that the patient had been warned by his surgeon of the possibility of failure and advised to use a contraceptive device for six months, which he had neglected to do.

The people at Wigoder, Grant and Berlow were very pleased with her work. Foreman put her on a monthly minimum retainer with an override that she earned more months than not, and he was willing to assign as many cases to her as she would accept. That September, in order to make things still easier, she took another medical student as a housemate, a beautiful, serious black woman from Fulton, Missouri, named Samantha Potter. With only minimal help from her father, R.J. was able to pay her tuition and living expenses and run her car. The legal profession she had rejected now made it possible for her to study medicine without financial hardship.

She was one of eleven women in her class of ninety-nine students. It was as though she had been lost and stumbling and had finally found a clear and certain path. Every lecture was a source of enormous interest. She discovered she had been fortunate in her choice of housemate. Samantha Potter was the eldest of eight children, brought up on a share-cropping farm that barely achieved subsistence in any given year. All the Potter children picked cotton and fruit and vegetables for other people, turning their hand to anything that brought in a little money. At sixteen, already a tall woman with broad shoulders, Samantha had been hired by a local meat-packing company to work after school and summers. The supervisors liked her because she was strong enough to lift the heavy frozen meat and was well-mannered and dependable. After a year of pushing an offal wagon, she had been taught to become a meat cutter. The cutters worked with power saws and knives sharp enough to slip through meat and connective tissue, and it wasn’t uncommon for a plant employee to be seriously hurt. Samantha sustained a number of minor cuts and grew accustomed to bandaged fingers, but she avoided a major accident. Working every day after school, she became the first member of her family to gain a high school diploma. She worked as a meat cutter for five summer vacations after that, while she earned bachelor’s and master’s degrees in comparative anatomy at the University of Missouri, and she came to the medical school’s first-year human anatomy class with impressive knowledge about animal bone, internal organs, and circulatory systems.

R.J. and Samantha developed a close friendship with one of the other women in the class. Gwendolyn Bennett was a feisty redhead from Manchester, New Hampshire. Medicine was changing quickly, but it was still pretty much a men’s club. There were five female members of the faculty, but all the department chairs and the school administrative posts were filled by men. Male students were called on frequently in class while women tended to be overlooked. The three friends, however, were determined not to be ignored. Gwen had had experience as a women’s rights activist at Mount Holyoke College, and she mapped their strategy.

“We have to volunteer answers in class. Faculty asks questions, we stick up our hands, right in their sexist faces, and give ’em correct answers. We get noticed because we work our asses off, right? It means we have to study harder than the men, be better prepared than they are, act generally sharper.”

It meant a crushing workload on top of the medicolegal research R.J. was doing in order to stay in school, but it was the kind of challenge she needed. The three of them studied together, drilled and grilled one another before examinations, and bolstered each other when they detected academic weaknesses.

The strategy largely worked, despite the fact that they quickly developed a reputation as aggressive women. A couple of times they believed their grades suffered because of an instructor’s resentment, but most of the time they received the high marks they earned. They ignored the occasional sexual remarks made by male students—and even, on rare occasions, by a faculty member. They dated only once in a while, not out of disinclination but because time and energy had become vital commodities that had to be doled out stingily. Whenever they had a free evening, they went together to the anatomy lab, which Samantha had made her real home. From the beginning, everyone in the anatomy department knew that Samantha Potter was hot, a future professor in their specialty. While other students fought for an arm or a leg to dissect, there was somehow always a cadaver reserved for Samantha, and Sam shared with her two friends. Over four years they dissected four dead human beings—an elderly bald Chinese man with the overdeveloped chest that spelled chronic emphysema, an old black woman with gray hair, and two whites, one of them an athletic middle-aged man, the other a pregnant woman about their own age. Samantha guided R.J. and Gwen into the study of anatomy as if it were an exotic and wonderful country. They spent hour after hour dissecting, stripping the bodies down layer by layer, exposing and sketching muscles and organs, joints and blood vessels and nerves in exquisite detail, learning the wonderful intricacies and mysteries of the human anatomical machine.

Just before the beginning of the second year of medical school, R.J. and Samantha moved from the apartment in the mews off Charles Street. R.J. was glad to leave the converted stable; it was too full of memories of Charlie. Gwen joined them, the three of them renting a shabby railroad flat only a block from the medical school. It was on the fringe of a rough neighborhood, but they wouldn’t waste precious time getting to labs or the hospital, and the evening before classes began, they threw an open-house bash. Characteristically, it was the hostesses who shooed the guests out the door at an early hour so they could be up to form in school the next day.

When their clinical work in the wards started, R.J. met it as though she had been preparing for it all her life. She saw medicine differently from most of her classmates, very much through her own eyes. Because she had lost Charlie Harris due to an unclean catheter, and because she still was an attorney working constantly on malpractice briefs, she tended to search for dangers to which most of her fellow students were oblivious.

Researching a law case, she found a report by Dr. Knight Steel of the Boston University Medical Center, who had studied 815 consecutive medical cases (excluding cancer, which carries a large risk of adverse results from chemotherapy). Of the 815 patients, 290—more than one out of every three—developed an iatrogenic illness.

Seventy-three people, nine percent, had complications that threatened their lives or left them permanently disabled—catastrophes that wouldn’t have happened to them if they had stayed away from their doctors or their hospitals.

The mishaps involved drugs, diagnostic tests and treatment, diet, nursing, transportation, heart catheterization, intravenous treatment, arteriography and dialysis, urinary catheterization, and a myriad of other procedures that compose a patient’s experience.

Soon it was clear to R.J. that in every aspect of medical care, patients were at risk from their benefactors. As increasing numbers of new drugs were put on the market, and as increasing numbers of tests and lab studies were ordered by doctors to protect themselves against malpractice suits, the possibilities of iatrogenic damage increased. Dr. Franz Ingelfinger, the very respected professor of medicine at Harvard and editor of the New England Journal of Medicine, wrote:

Let us assume that 80 percent of patients have either self-limited disorders or conditions not improvable, even by modern medicine. In slightly over 10 percent of the cases, however, medical intervention is dramatically successful…. But alas, in the final 9 percent, give or take a point or two, the doctor may diagnose or treat inadequately, or he may just have bad luck. Whatever the reason, the patient ends up with iatrogenic problems.

R.J. saw that despite the high costs in human suffering and in money, medical schools weren’t making students aware of the dangers of human mistakes in treating patients, nor were they teaching them how to react to malpractice suits, despite the proliferation of legal action against doctors. In the course of her own ongoing work for Wigoder, Grant and Berlow, R.J. began to accumulate an extensive file of cases and data in both these areas.

The trio was broken up after graduation. Samantha had always known that she wanted to spend her life teaching anatomy, and she accepted a residency in pathology at Yale-New Haven Medical Center. Gwen hadn’t had the slightest idea about a specialty through most of the four years of medical school, but ultimately her politics influenced her to choose gynecology, and she took a residency at the Mary Hitchcock Hospital in Hanover, New Hampshire. R.J. wanted it all, everything being a physician had to offer. She stayed in Boston, taking a three-year residency in medicine at the Lemuel Grace Hospital. Even during the worst of times—when dirty jobs were piled on her, and during the terrible grind, the sleeplessness and the marathon hours—she didn’t doubt what she was doing. She was the only woman among the thirty internal medicine residents of her program. As in law school and medical school, she had to speak a little louder than the men, work a little harder. The doctors’ lounge was male country, where her fellow residents hung out, spoke obscenely about women (gynecological residents were known as “connoisseurs of the cunt”), and mostly ignored her. But from the start she kept her eyes on her goal, which was to become the best doctor she was able to be, and she was good enough to rise above sexism when she met it, as she had watched Samantha rise above racism.

Early in her training she had revealed evident talent as a diagnostician, and she enjoyed looking at each patient as a puzzle to be worked out by using her brain and her training. One night, joking with an elderly male cardiac patient named Bruce Weiler, R.J. took both his hands in hers and squeezed them.

She couldn’t let go.

It was as if they were linked by … what? She felt faint with certain knowledge she hadn’t possessed a few moments before. She wanted to scream out a warning to Mr. Weiler. Instead, she muttered a dazed pleasantry and spent the next forty minutes poring over his records and taking his pulse and blood pressure again and again and listening to his heart. She told herself she was having a mental breakdown; nothing in Bruce Weiler’s chart or vital signs indicated that his mending heart was anything but strong and getting healthier by the moment.

In spite of that, she was positive he was dying.

She said nothing to Fritzie Baldwin, the chief resident. She was able to tell him nothing that made any sense, and he would have ridiculed her savagely.

But in the small hours of the morning, Mr. Weiler’s heart blew out like a faulty inner tube, and he was gone.

A few weeks later, she had a similar experience. Troubled and intrigued, she spoke about the incidents to her father. Professor Cole nodded, a gleam of interest in his eyes.

“Sometimes doctors seem to have a sixth sense about the way a patient will respond.”

“I experienced this thing long before I became a doctor. I knew that Charlie Harris was going to die. I knew it with absolute certainty.”

“There’s a legend in our family,” he said tentatively, and R.J. groaned to herself, not being in the mood to hear family legends.

“It was said that some of the Cole physicians down through the ages have been able to foretell death by holding the hands of their patients.”

R.J. snorted.

“No, I’m serious. They called it the Gift.”

“Come on, Dad. Talk about superstition! That’s straight from the days when they prescribed eye of newt and toe of frog. Could they really have believed it?”

He shrugged. “Supposedly my grandfather, Dr. Robert Jefferson Cole, and my great-grandfather, Dr. Robert Judson Cole, both had it when they were country doctors in Illinois,” he said mildly. “It can skip generations. Reportedly, several of my cousins had it. I was left the family’s prize antiques, Rob J.’s scalpel that I keep on my desk, and my great-grandfather’s viola da gamba, but I would have preferred the Gift.”

“Then … you’ve never experienced anything like that?”

“Certainly I’ve known whether particular patients were going to live or die. But, no, I’ve never had the sure knowledge of approaching death without signs or symptoms. Of course,” he said blandly, “the family legend also says the Gift is dulled or ruined by the use of stimulants.”

“That leaves you out, then,” R.J. said. For years, until his generation of doctors had learned better, Professor Cole had enjoyed the frequent comfort of good cigars, and he continued to relish his regular evening reward of a good single-malt liquor.

R.J. had tried marijuana briefly in high school but never had taken to either kind of smoking. Like her father, she enjoyed alcohol. She hadn’t allowed it to interfere with her work, but during times of stress she found a drink a distinct comfort, of which sometimes she availed herself greedily.

By the time she finished the third year of her medical residency, R.J. knew she wanted to treat entire families, people of all ages and of both sexes. But to do so adequately, she wanted to know more about the medical problems of women. She sought and received permission to take three rotation periods in obstetrics and gynecology instead of one. When she completed her medical residency she took a one-year externship in ob-gyn at Lemuel Grace, at the same time taking advantage of an opportunity to do the medical examinations for a large research program dealing with the hormonal problems of women. That year she took and passed the examination to become a fellow of the American Academy of Internal Medicine.

By that time, she was an old hand at the hospital. It was generally known that she had done a great deal of legal work for malpractice suits that often won large sums from insurance companies. Malpractice insurance rates were soaring. Some doctors said in open anger that there was no excuse for a physician to do work that would harm a fellow doctor, and throughout her years of training there were unpleasant moments when someone didn’t bother to hide the animosity they felt toward her. But she worked on a number of court cases in which her legal briefs for the defendant had saved the doctor who was being sued, and that became widely known as well.

R.J. had a quiet reply for anyone who attacked her: “The answer isn’t to eliminate malpractice suits. The answer is to eliminate habitual malpractice, to teach the public to do away with frivolous claims and awards, and to teach doctors how to protect themselves during those times when they make the mistakes that happen to every human being.

“We feel free to criticize otherwise-honest police officers who protect crooked cops because of their Blue Code. But we have our White Code. It allows some doctors to get away with clinical shoddiness and bad medicine, and I say to hell with it.”

Someone was listening. Toward the end of her ob-gyn externship, Dr. Sidney Ringgold, the chairman of the department of medicine, asked if she would be interested in teaching two courses, The Prevention of and Defense Against Malpractice Suits for fourth-year students and The Elimination of Iatrogenic Incidents for students in their third year. Along with the instructorship in the medical school came an appointment to the medical staff of the hospital. R.J. accepted at once. The appointment created grumbling and several complaints in the department, but Dr. Ringgold weathered them calmly, and it had all worked out well.

After residency, Samantha Potter had gone straight into the teaching of anatomy at the state university’s medical school in Worcester. Gwen Bennett had joined the established practice of a gynecologist in Framingham and already had begun working part-time in the Family Planning abortion clinic. The three of them remained close friends and political allies. Gwen and Samantha, as well as a number of other women and several forward-thinking male doctors, had backed R.J. resolutely when she proposed the establishment of the Premenstrual Syndrome Clinic at the hospital, and after a period of infighting with a few physicians who thought it a waste of budgetary funds, the PMS clinic had become an established service and part of the teaching curriculum.

All the controversy had been particularly hard on Professor Cole. He was very much a member of the medical establishment, and the harsh criticism of his daughter, particularly the implication that she was sometimes a traitor to her fellow physicians, had been hard for him to bear. But R.J. knew he was proud of her. He had stood by her repeatedly despite their earlier difficulties. Their relationship was strong, and now she didn’t hesitate to turn to her father again.
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They met for dinner at Pinerola’s, a restaurant in the North End. When she had first gone there with Charlie Harris she had to walk down a narrow alley between tenement buildings, then up a tall flight of stairs into what was essentially a kitchen with three small tables. Carla Pinerola was the cook, assisted by her elderly mother, who shouted and grumbled at her a lot. Carla was middleaged, sexy, a character. She had had a husband who beat her; sometimes when R.J. and Charlie came into the restaurant there was a bruise on Carla’s arm or she had a black eye. Now the old mother was dead, and Carla was never visible; she had bought one of the tenement buildings and gutted the first and second floors, turning them into a large and comfortable eating place. Now there was always a long line of patrons waiting for tables, businesspeople, college kids. R.J. still liked it; the food was almost as good as in the old days, and she had learned never to go there without a reservation.

She sat and watched her father hurrying toward her, slightly late. His hair had become almost completely gray. Seeing him reminded her that she was getting older, too.

They ordered antipasto, veal marsala, and the house wine, and talked of the Red Sox and what was happening to theater in Boston and the fact that the arthritis in his hands was becoming quite painful.

Sipping her wine, she told him she was preparing to go into private practice in Woodfield.

“Why private practice?” He was clearly astonished, clearly troubled. “And why in such a place?”

“It’s time for me to get away from Boston. Not as a doctor, as a person.”

Professor Cole nodded. “I accept that. But why not go to another medical center? Or work for … I don’t know, a medical-legal institute?”

She had received a letter from Roger Carleton at Hopkins saying that at present no money was budgeted for a position that would suit her, but he could arrange to have her working in Baltimore in six months. She had received a fax from Irving Simpson saying they would like to put her to work at Penn, and would she come to Philadelphia to talk about money?

“I don’t want to do those things. I want to become a real doctor.”

“For God’s sake, R.J.! What are you now?”

“I want to be a private practitioner in a small town.” She smiled. “I think I’m a throwback to your grandfather.”

Professor Cole struggled for control, studying his poor child who had chosen to swim against the current all her life. “There’s a reason why seventy-two percent of American doctors are specialists, R.J. Specialists make big money, two or three times more than primary care physicians, and they get to sleep through the night. If you become a country doctor, you’ll make a harder, tougher living. You know what I would do if I were your age, in your position, no dependents? I’d go back for all the training I could force myself to accept. I’d become a superspecialist.”

R.J. groaned. “No more externships, my Poppy, and certainly no more residencies. I want to look beyond the technology, beyond all those machines, and see the human beings. I’m going to become a rural physician. I’m prepared to earn less. I want the life.”

“The life?” He shook his head. “R.J., you’re like that last cowboy fella they keep writing books and songs about, who saddles up his bronc and goes riding through endless traffic jams and housing tracts, searching for the vanished prairie.”

She smiled and took his hand. “The prairie may be gone, Pop, but the hills are right out there on the other side of the state, full of people who need a doctor. Family practice is the purest kind of medicine. I’m going to give it to myself as a gift.”

They took a long time over the meal, talking. She listened carefully, aware that her father knew a great deal about medicine.

“A few years from now, you won’t be able to recognize the American health care system. It’s going to change drastically,” he said. “The presidential race is waxing hotter and hotter, and Bill Clinton has been promising the American people that everybody is going to have health insurance if he is elected.”

“Do you think he can deliver?”

“I really think he’s going to try. He seems to be the first politician to give a damn that there are poor people without care, to confess he’s ashamed of what we have now. Universal medical insurance would make things better for you primary care physicians, while lowering the incomes of specialists. We’ll have to wait and see what happens.”

They discussed the financial requirements of what she proposed to do. The house on Brattle Street wouldn’t bring much money after all the debts were paid; real estate prices were very depressed. She had made careful assessments of the money she needed to set up and equip a private practice and get through the first year, and she was almost fifty-three thousand dollars short. “I’ve talked with several banks, and I can borrow the money. I have enough equity to cover the loan, but they insist on a cosigner.” It was a humiliation; she doubted they would make the same stipulation to Tom Kendricks.

“You’re absolutely certain this is what you want?”

“Absolutely certain.”

“Then I’ll sign the note, if you’ll permit me.”

“Thank you, Pop.”

“In a way it drives me crazy to think of what you’re doing. But at the same time, I have to tell you how much I envy you.”

R.J. raised his hand to her lips. Over cappuccino they reviewed her lists. He said he thought she had been too conservative and that the figure she was borrowing should be ten thousand dollars higher. She was terrified of the financial depths and argued forcefully, but in the end she saw that he was right, and she agreed to dive even deeper into debt.

“You’re a pistol, my daughter.”

“You’re a pistol too, my old man.”

“Are you going to be all right, living up there in the hills all by yourself?”

“You know me, Dad. I don’t need anybody. Except you,” she said, and leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.


PART TWO

THE HOUSE ON THE VERGE
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METAMORPHOSIS
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She took Tessa Martula to lunch. Tessa wept into her lobster stew and was by turns sullen and heartbroken. “I don’t know why you have to cut and run,” she said. “You were going to be my elevator, up and up.”

“You’re a hell of a worker, you are going to do just fine. And I’m not running away from this place,” R.J. said patiently. “I’m running toward a place I think will be better for me.”

She tried to feel as confident as she sounded, but it was like graduating from school all over again; she had so many fears and uncertainties. She hadn’t delivered many babies in recent years, and she felt inadequate. Lew Stanetsky, the chief of obstetrics, gave her some advice, his manner a cross between concern and amusement. “You’re going to be a country doc, eh? Well, you’ll have to hook up with an obstetrician-gynecologist if you’re going to deliver babies out there in the hinterlands. The law says you have to call in an ob-gyn if you run into the need for things like cesareans, forceps births, and vacuum extractions.”

He arranged for her to spend long hours alongside the interns and residents in the hospital maternity clinic, a large room filled with birthing stools occupied by straining, sweating, and often cursing inner-city women, most of them Afro-American, allowing R.J. to oversee two lines of brown and purple pudendas stretching in the natural violence of the act of birth.

She wrote a solid and laudatory letter of recommendation for Tessa, but it wasn’t needed. A few days later Tessa came to her, all smiles.

“You’re never going to guess whom I am going to work for. Dr. Allen Greenstein!”

When the gods are cruel, R.J. thought, they are bastardly cruel. “Is he going to move into this office, too?”

“No, we’re getting Dr. Roseman’s office, that beautiful, big corner office, opposite end of the building from Dr. Ringgold’s.”

R.J. hugged her. “Well, he’s a lucky man to get you,” she said.

It was surprisingly hard to leave the hospital, much easier to leave the Family Planning Clinic. She gave Mona Wilson, the clinic director, six weeks’ notice. Luckily Mona had been beating the bushes for a replacement for Gwen. She hadn’t found a full-time person, but she had hired three part-timers and had no trouble staffing Thursdays without R.J.

“You gave us two years,” Mona said. She looked at R.J. and smiled. “And you hated every second of it, didn’t you?”

R.J. nodded. “I guess I did. How did you know?”

“Oh, it wasn’t hard to see. Why did you do it if it was so difficult for you?”

“I knew I was really needed. I knew women had to have this option,” R.J. said.

But as she left the clinic, she felt light as thistledown. I don’t have to come back! she thought exultantly.

She faced the fact that while it gave her enormous pleasure to drive the BMW, the car didn’t make sense in terms of the spring mud and unpaved mountain roads she would come up against in Woodfield. She carefully inspected a number of four-wheel-drive vehicles, deciding finally on the Ford Explorer, ordered with air conditioning, a good radio and CD player, a heavy-duty battery, and wide tires with a tread designed for muddy roads. “Want my advice?” the salesman said. “Order a come-along.”

“A what?”

“A come-along. It’s an electric power winch that’s attached to the front bumper. Runs off the car battery. It’s got a steel cable and a snap hook.”

She was dubious.

“If you get stuck in the mud, you just wrap the cable around a big tree and winch yourself out. Five tons of pulling power. It’ll cost you another thousand, but worth every penny if you’re going to be driving bad roads.”

She ordered the come-along. The dealer turned a cagey gaze on her little red car.

“A-1 condition. All-leather interior,” she pointed out.

“I’ll allow you twenty-three thousand, trade-in.”

“Hey. This is an expensive sports car. I paid more than double that.”

“Couple of years ago, right?” He shrugged. “Check the Blue Book.”

She did, and then she put an advertisement in the Sunday Globe. An engineer from Lexington bought the BMW for $28,900, paying for the Explorer and giving her a small profit.

She drove back and forth between Boston and Woodfield. David Markus suggested she would be best off with an office on Main Street, in the center of the village. The street was built around the white, wood-frame Town Hall that had been converted from a church more than a century ago. It was adorned with a spire in the Christopher Wren tradition.

Markus showed her four places on Main Street that were empty or soon would be. The prevailing wisdom was that a doctor required from 1,000 to 1,500 square feet of space for an office suite. Of the four prospective properties, R.J. ruled out two of them at once as eminently unsuitable. One of the others appealed to her but would be cramped, having only 795 square feet. The fourth property, which the canny real estate man had saved until last, looked promising. It was across the street from the town library and a few houses away from the Town Hall. The outside of the house was well preserved and the grounds carefully tended. The interior space, 1,120 square feet, was shabby, but the rent was slightly less than R.J.’s estimate in the budget she had agonized over with her father and other advisers. The house was owned by an elderly woman named Sally Howland. She had plump red cheeks and a nervous but benevolent glare, and she said it would be an honor to have a doctor in town again, and on her property.

“But I depend on my rents to live, you understand, so I cannot come down on the price.” Nor could she afford to do the renovations R.J. would need, she said; but she would give permission for them, as well as whatever painting the doctor might like to have done at her own expense.

“It’ll cost you to renovate and paint,” Markus told R.J. “If you go for it, you ought to protect yourself with a lease.”

In the end, that’s what she did. The painting was done by Bob and Tillie Matthewson, a husband-and-wife team who doubled as dairy farmers. The place was full of antique woodwork that they brought back to a soft luster, and worn and scarred random-width pine floors that she had them paint teal blue. They covered the dead or dying wallpaper in every room with two coats of washable off-white. A local carpenter put up lots of shelves and cut a large square hole—behind which the receptionist would sit—through the interior wall of what used to be the parlor. A plumber put in two additional toilets, placed sinks in both the former bedrooms that would now be examining rooms, and added a tankless boiler to the furnace in the basement so R.J. would have hot water on demand.

Buying furniture and equipment should have been fun but was a source of anxiety because she had to keep one eye on her bank balance. Her problem was that she had been accustomed to ordering the best of everything when it was needed at the hospital. Now she settled for secondhand desks and chairs, a gem of a Salvation Army rug for the waiting room, a good used microscope, a rebuilt autoclave. But she bought new instruments. She had been advised she needed two computers, the first for patient records, the second for billing, but grimly decided to make use of one.

“You met Mary Stern yet?” Sally Howland asked her.

“I don’t believe I have.”

“Well, she’s postmistress. She owns the heavy old upright scale that used to be in Dr. Thorndike’s office. Bought it at the auction after the doctor died twenty-two years ago. She’s willing to sell the scale to you for thirty dollars.”

R.J. bought the scale, scrubbed it, had it checked and rebalanced. It became part of the office, a link between the town’s old doctor and the new one.

She had intended to advertise for help, but there was no need. Woodfield had an underground communications system that worked efficiently and with the speed of light. Very quickly she had four applications from women who wanted to be her receptionist, and three applications from registered nurses. She was careful and took her time choosing, but Toby Smith, the personable blond woman who had driven the ambulance the night Freda Krantz had been shot, was one of the applicants for the receptionist job. She had impressed R.J. from the moment they had met, and she had the added attraction of heavy bookkeeping and accounting experience, so she could keep the financial records. For her nurse R.J. hired solid, gray-haired, fifty-six-year-old Margaret Weiler, who was called Peggy.

She felt guilty when it came to discussing money with each of them. “What I can pay you at the start is less than you would be paid in Boston,” she told Toby.

“Listen, don’t you sweat about that,” the new receptionist said forthrightly. “Both Peg and I are tickled to be able to work right here in town. This isn’t Boston. Jobs are hard to find in the country.”

David Markus came around to the emerging office now and then. He cast an experienced eye on the renovation work and sometimes offered her a quiet word of advice. A couple of times they had lunch at the River Bank, a pizza joint on the outskirts of the village—twice he paid, once she did. She found herself liking him, telling him her friends called her R.J.

“Everybody calls me Dave,” he said. Then he smiled. “My friends call me David.” His blue jeans were faded but always looked freshly washed. His ponytailed hair was always very clean. When they shook hands she could feel that his palm was muscular and work-hardened, but his nails were cut short and looked cared-for.

She couldn’t make up her mind whether he was sexy or just interesting.

The Saturday before she moved from Boston, he took her on a real date, to dinner in Northampton. As they were leaving the restaurant, he took a handful of candy from the bowl by the front door, bits of coated chocolate. “Mmmm, upscale M&Ms,” he said, offering her some.

“No, thank you.”

In the car she watched him chewing and lost a struggle to keep quiet. “You shouldn’t eat those.”

“Hey, I love ’em. I don’t gain weight.”

“I love them too. I’ll buy you some in a nice clean package.”

“You a cleanliness freak? I got these at a nice clean restaurant.”

“I just read about tests that were done on candy from restaurant candy bowls. They found that in most cases the candy contained traces of urine.”

He looked at her in silence. He had stopped chewing.

“Male diners go to the men’s room. They don’t wash their hands. On their way out of the restaurant, they reach into the candy bowl …”

She knew he was trying to decide whether to spit or to swallow. There goes this relationship, she thought as he swallowed, lowered the car window, dumped the rest of the candies.

“That’s a terrible thing to tell somebody. I’ve been enjoying restaurant candy for years. You’ve absolutely ruined that pleasure for me for all time.”

“I know. But if I had been eating them and you knew, wouldn’t you have told me?”

“Maybe not,” he said, and when he started to laugh, so did she. They chuckled halfway up Route 91.

On the drive back up into the hills, and then sitting in his parked pickup truck in front of her house, they told each other about their lives. He was a jock as a youth, “just good enough to get a lot of injuries in a lot of sports.” By the time he reached college, he had been hurt enough that he didn’t play varsity anything. He majored in English at Hamilton College, did graduate work about which he was vague. Before coming to the hills of Massachusetts he had been a corporate real estate executive at Lever Brothers in New York, the final two years a vice president. “The full catastrophe—the 7:05 train to Manhattan, the big house, the pool, the tennis court.” His wife, Natalie, had developed amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, Lou Gehrig’s disease. They both knew what was involved; they had watched a friend die of ALS. A month after her diagnosis was confirmed, David came home to find that Sarah, then nine years old, had been left with a neighbor, and Natalie had placed wet towels around the garage doors, started her car, and died listening to her favorite classical music station.

He had hired a cook and a housekeeper so Sarah would be cared for, and he had gotten drunk regularly for eight months. On a sober day he had realized that his bright, coltish daughter was failing in school and developing psychological problems and a chronic, nervous little cough, and he had gone to his first meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous. Two months later David and Sarah had come to Woodfield.

He nodded when he heard R.J.’s story a little later, over three cups of strong coffee in her kitchen.

“These hills are full of survivors,” he said.
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OFFICE HOURS
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She moved from Cambridge on a hot morning in late June, under high, dark rain clouds that promised thunder and lightning. She had thought she would be happy to leave the house on Brattle Street; but in the last days, as some of the furnishings were sold and some went to storage and some went to Tom—as piece by piece was carried out until her high heels made echoes in the empty rooms—she looked at the house with the forgiving eyes of a former owner and saw that Tom had been right about its dignity and splendor. She was reluctant to leave it; despite her failed marriage, it had been her nest. Then she remembered that it was like a large hole in the ground into which they had poured their money, and she was content to lock the door and drive out of the driveway, past the brick wall with sections that still needed work, her responsibility no longer.

She was aware that she was driving into the unknown. All the way to Woodfield, her mind grappled with medical economics, fearful lest she was making a disastrous mistake.

For several days she had toyed with a fantasy. Suppose she were to operate a practice on a cash basis only—able completely to ignore the insurance companies, whence came most of the bad stuff that on occasion made doctoring unpleasant? If she were to drop her fee for an office visit steeply—say, down to twenty dollars—would enough patients come to keep her afloat financially? Some would come, she knew, sick people who weren’t covered by medical insurance. But would anybody covered by Blue Cross/Blue Shield forget about the fact that he or she owned a paid-up insurance policy and volunteer to pay cash at Dr. Cole’s office?

She realized regretfully that most people wouldn’t.

She decided to try to establish an unofficial fee of twenty dollars for those who were uninsured. Insurance companies would pay their usual forty dollars to sixty-five dollars for an office visit by one of their clients, depending on the complexity of the problem, with an additional charge for house calls. Full physical examinations would be billed at ninety-five dollars, and all lab work would be done at the medical center in Greenfield.

She put Toby to work two weeks before the office officially opened, programming all the insurance company documents into the computer. She would do most of her business with the five largest insurance companies, but there were fifteen other companies from which many patients bought insurance, and about thirty-five smaller, marginal companies. All of them had to be in the computer, multiple forms from each firm. The exhausting programming was a one-time job, but R.J. knew from experience that it would have to be updated constantly as companies discontinued some forms, revised others, and added new ones.

It was a major expense, one with which her great-grandfather had not had to contend.

A Monday morning.

She arrived at the office early, her hurried breakfast of toast and tea turned into a cold ball of nervousness in her stomach. The place smelled of paint and varnish. Toby already was at work, and Peg arrived two minutes later. The three of them grinned at one another foolishly.

The waiting room was small, but suddenly it looked enormous to R.J., deserted and empty.

Only thirteen people had made appointments. People who had been twenty-two years without a local doctor must have grown accustomed to the fact that they had to go out of town, she told herself. And once people had forged a relationship with a physician, why should they go to somebody new?

Suppose no one showed up? she asked herself in what she recognized as unreasonable panic.

Her first patient was there fifteen minutes before his appointment, George Palmer, seventy-two years old, a retired lumber miller with a painful hip and three stubs where fingers should have been.

“Morning, Mr. Palmer,” Toby Smith said calmly, as though she had been greeting patients for years as they came through the door.

“Mornin’, Toby.”

“Morning, George.”

“Mornin’, Peg.”

Peg Weiler knew just what to do, ushered him into an examining room, filled in the top of his chart, took a set of vitals and recorded his data.

R.J. enjoyed taking a very relaxed history of George Palmer. In the beginning, each of the office visits would require a lot of time because every patient was new to her and would require a full workup.

In Boston she would have sent Mr. Palmer and his bursitis to an orthopod for a shot of cortisone. Here she gave the injection herself and asked him to make another appointment to see her.

When she stuck her head into the waiting room, Toby showed her a bouquet of summer flowers, sent by her father, and a huge ficus plant sent by David Markus. There were six people in the waiting room, and three of them didn’t have appointments. She told Toby to practice triage; anyone in pain or severely ill should be worked in quickly. Others should be given the first available appointment. She realized suddenly, with a strange mixture of relief and regret, that she didn’t have time to spare, after all. She asked Toby to bring her a cheese sandwich on a kaiser roll from the general store, and a large decaf. “I’ll work through my lunch hour.”

Sally Howland was coming through the front door. “I have an appointment,” she said, as if she expected to be challenged, and R.J. had to restrain herself from kissing her crabby landlady.

Both Peg and Toby said they would work through the lunch hour too, and that they had better order sandwiches of their own. “I’ll pay,” R.J. told Toby happily.
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DAVID MARKUS
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He invited her to supper at his house.

“Will Sarah be there too?”

“Sarah is having a big, formal dinner with the cooking club at the regional high school,” he said. He regarded her contemplatively. “You can’t come to my house unless a third person is around?”

“No, of course I’ll come. I was just hoping Sarah would be there.”

She liked their house, the warmth and friendliness of the thick log walls and comfortable old furniture. There were lots of paintings on the walls, the work of local artists whose names didn’t mean anything to her. He gave her the tour. Eat-in kitchen. His office, full of real estate paraphernalia, a computer, a big gray cat sleeping on his desk chair.

“Is the cat Jewish too, like the horse?”

“Matter of fact, she is.” He grinned. “We got her with a beat-up, horny old tomcat Sarah said was her husband. But the male hung around only two days and then ran off, so I named this one Agunah. That’s Yiddish for deserted wife.”

His monastic bedroom. There was just a bit of sexual tension as she took in the king-size mattress and box spring on legs. There was another computer on the desk, a bookcase full of volumes about history and agriculture, and a pile of manuscript. Under probing, he admitted he was writing a novel about the death of small farms in America and about the early farmers who settled the Berkshire hills.

“I always wanted to tell stories. After Natalie was gone, I decided to give it a try. I had Sarah to clothe and feed, so I stayed with real estate when we moved, but real estate is not exactly a pressured business out here. I have plenty of time to write.”

“How’s it going?”

“Oh …” He smiled, shrugged.

Sarah’s room. Terrible multicolored drapes on the windows; he said Sarah had tie-dyed them herself. Two Barbra Streisand posters. All over the room, trays of rocks. Big rocks, little pebbles, medium-size stones, each of them roughly in the shape of a heart. Geological valentines.

“What are they?”

“She calls them heartrocks. She’s been collecting them since she was a little girl. It’s something Natalie started her on.”

R. J. had taken a year of geology at Tufts. As she looked at the trays she thought she could identify quartz, shale, marble, sandstone, basalt, schist, feldspar, gneiss, slate, a red garnet, all heartshaped. There were crystals she couldn’t even guess at. “This one I moved in the bucket of the tractor,” David said, pointing to a heart-shaped granite boulder more than two feet tall, propped in the corner of the room. “Six miles, from Frank Parsons’s woods. It took three of us to carry it into the house.”

“She just finds them on the ground?”

“She finds them everywhere. She has a knack. I almost never find one. Sarah is tough, she rejects a lot of stones. She doesn’t call it a heartrock unless it has a true heart shape.”

“Perhaps you should look more carefully. There are billions and billions of rocks out there. I’ll bet I can find Sarah some heartrocks.”

“You think so, eh? You have twenty-five minutes before I serve the food. What will you bet?”

“A pizza with everything. Twenty-five minutes should be enough time.”

“You win, you get a pizza. I win, I get a kiss.”

“Hey.”

“What’s the matter, you afraid? Put your money where my mouth is.” He grinned, daring her.

“You’re on.”

She didn’t waste much time in their barnyard or drive, figuring they would keep the area around the house well patrolled. Their road was unpaved, full of stones. She walked down it slowly, head bent, studying the ground. She had never been aware how varied stones were, how many shapes they came in, long, round, angular, thin, flat.

Now and then she would stoop and pick up a stone, but it was never right.

After ten minutes had gone by, she was a quarter of a mile from the log house and had found only one stone that looked even remotely like a heart, but it was misshapen, too low on one side.

A bad bet, she decided. She wanted to find a heartrock. She didn’t want him to think she had failed on purpose.

At the end of the allotted time, she was back at his house. “I found one,” she said, holding it out.

He looked at it and grinned. “This heart is missing … what’s the name of the upper chamber?”

“Atrium.”

“Yeah. This heart is missing the atrium on the right side.” He carried it to the door, flipped it outside.

What happened next would be important, she told herself. If he used the bet to demonstrate his machismo, either with a clinch or an exchange of saliva, she would have no interest in him at all.

But he bent and barely touched her mouth with his lips, a kiss that was tender and incredibly sweet.

Ooh.

He gave her a simple but wonderful supper: a large, crisp salad made entirely from his own garden stuff, except for the tomatoes, which were store-bought because his weren’t ripe yet. It was served with the house specialty, a honey-miso dressing, and garnished with asparagus they picked and steamed just before they sat down to eat. He had made his own sprouts from a combination of seeds and legumes he assured her was a secret, and he had baked crispy rolls filled with tiny pieces of garlic that exploded flavor as she chewed.

“Hey. You’re some cook.”

“I like to potchky around.”

Dessert was homemade vanilla ice cream, with a blueberry torte he’d baked that morning. She found herself telling him about the religious mixture of her clan. “There are Protestant Coles and Quaker Regensbergs. And Jewish Coles and Jewish Regensbergs. And atheists. And my cousin Marcella Regensberg, who is a Franciscan nun at a convent in Virginia. We have something of everything.”

Over the second cup of coffee she learned something about him that was astounding. The “graduate study” about which he had been vague was completed at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, in New York.

“You’re a what?”

“A rabbi. At least, I was ordained, a long time ago. I worked at it only a while.”

“Why did you quit? Did you have a congregation?”

“I just …” He shrugged again. “I was too full of questions and insecurities to take a congregation. I had begun to doubt, I couldn’t make up my mind about the existence of God. And I felt a congregation at least deserved a rabbi who had made up his mind about that.”

“And how do you feel now? Have you made up your mind since then?”

Abraham Lincoln looked at her for a long moment. How could blue eyes become so sad, hold such fleeting pain? He slowly shook his head. “Jury’s still out.”

He didn’t blurt things. It was only after weeks of seeing him often that she learned details. When he had finished at the seminary he had gone directly into the army, ninety days at officers’ school and then right to Vietnam as a second lieutenant chaplain. It was comparatively cushy work, safely behind the lines at a large hospital in Saigon. He had spent his days with the maimed and dying, his evenings writing letters to their families, and he had absorbed their fears and anger long before his own body was injured.

One day he was riding in the back of a troop carrier with two Catholic chaplains, Major Joseph Fallon and Lieutenant Bernard Towers, and they were caught in the street during a rocket attack. There was a direct hit on the front of the vehicle; in the rear seat the blast was narrow and selective. Bucky Towers, seated on the left, was destroyed. Joe Fallon, seated in the middle, lost his right leg at the knee. David suffered a serious wound in his left leg, into the bone. It required three operations, long recovery. Now his left leg was shorter than the right, but the limp was negligible, she hadn’t even noticed it.

He had returned to New York when discharged and delivered one guest sermon in application for a job. It was in Bay Path, Long Island, at Temple Beth Shalom, the House of Peace. He spoke of keeping peace in a complex world. Halfway through the sermon, he looked up to where the temple decorating committee had placed a large plaque emblazoned with the first of Maimonides’ Thirteen Articles of Faith: I have perfect faith that the Creator, blessed be His name, is the author and guide of everything that has been created; and that He alone has made, does make, and will make all things.

It came to him in a moment of frozen terror that he could not with certainty agree, and he had somehow stumbled to the end of the sermon.

He had applied to Lever Brothers as a real estate trainee, an agnostic rabbi too full of doubt to be anybody’s clergyman.

“Could you still marry people?”

He had an attractive, slightly twisted smile. “I suppose I could. Once a rabbi …”

“It would make a great combination of signs. MARRYIN’ MARKUS. Right under I’M-IN-LOVE-WITH-YOU HONEY.”
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A FELINE INTIMACY
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R.J. hadn’t fallen in love with David Markus all at once. It had started as a small seed, an admiration of his face and strong, long fingers, a response to the timbre of his voice, to the softness in his eyes. But to her surprise—even to her fear—the seed had flowered, feeling had grown. They hadn’t fallen into each other’s arms—as if with their very patience, their mature caution, they were telling one another something. But on a rainy Saturday afternoon in his house, his daughter safely at the one-dollar movie in Northampton with friends, they kissed with a familiarity that also had grown.

He complained to her that he was having trouble describing a woman’s body in his novel. “Artists and photographers simply use models, a sensible solution.”

Very sensible, she agreed.

“So will you pose for me?”

She shook her head. “No. You’ll have to write from memory.” Already they were unbuttoning buttons.

“You’re a virgin,” he said.

She didn’t remind him that she was a divorced woman, and forty-two years old.

“And I’ve never seen a woman before, we’re both brand-new, blank pages.”

Suddenly, they were. They inspected one another at length. R.J. found she had a hard time breathing. He was slow and very gentle, at first controlling the urgency and making it better, treating her as if she were made of very fine breakable stuff, without words letting her know things that were important. Both of them quickly became almost crazy.

Afterward they lay as though comatose, still joined. When finally she turned her head, she looked into the unblinking green eyes of the cat. Agunah was seated on her haunches on a bedside chair, watching intently. R.J. had the certain knowledge that the cat understood exactly what had just been done.

“David, if this is a test, I have failed. Get her out of here.”

He laughed. “It isn’t a test.”

He disengaged, took out the cat and closed the door, came back. The second time was slower, calmer, and filled R.J. with happiness. He was considerate and generous. She explained that her orgasms were apt to be long and full, but once she had had one, the next one usually was somewhere a few days down the road. She was embarrassed in the telling, certain that his last lover had had climaxes like firecrackers, but he proved easy to talk to.

Eventually, he left her in the bed and made their supper. The door was left open again, and the cat returned to the room and the chair, but R.J. didn’t mind, and she lay there and listened to David singing Puccini off-key and sounding very happy. The scent of their joining mingled with the perfume of his omelets, onions and peppers and tiny zucchinis frying until they were sweet as his kisses, rich as the promise of life. Later, when she and David lay next to one another, dozing, Agunah settled herself at the foot of the bed between their feet. When R.J. became accustomed, she liked it.

“Thank you for giving me a wonderful experience, all those important little details to write about.”

She glowered. “I’ll cut your heart out.”

“You already have,” he told her gallantly.

One out of every six patients who came to her didn’t have medical insurance of any kind. A number of them didn’t have the twenty dollars she had set as her fee for treating the uninsured. From some, she accepted payment in kind. She accumulated six cords of hardwood, split and stacked behind her house. She acquired a once-a-week cleaning woman for the house and another for the office. She got a regular supply of dressed chickens and turkeys and several sources of fresh vegetables, berries and flowers.

She was amused by the barter but worried about cash and about her debts.

She developed a clinical technique for working with patients who lacked insurance, aware that she would have to try to reverse ailments long neglected. But it wasn’t people with complicated problems who bothered her most, it was those who didn’t come at all because they couldn’t pay and were too proud to accept charity. People like that sought out a doctor only in extremity, when it was too late to help them: the diabetes had resulted in blindness, the tumors had metastasized. R.J. saw several of these cases right from the start. She could do nothing but rage silently at the system and treat them.

She depended on word of mouth to get her message out into the hills: When you’re sick, when you hurt, come to the new woman doctor. If you don’t have insurance, she makes arrangements about the money.

As a result, some of the disenfranchised did come to her. Even when she didn’t want their barter, some of them insisted. A man with Parkinson’s disease fought his tremors to weave her an ash splint basket. A woman with ovarian cancer was making her a patchwork quilt. But many more people were scattered throughout the hills without insurance and without any kind of medical care at all. She knew it, and it ate at her.

She continued to see a great deal of David. To her surprise and regret, the warmth Sarah had shown toward her at their first meeting soon was noticeably lacking. R.J. understood that the girl was jealous of her, and she talked it over with David.

“It’s natural that she should feel threatened by a woman who suddenly is occupying a good deal of her father’s life,” she said.

He nodded. “We’ll just have to give her time to get used to it.”

That presupposed that the two of them were on a course she wasn’t certain she wanted to follow. David was being honest about the way they had come to feel about one another. She was just as honest, with herself as well as with David.

“I just want to continue things the way they are, without making heavy plans for the future. It’s too early for me to think about a lasting relationship. I have goals to accomplish here. I want to become established in the town as its doctor, and I’m not looking to make a permanent personal commitment right now.”

David seemed to latch on to the words right now and to take encouragement from them. “Fine. We have to give ourselves time,” he said.

She was full of uncertainties, unable to know her own mind, but she found it possible to tell him about her hopes, and of her worries about money.

“I don’t know medical economics, but there should be enough of a practice here to give you a damn fine income, mucho dough.”

“It doesn’t have to be damn fine. I just need to get by. I don’t have anybody to support but myself.”

“Still … why merely to get by?” He looked at her the way her father had.

“I don’t care about money. What I care about is practicing world-class medicine in this small town.”

“That makes you some kind of saint,” he said almost fearfully.

“Get real. No saint would do what I just did to you,” she said practically, and grinned at him.
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THE HOUSE ON THE VERGE
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Slowly she and Peg and Toby worked the kinks out of the office routine. Slowly, too, R.J. learned the rhythms of the town and grew familiar with its pace. She sensed that people she met liked to nod and say “Hello, Doctor!”, felt their pride in the fact that the town had a physician again. She began making house calls, seeking out the homes of the bedridden, traveling to patients who found it difficult or impossible to get to medical care. When she had the time and they offered a piece of pie and a cup of coffee she sat with them at their kitchen tables and talked about town politics and the weather, and copied recipes into her prescription pad.

Woodfield sprawled over forty-two square miles of rugged country, and sometimes she was called into neighboring townships as well. Summoned by a boy who hiked three and a half miles to get to a phone, she went to a cabin on top of Houghton’s Mountain and strapped a sprained ankle for Lewis Magoun, a sheep farmer. When she came down the mountain and drove back to the office, she found Toby harried and anxious. “Seth Rushton has had a heart attack. They called you first thing, but when I couldn’t reach you, I telephoned the ambulance.”

R.J. drove to the Rushton farm to find that the ambulance had already left for Greenfield. Rushton was treated and was resting comfortably, but it was a valuable lesson. The following morning R.J. drove to Greenfield and bought a cellular bag phone. She kept it in the car, and she was never out of touch with her office again.

Now and then, as she made her way about the town, she passed Sarah Markus. She always sounded the horn and waved. Sometimes Sarah waved back.

Whenever David brought R.J. to the log house while Sarah was home, she could feel Sarah’s watchful eyes as the girl analyzed everything that was said.

Driving home from the office one afternoon, R.J. passed Sarah galloping Chaim the other way. She admired how well the girl sat the horse, how effortlessly she posted, her dark hair streaming behind her. R.J. didn’t toot a greeting, for fear of spooking the animal.

A few days later, sitting in her living room, R.J. glanced out of the window and saw, through the gaps between the apple trees, that Sarah Markus was walking her horse along Laurel Hill Road very slowly while she studied R.J.’s house.

R.J. was interested in Sarah in part because of the girl’s father, but also because of Sarah herself, and perhaps for another reason. Somewhere in the back of her mind was an amorphous picture, a possibility she didn’t dare to consider yet—the concept of the three of them together, she, David, and this girl as her daughter.

A few minutes later, horse and rider came back down Laurel Hill Road the other way, the girl still taking in the house and the land with her eyes. Then, when they had reached the end of the property, Sarah kicked her heels and Chaim began to trot.

For the first time in a long while, R.J. allowed herself to think of the pregnancy that had miscarried after Charlie Harris died. If that baby had been born, she would be thirteen years old, three years younger than Sarah.

She waited by the window, hoping Sarah would turn the horse and ride past again.

One day when she came home from the office at dusk, R.J. found that a heart-shaped rock, as large as her hand, had been left on her porch by the front door.

It was a beautiful heartrock composed of two outer layers of dark gray stone and an inner layer of lighter rock that sparkled with mica.

She knew who had left it. But was it a gift of approval? A signal of truce? It was too pretty to be a declaration of war, R.J. felt certain.

She was happy to get it, and she took it inside and set it on the living room mantel next to her mother’s brass candlesticks, a place of honor.

Frank Sotheby stood on the porch of his general store and cleared his throat. “I think they should both of them see a nurse, mebbe, Dr. Cole? The two of them live all by themselves with a bunch of cats in that apartment above the hardware store. The smell. Whew.”

“You mean right down the street? How come I’ve never seen them?”

“Well, because they don’t ever come out, hardly. One of ’em, Miss Eva Goodhue, is old as sin, and the other one, Miz Helen Phillips, that’s Eva’s niece, is lots younger but more’n a little dotty. They take care of each other after a fashion.” He hesitated. “Eva calls me Fridays with her grocery list. I carry ’em an order every week. Well … her last check was refused by the bank. Insufficient funds.”

The dark, narrow stairway had no light bulb. At the top of the stairs R.J. knocked, and after she had stood there for a long time, she knocked harder. Again and again.

She heard no footsteps, but she sensed slight movement behind the door. “Hello?”

“Who is it?”

“It’s Roberta Cole. I’m the doctor.”

“From Dr. Thorndike?”

Oh, baby. “Dr. Thorndike has been … gone … a good while. I’m the doctor now. Please … am I speaking to Miss Goodhue or Mrs. Phillips?”

“Eva Goodhue. What do you want?”

“Well, I’d like to meet you, Miss Goodhue, to say hello. Will you kindly open the door and invite me in?”

There was silence behind the door. The moment stretched and stretched. The silence thickened.

“Miss Goodhue?”

At last R.J. sighed. “I’ve got a new office right down the street from you. Just down Main Street, first floor at Sally Howland’s house. If you should ever need a doctor, either one of you, just telephone or send somebody to fetch me, okay?” She took one of her cards and slipped it under the door. “Okay, Miss Goodhue?”

But there was no answer, and she went back down the stairs.

When she and Tom had made their infrequent trips to the country, sometimes they had seen an occasional glimpse of wildlife, rabbits and squirrels, chipmunks who nested in the overhang woodshed. But now that she lived in the house every day, she witnessed through the windows a variety of wild neighbors she hadn’t met before. She learned to keep her binoculars at close hand.

From the kitchen window, one gray dawn, she saw a bobcat amble insolently across the meadow. From her home office overlooking the wet pasture, she saw four otter, up from the river to hunt in the marsh, running in a single undulating file so close to one another they appeared to be the curves of a serpent, a Loch Ness monster in her wet pasture. She saw turtles and snakes, a fat old woodchuck who ate the clover in the meadow every day, and a porcupine that waddled out of the woods to munch the early drop of tiny pale-green apples under the trees. The thickets and trees were full of songbirds and raptors. Without trying she saw a great blue heron and several varieties of hawk. From her front porch she witnessed a horned owl come down, fast as doom and soft as a whisper, and take a running vole from the meadow. Up, out, and away.

She described what she had seen to Janet Cantwell. The town selectwoman taught biology at the university in Amherst. “It’s because your house is on a verge, a meeting of several different environments. Wet pasture, dry meadow, deep woods containing ponds, the good river running through the whole thing. Creatures find wonderful hunting.”

As R.J. traveled the countryside she saw properties with names. Some signs were self-acknowledgments: SCHROEDER’S TEN ACRES, RANSOME’S TREE FARM, PETERSON’S REWARD. Others were droll: DUNROVIN and IT’S OUR PLACE; or descriptive: TEN OAKS, WINDCREST, WALNUT HILL. Some of the names were too precious. She’d have enjoyed calling her place Catamount River Farm, but for many years that name had been on a house a mile upstream; besides, it would have been presumptuous to call her property a farm nowadays.

David, that man of many facets, had a basement full of power tools and had offered to make it possible for the new doctor to hang out a shingle.

She mentioned it to Hank Krantz, who came roaring and clattering up her driveway one morning on his big John Deere tractor, pulling his manure spreader. “Get in,” he said, “and we’ll get you a log for your signpost.” So she clambered into the big metal spreader, providentially empty but redolent of cow shit, and held on in disbelief while he jarred and bumped her—a country woman at last—all the way to the river.

Hank chose a healthy, mature black locust tree in a stand on the riverbank and felled it with his chain saw, trimming the log and putting it in the manure spreader to keep her company on the way back.

David fashioned a stout, square-cut signpost from the log, approving Hank’s choice. “Black locust is just about rot-proof,” he said, and set it three feet into the earth. An arm extended from it, with two eyebolts on the bottom surface from which the sign would be suspended. “You want something besides your name? You want to call the place anything special?”

“No,” she said. Then she made up her mind, and she smiled. “Yes, I do.”

She thought it was beautiful when it was done, painted the same yellow as the house, with the lettering in black.

THE HOUSE
ON THE VERGE
R.J. COLE, M.D.

The sign puzzled people. On the verge of what? they asked her.

Depending on her mood she pleased herself by telling them the house was on the verge of solvency, on the verge of despair, on the verge of collapse, on the verge of answering the cosmic riddle of life. Pretty soon either they grew bored by her oddness or accustomed to the sign, and they stopped asking.
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“Who’s next?” R.J. asked Toby Smith late one afternoon.

“I am,” Toby said nervously.

“You? Oh … of course, Toby. Do you need a physical exam, or do you have a problem?”

“Problem.”

Toby sat by the desk and outlined the facts sparingly and clearly.

She and her husband, Jan, had been married for two and a half years. For the past two years they had been trying to conceive a child.

“No luck at all. We make love all the time, desperately and much too often, really. It’s ruined our sex life.”

R.J. nodded in sympathy. “Well, give it a rest. It ain’t what you do, it’s the way you do it. And when. Does Jan know you’re talking with me about this? Is he willing to see me, too?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Well, we’ll do a semen analysis and run some tests on you, for starters. After we gather some information, we’ll be able to set up a regular drill for you.”

Toby regarded her seriously. “I would appreciate it if you would use another word, Dr. Cole.”

“Of course. Schedule? We’ll set up a regular schedule?”

“Schedule is fine,” Toby said, and they smiled at one another.

* * *

She and David had reached the stage where they asked each other a lot of questions, wanting to know one another in every way. He was curious about how she regarded her work, and it was interesting to him that she had been educated both as an attorney and as a physician.

“Maimonides was a lawyer as well as a doctor.”

“A rabbi too, no?”

“A rabbi too, and a diamond merchant, to bring bread into the house.”

She smiled. “Maybe I should become a diamond merchant.”

She found it possible to talk about anything with him, an unbelievable luxury. He felt the same way about abortion that he felt about God: he was undecided. “I think a woman should have the right to save her own life, to safeguard her health or her future, but … to me, a baby is a very serious thing.”

“Well, of course. To me, too. Conserving life, making it better—that’s my job.”

She told him how it felt when she was able to help someone, really score points to drive away pain, to extend life. “Like a cosmic orgasm. Like the world’s biggest hug.”

He listened when she remembered agony too, times when she had made a mistake, when she realized that someone who had come to her for help had been harmed by her efforts.

“Have you ever ended somebody’s life?”

“Hurried death in through the door? Yes.”

She liked the fact that he didn’t say the obvious things. He only looked into her eyes as he nodded, and took her hand.

He could be moody. Real estate sales seldom influenced his spirits, but she was able to guess whether or not his writing was going well. When it was going badly he took refuge in physical work. Sometimes on weekends he allowed her to share his garden chores, and she pulled weeds and dug her hands into the soil, loving the gritty contact of earth with skin. Despite her supply of fresh vegetables from the gardens of others, she wanted her own. He convinced her of the wisdom of a couple of raised beds, and he knew where she could buy some used barn beams with which to make the frames.

They removed the grassy topsoil from two rectangles on a gradual, south-facing slope in the meadow, block by block like Inuits building an igloo, and piled the sod upside down in the composter. They set flat stones in the ground in the shape of the beds, four feet by eight feet, using a bubble level to make certain the stones were even. On the stone base David built the bed frames, using two layers of the oak beams on each. The beams were difficult to handle and work. “Hard as death and heavy as sin,” David grunted, but soon he had shiplapped the corners and had driven long galvanized spikes to form the frames.

He set down his sledge and took her hand. “You know what I love?”

“What?” she asked, her heart pounding.

“Horse shit and cow shit.”

The manure available to them was from the Krantzes’ cow barn. They mixed it with peat moss and soil and overfilled the beds, and then piled a foot of loose hay on top.

“It will settle some. Next spring, all you’ll have to do is pull the hay aside and plant your seeds, and then add more mulch as things grow,” David said, and she looked forward to all of that with the anticipation of a child.

By the end of July she was able to see some financial trends in her practice. It became troublingly clear to her that certain patients ran up doctor’s bills without any serious commitment to paying. Payment for treating insured patients, although slow, was guaranteed. Of the uninsured, some were destitute, and without hesitation or regret she wrote off their treatment—pro bono. But a few patients were reluctant to pay even though it was obvious they were able to do so. She had treated Gregory Hinton, a prosperous dairy farmer, for a series of ulcerated boils on his back. He had been to her office three times, each time telling Toby he would “send a check,” but no check had arrived.

While driving past his farm, she saw him enter the barn, and she turned the Explorer into his driveway. He greeted her pleasantly, if with curiosity. “Don’t need your services, glad to say. Boils are all gone.”

“That’s good, Mr. Hinton. Glad to hear it. I was wondering … well, if you could pay your bill for the three visits?”

“You were what?” He glared. “Good lord. Is it necessary to dun patients? What kind of a doctor are you, woman?”

“A doctor who has just begun a new practice.”

“You should be advised that Doc Thorndike always gave a person plenty of space about paying.”

“Dr. Thorndike has been gone a long, long time, and I don’t have that luxury. I’d appreciate it if you could pay what you owe,” she said, and bade him good-day as pleasantly as she was able.

That evening David nodded slowly when she told him about the encounter.

“Hinton is a stubborn old skinflint. He keeps everyone waiting to be paid, so he can milk the last bit of bank interest out of every dollar. What you have to realize—what your patients must realize, too—is that you’re running a business at the same time that you’re doctoring them.”

She needed to work out a system for collections, David said. Any dunning should be done by someone other than the doctor, so R.J. could keep her “image as a saint.” Collecting debts was pretty much the same no matter what the business, he told her, and together they mapped out a program that she explained the next morning to Toby, the delegated collector, who would send out bills once a month.

Toby knew the local population well and would make the difficult decision about whether a patient truly was indigent. Anyone who couldn’t pay but who wished to barter work or goods would be allowed to do so. Anyone who couldn’t give money or barter wouldn’t be billed.

For those whom Toby believed capable of paying, separate computer categories were programmed for accounts that were up to thirty days overdue, sixty to ninety days overdue, and more than ninety days overdue. Forty-five days after the first bill was mailed, Letter No. I was sent, asking the patient to contact the doctor with any questions about the account. After sixty days, Toby would make a telephone call reminding the patient of the outstanding balance and recording his or her response. After ninety days, Letter No. 2 was sent, a firmer request for payment by a specific date.

David suggested that after four months the account should be turned over to a collection agency. R.J. wrinkled her nose in distaste; that didn’t fit her vision of the relationships she wanted to build in a small town. She realized she had to teach herself to be a businesswoman as well as a healer; still, for the time being she and Toby agreed to hold off on dealing with a collection agency.

Toby came to work one morning with a piece of paper that she handed to R.J. with a smile. It was yellowed and crumbling and had been placed for protection in a clear plastic holder.

“Mary Stern found it in the files of the Historic Society,” Toby said. “Since it was addressed to an ancestor of my husband’s—the brother of his great-great-grandmother—she brought it over to our house to show it to us.”

It was a physician’s bill, made out to Alonzo S. Sheffield, for “Office visit, grippe—50 cents.” The name printed at the top was Doctor Peter Elias Hathaway, and the date on the bill was May 16, 1889. “There have been several dozen physicians in Woodfield between Dr. Hathaway and you,” Toby told R.J. “Turn the bill over,” she said.

A verse was printed on the back:

Just on the brink of danger, not before,

God and the Doctor we alike adore;

The danger passed, both are alike requited;

God forgot and the Doctor slighted.

Toby returned the bill to the historical society, but not before copying the verse and placing it into the computer with Accounts Receivable.

David talked all the time about Sarah, and R.J. encouraged him to do it. One evening he brought out pictures, four fat albums that recorded the life of one child. Here was Sarah as a newborn, held in the arms of her maternal grandmother, the late Trudi Kaufman, a plump woman with a wide smile. Here was serious little Sarah in her Teeterbabe, gravely watching her young father while he shaved. Many of the pictures engendered an anecdote. “See this snowsuit? Navy blue, her first snowsuit. She was just a year old, and Natalie and I were making a big deal over the fact that we had been able to switch her from diapers to training pants. One Saturday we took her to A&S—Abraham and Strauss, the nice department store in downtown Brooklyn. It was January, right after the holidays, and cold. You know what it is to dress a little kid for the cold? All the layers you have to put on them?”

R.J. nodded, smiling.

“She had so many layers of clothing she was shaped like a little ball, a little Vienna roll. Well, we’re in the elevator at A&S, the elevator man is announcing the merchandise, floor by floor. I had been carrying her, but now she’s standing between us, Natalie and I each have a hand. And I notice the elevator man’s face as he’s reciting the merchandise, and I follow his eyes. And I see that all around those two little white baby shoes there is a big wet circle in the carpet on the elevator floor. And Sarah’s legs are a darker, wetter blue than the rest of her snowsuit.

“We had changes for her in the car and I ran to the garage and got them. So we had to take all those wet layers off and put all those dry layers on. But the snowsuit was soaked, so we had to go to Infants’ Wear and buy another snowsuit.”

Sarah on her first day of school. Sarah as a skinny eight-year-old, digging in the sand on vacation at Old Lyme Beach in Connecticut. Sarah with braces on her teeth and a big, exaggerated grin to show them off.

David appeared in some of the pictures with her, but R.J. assumed that mostly he had been behind the camera, because Natalie was in many of the snapshots. R.J. studied her covertly, a pretty, self-assured young woman with long black hair, shockingly familiar because her sixteen-year-old daughter looked so much like her.

There was something wrong—sick—about envying a dead woman, but R.J. envied the woman who had been alive when all the pictures had been taken, the woman who had conceived and borne a daughter, taught and guided Sarah, given the girl her love. She recognized uncomfortably that some of her interest in David Markus stemmed from the fact that she yearned for a daughter herself, coveting the girl he and Natalie Kaufman Markus had brought into the world.

From time to time as she traveled the town she remembered Sarah and her collection, and she tried to keep her eyes out for heartrocks but never had any success. Mostly she was too busy to remember, and too short on time to spend pleasant minutes studying stones on the ground.

It happened by accident, a moment of serendipity. On a hot midsummer day she stole into the woods and took off her shoes and socks at the riverbank. She rolled up the legs of her slacks above the knee and waded blissfully in the cold water of the Catamount. In a moment she came to a pool and saw that it was full of fingerlings. She couldn’t tell if they were brook trout or brown trout as they hovered in the clear water. Then, just beyond and below the trout, she saw a small whitish stone. Although she was conditioned by previous disappointments not to have expectations, she waded a few feet into deeper water, scattering fish in every direction, and reached down until her fingers closed on the stone.

A heartrock.

A crystal, probably quartz, about two inches in diameter, with a smooth surface made opaque by untold years of running water and grinding sands until the stone was just the proper shape.

She carried it home in triumph. In her bureau drawer was a small jeweler’s box, and she emptied it of the pearl earrings it had contained and nestled the crystal into the velvet lining. Then she took the box and drove across town.

Fortunately, the log house looked deserted. Leaving the Explorer’s motor running, she left the car and placed the little box in the middle of the top step, in front of Sarah Markus’s door. Then she jumped into her car and made her getaway as gratefully as if she had just robbed a bank.
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R.J. had said nothing to Sarah about the heartrock that had been left for her, and nothing was said by Sarah to indicate that she had found the crystal in the jewelry box.

But the following Wednesday afternoon when R.J. came home from the office, she found a small cardboard box by her front door. It contained a dark green, shiny stone with a ragged crack that started from the dip at the top and ran halfway through to the point at the base.

The next morning, on her precious day off, R.J. drove to a gravel pit in the hills that was used by the town highway department. Millions of years ago, a great torrent of ice had moved over the land, picking up and carrying soil, stones, and rocks, and great frozen chunks had broken off and fallen here to melt and become a river of water, washing up alluvial material into a moraine that now furnished material for the gravel roads of Woodfield.

R.J. spent all morning moving over the piles of stones, burrowing into them with her hands. There were stones of infinite hue and combination—brown, beige, white, blue, green, black, and gray. There were stones of diverse shape, and R.J. inspected and discarded thousands, one by one, without finding what she sought. Toward noon, sunburned and grumpy, she drove home. Passing the Krantz place, she saw Freda in the garden, waving the car to a halt with her cane.

“Picking beets,” Freda called when R.J. rolled down the window. “Want some?”

“Sure. I’ll come out and help.”

In the large garden on the south side of the big red Krantz barn, they had pulled the eighth big round beet when R.J. saw in the upturned dirt a piece of black basalt the size of the nail on her little finger and perfectly shaped. She began to laugh even as she pounced on it.

“May I have this?”

“Well, is it a diamond?” Freda said in astonishment.

“No, it’s just a pebble,” R.J. said, and bore away the beets and the heartrock in triumph.

In the house she washed the stone and wrapped it in tissue paper. Then she placed it in a plastic box that had housed a VCR tape. She found a cardboard box, fourteen inches square, and made popcorn, eating some for her lunch, and placed the VCR box in the small carton and filled it with popcorn. Then she got a larger carton, three feet by two feet, and placed the smaller carton inside, surrounded by balls of crumpled newspaper, and taped it closed securely.

She had to set the alarm in order to get up early enough the next morning so that David and Sarah would still be asleep when she went to their house. The sun was still low enough to glitter on the wet grass as she pulled up on their road, not daring to drive to the door. She carried the box down their driveway and set it on the front steps, just as Chaim nickered in the field.

“Aha! So it was you,” Sarah said from her open window.

In a moment she had come downstairs. “Wow. This must be a big one,” she said, and R.J. laughed at her expression as she lifted the box, with its lack of weight.

“Come in. I’ll give you coffee,” Sarah said.

Seated at the kitchen table, they grinned at one another. “I love the two heartrocks you gave me. I’ll keep them always,” R.J. said.

“The crystal one is my favorite, at least at the moment. I change favorites a lot,” Sarah said, careful to be honest. “They say crystal has the power to cure illness. Do you think it does?”

R.J. was just as careful. “I doubt it, but then, I’ve never had any experience with crystals, so I’m not in a position to say.”

“Well, I think heartrocks are magical. I know they can be very lucky, and I carry one wherever I go. Do you believe in luck?”

“Oh, yes. I definitely believe in luck. I do.”

While the coffee was brewing Sarah put the package on the table and cut the tape. Getting through the various layers and obstacles, she laughed a lot. When she saw the tiny black heartrock she gasped. “It’s the best one yet,” she said.

There were paper balls and boxes and popcorn all over the table and the floor; R.J. felt as though they had been opening presents on Christmas morning. That was how David found them when he came downstairs in his pajamas, looking for coffee.

R.J. began to spend time on her house, enjoying the experience of making her own nest without having to consider the likes and dislikes of anyone else. She had received the books that had filled the library in the house on Brattle Street. Now she bartered pediatric care for four children in exchange for carpentry work by George Garroway, their father. She bought seasoned lumber from a little one-man mill deep in the hills. In Boston the black cherry boards would have been kiln-dried and prohibitively expensive. Elliot Purdy did all the labor himself, logging trees on his own land, milling and carefully stacking and air-drying the lumber, so the price was reasonable, and R.J. and David carried the boards to her house in his pickup. Garroway filled the living room walls with bookshelves. R.J. spent evening after evening sanding them and hand-rubbing them with Danish oil, often helped by David and sometimes joined by Toby and Jan, whom she rewarded with spaghetti dinners and opera on the CD player. When they were finished, the room took on the warmth that only glowing wood and the spines of many books could give.

Along with the cartons of books that she had trucked from the storage warehouse in Boston came the piano, which she placed in front of the living room window, on the Persian rug that had been her favorite possession in the Cambridge house. The antique Heriz had started out brightly colored 125 years ago, but through the long years the red had mellowed to rust, the blues and greens had softened into fine, subtle shades, and the white was now a delicate cream.

A few days later, a Federal Express van turned into R.J.’s driveway, and the driver delivered a bulky package with lading marks from the Netherlands. It turned out to be her legacy from Betts Sullivan, a beautifully worked silver tray, coffeepot, teapot, sugar bowl, and creamer. She spent an entire evening polishing the heavy pieces and then placed them on the lowboy where she could see them and the Heriz rug as she sat and played the piano in her home. She discovered deep contentment. It was an unfamiliar sensation, but one to which she could easily become addicted.

David exclaimed over the silver service. He was interested when she told him about Elizabeth Sullivan and moved when she took him to the small riverside clearing where she had buried Betts’s ashes.

“Do you come here often, to speak to her?”

“I come here because I like this spot. But, no … I don’t speak to Elizabeth.”

“Don’t you want to tell her that her gift has arrived?”

“She isn’t here, David.”

“How do you know that?”

“I just know. I buried just some bits of burnt bone under that rock. Elizabeth merely wanted her remains to be added to the earth in a pretty, wild place. This town, this place by the Catamount River, they meant nothing to her during her lifetime. She didn’t know them. If souls can return after death—and I don’t believe that happens, I think that probably dead is dead—but if it could happen, surely Betts Sullivan would go to some place that was significant to her?”

He was shocked, she could tell. And disappointed in her, in some important way.

They were completely different kinds of people. Perhaps it was true that opposites attracted one another, she thought.

* * *

Although their relationship was full of questions and uncertainties, they shared wonderful hours. They explored her property together and found treasures. In the middle of her woods was a series of water containments like the beads in an enormous necklace. It began with a tiny dam that enclosed a trickle too small to qualify as a real brook, producing a collection of water scarcely larger than a puddle. Working with unerring engineering instinct, beavers had built a series of dams and ponds beyond the first one, each somewhat larger than the last, ending in a pond that covered more than an acre. Wading birds and other wildlife came to the largest pond for nesting and to hunt trout, and it was a place of stillness and peace.

“I wish I could walk out here without crashing through trees and undergrowth.”

David agreed. “You need a trail,” he said.

That weekend he brought cans of spray paint with which to mark a trail’s course. They walked the route many times to make certain of it before they marked the trees, and then David came with his chain saw and went to work.

They deliberately kept the way narrow and avoided dealing with deadfalls or cutting large trees except to prune away lower branches that would impede a walker’s progress. R.J. dragged away the limbs and small trees that David cut, reserving those thick enough to be firewood and making piles of the rest of the slash to provide shelters for small animals.

David pointed out animal sign, a buck tree where a deer had rubbed the velvet from his antlers, a dead trunk torn asunder by a black bear seeking grubs and insects, and now and again a pile of bear droppings, sometimes formless with berry diarrhea, sometimes exactly like human ordure except that it was of comically enormous caliber.

“Are there many bears around here?”

“Quite a few. Sooner or later you’ll see one, probably from a distance. They don’t let us get close. They hear us coming, smell us. They stay out of the way of human beings, for the most part.”

Some of the scenery was particularly beautiful, and as they worked she made mental note of several places where she wanted to build benches. For the time being, she bought two plastic chairs from the supermarket in Greenfield, and she placed them in a clump of brush on the shore of the large beaver pond. She learned to sit there for long stretches of time without moving, and sometimes she was rewarded. She watched the beavers, and a gorgeous pair of wood ducks, and a blue heron wading in the shallows, and a deer come to the pond for a drink, and two snapping turtles the size of Betts’s silver tray. Sometimes she felt as if she had never been in a traffic jam.

Little by little, whenever they could find the time, she and David cleared her narrow path through the whispering woods, all the way to the beaver ponds, and beyond, in the direction of the river.
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Despite all kinds of misgivings, she slid into the relationship.

It frightened her that a woman of her age and experience could become so completely unglued inside, as vulnerable as a teenager. Her work kept her apart from David most of the time, but she was capable of thinking of him at random and inopportune moments—of his mouth, his voice, his eyes, the shape of his head, the way he held his body. She tried to examine her reactions scientifically, to tell herself it was all biological chemistry: When she saw him, heard his voice, sensed his presence, her brain released phenylethylamine to drive her body crazy. When he stroked her, kissed her, when they had sex, the release of the hormone oxytocin made their lovemaking sweeter.

She drove him out of her mind ruthlessly during the day so she could function as a physician.

When they did get to spend time together, they couldn’t keep their hands from one another.

It was a difficult time for David, a pivotal time. He had sent half his book and an outline to a leading publishing house, and in late July he was summoned to New York, to which he traveled by train on the hottest day of the summer.

He came back with a contract. The advance money wouldn’t change his life—twenty thousand dollars, average support for a literary first novel that wasn’t about a murder and a sexy detective. But it was a victory, with the added triumph that he had allowed his editor to dine him but not to wine him.

R.J. took him for a swank celebratory dinner at the Deerfield Inn and then accompanied him to an A. A. meeting in Greenfield. He had confessed to her at dinner that he was terrified about his ability to finish the book. She took note at the A. A. meeting that he didn’t have the confidence to identify himself as a writer.

“I’m David Markus,” he said. “I’m an alcoholic, and I sell real estate in Woodfield.”

When they returned to his house at the end of the evening they sat in the dark on the battered couch on the front porch, next to the jars of honey. They talked quietly and enjoyed the breeze that every now and again teased out of the woods and across his pasture.

While they were sitting there, a car came down the road and turned into the driveway, its yellow beams casting vine-shadows on David’s face from the old wisteria that shaded the porch.

“It’s Sarah,” he said. “She went to the movies with Bobby Henderson.”

As the car approached the house, they heard the sound of singing. Sarah and the Henderson boy were harmonizing to “Clementine,” their voices thin and untrue. Obviously they were having a very good time.

David gave a snort of laughter.

“Shsh,” R.J. said quietly. The car came to a halt in front of the house, separated from the porch by only a dozen feet of air and the thick growth of wisteria.

Sarah started the next song, “The Deacon Went Down to the Cellar to Pray,” and the boy joined in. At the end of the song there was silence. Bobby Henderson must be kissing Sarah, R.J. thought. We should have let them know we’re here, she realized, but already it was too late. She and David sat in the dark and held hands like an old married couple and grinned at one another in the dark.

Then Bobby began a song.

“The Ring-dang-doo, it’s short and fat …”

“Oh, Bobby, you’re such a pig,” Sarah said, but she giggled, and when he continued the song, she sang harmony.

“It’s covered with hair …”

(“Lots of hair …”)

“Like a pussy cat. …”

(“A puss-y cat …”)

David let go of R.J.’s hand.

“Yes, covered with hair …”

(“Curly black hair …”)

“And split in two …”

(“Split right in two …”)

“That’s what they call …”

(“’At’s whatta-they-call …”)

“Sarah’s ring-dang-doo!”

(“My ring-dang-doo-oo-oo-oo-oo!”)

“Sarah,” David said loudly.

“Oh, God,” Sarah said.

“Get into the house.”

There was a spate of intense whispering, then a giggle. The car door opened and closed. Sarah ran up the front steps and past them without speaking, as Bobby Henderson’s car shot away, made a tight turn in the barnyard, and went past the house again and down the road.

“Come on, I’ll take you home. Then I’ll deal with her.”

“David. Calm down. She hasn’t committed a murder.”

“Where is her self-respect?”

“So … it’s a mistake in judgment. A bit of teenage foolishness.”

“Foolishness? I should say so!”

“Listen here, David. Didn’t you sing dirty songs when you were her age?”

“Yeah. I used to sing them with the guys. I never sang them with a respectable girl, I’ll tell you that.”

“How sad for you,” R.J. said, and went down the steps and out to his car.

He called her the next day to invite her to dinner, but she was very busy; it was the start of a five-day marathon for her, nights as well as days. Her father had been right, her sleep was too often interrupted. The problem was that the medical center in Greenfield to which she sent her patients, half an hour away by fast ambulance during emergencies, wasn’t a teaching hospital. In Boston, on the less frequent occasions when she was awakened at night, she almost always had been given a house physician’s assessment of the problem and could return to bed after telling the resident what to do with the patient. Here, there were no house physicians. When she received a call, it was from a nurse, often in the middle of the night. The nursing staff was very good, but R.J. came to know the twisting Mohawk Trail too well as it appeared by day, at night, and in the dying dark of early morning.

She envied doctors in the European countries, where patients were sent to the hospital along with their charts, and a staff of hospital doctors assumed full responsibility for their care. But she was practicing in Woodfield and not in Europe, so she made frequent trips to the hospital.

She had terrible premonitions about driving the Mohawk Trail when winter came and the road was slick, and that week during the most wearying of those exhausting trips she reminded herself that she had wanted to practice in the country.

It was the end of the week before she had time to accept David’s invitation to dinner, but when she got to his house, he wasn’t there.

“He had to take clients up to Potter’s Hill to show them the Weiland place. A couple from New Jersey,” Sarah said. She was wearing a T-shirt and shorts that lengthened her long, tanned legs. “I’m cooking tonight, veal stew. Want some lemonade?”

“Sure.”

Sarah poured. “You can have it on the porch, or you can keep me company in the kitchen.”

“Oh, the kitchen, by all means.” R.J. sat at the table and sipped while Sarah took veal chunks from the refrigerator, washed them under the tap, patted them dry with paper towels, and dropped them into a plastic bag with flour and seasonings. After she had shaken the bag and coated the veal, she poured a small amount of canola oil into a pan and put in the meat. “Now, into the oven for half an hour at four hundred degrees.”

“You look and sound like a great cook.”

The girl shrugged and smiled. “Well. My father’s daughter.”

“Yes. He’s a terrific cook, isn’t he?” R.J. paused. “Is he still angry?”

“No. Dad gets mad, but he gets over it fast.” She took down a trug basket from a hook over the kitchen counter. “Now, while the veal browns, we have to go outside and get the vegetables for the stew.”

In the garden, they knelt on opposite sides of the row of Blue Lake bush beans and picked together.

“My father is very funny about me. He would like to wrap me in cellophane and not unwrap me until I’m an old married lady.”

R.J. smiled. “My father was the same way. I think most parents would like to do that. They want so desperately to protect their kids from pain.”

“Well, they can’t.”

“No, that’s right, Sarah. They can’t.”

“That’s enough green beans. I’ll get a parsnip. You pull about ten carrots, okay?”

The earth around the carrots had been hoed a lot and they came up easily, deep orange, short and broad-shouldered. “Have you been going out with Bobby a long time?”

“About a year. My father would like me to meet Jewish kids, that’s why we belong to the temple in Greenfield. But Greenfield is too far away for me to have really close friends there. Besides, he’s spent my whole life telling me that people shouldn’t be judged by their race or religion. Does all that change when you start dating?” She glowered. “I noticed your religion didn’t come into the picture when he started going with you.”

R.J. nodded, bemused.

“Bobby Henderson is really nice, and he’s been very good for me. I didn’t have many friends at school until I started going with him. He’s a football player, and he’ll be co-captain next fall. He’s very popular so that’s made me very popular, you know?”

R.J. nodded, troubled. She knew. “One thing, though, Sarah. The other night, your father was right. You committed no crime, but your singing that song didn’t show a lot of self-respect. Songs like that … they’re like pornography. If you encourage men to think of women as sex objects, that’s how they’ll think about you, as meat.”

Sarah looked at R.J., no doubt reassessing her. Her face was very serious. “Bobby doesn’t think of me that way. I’m lucky he’s my boyfriend. It isn’t as if I’m this raving beauty.”

Now it was R.J.’s turn to frown. “You’re kidding, right?”

“About what?”

“You’re kidding me or you’re kidding yourself. You are a knockout.”

Sarah brushed the dirt from a turnip, added it to the basket and stood. “Don’t I wish.”

“Your father showed me a bunch of pictures, in those albums he keeps in the parlor. A number of them were of your mother. She was very beautiful and you look exactly like her.”

Deep within Sarah’s eyes there was a subtle warming. “People have told me I look like her.”

“Yes, you look very much like her. Two beautiful women.”

Sarah took a step toward her. “Do me a favor, R.J.?”

“Of course, anything I can.”

“Tell me what I can do about these,” she said, covering her chin, on which there were two pimples. “I don’t understand why I have them. I scrub my face, and I eat the right things. I’m perfectly healthy. I never need a doctor. I’ve never even gone to the dentist for a filling. And I use face cream until my fingers fall off, but …”

“Stop using face cream. Go back to soap and water, and use a face cloth gently, because it’s easy to irritate your skin. I’ll give you a salve.”

“Will it work?”

“I think it will. Give it a try.” She hesitated. “Sarah, sometimes there are things it’s easier to talk to a woman about than a man, even your father. If you ever have any questions, or just want to gab about something …”

“Thank you. I heard what you said to my father the other night, sticking up for me. I appreciate it.” She came to R.J. and gave her a hug.

R.J.’s knees felt weak; she wanted to hug Sarah back, to stroke the girl’s shining black hair. But she contented herself with patting her clumsily on the shoulder with the hand that wasn’t holding the carrots.
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As a rule the hills were about ten degrees cooler than the valley, summer and winter, but that year the third week of August was sodden with heat, and R.J. and David sought the shade of the woods together. At the end of the trail they toughed it through the forest to the river, hard going, and made sweaty love in the pine needles on the riverbank, R.J. worrying about hunters. Then they found a sand-bottom pool and sat naked in the water, washing each other with their hands.

“Heaven,” she said.

“At least, the opposite of hell,” David said thoughtfully.

He told her a story, a legend. “In Sheol, the fiery underground world to which all sinners go, souls are freed every Friday at sundown by the malakh ha-mavet, the Angel of Death. The freed souls spend the entire Sabbath soothing themselves by sitting in a cool stream, just as we’re doing now. That’s why in the old days some of the ultra-pious Jews wouldn’t drink water all during the Sabbath. They didn’t want to lower the healing waters occupied by the souls furloughed from Sheol.”

She was intrigued by the legend but was having troubling thoughts about him. “I can’t figure you out. How much are you poking fun at piety, and how much is piety part of the real David Markus? Who are you to talk about angels, anyway? You don’t even believe in God.”

He appeared to be mildly shocked. “Who says? It’s just … I’m not certain God exists, and if so, what he is—or she, or it.” He grinned at her. “I believe in a whole order of higher powers. Angels. Djinn. Kitchen ghosts. I believe in sacred spirits that serve prayer wheels, and in leprechauns and elves.” He held up his hand. “Listen.”

What she heard was the complaint of the water, confident birdsong, the wind through megamultitudes of leaves, the velvet bee-drone of a truck on a far-off road.

“I feel the spirits every time I come into the woods.”

“I’m being serious, David.”

“So am I, damn it.”

She saw he was capable of spontaneous euphoria, of attaining a kind of high without swallowing alcohol. Or was it without swallowing alcohol? Was he safe from alcohol nowadays?

How healed was the weakness that lurked within his strengths? The errant breeze continued to move the leaves above them, and his forest imps nagged at her, pinched at the most sensitive parts of her psyche, whispered that although she was becoming more and more involved with this man, there was much she didn’t know about David Markus.

R.J. had called a county social worker and reported that Eva Goodhue and Helen Phillips needed help. But the county authorities moved slowly, and before the call brought results, a boy came to her office one afternoon and reported that the doctor was needed at once in the apartment over the hardware store.

This time the door to Eva Goodhue’s apartment opened for her and she absorbed the full blast of air so foul she had to fight against gagging. Cats were underfoot, rubbing against her legs as she avoided their excrement. Garbage overflowed a plastic container, and dishes bearing rot were piled in the sink. R.J. had supposed the summons was because Miss Goodhue was in trouble, but the ninety-two-year-old woman, dressed and spry, was waiting for her.

“It’s Helen, feeling very poorly.”

Helen Phillips was in bed. Her heart didn’t sound alarming when R.J. listened with the stethoscope. She needed a good scrubbing, and there were bedsores on her back and buttocks. She had indigestion, belched, broke wind, and was unresponsive to questions. Eva Goodhue answered every question for her.

“Why are you in bed, Helen?”

“She enjoys it, it’s cozy. She likes to lie there and watch the television.”

From the condition of the sheets, it was obvious Helen took all her meals in bed. R.J. was prepared to prescribe a new and stern regimen: out of bed early in the morning, regular baths, meals eaten at the table, and pharmaceutical samples for the indigestion. But when she took Helen’s hands in her own, she was afflicted with a flow of intelligence that filled her with sadness and terror. She was shaken. It had been some time since she had experienced the strange and terrible understanding, the certain knowledge for which there was no explanation.

She reached for the telephone and dialed the town ambulance, willing the dispatcher to pick up the receiver. “Joe, it’s Roberta Cole. I have an emergency and I need an ambulance fast. Eva Goodhue’s, just down the street, over the hardware store.”

They were there in under four minutes, a remarkable response time. Nevertheless, Helen Phillips’s heart stopped when the ambulance was halfway to the hospital. Despite frantic resuscitation efforts by the ambulance crew, she was dead on arrival.

R.J. hadn’t received the message of impending death for several years. Now, for the first time, she acknowledged to herself that she possessed the Gift. She remembered what her father had told her about it.

She discovered she was ready to believe.

Perhaps, she told herself, she could learn to use it to fight the dark angel whom David called the malakh ha-mavet.

She made certain she carried a hypodermic needle and a supply of streptokinase in her medical bag, and she contrived opportunities to hold her patients’ hands every time she saw them.

Only three weeks later, making a house call to Frank Olchowski, a math teacher at the high school who was in bed with the flu, she took the hands of Stella, his wife, and felt the signals she dreaded to detect.

She took a deep breath and forced herself to think calmly. The chances were highest that it would come either as a heart attack or a cerebrovascular accident.

The woman was fifty-three years old, about thirty pounds overweight, and distraught and puzzled. “It’s Frank who is sick, Dr. Cole! Why have you called the ambulance, and why must I go to the hospital?”

“You must trust me, Mrs. Olchowski.”

Stella Olchowski went into the ambulance, staring at her doctor strangely.

R.J. rode in the ambulance with her. She fixed the mask over Stella’s face and adjusted the flowmeter on the tank to deliver 100 percent oxygen. The driver was Timothy Dalton, a farmworker. “Make tracks. No noise,” she told him. He used the flashers as the ambulance careened away, but he didn’t sound the siren; R.J. didn’t want Mrs. Olchowski any more perturbed than she already was.

Steve Ripley was troubled, too, after he took a set of the patient’s vital signs. The medical technician shot a puzzled glance at R.J. “What’s wrong with her, Dr. Cole?” he said, reaching for the radiophone.

“Don’t call the hospital yet.”

“If I bring somebody in with no symptoms and without submitting to the emergency room’s medical control, I’m going to be in deep trouble.”

She looked at him. “Go with me on this one, Steve.”

Reluctantly, he put the phone back on the hook. He watched Stella Olchowski and R.J. with increasing unhappiness as the ambulance made its way down Route 2.

They were two thirds of the way to the medical center when Mrs. Olchowski winced and clapped her hand to her chest. She groaned and looked wide-eyed at R.J.

“Take another set of vitals, fast.”

“Jesus, she’s in severe arrhythmia.”

“Now you can call medical control. Tell them she’s having a heart attack, that Dr. Cole is with you. Request permission for me to administer streptokinase.” Even as she spoke, the hypodermic needle was entering flesh, her fingers depressing the plunger.

The cells of the heart muscle were perfused with oxygen, and by the time permission was given by medical control, the drug was beginning its work. When Mrs. Olchowski was off-loaded at the hospital by the emergency room staff, damage to her heart had been minimized.

For the first time, R.J. had learned that the strange message she sometimes received from patients could save their lives.

The Olchowskis told all their friends about their internist with the wonderful medical wisdom. “She just looked at me, and that woman knew what was going to happen. She is some doctor!” Stella said. The ambulance crew agreed, and added their own embellishments to the story. R.J. began to enjoy the smiles that were directed at her as she went on her house calls.

“This town likes having a doctor again,” Peg told her. “And they’re proud to think they have a damn good one.”

It embarrassed R.J., but the message went out through the hills and valleys. Toby Smith came back from the state Democratic convention in Springfield and told her that a delegate from Charlemont had remarked that he had heard the lady doctor Toby worked for in Woodfield was a really warm, friendly sort of person. Always holding people’s hands.

October brought an end to pesky insects and triggered incredible bursts of colors in the trees, a joyous streaking of the hills. The natives told her it was just a run-of-the-mill autumn, but she didn’t believe it. On an Indian summer day she and David went fishing on the Catamount, and he caught three decent trout and she caught two, gills brightly colored for mating. When they cleaned the trout they saw that two of them were females full of eggs. David reserved the trout eggs to fry with hen’s eggs, but R.J. avoided them, disliking all roe.

Sitting with him on the riverbank, she found herself telling him details about the experiences she would never dare tell a medical colleague.

David didn’t smile. He listened with great interest—even, she realized, with envy.

“It’s written in the Mishnah…. Do you know what the Mishnah is?”

“Some kind of Hebrew holy book?”

“It’s the basic book of Jewish law and thought, compiled eighteen hundred years ago. It records that there lived a rabbi named Hanina ben Dosa, who could work miracles. He prayed over the sick, and he used to say, ’This one will live’ or ’This one will die,’ and it always turned out as he said. And they asked him, ’How knowest thou?’ And he said to them, ’If my prayer is fluent in my mouth, I know he is accepted. And if not, I know he is rejected.’”

She was annoyed. “I don’t pray over them.”

“I know. Your ancestors named it well. It’s a gift.”

“But … what is it?”

He shrugged. “A religious savant would say of both you and Rabbi Hanina that it’s a message you alone are privileged to hear.”

“Why me? Why my family? … And a message from whom? Certainly not from your angel of death.”

“I think your father probably was right when he guessed that it’s a genetic gift, a combination of mental and biological sensors that allows you additional information. A kind of sixth sense.”

He held out both his hands to her.

“No. Go away,” she said when she understood.

But he waited with an awful patience until she took his hands in hers.

She felt only the warmth and strength of his grip, and a weakness of relief, and anger at him.

“You’re going to live forever.”

“I will if you will,” he said.

He talked as if they were soulmates. She considered the fact that he already had had a strong love, a wife he had cherished and now mourned. She had had Charlie Harris, an early lover who had died while their union was still perfect and untested, and then a bad marriage to a selfish and immature man. She continued to grip David’s hands, unwilling to let go.
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On a busy afternoon during office hours R.J. received a call from a woman named Penny Coleridge. “I told her you were with a patient and would return the call,” Toby said. “She’s a midwife. She said she would like to get to know you.”

R.J. returned the call as soon as she was able. Penny Coleridge had a pleasant telephone voice, but it was impossible to guess her age over the phone. She said she had been practicing midwifery in the hills for four years. There were two other midwives—Susan Millet and June Todman—practicing with her. R.J. invited them to her house for supper on Thursday, her free afternoon, and after consulting with her colleagues, Penny Coleridge said all three would come.

She proved to be an affable, stocky brunette, perhaps in her late thirties. Susan Millet and June Todman were about ten years older. Susan was graying, but she and June were blondes who looked enough alike to be mistaken for sisters, although they had met only a few years earlier. June had received her training in the midwifery program at Yale-New Haven. Penny and Susan were nurse-midwives; Penny had trained at the University of Minnesota, and Susan had trained in Urbana, Illinois.

The three made it clear that they were happy to have a doctor in Woodfield. They told R.J. that some pregnant women in the hilltowns preferred an obstetrician or a family practitioner to deliver their babies and had to travel a good distance away to find one. Other patients preferred the less invasive techniques practiced by midwives. “In places where all the docs are men, some patients have come to us because they wanted a woman to deliver their baby,” Susan said. She smiled at R.J. “Now that you’re here, they have a wider choice.”

Some years before, obstetricians in urban locations had worked to hobble midwives politically because they saw them as economic competitors. “But out here in the hill country, doctors don’t give us trouble,” Penny said. “There’s more than enough work to go around, and they’re happy we’re here, sharing the burden. By law, we have to be salaried workers, employed by a clinic or a physician. And although midwives would be perfectly capable of doing things like vacuum extractions and forceps births, we have to have a boarded obstetrician on call to do those things, just as you do.”

“Have you made connection with an ob-gyn to act as your backup?” June asked R.J.

“No. I would value your advice in that regard.”

“We’ve been working under a good young obstetrician, Grant Hardy,” Susan said. “He’s smart, he has an open mind, and he’s idealistic.” She made a face. “He’s too idealistic, I guess. He’s taken a job with the surgeon general in Washington.”

“Have you made a new arrangement with another ob-gyn, then?”

“Daniel Noyes has agreed to take us on. The trouble is, he’s retiring in a year, and we’ll have to start again with somebody new. Still,” Penny said thoughtfully, “he might be just the ob-gyn to be your backup as well as ours. He’s grouchy and crusty on the outside, but he’s really an old dear. He’s far and away the best obstetrician in the area, and an arrangement with him would let you take your time looking for another ob-gyn before he retires.”

R.J. nodded. “That sounds sensible to me. I’ll try to persuade him to work with me.”

The midwives were discernably pleased when they learned that R.J. had had advanced training in obstetrics and gynecology and had worked in a clinic dealing with female hormonal problems. It was a relief to them that she was available in the event that a medical problem arose with one of their patients, and they had several women they wanted her to examine.

R.J. liked them as people and as professionals, and their presence made her feel more secure.

She dropped in often to see Eva Goodhue, sometimes bringing a package of ice cream or some fruit. Eva was quiet and introspective; for a few days R.J. suspected that was her way of grieving for her niece, but she had come to conclude that those qualities were aspects of Eva’s personality.

The apartment had been thoroughly cleaned by the pastoral committee of the First Congregational Church, and Meals on Wheels, a nonprofit agency that served the elderly, delivered a hot dinner every day. R.J. met with the Franklin County social worker, Marjorie Lassiter, and with John Richardson, minister of the church in Woodfield, to talk about Miss Goodhue’s other needs. The social worker began with a blunt report of her financial status.

“She’s broke.”

Twenty-nine years before, Eva Goodhue’s only living sibling, an unmarried brother named Norm, had died of pneumonia. His death had left Eva sole owner of the family farm on which she had always lived. She had promptly sold it for just under forty-one thousand dollars and rented the apartment on Main Street, in the village. A few years later her niece, Helen Goodhue Phillips, daughter of Harold Goodhue, Eva’s other dead brother, had divorced her abusive husband and come to live with her aunt.

“They were supported by Eva’s money in the bank and by a small monthly welfare check,” Marjorie Lassiter said. “They thought they were on easy street, even sometimes indulging in a weakness for mail-order purchases. They always spent more than the capital earned annually, and the dwindling bank account finally has run out.” She sighed. “It’s not uncommon, believe me, for someone to outlive her money.”

“Thank God she still has the welfare check,” John Richardson said.

“That won’t support her,” the social worker said. “Eva’s monthly rent alone is four hundred and ten dollars. She has to buy groceries. She’s on Medicare, but she has to buy drugs. She has no supplemental medical insurance.”

“I’ll look out for her medical care as long as she remains here in town,” R.J. said quietly.

Ms. Lassiter gave her a rueful smile. “But that still leaves fuel oil. The electric bill. The occasional purchase of a necessary article of clothing.”

“The Sumner Fund,” Richardson said. “The town of Woodfield has a sum of money left it in trust, the interest to be utilized to help needy citizens. The expenditures are made quietly at the discretion of the three selectpersons, and are kept private by them. I’ll talk to Janet Cantwell,” the minister said.

A few days later R.J. met Richardson in front of the library and he told her it was all set with the Board of Selectmen. Miss Goodhue would receive a monthly stipend from the Sumner Fund, enough to cover her deficit.

It was later that day, as R.J. finished updating the patient charts, that she realized a bright truth: as long as she lived in the kind of town that was willing to help an indigent old woman, she was content not to have shiny new plumbing in the Town Hall toilets.

“I want to stay in my own home,” Eva Goodhue said.

“And you will,” R.J. told her.

At Eva’s suggestion, R.J. brewed a pot of black currant tea, Eva’s favorite. They sat at the kitchen table and talked about the physical examination R.J. had just completed. “You’re in remarkably good condition for somebody who is marching toward her ninety-third year. Obviously you have very good genes. Do you come from long-lived parents?”

“No, my parents died fairly young. My mother had a ruptured appendix when I was only five. My father might have lived to be old, but he was killed in a farm accident. A load of logs let go and he was crushed. That was when I was nine years old.”

“So who raised you?”

“My brother Norm. I had two brothers. Norm was thirteen years older than I, and Harold was four years younger than Norm. They didn’t get along at all. Not at all. Fought and fought, and Harold up and ran away from the farm—just left it for Norman to worry about. He joined the Coast Guard and never did get home again, never communicated with Norm, although now and again I would get a postcard, and sometimes there was a letter for me and a small amount of money at Christmas.” She sipped her tea. “Harold died of tuberculosis in the Naval Hospital in Maryland about ten years before Norm passed away.”

“You know what boggles my mind?”

Eva smiled at the expression. “What?”

“When you were born, Victoria was England’s queen. Wilhelm II was the last emperor of Germany. Teddy Roosevelt was about to become president of the United States. And Woodfield—what changes you must have seen as they took place in Woodfield.”

“Not so many changes as you might expect,” Eva said. “The automobile, certainly. Now all the main roads are tarred. And electricity is everywhere. I remember when street lamps came to Main Street. I was fourteen years old. I walked six miles from the farm and back, after chores, so I could see the lights turned on. It was another ten or twenty years before the electric wires reached all the houses of the town. We didn’t even have milking machines until I was forty-seven. There was a blessed change!”

She said little about Helen’s dying. R.J. raised the subject, thinking it would be healthy for her to talk about it, but Eva only stared out of tired eyes as deep and fathomless as lakes.

“She was a dear soul, my brother Harold’s only child. Of course I shall miss her. I miss them all, or at least most.

“I’ve lived longer than everybody I once knew,” she said.
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On a mild day in mid-October, R.J. was leaving the hospital in Greenfield when she passed Susan Millet standing in the parking lot talking with a ruddy-faced, balding man. He was large and tall but slightly crooked, as if his spine were made of bent tin, and his left shoulder was lower than his right. Chronic scoliosis, her mind registered.

“R.J., hi! Say, here’s somebody I want you to meet. Dr. Daniel Noyes, this is Dr. Roberta Cole.”

They shook hands. “So you’re Dr. Cole. Seems to me, all I’ve heard lately from the three midwives is your name. You’re some kind of expert on hormones, I’m told.”

“Hardly an expert.” She told him about having worked in the clinic at Lemuel Grace Hospital, and he nodded.

“Don’t contradict. That makes you more of an expert on hormones than we’ve had around here up to now.”

“I’m going to deliver babies, part of a full family practice. I need the cooperation of an ob-gyn who is on staff here.”

“You do, eh?” he said coolly.

“Yes.” They regarded one another.

“Well, are you asking me to work with you?”

He was crusty and cranky, she thought, just as the midwives had described him. “Yes, that’s the idea. I realize you don’t know much about me. Do you happen to be free for lunch?”

“No need to waste money buying me lunch. They’ve told me all about you. Did they tell you I was calling it a career in twelve and a half months?”

“Yes, they did.”

“Well, if you still want me to consult with you for that brief a time, it’s fine with me.”

“That’s great. I mean, I do.”

Now he was smiling. “That’s settled, then. So, how’s about I take you to lunch at the world’s best old-fashioned diner and tell you some war stories about practicing medicine in western Massachusetts?”

He was an old dear, she could see that. “I’d like that very much.”

“I suppose you want to come too,” he said dourly to Susan, who was wearing a satisfied expression.

“No, I have an appointment, but you two go ahead,” Susan said. She was laughing to herself as she walked to her car.

R.J. was busy, working long hours, and apt to be tired and unambitious when she had a little time off. The trail through the woods didn’t progress far beyond the beaver ponds. When she wanted to go to the river, she still had to contend with a lot of rough hiking through heavy growth.

Late in the fall she and David had to stay out of the woods, which were full of hunters carrying loaded weapons, their trigger fingers itchy. She winced to see, again and again, white-tailed deer dead and broken, slung over the bumpers of cars and trucks.

A lot of people in the hills hunted. Toby and Jan Smith invited R.J. and David to dinner and served an impressive royal crown roast of venison.

“Got a young buck, a four-pointer, right up on the ridge above the house,” Jan said. “I always go out on opening day with my uncle Carter Smith, been hunting with him ever since I was a boy.”

Whenever he and his uncle got a deer they followed a Smith family tradition, he told them. They cut out the deer’s heart while they were still in the woods, sliced it, and ate it raw. He was pleased to share that detail with them and he told the story well, giving them a sense of the love and kinship between the old man and the young man.

R.J. suppressed her distaste. She couldn’t help imagining that parasitic diseases might have been invited into their bodies with the deer’s heart, but she cast all such thoughts from her mind. She had to admit the venison made a splendid roast, and she ate her fill and sang its praises.

She had inserted herself into a culture that was remarkably unfamiliar to her. At times she had to swallow hard as she adjusted to traditions that were foreign to her experience.

A number of families had been in the town for many generations—Jan Smith’s ancestors had walked all the way to Woodfield from Cape Cod in the final months of the seventeenth century, driving their cows in front of them—and they had intermarried, so everyone seemed to be everyone else’s cousin. Some of those who came from old families in Woodfield were welcoming to newcomers, while others were not. R.J. observed that individuals who were more or less happy with themselves, secure in their own souls, usually opened themselves to new friendships. It was those whose ancestry and native status were their only hopes for distinction who tended to be critical and cold toward “new people.”

Most of the town’s residents were happy about the presence of the doctor. Still, the environment was largely unfamiliar to R.J., and often she got the feeling that she was a pioneer on a new frontier. A country practice was like doing high acrobatic work without a net. At the Lemuel Grace Hospital in Boston, labs and diagnostic technology had been at her fingertips. Here, she was alone. High-tech science was available, but she and her patients had to make an effort to reach it.

She didn’t send patients away from Woodfield unless she had to, preferring to depend on her own skills and capability. But there were times when she contemplated a patient and a silent warning bell rang starkly in her head, and she realized that she needed help; then she referred the patient to Greenfield or Northampton or Pittsfield, or even to the greater specialization and technology in Boston or New Haven or Hanover, New Hampshire.

She was still feeling her way but she had come to know many of her patients intimately, to see into the corners of their lives that affected their health, in a way that was possible to a small-town doctor.

One night at two a.m. she was awakened by a call from Stacia Hinton, Greg Hinton’s wife.

“Dr. Cole, our daughter Mary and our two grandchildren are visiting us from New York. The littlest one, Kathy, she’s two years old. She’s an asthmatic, and now she’s come down with a bad, bad cold. She’s having a terrible time trying to breathe. She’s all red in the face, and we’re frightened. We don’t know what to do.”

“Hold her over a steaming kettle and make a little tent around her with a towel. Just keep her there, and I’ll come right over, Mrs. Hinton.”

R.J. made certain a tracheotomy kit was in her bag, but when she got to the Hinton farm she saw it wouldn’t be necessary for her to do a trache. The steam already had done some good. The child had a barking cough, but she was getting air into her lungs, and the redness was gone from her face. R.J. would have liked an X ray to tell her whether it was epiglottitis, but a careful examination indicated to her that the epiglottis wasn’t involved. There was a mucosal inflammation of the lower larynx and trachea. Kathy cried all through the examination, and when it was over R.J. remembered something she had seen her father do with pediatric patients.

“Would you like me to give you a tricycle?”

Kathy nodded, sniffling. R.J. wiped the tears from her cheeks, then she took a clean wooden tongue depressor and drew a tricycle on it with her ballpoint pen. The little girl took it and looked at her with interest.

“Want one with a clown on it?”

Kathy nodded again, and soon she had a clown. “Big Bird.”

“Oh-oh,” R.J. said. Her television memory was weak, but she managed to draw an ostrich with a hat, and the child smiled.

“Will she have to go to the hospital?” Stacia Hinton asked.

“I don’t think so,” R.J. said. She left some pharmaceutical samples and two prescriptions to be filled in the morning, when the drugstore opened in Shelburne Falls.

“You keep her breathing that steam. If she has any more trouble, call me right away,” she said. Then she walked woodenly to her car, drove sleepily home, and fell into her bed.

The next afternoon Greg Hinton came to the office and told Toby he had to speak to the doctor personally. He sat and read a magazine until R.J. was able to see him.

“What do I owe you for last night?”

When she told him, he nodded and wrote out a check. She saw that it covered everything he owed her for his past visits.

“I didn’t see you last night,” she said.

He nodded again. “I thought I’d better stay out of the way. I’ve been a stubborn fool. I guess I didn’t feel comfortable, getting you to my house in the middle of the night after the way I’ve talked to you.”

She smiled. “Don’t worry about that, Mr. Hinton. How’s Kathy doing today?”

“Much better. And we thank you for that. No hard feelings?”

“No hard feelings,” she said, and shook the hand he held out to her.

With his 175-cow herd, Greg Hinton could more than afford to pay for a doctor’s services, but R.J. also took care of Bonnie and Paul Roche, a young couple with two small children, who were struggling to survive with an eighteen-cow dairy farm.

“Every month,” Bonnie Roche told her, “I have a veterinarian come in to give our cows their tests and shots, but we can’t afford medical insurance for ourselves. Until you came, my cows got better medical care than my kids.”

The Roches weren’t an isolated case in America. In November, R.J. went to the old wooden Town Hall and cast a ballot for Bill Clinton as president of the United States. Clinton had promised her patients that he would provide medical insurance to everyone who didn’t have it. Dr. Roberta Cole intended to hold him to that promise, and she cast her vote as if it were a lance she was leveling at the health care system.
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“Sarah has had sex.”

R.J. waited a beat, and then she said carefully, “How do you know that?”

“She told me.”

“David, it’s absolutely wonderful that she could talk to you about something so intimate. You must have a remarkably good relationship with her.”

“I am devastated,” he said quietly, and she saw it was so. “I wanted her to wait until she was ready. It was easier years ago, when women were supposed to be virgins until their wedding night.”

“She’s seventeen years old, David. Some would say she’s well behind the curve. I’ve treated eleven-year-old children who have had sex. Sarah has a woman’s body, a woman’s hormones. It’s true some women wait for sex until they marry, but they’ve become a rare species. Even in the years when unmarried women were supposed to be virginal, a whole lot of them weren’t.”

He nodded. He had been quiet and morose all evening, but now he began to speak tenderly of his daughter. He said he and Natalie had talked to Sarah about sex before and after she entered puberty, and that he realized he was fortunate she was still willing to talk to him openly.

“Sarah didn’t say who her partner was, but since she’s dating only Bob Henderson, it’s safe to make a supposition. She said it was in the nature of an experiment, that she and the boy are very good friends, and they thought it was time they both got it over with.”

“Would you like me to have a talk with her about birth control, things like that?” R.J. hoped very much he would say yes, but he looked alarmed.

“No, I don’t think it’s necessary. I don’t want her to know I’ve been talking with you about her.”

“Then I think you should talk with her about those things.”

“Yes, I will.” He looked more cheerful. “Anyway, she told me the experiment is over. They value their friendship too much to spoil it, and they’ve decided to go back to just being best buddies.”

R.J. nodded doubtfully. She didn’t tell him she had observed that once young people had sex, they almost invariably repeated the experience again and again.

She had Thanksgiving dinner at the Markus cabin. David had roasted the turkey and made re-stuffed baked potatoes, and Sarah had candied a panful of yams with maple syrup and made threeberry applesauce from their own berries and fruit. R.J. brought pumpkin pies and apple pies with crusts she bought frozen at the supermarket and fillings she had prepared from scratch at three o’clock in the morning.

It was a quiet, very satisfying Thanksgiving dinner. R.J. was glad that neither David nor Sarah had invited anyone else. They ate the good dinner, drank mulled cider, and popped corn over the open fire. To complete her picture of what Thanksgiving would be if it were perfect, the overcast sky turned almost black at dusk and produced fat white flakes.

“Surely it’s too early for snow!”

“Not up here,” David said.

By the time she went home, several inches of snow had accumulated on the road. The windshield wipers kept the glass free, and the defroster worked, but she drove slowly and carefully because she hadn’t had the snow tires put on the car.

During all her winters in Boston, R.J. had loved the brief, mystical time when things were quiet and white during and immediately after a snowfall, but almost at once plows and trucks and cars and buses would begin to roar and snort, and the white world quickly became a dirty, dreary mess.

Here it was different. When she got to the house on Laurel Hill Road she built a fire and then turned off the lights and sat close to the flames in the darkened living room. Through the windows she saw that all around her house an accumulating blue whiteness had taken over the woods and the fields.

She thought of wild animals hunkered down in their holes in the blanketed ground, in the small marble caves on the ridges, in the hollow trees, and she wished them survival.

She wished the same thing for herself. She had survived the easy first months as physician to Woodfield, the springtime and summer. Now nature in the mountains was showing teeth, and R.J. hoped she would be equal to the challenge.

Once the snow came to the high land it didn’t go away. The snow line ended about two thirds of the way down the long descent local residents called Woodfield Mountain, so that when R.J. drove down into the Pioneer Valley to go to the hospital or to a movie or a restaurant, she found a snowless landscape that for a few moments seemed as foreign as the far side of the moon. It would be the week following New Year’s Day before the valley received a snowfall heavy enough to remain on the ground.

She enjoyed leaving the snowlessness and re-entering the white world of the hills. Although dairy farms were dwindling in number, the town was accustomed to an old tradition that said all roads must be kept open so tank trucks could collect the milk, and she had little trouble reaching her patients for house calls.

One night in early December, she had gone to bed early but was awakened at 11:20 by the telephone’s ring.

“Dr. Cole? This is Letty Gates, over on Pony Road, and I’m hurt.” The woman was crying, breathing raggedly as she spoke.

“Hurt how, Mrs. Gates?”

“My arm may be broken. I don’t know, my ribs … It gives me pain to breathe. He did me bad.”

“He? Your husband?”

“Yes, him. Phil Gates.”

“Is he there?”

“No, he’s gone off for more drinking.”

“Pony Road is up on the side of Henry’s Mountain, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Well, okay. I’ll be right along.”

First she telephoned the police chief. Giselle McCourtney, the chief’s wife, answered the telephone. “Why, I’m sorry, Dr. Cole, but Mack isn’t here. A big twelve-wheeler went off the highway on that icy stretch just past the town dump, and he’s been down there since nine o’clock, directing traffic. He should be back any time, I expect.”

R.J. told her why her husband was needed. “So will you send him up to the Gateses’ farm as soon as he’s free?”

“I surely will, Dr. Cole. I’ll try to raise him on the radio.”

She didn’t have to place the car in four-wheel drive until she started up Pony Road. After that the rise was steep, but the hardpacked snow made a smoother ride than the dirt road would have offered in the summertime.

Letty Gates had turned on the strong light above their barn door, and R.J. began seeing it through the trees while she was a good distance away. She drove into the barnyard and stopped the Explorer near the back steps. She had just gotten out of the car and was taking her bag from the backseat when the first sharp, loud report made her start, and something kicked up the snow near her booted foot.

At once she made out the figure of a man just inside the barn door, in the darkened interior. The outside light reflected off the snow to gleam dully on the barrel of what she guessed was a deer rifle.

“Get the fuck out of here.” He swayed as he called to her, lifting the rifle.

“Your wife is hurt, Mr. Gates. I’m a doctor, Dr. Cole, and I’m going into your house to take care of her.” Oh God, she thought, not smart at all. She didn’t want to give him ideas, send him back into the house after the woman.

He fired again, and the glass in the right headlamp of her car exploded in a shower of shards.

There was no place where she could hide from him. He had a powerful weapon, and she had none. Whether she tried to duck behind the car or within it, all he had to do was take a few steps and he could kill her if that was what he wanted to do.

“Be reasonable, Mr. Gates. I offer no threat to you. I just want to help your wife.”

There was a third shot, and the glass in the left headlamp of the car disappeared. Then another shot blew away a chunk of the front left tire.

He was making junk of her car.

She was exhausted, sleep-deprived, and so terrified that she was past caution. The accumulated tensions of ripping apart her life and putting it together again in this new place—everything suddenly welled up within her and spilled over.

“Stop it. Stop it. Stop it. Stop it.”

She had lost control, abandoned reason, and she took a step in his direction.

He came to meet her, holding the rifle low but keeping his finger on the trigger. He was unshaven, dressed in dirty overalls and a manure-stained brown barn jacket and a plaid woolen cap embroidered with “Plaut’s Animal Feeds” on the front.

“I didn’t have to come here.” She listened to her voice in astonishment. It was modulated and reasonable.

He looked puzzled as he lifted the rifle. At that moment they both heard the car.

For just long enough, he hesitated, and Mack McCourtney sounded the siren loud and low, like the growl of a giant animal. In a moment the car lumbered into the driveway, and McCourtney was there.

“Now don’t you be a horse’s prick, Philip. Put that gun down or it will be real bad for you. Either you’ll be dead or you’ll be in jail forever with no chance to get drunk at all.” The police chief was quiet and steady, and Gates set the rifle against the wall of the house. McCourtney handcuffed him and put him in the back of the Jeep, which was as secure as a cell, reinforced by heavy wire gridwork.

Very carefully, as if she were walking over thin ice, R.J. went inside the house.

Letty Gates had multiple bruises from her husband’s fists and what proved to be hairline fractures of the left ulna and of the ninth and tenth ribs on her left side. R.J. called the ambulance just as it returned from transporting the truck driver to the hospital.

Mrs. Gates’s arm was splinted and placed in a sling and bound to her chest with a wide cravat to support the ribs. By the time she was taken away by the ambulance, Mack McCourtney had gotten the spare tire onto R.J.’s car. The lampless Explorer was blind as a mole, but she followed behind the police Jeep as McCourtney slowly drove down the mountain.

When she got home, she managed to get only partially undressed before she sat on the edge of her bed and cried and cried.

The next day she was busy with office hours, but Dennis Stanley, one of McCourtney’s part-time special officers, drove the Explorer into Greenfield for her. He got a new spare tire and the Ford dealer replaced the headlights and the wiring for the left lamp. Then Dennis went to the county jail and gave the bills to Phil Gates, explaining that the judge might take it kindly when he considered the possibility of bail if Gates could say he was sorry and had already made restitution. Dennis brought Gates’s check back to R.J. with the repaired car and advised her to cash it immediately, which she did.

Things slackened in December, and she welcomed the breathing room. Her father had decided to visit friends in Florida for Christmas, and he asked if he could spend four days beginning December 19 with R.J., to celebrate the holiday early.

The early celebration put Christmas on schedule with Hanukkah, and David and Sarah said they would be glad to come to a holiday dinner.

R.J. cut a small tree from her own woods, which pleased her, and made a nice dinner for the four of them.

They exchanged gifts after the meal. She gave David a small painting she had bought of a cabin doorway that reminded her of his house, and a family-size package of M&Ms. For her father she had bought a jug of the Roches’ maple syrup and a jar of I’m-In-Love-With-You Honey. For Sarah, she had a collection of Jane Austen’s novels. Her father gave her a bottle of French brandy, and David gave her a book of poems by Emily Dickinson. Sarah had wrapped a pair of mittens she had knitted of undyed yarn and a third heartrock for R.J.’s collection. She told R.J. that in a way her gifts were from Bobby Henderson too. “The wool came from sheep raised by his mother, and I found the heartrock in their barnyard.”

R.J.’s father was growing older. He was more hesitant than she remembered, a little quieter and somewhat wistful. He had brought his viola da gamba. His hands were so arthritic that it hurt him to play, but he insisted that he wanted to make music. After the presents were exchanged, she sat at the piano, and they played a series of duets that went on and on. It was even better than the perfect Thanksgiving had been; it was the best Christmas R.J. had ever had.

After David and Sarah had gone home, R.J.’s father opened the front door and walked out onto the porch. It was crispy cold, so there was a sheen of ice on the surface of the snow, and the full moon cast a path of light across the meadow as if it were a lake.

“Listen,” her father said.

“To what?”

“To all the calm and bright.”

They did, standing there together, breathing in the cold air for a long minute. The wind was still, and there was a complete absence of sound.

“Is it always this peaceful here?” he asked.

R.J. smiled. “Most of the time,” she said.
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David came to her place one afternoon when she was away and snowshoed over the cleared path through the woods three times, packing down the deep snow so the two of them could travel the trail on cross-country skis. The trail was too short, too quickly covered by a skier; they agreed they would have to finish it in time to have better skiing the following winter.

The woods became a very different place in the cold season. They saw tracks that told of animals that in the summer would have passed through the woods unnoticed, spoor of deer, mink, coon, wild turkey, bobcat. One set of rabbit tracks ended in a broken place off the trail. When David stirred the snow with a ski pole he uncovered frozen blood and bits of white rabbit fur, where an owl had fed.

Snow was a serious reality of everyday life in the hills. At David’s suggestion, R.J. bought a pair of snowshoes and practiced using them until she could make reasonable progress. She kept the snowshoes in the car, “just in case.” In fact, she didn’t have to use them that winter. But early in January there was a storm that even the town’s old-timers called a serious blizzard. After a day and a night of steady, heavy snowfall, her telephone intruded just as she was sitting down to breakfast.

It was Bonnie Roche. “Dr. Cole, I have a terrible pain in my side, and I’m so nauseated I had to quit in the middle of milking.”

“Do you have a fever?”

“My temperature’s a little over a hundred. But my side. It hurts like hell.”

“Which side?”

“On the right.”

“Low or high?”

“High … Oh, I don’t know. In the middle, I guess.”

“Have you ever had your appendix removed?”

“No. Oh, God, Dr. Cole, I can’t go to the hospital, that’s out of the question! We couldn’t afford it.”

“Let’s not assume anything. I’ll come out to your place right away.”

“You can only get as far as the highway. Our private road isn’t plowed.”

“Sit tight,” R.J. said grimly. “I’ll get there.”

Their private road was a mile and a half long. R.J. called the town ambulance squad, which had a rescue unit that used snowmobiles. They met her at the entrance to the Roches’ road with two of the machines, and soon she was seated behind Jan Smith and hugging him, her forehead tucked into his back as they skimmed over the snow-buried dirt track.

When they arrived, it was clear at once that Bonnie’s problem was appendicitis. A snowmobile wouldn’t ordinarily have been R.J.’s transportation of choice for a patient with a hot appendix, but under the circumstances it had to serve.

“I can’t go to the hospital, Paulie,” Bonnie told her husband. “I can’t. Dammit, you know that.”

“Never you mind about that. You leave that to me,” Paul Roche said. He was tall and rawboned, in his twenties and still looking too young to drink alcohol legally. Every time R.J. had come to their farm, he had been working, and she hadn’t ever seen him, out here or in town, when his worried boy’s face wasn’t creased with an old man’s frown.

Despite Bonnie’s protestations she was helped onto Dennis Stanley’s machine, which moved off as slowly as Dennis could manage. Bonnie rode hunched over, guarding the appendix. At the plowed public road the ambulance and the crew were waiting, and they whisked her away, the siren splitting the silence of the town.

* * *

“About the money, Dr. Cole. There’s no insurance,” Paul said.

“Did you clear thirty-six thousand last year from the farm?”

“Clear?” He smiled bitterly. “You’re joking, right?”

“Then you won’t be charged by the hospital, under the rules of the Hill-Burton Act. I’ll see that the hospital sends you the papers to sign.”

“You mean it?”

“Yes. Only … I’m afraid the Hill-Burton Act doesn’t cover doctor bills. Don’t worry about my bill,” she forced herself to say. “But doubtless you’ll still have to pay a surgeon, an anesthesiologist, a radiologist, and a pathologist.”

It hurt her to see the worry flood back into his eyes.

That evening she told David about the Roches’ predicament. “Hill-Burton was meant to protect indigent and uninsured people from disaster, but it doesn’t work because it pays only the hospital bill. The Roches are riding a fragile economic ship. The expenses that aren’t covered may be heavy enough to sink them.”

“The hospital raises its charges to the insurance companies to cover what they can’t collect from patients like Bonnie,” David said slowly. “And the insurance companies raise their rates they charge for their insurance to cover their increased cost. So everybody who buys health insurance ends up paying Bonnie’s hospital bill.”

R.J. nodded. “It’s a lousy, inadequate system. There are thirty-seven million people in the United States without any form of medical insurance. Every other leading industrial nation in the world—Germany, Italy, France, Japan, England, Canada, and all the others—supplies health care to all its citizens, at a fraction of what the world’s richest country spends for inadequate health care. It’s our national shame.”

David sighed. “I don’t think Paul will make it as a farmer even if they survive this problem. The soil in the hills is thin and rocky. We have some potato fields and a few orchards, and some farmers used to grow tobacco. But the crop that grows best up here is grass. That’s why we had a lot of dairy farms once upon a time. But the government doesn’t support milk prices anymore, and the only milk producers who can make money are the big-business outfits, enormous farms with giant herds, in states like Wisconsin and Iowa.”

It was the subject of his novel. “Small farms around here have popped like balloons. With fewer farms, the agricultural support system has disappeared. There are only one or two veterinarians left to treat the herds, and agricultural equipment dealers have gone out of business, so if a farmer like Paul needs a part for a tractor or a baler, he has to drive clear into New York State or Vermont to find it. The small farmer is doomed. The only ones left are those with personal wealth or a few like Bonnie and Paul. Hopeless romantics.”

She remembered how her father had characterized her desire to practice rural medicine. “The last cowboys, searching for the vanished prairie?”

David grinned. “Something like that.”

“Nothing wrong with romantics.” She determined to do everything in her power to help Bonnie and Paul stay on their farm.

Sarah was off on an overnight field trip to New Haven with the school drama club, seeing a revival of Death of a Salesman, and almost shyly, David asked if he could spend the night.

It was a new wrinkle in their relationship; he wasn’t unwelcome, but suddenly he was in her living space in a more serious way, something that took getting accustomed to. They made love, and then he was there in her room, sprawled over more than half of her bed, sleeping as soundly as if he had spent the last thousand nights there.

At eleven o’clock, sleepless, she slipped from the bed and went into the living room and turned on the television for the evening news, keeping the volume low. In a moment she was listening to a United States senator castigating Hillary Clinton as a “dreamy do-gooder” for vowing to gain passage of a universal health care bill. The senator was a millionaire whose every medical problem was taken care of, free of charge, at the Bethesda Naval Hospital. R.J. sat alone before the flickering screen and cursed him in furious whispers until she began to laugh at her own foolishness. Then she clicked him off and returned to bed.

Outside, the wind screamed and moaned, and it was as cold as the senator’s heart. It was good to snuggle up to David’s warmth, one spoon fitting into another, and presently she slept as soundly as he.
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RISING SAP
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The advent of spring took her by surprise. The fourth week of a dun and cheerless February, while R.J. still was in the dead of winter psychologically, she began to notice people working in the woods by the roadsides as she drove past. They were tapping wooden or metal spiles into maple trees and hanging buckets on them, or running plastic lines like a giant network of intravenous tubing from the tree trunks into large collecting tanks. Early March brought the requisite weather for sugaring—frosty nights, warmer days.

The unpaved roads thawed each morning and were transmuted into canals of glue. R.J. found trouble as soon as she turned the car into the private road on the Roche place, and very soon the Explorer had churned into the gumbo up to its wheel hubs.

When she got out of the car, her booted feet sank as if something were pulling her into the earth. R.J. dragged the wire cable out of the winch in front of the Explorer and slogged down the road with it until more than a hundred feet of line lay in the mud behind her. She chose a huge oak tree that looked as though it were anchored in the earth for all time, encircling it with the cable and then snapping the hook over the line so the tree was captive.

The winch came with a remote control. She stood off to one side and pressed the button, then watched in fascinated delight as, gradually and inexorably, the cable was drawn into the winch and became taut. There was a loud sucking noise as the four tires were pulled from the thick ooze, and the car began to inch forward slowly, slowly. When it had moved about twenty yards toward the oak tree, she stopped the winch and got back in and started the engine. The wheels had purchase in four-wheel drive, and within minutes she had reclaimed the cable and was rolling toward the Roche barnyard.

Bonnie, minus her appendix, was home alone. She still couldn’t do heavy labor, and Sam Roche, Paul’s fifteen-year-old brother, came each morning before school and every evening after supper and milked the cows. Paul had taken a job as a shipper in the knife factory in Buckland in order to try to pay the bills. He came home every day after three o’clock and spent what was left of daylight collecting maple sap and boiling it in the sugar house until the wee hours of the morning. It was brutal work, collecting and boiling forty gallons of sap to get one gallon of syrup, but people paid well for the syrup, and they needed every dollar.

“I’m scared, Dr. Cole,” Bonnie told R.J. “I’m afraid he’ll crack under the strain. Afraid one of us will get sick again. If that happens, good-bye farm.”

R.J. had fears about the same things, but she shook her head. “We just won’t let it happen,” she said.

Certain moments never would leave her.

November 22, 1963. She had been going into Latin class in junior high school when she heard two teachers talking about the fact that John F. Kennedy had been gunned down in Texas.

April 4, 1968. She had been bringing books back to the Boston Public Library when she saw a librarian crying and learned that an assassin’s bullet had found Martin Luther King, Jr.

June 5, that same year. She had been kissing her date outside the apartment where she lived with her father—she remembered the boy was chubby and played jazz clarinet, but she no longer could recall his name. He had just touched the fabric armor, made up of her thick sweater and her bra, that enclosed her breasts. She was trying to figure out how to react to that when his father’s car radio reported that Robert Kennedy had been shot and was believed to be dying.

She would add to those moments hearing that John Lennon had been assassinated and that the Challenger had exploded.

Now, in Barbara Kingsmith’s house, on a rainy morning in mid-March, she had another terrible moment.

Mrs. Kingsmith had a serious kidney infection; her fever hadn’t impaired her garrulousness, and she was complaining about the colors used by painters on the inside of the Town Hall when R.J. heard a few words of a bulletin from the television in the den, where Mrs. Kingsmith’s daughter was watching.

“Excuse me,” she said to Mrs. Kingsmith, and went to the den. The television was reporting that in Florida a Right-to-Life activist named Michael F. Griffin had shot and killed Dr. David Gunn, a physician who worked at an abortion clinic.

Anti-abortion activists were raising money to buy Griffin the best defense lawyer available.

It made R.J. weak with fear.

When she left the Kingsmiths’ she went straight to David’s house and found him in the office.

He held her, comforted her, listened as she talked about the distorted faces she had passed on so many Thursday mornings in Jamaica Plain. She told him of the eyes filled with hate, and revealed that now she knew what she had always expected on Thursdays: a gun pointed at her, a finger pulling the trigger.

She visited Eva more often than was necessary from a physician’s perspective. Eva’s apartment was just down the street from R.J.’s office, and she had come to admire the old woman and to use her as a means of knowing what the town was like when it was younger.

Usually she brought ice cream, and they sat and ate it and talked. Eva had a clear mind and a good memory. She told R.J. of the Saturday night dances that used to be held on the second floor of the Town Hall and that everybody in town came to, bringing their children. And of the days when there was an ice house at Big Pond, and a hundred men at a time swarmed out on the ice and cut it up into blocks. And of the spring morning when a loaded ice wagon and a team of four horses went through the ice and down, down in the black water, and all the horses and a man named Chink Roth were drowned.

Eva became excited when she learned where R.J. lived. “Why, I lived only a mile or so from there most of my life. That was our farm, that place on the upper road.”

“Where Freda and Hank Krantz live now?”

“Yes! They bought from us.” In those days R.J.’s land was owned by a man named Harry Crawford, Eva said. “He had a wife named Rosalie. He bought your land from us, too, and built your house on it. He had a small mill on the banks of the Catamount, with a millrace to supply power. He took logs from your forest and made and sold all kinds of wooden things—buckets, butter molds, paddles and oars, ox yokes, napkin rings, sometimes furniture. The mill burned down years ago. You should be able to see the foundation on the riverbank, if you look carefully.

“I remember, I was … oh, perhaps seven or eight years old, and I used to walk down there all the time and watch them sawing and hammering, building your house. Harry Crawford and two other men. I don’t remember who the other two were, but I recollect Mr. Crawford made me a little ring out of a two-penny nail.” She took R.J.’s hand and smiled at her warmly. “This makes me feel you and I are neighbors, don’t you know.”

R.J. questioned Eva closely, thinking that the history of the Crawfords might shed some light on the tiny bones found when her pond was dug. But she learned nothing that was any help at all.

A couple of days later she stopped in at the old frame house on Main Street that was the Woodfield Historical Museum and sifted through the historical society’s records, some of them yellowed and musty. The Crawfords had had four children. A son and a daughter, Tyrone Joseph and Linda Rae, had died young and were buried in the main town cemetery. Another daughter, Barbara, had died in adulthood in Ithaca, New York; her married name had been Sewall. A son, Harry Hamilton Crawford, Jr., had moved to California many years ago, and his whereabouts were unknown.

Harry and Rosalie Crawford had been members of the First Congregational Church of Woodfield. They had buried two children in the town cemetery; was it likely, R.J. asked herself, that they would have placed another infant into mucky, unconsecrated ground without a headstone?

It wasn’t. Unless, of course, there was something connected to that birth that the Crawfords were overwhelmingly ashamed of.

It remained a puzzlement.

R.J. and Toby Smith had developed into more than employee and employer. They were becoming close friends who could talk in confidence about the things that counted. It made R.J. more vulnerable in her failure to help Toby and Jan achieve a pregnancy.

“You say my endometrial biopsy was fine, and that Jan’s sperm is okay. And we’ve been very good about doing exactly what you’ve advised us to do.”

“Sometimes we just don’t know why there’s no pregnancy,” R.J. told her, feeling somehow guilty that she hadn’t been able to help them. “I think you should go to Boston to see a fertility specialist. Or up to Dartmouth.”

“I don’t think I could get Jan to go. He’s tired of the whole thing. We both are, damn tired,” Toby said peevishly. “Let’s talk about something else.”

So R.J. spoke frankly to her about David.

But Toby said little in reaction.

“I don’t think you like David all that much.”

“That isn’t true,” Toby said. “I think David’s just fine. Most people I know like him, but nobody I know has become close to him. He kind of … lives within himself, if you know what I mean.”

R.J. did.

“The important question is, do you like him?”

“I do, but that’s not the important question. The important question is, do I love him?”

Toby lifted her eyebrows. “So, what’s the important answer?”

“I don’t know. We’re so completely different. He says he’s a religious doubter, but he lives in a very spiritual place, a more spiritual place than I’m ever going to be able to share with him. I used to have faith only in antibiotics.” She smiled ruefully. “Now I don’t even have faith in them.”

“So … where are you two heading?”

R.J. shrugged. “I’ll have to make up my mind soon, otherwise it won’t be fair to him.”

“I can’t imagine you ever being unfair to anyone.”

“You’d be surprised,” R.J. said.

David was working toward the finishing chapters of his book. They were forced to see each other less often, but he was coming to the end of a long, hard effort, and she was happy for him.

She spent what little spare time she had by herself. Walking along the river, she found the foundation of Harry Crawford’s mill, great blocks of hewed stone. Brush and trees had grown up, hugging and hiding the foundation, and several of the stone blocks had slipped into the riverbed. She couldn’t wait until David was free so she could show him the mill site.

Next to one of the big stone blocks she found a small heartrock, of a blue stone she couldn’t identify. It didn’t seem likely to her that it contained magic.

On impulse, she gave Sarah a call. “Want to go see a movie with me?”

“Uh … sure.”

Dumb idea, she told herself severely. But to her pleasure, it worked out well. They drove to Pittsfield, where they had supper in a Thai restaurant and saw a movie.

“We’ll do it again,” she said, meaning it. “Okay?”

“Sure.”

But she became busy, and three or four weeks went by. Several times she saw Sarah on Main Street, and Sarah smiled to see her. It was becoming easier and more pleasant to run into her.

One Saturday afternoon Sarah surprised her by riding Chaim down her driveway and tying his reins to a rail of the porch.

“Hey. How nice. You want tea?”

“Hi. Yeah, please.”

R.J. had just finished baking scones from a recipe given to her by Eva Goodhue, and she served them.

“Maybe it’s missing an ingredient. What do you think?” she said doubtfully.

Sarah hefted one. “Could be lighter … Can lots of things cause you to miss a period?” she said, and R.J. forgot her baking problems.

“Well, yes. Lots of things. Is it the first time a period hasn’t appeared on schedule? And is it only one period that’s been missed?”

“Several periods.”

“I see,” R.J. said cheerfully, in her most controlled friendly-doctor voice. “Are there any other symptoms?”

Nausea and vomiting, Sarah told her. “What you might call morning sickness, I suppose.”

“Are you asking about these things for a friend? And would she like to come and see me at the office?”

Sarah picked up a scone and appeared to consider whether or not to bite, and then returned it to the dish. She looked at R.J. in much the same way as she had looked at the scone. When she spoke, her voice held only the smallest amount of discernible bitterness, and just the slightest tremble.

“I’m not asking for a friend.”


PART THREE

HEARTROCKS


29

SARAH’S REQUEST
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Sarah wore her hair that year in the fashion of dozens of smart young models and film actresses, in long, tangled ringlets. Her tender, troubled eyes were made larger and more luminous by the thick glasses. Her full-lipped mouth trembled slightly, and her hunched, tense shoulders seemed to expect the vengeful blows of a punishing God. The pimples on her chin were back, and there was another in the crease at the side of her nose. Even now, while carefully damming up her despair, she looked like the dead mother whose pictures R.J. had studied so covertly, but Sarah was tall and had inherited some of David’s stronger facial features; she held the promise of a beauty more interesting than had been evident in the snapshots of Natalie.

Under R.J.’s careful questioning, what Sarah had described as “several” missed periods turned out to be three.

“Why didn’t you come to see me sooner?” R.J. asked.

“My period is so irregular anyway, I kept thinking it would come.”

And then too, Sarah said, she hadn’t been able to make up her mind about what to do. Babies were so wonderful. She had spent lots of time lying on her bed, imagining the sweet softness, the warm helplessness.

How could this be happening to her?

“You used no contraception?”

“No.”

“Sarah. All those programs in your school about AIDS,” R.J. couldn’t keep from saying with ill-disguised bitterness.

“We knew we wouldn’t get AIDS.”

“How could you possibly know a thing like that?”

“We hadn’t ever gone all the way before with anybody, either of us. Bobby used a condom the first time, but we didn’t have one the next time.”

They didn’t know zilch. R.J. fought for calm wisdom. “So … have you talked about this with Bobby?”

“He’s scared stupid,” Sarah said flatly.

R.J. nodded.

“He says we can get married, if I want to.”

“Is that what you want?”

“R.J. … I like him a lot. I even love him a lot. But I don’t love him … you know, for always. I know he’s way too young to be a good father, and I know I’m too young to be a good mother. He has plans to go to college and law school and be a big shot lawyer in Springfield like his father, and I want to go to school.” She brushed a lock of hair from her eyes. “I want to become a meteorologist.”

“You do?” Somehow, because of her rock collection, R.J. would have guessed at geology.

“I study the television reports all the time. Some of those weather assholes are just comedians who don’t know a thing. Scientists keep learning new stuff about the weather, and I think a smart woman who works hard can go places.”

Despite what she was feeling, R.J. found herself smiling, but only briefly. She could see clearly where the conversation was heading, but she was waiting for Sarah to take them there. “What are your plans, then?”

“I can’t raise a baby.”

“Are you considering adoption?”

“I thought about it a lot. I’ll be a senior in the fall. It’s an important year. I need a scholarship to go to college, and I won’t earn one if I have to deal with a pregnancy. I want to have an abortion.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. It doesn’t take long, does it?”

R.J. sighed. “No, it doesn’t take a lot of time, I guess. So long as there aren’t complications.”

“Are there often complications?”

“Not very often at all. But there can be complications with anything. It’s an invasive procedure.”

“But you can bring me someplace good, really good, can’t you?”

The freckles stood out in the pale face and made Sarah appear very young and so vulnerable that R.J. found it hard to speak normally. “Yes, I could bring you someplace really good, if that’s what you end up wanting to do. Why don’t we talk it over with your father?”

“No, he’s not to know a damned thing! Not a single word, do you understand?”

“That’s such a mistake, Sarah.”

“You can’t tell me it’s a mistake. You think you know my father better than I do? When my mother died, he became a falling-down drunk. This could make him drink again, and I won’t risk it. Look, R. J., you’re good for my father, and I can tell he thinks a lot of you. But he loves me too, and he has … an unrealistic picture of me in his mind. I’m afraid this would really do it for him.”

“But this is a terribly important decision, Sarah, and you shouldn’t have to make it alone.”

“I’m not alone. I have you.”

It forced R.J. to say four very hard words. “I’m not your mother.”

“I don’t need a mother. I need a friend.” Sarah looked at her. “I’m going to do this with or without your help, R.J. But I really need you.”

R.J. looked back. Then she nodded. “Very well, Sarah. I’ll be your friend.” Either her face or the words revealed her pain, and the girl took her hand.

“Thank you, R.J. Will I have to go away overnight?”

“From what you’ve told me, I believe you’ve entered the second trimester. An abortion in the second trimester is a two-day procedure. Afterwards, there will be bleeding. Perhaps no more than a heavy menstrual flow, but possibly more. You’ll have to plan on being away from home at least one night. But, Sarah … in Massachusetts a female under eighteen needs the written consent of her parents to have an abortion.”

Sarah started. “You can give me the abortion, here.”

“No.” No way, friend. R.J. took her other hand too, feeling the reassuring youthful vigor. “I’m not set up to do an abortion here. And we want you to be as safe as possible. If you’re absolutely certain you want an abortion, you have only two choices. You can go to a clinic in another state, or you can request a hearing before a judge who can grant you permission to have an abortion in this state without parental consent.”

“Oh, God. I have to go public?”

“No, not at all. You would see the judge in the privacy of his chambers, just the two of you.”

“What would you do, R.J.? If you were in my place?”

She was cornered by this direct question. No evasion was possible, and she owed the girl an answer. “I’d see the judge,” she said briskly. “I could set up the interview for you. They almost never refuse permission. And then you could go to a clinic in Boston. I used to work there, and I know that it’s very good.”

Sarah smiled and wiped her eyes with her fingertips. “That’s what we’ll do then. But, R.J. … what will it cost?”

“A first-trimester abortion costs three hundred and twenty dollars. A second-trimester abortion, the kind you need, is more complicated and more expensive, five hundred and fifty dollars. You don’t have that kind of money, do you?”

“No.”

“I’ll pay half. And you must tell Robert Henderson that he has to pay half. All right?”

Sarah nodded. For the first time, her shoulders began to shake.

“But right now, I have to arrange for you to have an examination.”

Despite what she had told Sarah, she already half thought of her as … not her daughter, exactly, but at least someone with whom she had a strong personal connection. She could no more do an internal examination of Sarah Markus than if she herself had suffered the labor pains of Sarah’s birth, or been there in the department store elevator when Sarah had made water on the carpet, or brought her to the first day of school.

She picked up the telephone and called Daniel Noyes’s office in Greenfield and made arrangements to bring Sarah in for an office visit.

Dr. Noyes said that as near as he could tell, Sarah had been pregnant for fourteen weeks.

Too long. The girl’s firm young stomach was barely convex, but it wouldn’t stay that way much longer. R.J. knew that with each passing day cells would multiply, the fetus would grow, and abortion would become that much more complicated.

She arranged a judicial hearing before the Honorable Geoffrey J. Moynihan. She drove Sarah to the courthouse, kissed her before leaving her in the judge’s chambers, and sat on the hard bench of polished wood in the marble corridor, waiting.

The purpose of the hearing was to convince Judge Moynihan that Sarah was mature enough to have an abortion. To R.J., the hearing itself was a conundrum: if Sarah wasn’t mature enough to have an abortion, how could she be mature enough to bear and raise a child?

The interview with the judge took twelve minutes. When Sarah emerged she nodded somberly.

R.J. put her arm around the girl’s shoulders, and they walked that way to the car.
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A SMALL TRIP
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“After all, what is a lie? ’Tis but the truth in masquerade,” Byron wrote. R.J. hated the masquerade.

“I’m taking your daughter to Boston for a couple of days, my treat, if it’s okay with you, David. Girls only.”

“Wow. What’s in Boston?”

“There’s a revival road company production of Les Misérables, for one. We’ll pig out and do some very serious window-shopping. I want us to get to know one another better.” She felt demeaned by the deception, yet she knew no other way.

He was delighted, kissed her, and sent them off with his blessings, in high good humor.

R.J. telephoned Mona Wilson at the Jamaica Plain clinic and told her she would be bringing in Sarah Markus, a seventeen-year-old patient who had entered the second trimester of pregnancy.

“This kid means a lot to me, Mona. A whole lot.”

“Well, R.J., we’ll offer her every amenity,” Mona said, a little less warm than she had been.

R.J. got the message that to Mona every patient was special, but she persisted doggedly. “Is Les Ustinovich still working there?”

“Yes, he is.”

“Could she have Les, please?”

“Dr. Ustinovich for Sarah Markus. She’s got him.”

* * *

When R.J. picked her up at the log house, Sarah was too bright, too cheerful. She was wearing a loose two-piece outfit on the advice of R.J., who had explained that she would only have to disrobe the lower part of her body.

It was a mild summer day, the air clear as glass, and R.J. drove slowly and carefully down the Mohawk Trail and Route 2, making Boston in less than three hours.

Outside the clinic in Jamaica Plain there were two boredlooking policemen R.J. didn’t recognize, and no demonstrators. Inside, the receptionist, Charlotte Mannion, took one look at her and let out a whoop. “Well, hello, stranger!” she said, and hurried from behind her desk to kiss R.J.’s cheek.

The turnover had been high; half the staff people R.J. saw that morning were unknown to her. The other half made a fuss over seeing her again, which she found especially gratifying because it visibly gave Sarah confidence. Even Mona had gotten over her snit and hugged her long and hard. Les Ustinovich, rumpled and grumpy as always, gave her the briefest of smiles, but it was warm. “How’s life on the frontier?”

“Very good, Les.” She introduced Sarah to him and then took him aside and told him quietly how important his patient was to her. “I’m glad you were free to take care of her.”

“Yeah?” He was studying Sarah’s forms, noting that Daniel Noyes had done the pre-clinic physical instead of R.J. He looked at her curiously. “She something to you? Your niece? Or a cousin?”

“Her father is something to me.”

“Oh-ho! Lucky father.” He started to turn away but came back. “You want to assist?”

“No, thank you.” She knew Les was being gracious, a stretch for him.

She stayed with Sarah through several hours of first-day preliminaries, taking her through admitting and medical screening. She waited outside, reading a two-month-old Time during the counseling session, most of which would be a repeat for Sarah because R.J. had gone over every detail with her as carefully as possible.

The last stop of the day was in a procedure room for laminaria insertion.

R.J. stared sightlessly at Vanity Fair, knowing that in the room next door Sarah would be on the examining table, her feet in the stirrups, while BethAnn DeMarco, a nurse, inserted a two-inch twist of seaweed, like a tiny stick, into her cervix. In first-trimester abortions, R.J. had dilated the cervix with stainless steel rods, each one larger than the last. A second-trimester procedure required a larger opening to enable the use of a larger cannula. The seaweed expanded as it absorbed moisture overnight, and by the next day the patient didn’t need further dilation.

BethAnn DeMarco accompanied them to the front door, telling R.J. the whereabouts of several people with whom they had worked. “You might just feel a little pressure,” the nurse told Sarah casually, “or the laminaria might give you some cramps tonight.”

From the clinic they went to a suite hotel overlooking the Charles River. After they registered and went up to the room, R.J. whisked Sarah off to Chef Chang’s for dinner, thinking to razzle-dazzle her with sizzling soup and Peking duck. But razzle-dazzle was difficult because of discomfort; halfway through dessert they abandoned the ginger ice cream because the “little pressure” DeMarco had mentioned was rapidly becoming cramps.

By the time they got back to the hotel, Sarah was pale and racked. She took the crystal heartrock from her purse and placed it on the night table where she could see it, and then she curled up like a ball on one of the beds, trying not to weep.

R.J. gave her codeine, and finally she kicked off her shoes and lay down next to the girl. She was painfully certain she would be rebuffed, but Sarah snuffled into her shoulder when R.J. put her arms around her.

R.J. stroked her cheek, smoothed her hair. “You know, honey, in a way I wish you hadn’t been so healthy up to now. I wish you’d needed a few fillings at the dentist’s, maybe even had your tonsils and your appendix out, so you’d understand that Dr. Ustinovich is going to take care of you and that this will pass.

“Just tomorrow, and then it will be over,” R.J. said, patting Sarah’s back gently and even rocking her a bit. It felt right, and they lay like that for a long time.

Next morning they arrived at the clinic early. Les Ustinovich hadn’t had his morning coffee yet and gave them a nod and a grunt. By the time he’d had his caffeine fix, DeMarco had ushered them into the treatment room, and Sarah was positioned on the table.

She was pale, rigid with tension. R.J. held her hand as DeMarco administered the paracervical block, an injection of 20 cc of Lidocaine, and then started the IV. As luck would have it, DeMarco made a couple of false tries with the IV needle before she found the vein, and Sarah was gripping R.J.’s hand so tight it hurt. “This will make you feel better,” R.J. said as DeMarco started conscious IV sedation, 10 mcg of Fentanyl.

Les Ustinovich came in and looked at their welded hands. “I think you’d better go to the waiting room now, Dr. Cole.”

R.J. knew he was right. She reclaimed her hand and kissed Sarah on the cheek. “I’ll see you in just a little while.”

In the waiting room she settled onto a hard chair between a skinny young man who was concentrating on biting off a cuticle and a middle-aged woman who was pretending to read a tattered issue of Redbook. R.J. had brought the New England Journal of Medicine but she had a hard time concentrating. She was thoroughly familiar with the timetable and knew exactly what probably was happening to Sarah. The curettage was done in two stages of suctioning. The first was called “the long session” and took about a minute and a half. Then, after a pause, the second, touch-up suctioning was briefer. She hadn’t had time to make her way through an entire article before Les Ustinovich came to the door and beckoned to her.

He had only one clinical manner, bluntness.

“She’s aborted, but I perforated her.”

“Jesus Christ, Les!”

He froze her with a glance that brought her to her senses. He undoubtedly felt bad enough without salt in the wound.

“She jerked her body at just the wrong moment. God knows she wasn’t feeling any pain, but she was a nervous wreck. The perforation of the uterus took place where she has a fibroid tumor, so there’s some ripping and tearing. She’s bleeding a lot, but she’ll be all right. We’ve got her packed, and the ambulance is on its way.”

From then on, everything went into very slow motion for R.J., as if suddenly she existed under deep water.

She never had perforated a uterus during her time at the clinic, but she always had worked on women in the first trimester. Perforations happened very rarely, and they required surgical repair. Luckily, Lemuel Grace Hospital was only minutes away, and the ambulance was there almost before she had finished reassuring Sarah.

She made the short ride with Sarah, who was taken to the operating room on arrival.

She didn’t have to request a surgeon. Sarah was assigned a gynecologist whom R.J. knew by reputation. Sumner Harrison. He was supposed to be very good, the luck of the draw.

The place that once had been so familiar to her was slightly out of focus. A lot of strange faces. Two familiar people smiled and said hello as they passed her in the corridor, hurrying from someplace to someplace.

But she remembered where the telephones were located. She picked up a phone, ran her credit card through the slot, and dialed the number.

He picked it up after two rings.

“Hello, David? This is R.J.”
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By the time David got to Boston, Sarah was out of surgery and doing nicely. He sat by her bed and held her hand as she emerged from anesthesia. At first Sarah wept to see him and watched him warily, but R.J. thought he handled her in exactly the right way; he was tender and supportive and gave no indication he wasn’t completely in control of his thirst.

R.J. thought it best to give them some time alone. She wanted to know details of what had happened, and she telephoned BethAnn DeMarco and asked her if they might meet for dinner. BethAnn was free, and they met in a small Mexican restaurant in Brookline, near where BethAnn lived.

“This morning was something, wasn’t it?” DeMarco said.

“Some morning.”

“I can recommend the arroz con polio, very good,” BethAnn said. “Les feels bad. He doesn’t talk about it, but I know him. I’ve worked at the clinic four years, R.J., and this is only the second perforation I’ve seen.”

“Who did the other one?”

BethAnn looked uncomfortable. “It happened to be Les. But it was so innocuous it didn’t require surgery. All we had to do was pack her and send her home for bed rest. That wasn’t Les’s fault this morning. The girl just gave an involuntary lurch, like a big twist, and the curette penetrated. That doctor who examined her out where you live …”

“Daniel Noyes.”

“Well, Dr. Noyes can’t be faulted either. For missing the fibroid, I mean. It wasn’t large, and it was in a little fold of tissue, impossible to see. If it had been just the perforation, or just dealing with the fibroid, it would have been easier to handle. How’s she doing?”

“She seems to be fine.”

“Well, all’s well that ends well. Me for the arroz con pollo. How about you?”

R.J. didn’t care; she had the arroz con pollo too.

It wasn’t until later that evening, when she and David were alone, that he began to formulate the hard questions that she found difficult to answer.

“What in hell were you thinking of, R.J.? Don’t you know you should have consulted me?”

“I wanted to, but Sarah wouldn’t hear of it. It was her decision, David.”

“She’s a child!”

“Sometimes pregnancy makes women out of children. She’s a seventeen-year-old woman, and she insisted on dealing with her own pregnancy. She went before a judge, who decided she was mature enough to end the pregnancy without bringing you into it.”

“I suppose you arranged for her to see the judge?”

“At her request. Yes.”

“God damn you, R.J. You acted as if her father were a stranger to you.”

“That isn’t fair.”

When he didn’t answer, she asked if he intended to stay in Boston until Sarah was released from the hospital.

“Of course.”

“I have patients waiting to see me. So I’ll go back.”

“Yes, you do that,” he said.

It rained hard for three days in the hills, but the day Sarah came home the sun was warm, and the spicy smell of the summer woods was in the soft breeze. “What a day for riding Chaim!” Sarah said. It was good for R.J. to see her smile, but she was pale and tired-looking.

“Don’t you dare. You stay in and rest for a few days. That’s important. Do you understand?”

Sarah smiled. “Yes.”

“This is a chance for you to listen to some ba-ad music.” She had bought the newest Pearl Jam CD, and Sarah’s eyes filled when R.J. gave it to her.

“R.J., I’ll never forget …”

“Never mind that. Now, you take care of yourself, sweetheart, and get on with your life. Is he still angry?”

“He’ll get over it. He will. We’ll honey-hug and sweet-talk him.”

“You’re a great girl.” R.J. kissed her on the cheek. She decided she had to talk to David without delay. She walked out to the barnyard, where he was unloading bales of hay from his pickup truck. “Will you please come to dinner tomorrow night? Alone?”

He looked at her and then nodded his head. “All right.”

The next morning shortly after eleven she was preparing to drive down into Greenfield to visit two hospitalized patients when her telephone rang.

“R.J., it’s Sarah. I’m bleeding.”

“A lot or a little?”

“A lot. A whole lot.”

“I’ll be right there.” She called the ambulance first.

Sarah had been content to sit for hours like an invalid on the old stuffed rocking chair next to the jars of honey and watch what she could see, squirrels chasing pigeons on the barn roof, two rabbits chasing one another, their neighbor Mr. Riley driving by in his rusted blue pickup truck, a large and obscenely fat woodchuck browsing on the clover in the northwestern corner of the pasture.

Presently she watched the woodchuck scamper clumsily to pop into its burrow under the stone wall, and a few seconds later she saw why, because a black bear ambled out of the woods.

It was a small bear, probably born only last season, but its scent carried to the horse. Chaim’s tail came up, and he began to prance in terror and to whinny loudly. At the sound the bear hightailed it back into the woods, and Sarah laughed.

But then Chaim’s shoulder hit the one bad post in the barbedwire fence. Most of the posts were newly split black locust and would fight moisture for years. This one was pine, and it had rotted nearly in two at the place where earth met air, so that when the horse went into it with his shoulder it had fallen with only the slightest sound, allowing him to leap at once over the suddenly lowered strands.

On the porch, Sarah had set down her cup of hot coffee and risen. “Damn. You! You bad Chaim, you!” she had called. “You wait right there, you bad thing.”

On her way across the porch to the stairs she picked up a piece of old rope and a feed bucket that still contained a little grain. It was a good distance to go, and she forced herself to walk slowly.

“C’mere, Chaim,” she called. “Come and get it, boy.”

She struck the feed pail with her fingers. Ordinarily that was enough to bring him to her, but he was still spooked by the bear scent, and he moved a little way up the road.

“Damn.”

This time he waited for her, turned so he could watch the edge of the woods. He never had kicked her, but she gave him no chance, approaching him carefully from the side and holding out the bucket.

“Eat, you dumb old thing.”

When he buried his nose in the pail, she let him get a mouthful and then slipped the rope around his neck. She didn’t tie it, afraid he would spook again and get it caught on something that could choke him. She wished she could have swung up onto him and ridden him bareback. Instead she slipped the rope over his ears and past his eyes and held the two ends together with her hands, talking to him softly and tenderly.

She had to lead him past the break in the fence, all the way to the rude gate, and then lift the heavy poles out of their slots until the way was open for him to reenter the field. She was putting the poles back and worrying about how she could close up the fence until her father came home when she became conscious of the wetness, of the shining-leather redness of her legs, of the shocking trail she had been leaving behind her, and the strength went out of all of her and she began to cry.

By the time R.J. reached the log house, the towels Sarah had fashioned into packs had proven woefully inadequate. There was more blood on the floor than R.J. would have imagined possible. She guessed that Sarah had stood there and bled, not wanting to ruin the bedclothes, but then had flopped back onto the bed, perhaps in a faint. Now her legs dangled beyond the crimsoned bed, her feet on the floor.

R.J. lifted her legs to the bed, removed the soaked towels and put in fresh pressure packs. “Sarah, you have to keep your legs together hard.”

“R.J.,” Sarah said faintly. From very far away.

She was already semicomatose, and R.J. saw that she wouldn’t be able to control her muscles. R.J. took strips of cling bandage and tied the girl’s legs together at the ankles, and the knees, and then made a little pile of blankets and lifted Sarah’s feet onto it.

The ambulance was there very soon. The EMTs wasted no time loading Sarah, and R.J. got into the back with Steve Ripley and Will Pauli and started oxygen therapy at once. Ripley did the workup and assessment en route, while the wailing ambulance rocked and swayed.

He grunted when the vital signs matched the numbers R.J. had recorded in the house before the ambulance came.

R.J. nodded. “She’s in shock.”

They covered Sarah with several blankets, kept her feet raised. Behind the gray oxygen mask covering her mouth and nose, Sarah’s face was the color of parchment.

For the first time in a very long time, R.J. tried to will every cell of her being into direct contact with God.

Please, she said. Please, I want this kid.

Please. Please, please, please. I need this clean, long-legged girl, this funny, beautiful girl, this possible daughter. I need her.

She forced herself to take the girl’s hands in her own, and then she couldn’t let them go, feeling the trickling of the sand out of the hourglass.

There was nothing she could do to stop it, to reverse what was happening. She could only fuss with the oxygen to make certain it was pouring out its richest mixture and ask Will to radio the hospital so that a supply of matched blood would be available and ready.

When the Woodfield ambulance reached the emergency room, the waiting nurses opened the door of the rig and stood abashed and uncertain at the sight of R.J. unable to stop clutching Sarah’s hands. They had never before seen an ambulance arrive containing a broken doctor.
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Steve Ripley telephoned Mack McCourtney and asked him to get David Markus and bring him to the hospital.

Paula Simms, the emergency room doctor, insisted on giving R.J. a tranquilizer. It made her very quiet and withdrawn but otherwise had no discernible effect on her horror. She was sitting frozen next to Sarah, holding her hand, when David arrived, his eyes wild.

He didn’t look at R.J. “Leave us alone.”

R.J. went out into the waiting room. After a long while, Paula Simms came to her.

“He insists that you go home. I think you’d best do it, R.J. He’s very … you know. Upset.”

Consciousness hurt unbearably. Sarah couldn’t be gone forever like that, just … gone. It was hard for her to face. It hurt to think, even to breathe.

Suddenly the ice cube in which she had lived after Charlie Harris’s death was back.

She made the first call to David that afternoon. After that, she telephoned every fifteen or twenty minutes. Each time she got his recorded business voice, so professional, so relaxed, thanking her for calling the Woodfield Realty Company and inviting her to leave a message.

Next morning she drove to his house, thinking perhaps he was sitting there alone, not picking up the phone. Will Riley, David’s far neighbor from down the road, was putting a new fence post into the ground.

“He home, Mr. Riley?”

“No. Found a note from him taped to my door early this morning, asking me to feed the animals for a couple of days. I thought the least I could do is fix the fence. Hell of a thing, isn’t it, Dr. Cole?”

“Yes. Hell of a thing.”

“That wonderful little girl.”

Sarah!

What was going on with David? Where was he?

When she went into the house it was just as it had been when she and the ambulance crew had left it, except now the blood had dried to a paste a quarter of an inch thick. She stripped the sheets and the blankets from the bed and placed them into a garbage bag. She used David’s garden spade to scrape up the terrible pudding from the floor, then she carried it into the woods in a plastic bucket and buried it. She searched out David’s stiff brush and soap and scrubbed the floor until the successive rinse waters turned from red to pink to clear. Under the bed, she found the cat.

“Oh, Agunah.”

She would have liked to pet the cat, hug her, but Agunah stared at her like a cornered lion.

She had to drive home fast in order to shower and get to the office in time to see patients. It was mid-afternoon when she met Toby in the hallway and learned what half the town already knew, that David Markus had taken his daughter back to Long Island for burial.

For a little while she sat at her desk and tried to make sense of the next patient’s case history, but words and letters wriggled on the other side of a deep liquid glitter. Finally, she did something she had never done before. She told Toby to apologize and reschedule patient appointments. Sorry, terrible headache.

When she got home she sat in a chair at the kitchen table. The house was very quiet. She just sat.

She cancelled all appointments for four days. She walked a lot. Got out of the house and just walked, over the trail, over the fields, along the road, without knowing where, to start and look about her in surprise: How on earth did I get here?

She telephoned Daniel Noyes, and they met for an uncomfortable, sorrowful lunch.

“I gave her a good examination,” he said quietly. “I couldn’t see anything wrong with her at all.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Dr. Noyes. I know that.”

He gave her a long, searching look. “It wasn’t your fault either. Do you know that, also?”

She nodded.

Outside the restaurant, he kissed her on the cheek before he turned away and walked toward his car.

R.J. had no trouble sleeping. On the contrary, at night she sank into a deep and dreamless place of refuge. Mornings she lay under the covers in the fetal position, unable to move for long periods.

Sarah.

Her mind told her to reject guilt but she understood that guilt was hopelessly intertwined with her sorrow and from now on would be part of her.

She decided it would be better to write to David before she tried to talk with him. It was important to her that he understand that Sarah’s death might just as easily have occurred following an appendectomy or a bowel resection. That infallible surgery didn’t exist. That it was Sarah’s own decision to have had the abortion and that she would have had it even if R.J. hadn’t agreed to help her.

R.J. knew it would be little comfort for David to be told that some losses are incurred even in the safest invasive procedures. That in electing abortion over pregnancy, Sarah had been increasing her chances for survival, because in the United States, one out of every 14,300 women who continue pregnancy will die, while of women who are aborted—even after fourteen weeks of pregnancy—one in 23,000 can be expected to die. And that since everyone’s chances of dying every time he or she enters an automobile are one in 6,000, both pregnancy and abortion are extremely safe risks.

So Sarah’s death as a result of a legal abortion was a rarity. A rarity.

She wrote letter after letter, until finally she finished one that satisfied her, and then she drove to the post office.

But instead of mailing it, she tore it up and threw the pieces in the Dumpster. She realized she had written it as much for herself as for David. Anyway, how could it make a difference. What did he care about statistics.

Sarah was gone.

And so was David.
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Day after day passed, and R.J. didn’t hear a thing. She called Will Riley and asked him if he knew when his neighbor was coming home.

“No, I don’t have any idea. He sold the Morgan, you know. Did it by phone. I got a letter from him, overnight mail, asked me to be there yesterday at four o’clock so the new owner could pick up the horse.”

“I’ll take their cat,” R.J. said.

“That’ll be good. She’s out in my barn. I’ve already got four cats.”

So R.J. picked up Agunah and brought her home. Agunah minced through the entire house, every inch a visiting queen, inspecting with disdainful suspicion. R.J. hoped David would come home and claim her soon. She and the cat never had established a meaningful relationship.

She was chatting with Frank Sotheby at the general store a few mornings later when he wondered whether some other real estate person would move into town to take Dave Markus’s place.

“I was surprised to hear he put his house on the market,” he said, regarding her closely. “I understand Mitch Bowditch is handling it, over in Shelburne Falls.”

She drove down the Mohawk Trail to Shelburne Falls to have lunch and dropped in at the real estate office. Bowditch was a pleasant man, relaxed with people. He sounded truly regretful when he told her he had neither an address nor a telephone number for David Markus. “I just have a letter authorizing me to sell the place fully furnished, as is. And a New York bank account to send the check to. David said he wants to unload it quick. He’s a very good real estate man, and he set the price on the low side of fair. I should sell it pretty soon, I expect.”

“If he should call, would you kindly ask him to contact me?” R.J. said, and handed over her card.

“I will be happy to do that, doctor,” Bowditch said.

In three days the cat ran away.

R.J. roamed up and down Laurel Hill Road and walked the trail through the woods, calling.

“AAGUUUUNAAAAAH!”

She thought of all the critters that would consider a housecat a meal—bobcats, coyotes, mountain lions, large winged raptors. But when she got back to the house there was a message on the answering machine from Will Riley’s wife, Muriel, saying the cat had made her way through the hills back to their barn.

R.J. picked her up again, and two days later Agunah left again and returned to the Rileys.

Three more times the cat ran away.

By that time it was late in September. Will grinned at her when she showed up to claim her unwilling guest. “It’s okay with us if you just leave her here,” he said, and R.J. agreed at once.

Still, she felt a reluctance. “Shalom, Agunah,” she said, and the damned cat yawned at her.

On her way back down the road, as she passed the log house she saw that a new blue Jeep with New York registration plates was parked in the drive.

David?

She pulled in behind it, but when she knocked on the front door, Mitch Bowditch opened it. Beyond him was a man with a tanned face, thin graying hair and a brushy mustache.

“Hi, there. Come on in and meet another physician.” He introduced them, “Dr. Roberta Cole. Dr. Kenneth Dettinger.” Dettinger’s handshake was friendly but brisk.

“Dr. Dettinger’s just bought the place.”

She controlled her reaction. “Congratulations. Will you practice here?”

“Oh, God no! I’ll just use it for weekends and vacations. You know.” She knew.

He had a practice in White Plains, child and adolescent psychiatry. “Very busy, long hours. This place, it’ll be like heaven to me.”

They all three moved out into the backyard toward the barn, past the half dozen hives.

“You going to keep bees?”

“No.”

“Want to sell the hives?”

“Well. You can have them, glad to have you take ’em away. I’m thinking of putting a pool and a deck out here, and I’m allergic to bee venom.”

Bowditch cautioned that R.J. didn’t want to try to move the hives for another five or six weeks, until they had a serious cold snap that would put the bees into dormancy. “Actually …” He consulted an inventory list. “David owns eight more hives that he’s rented out to Dover’s Apple Orchards. You want those too?”

“I suppose I do.”

“Buying the house the way I’m doing raises some problems,” Kenneth Dettinger said. “There are clothes in closets, bureaus to be cleaned out. I don’t have a wife to help me get the house shipshape. Only just divorced, you see.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Oh.” He grimaced and shrugged, and then he grinned ruefully. “I’ll have to hire somebody to clean everything out of the house and get rid of it.”

Sarah’s clothes.

“Do you know anyone I could hire to do a job like that?”

“Let me do it. No money. I’m … a friend of the family.”

“Why, that would be fine. I would appreciate it.” He was studying her with interest. He had chiseled features. She didn’t trust the strength she saw in his face; perhaps it meant he was accustomed to getting his way.

“I have my own furniture. I’ll keep the refrigerator, it’s only a year old. Anything you want, just take it. What’s left … give it away or ask someone with a truck to haul it to the dump, and mail me a bill.”

“When will you need the house emptied of things?”

“If it can be done by Christmas, I’ll be grateful.”

“All right, then.”

That fall in the hills was especially beautiful. The leaves turned wanton in October, and the rains didn’t come to buffet them off the trees. Everywhere R.J. drove—to the office, to the hospital, to make a house call—she was struck by color viewed through a prism of cold, crystal air.

She tried to go back to living her life normally, concentrating on her patients, but it seemed to her that she was always one step behind. She began to worry that her medical judgment might be affected.

A couple who were near neighbors of hers, Pru and Albano Trigo, had a sick kid, Lucien, ten years old. They called him Luke. He was off his feed, without energy, had explosive diarrhea. It persisted, on and on. R.J. did a sigmoidoscopy, sent him for upper GI X rays, an MRI.

Nothing.

The boy continued to fail. R.J. referred him to a gastroenterologist in Springfield for a consult, but the Springfield physician couldn’t find anything wrong, either.

Late one afternoon she crunched over dry leaves on the trail. Just as she reached the beaver pond she saw a body flash away underwater like a sleek, small seal.

There were beaver colonies up and down the Catamount River. The river ran through the Trigo property, just downstream from R.J.’s.

She hurried to her car and drove to the Trigos’ house. Lucien was lying on the couch in the living room, watching television.

“Luke, did you go swimming this summer? In the river?”

He nodded.

“Did you swim in the ponds made by the beaver dams?”

“Sure.”

“Did you ever drink the water?”

Prudence Trigo was paying very close attention.

“Oh yeah, sometimes,” Lucien said. “It’s real clean and cold.”

“It does look clean, Luke. I swim in it myself. But I just happened to think that the beaver and other wild creatures defecate and urinate in it.”

“Defecate and …”

“Shit and piss,” Pru said to her son. “Doctor means they shit and piss in the water, and then you drink it.” She turned to R.J. “You think that’s it?”

“I think it might be. Animals infect water with parasites. If somebody drinks the water, the parasites reproduce and form a lining in the gut, so the intestine is no longer capable of absorbing nourishment. We won’t be sure until I send a stool sample off to the government lab. In the meantime, I’ll start him on a strong antibiotic.”

When the test came back, the report said that Lucien’s digestive tract was laden with Giardia lamblia protozoa and showed traces of several other parasites as well. Within two weeks he was eating again, and his diarrhea had disappeared. Several weeks after that, another test revealed that his duodenum and jejunum were free of parasites, and his pent-up energy had found such release that he was getting on his mother’s nerves.

He and R.J. agreed that next summer they would swim in Big Pond instead of in the river, and that they wouldn’t drink the lake water either.

The cold came down from Canada, the kiss of death for all the flowers except the hardiest chrysanthemums. The hayed fields, close-cut as the heads of convicts, turned brown under the lemonish sun. R.J. paid Will Riley to bring the beehives to her place in his truck and stand them in her backyard in a row, between the house and the woods. Once they were moved, she completely ignored them, being occupied with treating humans. She had received advisories from the Centers for Disease Control warning that one of this year’s influenza strains, A/Beijing 32/92 (H3N2), was particularly virulent and debilitating, and for weeks Toby had been summoning aging patients to the office for flu shots. The vaccine didn’t make an appreciable dent in the epidemic when it came, however, and suddenly R.J.’s days were too short. The telephone ring became hateful. She prescribed antibiotics to some whose infections appeared to be bacterial, but mostly all she could do was tell them to take aspirin, drink lots of fluids, stay warm, get plenty of bed rest. Toby caught the flu, but R.J. and Peg Weiler managed to stay healthy despite the workload. “We’re too ornery to get sick, you and I,” Peggy said.

It was the second day of November before R.J. could make time to bring cardboard cartons to the log house.

It was as if she were closing out not only Sarah’s life, but David’s as well.

While she folded and packed Sarah’s clothing, she tried to shut off her mind. If she could close her eyes too while she packed, she would have done it. When a carton became full, she took it to the town dump and placed it in the bin for Salvation Army collection.

She stood for a long time over Sarah’s collection of heartrocks, trying to decide what to do with them. She couldn’t give them away or discard them; finally, she packed them all carefully and carried them out to the car as if they were jewels. Her guest room became a rock room, trays of heartrocks everywhere.

She threw away the things in David’s medicine chest, ruthlessly dumping Sarah’s Clearasil and David’s antihistamines. Inside her there was a growing coldness at him for making it necessary for her to do these hurtful things. She saved the letters she found on his desk without reading them, placing them in a brown paper bag. In the lower left-hand drawer of the desk, she opened a typing paper box and found his book manuscript, which she took home and placed on the high shelf in her closet next to old scarves, mittens that didn’t fit anymore, and a Red Sox cap she had had since college.

She spent Thanksgiving Day working, but the epidemic already had started its downward curve. The following week she managed to take two days in Boston for an important occasion. Her father was ten months beyond the university’s mandatory retirement age of sixty-five. Now he had to leave the chair at the medical school that he had occupied for so many years, and his department colleagues had invited R.J. to join them at a dinner in his honor at the Union Club. It was a mellow evening, full of praise, affection, and reminiscences. R.J. was very proud.

The next morning her father took her to breakfast at the Ritz. “Are you all right?” he said gently. They had already discussed Sarah’s death at length.

“I’m absolutely fine.”

“What do you suppose has happened to him?”

Her father asked timidly, afraid to cause her more hurt, but she had already faced the question squarely, and she realized she might never see him again.

“I’m certain he’s lost in a bottle somewhere.”

She told her father she had paid off one third of the bank loan for which he had co-signed, and both of them were relieved to change the subject.

What lay ahead for Professor Cole was a chance to write a textbook he had been planning for years and the teaching of several courses as a guest professor at the University of Miami.

“I have good friends in Florida, and I thirst for warmth and sunshine,” he said, holding up hands that arthritis had made gnarled as apple tree branches. He told R.J. he wanted her to have the viola da gamba that had been his grandfather’s.

“Whatever would I do with it?”

“Perhaps learn to play it. I don’t play it at all nowadays, and I want to travel light.”

“Are you giving me Rob J.’s scalpel, as well?” She had always secretly been very impressed by the antique family scalpel.

He smiled. “Rob J.’s scalpel doesn’t take up much room. I’ll hold on to it. You’ll be getting it soon enough.”

“Not for a very long time, I hope,” she said and leaned over the table to kiss him.

He was going to place the apartment’s furnishings in storage, and he asked her to take whatever she might want.

“The carpet in your study,” she said at once.

He was surprised. It was an undistinguished Belgian rug, beige and almost threadbare, not worth anything. “Take the Hamadan that’s in the living room. It’s a much better carpet than the one in my study.”

But she already had a fine Persian rug, and what she wanted was something that was a part of her father. So the two of them went to the apartment and rolled up the rug and tied it. Even with each of them carrying one end it was a chore to get it downstairs and into the rear cargo space of the Explorer. The viola da gamba took up the entire rear seat as she drove back to Woodfield.

She was glad to have the instrument and the carpet, but she wasn’t pleased with the fact that she kept inheriting the belongings of people who mattered to her.
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One Saturday morning Kenneth Dettinger arrived at the log house to find R.J. going through the last of the Markus possessions. He helped her sort through the tools and the kitchen utensils.

“Hey, I’d like to keep the screwdrivers and some of the saws.”

“Okay. You’ve paid for them.”

Doubtless she sounded as depressed as she felt. He gave her a searching look. “What’s going to happen to the rest of this stuff?”

“You’re giving it to the church ladies for their tag sale.”

“Perfect!”

They worked together for a time without speaking. “You married?” he asked finally.

“No. Divorced, same as you.”

He nodded. She saw an ache fly across his features, fleeting as a bird, coming and going in an instant. “It’s a hell of a big club, isn’t it?”

R.J. nodded. “Members all over the world,” she said.

She spent a lot of time with Eva, talking about the old days of Woodfield, discussing events that happened when Eva was a little girl or a young woman. Always, she watched the old woman closely, made uneasy by what was clearly a winding down of vitality, a gradual fading that had begun in Eva shortly after her niece’s death.

R.J. asked her again and again about the Crawford children, still held captive by the mystery of the infant skeleton. Linda Rae Crawford had died in her sixth year, and Tyrone had died when he was nine, both before they had reached child-producing age. So it was on the other two siblings, Barbara Crawford and Harry Hamilton Crawford, Jr., that R.J. focused her attention.

“Young Harry was a sweet-natured boy, but not cut out for a farm,” Eva remembered. “Always had his head buried in a book. He studied at the state college in Amherst for a while, but then he got thrown out, something to do with gambling. He just went away somewheres. I think California, or Oregon. Someplace out there.” The other daughter, Barbara, was a steadier kind of person, Eva said.

“Was Barbara pretty? Did she have men who … you know, came around and courted her?”

“She was pretty enough, and a very nice girl. I can’t remember her having any particular feller, but she went away to the normal school in Springfield and married one of her teachers.”

Eva became impatient with R.J.’s questions and cranky about her presence. “You don’t have young ones, do you? Or a man at home?”

“I do not.”

“Well, you’re making a mistake. I could have gotten me a good man, I know I might have, if only I’d been free.”

“Free? Why, Eva, you talk as though you were a slave back then. You’ve always been free. …”

“Not really. I couldn’t break away. My brother always needed me to stay on the farm,” she said stiffly. Sometimes while they talked she grew visibly agitated, the fingertips of her right hand plucking at the tabletop or the bedspread or the flesh of her other hand.

She had had a hard life, and R.J. saw that it disturbed her to be reminded of it.

There were numerous and growing problems involving her present life. The church volunteers who cleaned her house and cooked her meals had reacted splendidly to a crisis, but they weren’t able to do it on a long-term basis. Marjorie Lassiter was empowered to hire someone to clean the apartment once a week, but Eva needed extended care, and the social worker confided to R.J. that she had begun to look for a nursing home that would take her. Eva was querulous and raised her voice a lot, and R.J. suspected that most nursing homes would try to keep her sedated. She saw problems ahead.

In mid-December, suddenly there was snow to match the cold. Sometimes R.J. dressed in layers and ventured out onto the trail on her skis. The winter woods were still as a deserted church, but there were signs of occupancy. She saw the fresh pugmarks of a wildcat and tracks of deer of varying sizes, and a bloodied and furstrewn patch of broken snow. Now she didn’t need David to tell her that a predator had taken a rabbit; it was coyotes, their dog tracks were in the snow all about the kill.

The beaver ponds were frozen and snow covered, and the winter river gurgled and rushed over, under, and through an atmosphere of ice. R.J. wanted to ski along the riverbank, but that was where the cleared trail ended, and she had to turn around and go back the way she had come.

Winter was beautiful in the woods and the fields, but it would have been better shared. She ached for David. Perversely, she was tempted to telephone Tom and talk out her troubles, but she knew he was no longer available to her. She was lonely, frightened about the future. When she ventured forth into the cold whiteness, she felt like a tiny mite lost in the enormous deep freeze.

Twice she hung beef suet in net onion bags for the birds, and each time it was stolen by a red fox. She saw his tracks and caught glimpses of him skulking, a wary thief. Finally she carried a ladder out to a young ash tree at the edge of the woods and, teetering but climbing high, hung another chunk of suet too far up for the fox to leap. She refilled her two bird feeders daily, and from the warmth of her house she watched chickadees, several kinds of nuthatches and grosbeaks, tufted titmice, a huge hairy woodpecker, a pair of cardinals. The male cardinal pissed her off; he always sent the female to the feeder first, in case there was danger there, and the female always went, a perpetual potential sacrifice.

When will we ever learn? R.J. asked herself.

When Kenneth Dettinger telephoned, he caught her by surprise. He was back in the hills for the weekend, and he wondered if she would care to join him for dinner.

She opened her mouth to refuse the invitation and began arguing with herself. She should go, she thought, as the moment lengthened and he waited for her reply until the pause was embarrassing.

“I would like that,” she said.

She groomed carefully and chose a good dress she hadn’t worn in a while. When he picked her up he was wearing a tweed jacket, wool slacks, lightweight black hiking boots, and a heavy down jacket, the hill country dress-up outfit. They went to an inn on the Mohawk Trail and took their time over wine before ordering. She had become unaccustomed to alcohol; the wine relaxed her, and she discovered he was an interesting man, a good conversationalist. For several years he had spent three weeks annually working in Guatemala with children who had been traumatized by the murders of one or both of their parents. He asked insightful questions about her practice in the hills.

She liked the meal, the talk about medicine and books and movies, enjoying herself enough so that when he took her home it felt natural to invite him in for coffee. She asked him to light the fire while she started the coffee.

When he kissed her, that somehow felt natural too, and she enjoyed the experience. He was a good kisser, and she kissed him back.

But her lips became like wood, and very soon he stopped.

“I’m sorry, Ken. The timing is very wrong, I guess.”

If she had hurt his ego, it didn’t show. “Do you give rain checks?”

She hesitated too long, and he smiled. “I’m going to be in this town a lot in the future.” He held up his coffee mug to her. “Here’s to better timing. After a while if you would like to see me, let me know.”

He kissed her on the cheek when he left.

A week later he came up from New York for three days over the Christmas holiday, with another man and two very attractive women, both young.

When R.J. passed them on the road in the Explorer, Ken honked his horn at her and waved.

R.J. spent Christmas Day with Eva. She had made a small turkey at home, and she brought it over with the side dishes and a chocolate cake, but Eva derived little enjoyment from the meal. She had been told that in two weeks she would be transferred to a nursing home in Northampton. R.J. had gone there to check it out. She had told Eva it was a good place, and the old woman had listened quietly and had nodded her head without comment.

Eva began to cough while R.J. was cleaning up after their meal. By the time the dishes were put away, her face was hot and flushed.

R.J. had had sufficient experience with influenza so that it was an easily recognizable enemy. It had to be a flu strain not included in the vaccine Eva had received.

R.J. toyed with the idea of sleeping in Eva’s apartment or of getting one of the local women to stay the night.

But Eva was so frail. In the end, R.J. called the ambulance and rode in it to Greenfield, where she signed the papers admitting Eva to the hospital.

The next day, she was glad she had done so, because the infection had impaired Eva’s respiratory system. R.J. ordered antibiotics in the hope that the pneumonia was bacterial, but it was a viral pneumonia, and Eva sank rapidly.

R.J. waited in the hospital room. “Eva,” she said. “Eva, I’m here with you.” She drove back and forth between Woodfield and Greenfield and sat by the bedside holding Eva’s hands, feeling the old woman’s life wind down and saying good-bye to her without any more words.

R.J. ordered oxygen to ease her labored breathing, and toward the end, morphine. Eva died two days before the new year.

The ground in the Woodfield cemetery was hard as flint, and a grave couldn’t be dug. Eva’s casket was placed in a holding vault. Her burial had to await the spring thaw. There was a memorial service at the Congregational church, sparsely attended because in ninety-two years not many people in town had known Eva Goodhue very well.

The weather was beastly, a series of what Toby called “three-dog days.” R.J. had not even one dog to cuddle with against the cold, and she saw the spiritual danger of unremitting gray skies. She took responsibility for herself. In Northampton she found a teacher of viola da gamba, Olga Melnikoff, a woman in her seventies who had spent twenty-six years with the Boston Symphony. She began to have weekly lessons, and now in the still, cold house at night she sat and clamped the great viol between her knees as if it were a lover. The first strokes of the bow gave off sonorous bass vibrations that thrust their way deep into her body, and soon she was lost in the exquisite business of making sound. Mrs. Melnikoff started her on the basics, grimly correcting the way she wanted to hold the bow, ordering her to repeat the musical scale again and again. But R.J. already was a musician of piano and guitar, and soon she was doing exercises and then a few simple songs. She loved it. Sitting alone and playing, she felt that she was accompanied by the generations of Coles who had made melody with this instrument.

It was a time to spend wood on the fire and stay in bed nights. She knew the wild creatures must be suffering. She wanted to leave hay in the woods for the deer, but Jan Smith dissuaded her. “Deliver them from our kindness. They’re best off when we leave them completely alone,” he said, and she tried not to think of the animals and birds during weather when tree trunks cracked open from the cold like pistol shots.

The hospital announced that any doctor with a modem could access a patient’s chart in a few seconds and could give the nurses instructions over the telephone instead of making the long, slippery drive to Greenfield. There were nights when she still had to go to the hospital in person, but she invested in the equipment and was thankful to embrace some of the technology she had left behind in Boston.

The great blazes she built nightly in the fireplaces kept her warm despite the winds that shook the house on the verge. She sat by the fire and went through journal after journal, never quite catching up but making great inroads on her medical reading.

One night she went to the closet and took down David’s manuscript. Seated by the fire, she began to read.

Hours later, suddenly conscious that the room was cold, she stopped to rebuild the fire, to use the bathroom, to make fresh coffee. Then she sat and read again. Sometimes she chuckled; several times, she wept.

The sky outside was bright when she was through. But she wanted to read the rest of the story. It was about farmers who had to change their lives because the world had changed, but who didn’t know how. The characters were alive but the manuscript was unfinished. It left her deeply moved but wishing to scream. She couldn’t imagine David would abandon such a book if he were able to complete it, and she knew he was either gravely ill or dead.
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January 20.

Sitting at home, warming the air with music, R.J. struggled with the feeling that tonight was special: a birthday? some kind of anniversary? And then she had it, a message from Keats that she had had to memorize for sophomore English Lit.

St. Agnes’ Eve—Ah, bitter chill it was!

The owl, for all his feathers, was a-cold;

The hare limp’d trembling through the frozen grass,

And silent was the flock in woolly fold.

R.J. had no idea how the flocks were doing, but she knew that the creatures who couldn’t be in a barn must be doing miserably. On several mornings a pair of large wild turkeys, females, had moved slowly over the snow-covered fields. Each successive snowfall had frozen with an icy crust, forming a series of impermeable layers. The turkeys and the deer couldn’t dig through them in order to reach the grass and plants they needed for survival. The turkeys made their way across the mowing like a pair of arthritic dowagers.

R.J. wondered if the Gift worked with animals. But she didn’t have to touch them to know the turkeys were close to death. In the orchard they gathered themselves and made weak and unsuccessful efforts to flutter up into the apple trees to get at the frozen buds.

She could stand it no longer. At the farm store in Amherst she bought a large sack of cracked corn and threw handfuls of the feed over the snow in several places where she had seen the turkeys.

Jan Smith was disgusted with her. “Nature managed nicely without human beings for millennia. So long as man doesn’t destroy the animals they do fine without our help. The fittest will survive,” he said. He was even scornful of bird feeders. “All they do is allow a lot of people to see their favorite songbirds up close. If the feeders weren’t there, the birds would have to move their asses a little in order to live, and it would do them good to work harder.”

She didn’t care. She watched with satisfaction as the turkeys and other birds ate her largesse. Doves and pheasants came, and crows and jays, and smaller birds she couldn’t identify from a distance. Whenever they had eaten all the cracked corn, or when it snowed and covered what she had last thrown, she went outside and threw some more.

Cold January became frigid February. People ventured outside wrapped in a variety of protective layers, knit sweaters, down-filled coats, old fleece-lined bomber jackets. R.J. wore heavy long underwear and a woolen stocking cap that she kept pulled over her ears.

The lousy weather brought out the pioneering spirit that had drawn people into the mountains in the first place. One morning during a blizzard R.J. staggered through drifts to make her way into the office, where she stood, covered with white. “What a day,” she gasped.

“I know!” Toby said, her face glowing. “Isn’t it marvelous?”

It was a month for warm and hearty meals shared with friends and neighbors, because winter stayed forever in the hills and cabin fever was ubiquitous. Over bowls of chili at Toby and Jan’s house, R.J. talked about American artifacts with Lucy Gotelli, a curator in the museum at Williams College. Lucy said her lab had the ability to date objects with comfortable accuracy, and R.J. found herself describing the plate found with the baby’s bones in her pasture.

“I’d like to see it,” Lucy said. “There was a Woodfield Pottery here in the eighteen hundreds that turned out serviceable, unglazed dishware. Perhaps they made your piece.”

A few weeks later, R.J. brought the plate to Lucy’s house.

Lucy examined it with a magnifying glass. “Hey, looks to me like a Woodfield Pottery product, all right. Of course, we can’t be certain. They had a distinctive marking, a merged T and R in black paint on the bottom of every piece. If this plate ever had the marking, it’s been worn away.” She looked curiously at the seven surviving rusty letters on the face of the plate—ah and od, and o, and again od, and picked with a fingernail at the h. “Funny color. Is that ink, do you think?”

“I don’t know. It looks like blood,” R.J. ventured, and Lucy grinned.

“Nah. I guarantee it ain’t blood. Look, why not let me take this to work with me and see what I can come up with?”

“Sure.” So R.J. left it with Lucy, even though she was curiously reluctant to give up the plate even for a short time.

Despite the cold and the deep snow, there was a scratching at the door early one evening. And another scratching. To R.J.’s relief, when she opened the door, instead of a wolf or a bear, the cat walked in and ambled from room to room.

“I’m sorry, Agunah. They’re not here,” R.J. told her.

Agunah stayed less than an hour, and then she stood before the door until R.J. opened it and let her out.

Twice more that week she came and scratched on the door, searched the house disbelievingly, and then departed without deigning to look at R.J.

It was ten days before Lucy Gotelli telephoned, apologizing for the delay. “I’ve done your plate. Nothing to it, really, but we’ve had one minor crisis after another at the museum, and I wasn’t able to deal with it until day before yesterday.”

“And?”

“It is made by Woodfield Pottery, I detected the latent mark very plainly. And I analyzed a bit of the substance that formed the letters on the top surface. It’s casein paint.”

“All I remember about casein is that it’s a milk component,” R.J. said.

“Right. Casein is the chief protein in milk, the part that curdles when the milk sours. Most of the dairy farmers around here made their own paint in the early days. They had plenty of skimmed milk, and they let the curds dry and ground them between stones. They used the casein as a binder, mixing it with pigment and milk and egg white and a little water. In this case, the pigment used was red lead. The letters are printed in red barn paint. A very bright red, actually. Turned into rust by time and the chemical action of the soil.”

All she’d had to do was place the plate under ultraviolet radiation, Lucy said. The porous clay had absorbed paint, which fluoresced under the ultraviolet, absorbing energy and remitting it right back.

“So … were you able to detect the other letters?”

“Yes, certainly. Got a pencil handy? I’ll read them back to you.”

She spelled them out slowly, and R.J. wrote them on her prescription pad, and when Lucy had finished talking she sat and looked without blinking, almost without breathing, at what she had written:

ISAIAH NORMAN GOODHUE
GO IN INNOCENCE TO GOD
Nov 12, 1915

So Harry Crawford’s family had had nothing to do with the skeletal discovery. R.J. had been barking up the wrong family tree.

She checked the town history to make certain Isaiah Norman Goodhue was indeed the brother Norm with whom Eva had lived alone for most of her life. When she saw that he was, instead of solutions she was left with questions and assumptions, each more disturbing than the last.

Eva would have been a fourteen-year-old girl in 1915, of childbearing age but in important ways still a child. She and her older brother had lived alone in the remote farmhouse on Laurel Hill Road.

If the child had been Eva’s, had Eva been impregnated by some unknown male, or by her brother?

The answer seemed to be implicit in the crude name marker.

Isaiah Norman Goodhue had been thirteen years older than the girl. He never married; he spent his life in isolation, working the farm alone. He would have depended on his sister to cook, to tend the house, to help with the animals and the fields.

And his other needs?

If the brother and sister had been the parents, had Eva been forced? Or had there been an incestuous love affair?

The terror and bewilderment the girl must have felt over the pregnancy!

And afterward. R.J. could imagine Eva—frightened, guiltridden because her infant was buried in unconsecrated earth, pained by the birthing and what must have been crude or nonexistent aftercare.

Clearly, their neighbor’s marshy pasture would have been chosen as burial site because it was wet and worthless and never would be turned over by a plow. Had the brother and sister done the burying together? The clay plate had been buried shallower than the baby. R.J. thought it likely that Eva had marked it to record her dead son’s name and birth date—the only memorial available to her—and then had stolen down to bury it above her infant.

Eva had spent most of her life looking down the hill at that marsh; what must she have felt, seeing Harry Crawford’s cows wading there, adding their piss and manure to the muck?

Dear God, had the child been born alive?

Only Eva would have been able to answer the dark questions, so R.J. would never really know, which was just as well. She no longer wished to display the plate. It spoke to her too loudly of tragedy, too plainly of the unhappiness of a rural girl caught in deep despair, and when she got it back from Lucy, she wrapped it in brown paper and placed it away in the bottom drawer of her breakfront.
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Thoughts of the youthful Eva cast a ghostly shadow over R.J. that not even purposeful music making could dispel. Now each day she left her house for the office eagerly, needing the contact with human beings that her practice provided, but even the office was a difficult place, because Toby’s inability to conceive was affecting her ability to deal with the daily tensions. Toby was snappish and short-tempered, and what was worse, R.J. saw that she was aware of her own unsteadiness.

R.J. knew that eventually they would have to discuss it, but Toby had become more than an employee and a patient. They had grown to be close and caring friends, and R.J. was putting off confrontation as long as possible. Despite the added stress, she spent long hours at the office, returning only reluctantly to the quiet house, the lonely silence.

She took consolation from the fact that winter was dying. The mounds of snow at the sides of the road shrank. The warming earth drank the melt, and the maple syrup folks began their yearly labor of tapping the trees to collect sap. Back in December, Frank Sotheby had stuffed a pair of old tennis shoes and some moth-eaten ski pants with rags. Outside his general store, he had stuck what looked like the bottom half of a human being into a snow pile waist-first, along with one ski and a ski pole, as though a skier had taken a header. Now his sight gag melted with the snow. When he removed the sodden garments, R.J. told him it was the surest sign that spring had come.

One evening she opened the door to a now-familiar scratching, and the cat entered the house and made her usual ambling inspection.

“Oh, Agunah, stay with me this time,” she said, reduced to begging for an animal’s company, but Agunah soon returned to the front door and demanded her freedom, and slipped out and left R.J. alone.

She began to welcome and respond to evening ambulance calls, although the rule was that the crews would call on her only if they had a situation they couldn’t handle. The last night in March also offered up the last snowstorm of the season. On the highway leading out of Main Street, a drunken driver skidded across to the wrong side of the road in his Buick and met a small Toyota head-on. The man who was driving the Toyota slammed into the steering wheel, fracturing his ribs and making an island of his sternum, a condition known as flail chest. Whenever he breathed he experienced great pain. Worse, the loose chest wall segment didn’t move in and out with the rest of his chest when he respirated; in effect, the bellows was broken.

All the EMTs could do for the injured man in the field was to tape a small, flat sandbag over the loose sternum, and then give him oxygen and get him into the medical center. The ambulance people were already doing that when R.J. reached the scene. For a change, too many EMTs had responded, among them Toby. The two of them watched the ambulance crew preparing the man for transport, and then R.J. motioned Toby away from the volunteer firemen who were cleaning glass and pieces of metal from the road.

They walked down the highway to a place where they could look back at the accident.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about you,” R.J. said.

The night air was chill, and Toby was shivering slightly in her red ambulance jacket. The urgent yellow ambulance light, turning like a beacon viewed from sea, illuminated her features every few seconds. She wrapped her arms about her body and looked at R.J.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. There’s a procedure I’d like you to have.”

“What kind of procedure?”

“Exploratory. I want somebody to take a good look at what’s happening inside your pelvis.”

“Surgery? Forget it. Look, R.J., I’m not going to be opened up. Some women … it just isn’t in the cards for them to be mothers.”

R.J. grinned mirthlessly. “Tell me about it.” She shook her head. “They don’t have to open you up anymore. Nowadays they make three tiny little incisions in your abdomen. One through your navel and the other two below, roughly over each ovary. They use a very narrow fiber optics instrument with an incredibly sensitive lens that lets them see everything in sharp detail. If necessary, other special instruments allow them to do corrective procedures, right through those three tiny incisions.”

“Would they have to put me out?”

“Yes. You’d have general anesthesia.”

“Would you do the … what do you call it?”

“Laparoscopy. No. I don’t do that. I’d send you to Danny Noyes. He’s very good.”

“No way.”

R.J. allowed herself to lose patience. “But why? You so desperately want to have a child.”

“Look, R.J. You’re so fucking pious when you preach about women needing to have the right to choose what happens to their own bodies. Well, this is my body. And I choose not to have surgery unless my life or health is threatened, which it doesn’t seem to be. So leave me the hell alone, understand? And thank you for your concern.”

R.J. nodded. “You’re welcome,” she said sadly.

In March she tried to enter the woods behind the house without skis or snowshoes, and she failed, going thigh-deep into snow that had refused to melt on the shaded trail. When she tried again in April, some snow remained but she was able to walk, if somewhat clumsily. Winter had made the wild place wilder, leaving the trail the worse for wear, with downed branches that had to be cleared. She seemed to feel the djinn of the forest staring down at her. In a patch of snow she saw what looked like the tracks of a barefoot man with fat feet and ten sharp claws. But the big toes were the outer ones, and R.J. knew the marks had been left by a large bear. She puckered up and whistled as loud as she could blow, for some reason choosing as her bear-frightening song “My Old Kentucky Home,” although she thought it might put the bear to sleep instead of sending it galloping away.

In three places, trees had fallen across the path. R.J. went back to the barn and got a Swedish bow saw and tried to use it on the blowndown trees, but the saw was inadequate and the work too slow.

There were some things for which she needed a man, she told herself with bitter resignation.

For a few days she pondered whom she might hire to clear the path of debris and perhaps extend the trail along the river. But a few afternoons later, she found herself in her favorite farm supply store, attempting to learn all about chain saws.

They looked lethal, and she knew they could be as deadly as they looked. “They scare the bejeezus out of me,” she admitted to the salesman.

“Well, they should. They’ll cut off your limb as easily as they’ll cut off a tree’s,” he said cheerfully. “But so long as you stay scared, they’re perfectly safe. The people who get hurt are the ones who get comfortable enough to handle them carelessly.”

The saws came in several brands and a number of different weights and lengths. The salesman showed her the smallest, lightest model. “A lot of women favor this one.” But when she told him she wanted to clear a trail through woods, he shook his head and offered her another saw. “This one is medium-heavy. Your arms will tire quicker, and you’ll have to rest more frequently than with the small saw, but you’ll get a lot more accomplished.”

She made him show her half a dozen times how to start it, how to stop it, how the automatic brake should be set so the whirling chain wouldn’t cut her head open if the saw caught on something and kicked back.

By the time she brought it home, along with a supply of oil and a filled gasoline can, she had second thoughts. After supper she read the instruction manual carefully and knew the purchase had been a folly. The saw was too complicated, too wickedly capable of destruction, and she would never have the courage to go into the woods alone and use the dangerous tool. She set everything in a corner of the barn and did her best to forget all about it.

Two afternoons later, she came home from work and, as usual, she took the mail out of the mailbox by the road and carried it down the long driveway to the house. Seated at the kitchen table, she separated it into several piles: Things to be dealt with later, consisting of bills, catalogs she wanted to read, and magazines; letters; and junk mail to be thrown away.

The envelope was square, medium-sized, light blue. The moment she saw the handwriting the air in the room became heavy and warm and harder to breathe.

She didn’t rush to tear it open. Instead, she treated it as if it were a letter bomb, examining it carefully on both sides. There was no return address. It was postmarked three days before, and it had been mailed from Akron, Ohio.

She picked up her letter opener and slit the envelope neatly across the top.

It was a greeting card: “Wishing You a Happy Easter.”

Inside, there was David’s cramped, slanted handwriting.

My Dear R.J.,

I scarcely know what to say, how to start.

I suppose I must begin by saying that I am mortally sorry if I have caused you unnecessary anxiety.

I want you to know I’m alive and healthy. I’ve been sober for some time, and I’m working hard to stay that way.

I’m in a safe place, surrounded by good people. I am coming to terms with life.

I hope you may find it in your heart to think kindly of me, as I think of you.

Yours sincerely,

David

Think kindly of me?

Wishing You a Happy Easter?

She threw the card and the envelope onto the mantel. Gripped by an icy, disgusted fury, she wandered through the house and finally went outside and into the barn. She picked up the new chain saw and strode down the wood road until she came to the first fallen tree.

She did as she had been instructed by the salesman and the manual: knelt; placed her right foot on the bottom of the rear handle, pinning the saw to the ground; set the hand guard; fixed the choke and turned on the ignition switch; held the front handle bar down firmly with her left hand and pulled the starter handle with her right hand. Nothing happened after several pulls, and she was preparing to give up when she pulled again, and the saw started with a cough and a sputter.

She pulled the trigger, and gave it gas, and it roared. She turned to the fallen tree, pulled the trigger again, and placed the blade against the trunk. The chain whipped around, its teeth biting into the wood, and went down through the trunk easily, quickly. The noise was music.

The power! she thought. The power!

In a very short time, the tree was in pieces small enough for her to move them off the trail. She stood with the roaring saw in her hand as dusk fell, reluctant to shut it off, drunk with success, ready to cut away all of her problems. She no longer was trembling. She didn’t fear the bear. She knew the bear would flee from the sound of her vibrating, ripping teeth. She could do this, she thought exultantly. The spirits of the woods were witnesses to the fact that a woman could do anything.
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ONE MORE BRIDGE TO CROSS
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Two afternoons in a row, she took her chain saw into the forest and vanquished the other pair of fallen trees. Then on Thursday, her day off, she entered the woods early, while the silent, druidlike trees were still wet and cold, and commenced to extend the trail. There was only a short distance to go before the lane reached the Catamount, and she attained the river just before breaking for lunch. It was a thrill to turn the corner and begin to work downstream, along the bank.

The saw was heavy. She had to stop from time to time, and she used the intervals to gather the branches and small trees she had severed and drag them off the path, piling them so they would be nesting places for rabbits and other small creatures. There was snow here and there along the banks but the water ran like liquid crystal, fast and full. Just beyond where skunk cabbages pushed through the snow, she saw a blue cordiform stone in the shallow current. When she pushed up the sleeve of her sweater and plunged her hand into the water, her arm seemed to crystallize too, the shock of the cold telegraphing all the way to her toes. The stone was well shaped, and she wiped it dry tenderly with her handkerchief and dropped it into her pocket. All afternoon as she pushed the trail forward, she felt the magic of the heartrock giving her strength and power.

At night she was serenaded by the soprano yipping of coyotes and the baritone roar of the swollen river. Mornings, eating breakfast in the kitchen, making the bed, straightening up the living room, she saw from her windows a porcupine, hawks, an owl, buzzards, the great Northern ravens that had taken over her land as if on a long-term lease. There were lots of rabbits and several deer, but there was no sign of the two turkeys she had fed in the winter, and she feared for them.

Now every day she rushed home from the office, changed her clothes, and took the chain saw from the barn. She worked hard, with satisfaction that was almost a quiet glee, pushing the great circuit of trail back in the direction of her house.

There was a new softness in the air. Each day darkness fell later, and suddenly the back roads had become goo. She had learned about her environment and knew now when to park the Explorer and slog in on foot to make a house call, and she didn’t use the come-along or need to have her car towed out of the mud.

The muscles of her arms and back and thighs tightened from the work in the woods and were so sore that she grunted when she walked, and then her body hardened and adjusted to the steady labor. Pushing the saw into branches to get the blade close to the tree trunks, she sustained numerous scratches and shallow gouges in her hands and arms. She tried wearing long sleeves and gloves, but the sleeves snagged and the gloves didn’t allow her to grip the saw tightly enough, so she disinfected the wounds carefully each night after her bath and wore the scabs like service stripes.

Sometimes an emergency kept her from working on the trail, a house call or the need to drive to the hospital to see a patient. She became miserly about her spare time, spending every moment in the woods. It was a long hike to the end of the trail, growing longer every time she found a few hours to work. She learned to leave her cans of gasoline and oil in the woods, in well-secured plastic bags. Sometimes she saw signs in the woods that disturbed her. In a place where she had worked only the previous afternoon, she found the scattered long feathers and soft inner down of a turkey that had been taken by something during the night, and she hoped foolishly that it hadn’t been one of “her” birds. And one morning when she walked out, she found an enormous pile of bear droppings like a special delivery letter. She knew that the black bears slept off and on all winter without eating or defecating; in the spring they gorged until they had an enormous bowel movement that expelled a hard, thick fecal plug. She had read of the plug and now examined it, and she noted the wide caliber of the droppings, indicating a very large animal, probably the bear whose paw marks she had seen in the snow. It was as if the bear had shat on her trail to serve notice that it was his territory and not hers, and she grew anxious again about working in the woods.

All through April she pushed the trail home, attaining now a few difficult feet, now an easier advance. Eventually she came to the last major challenge, a brook to be bridged. Over a very long time the brook had eaten deeply into the forest floor, draining the wet pasture into the river. David had made three wooden bridges where they had been needed in other places; she didn’t know if she could make the fourth—perhaps it would take more strength and construction experience than she possessed.

One day after she came home from work she studied the high banks and then visited the bridges David had made, analyzing what she would need to do. She could see that the job would require at least a full day, so it would have to wait for her day off, and she turned away and declared a holiday with whatever light remained of the afternoon. The river was swollen and fast, still too high for fishing, but she went home and got her spinning rod and dug half a dozen worms next to the compost pile. She cast out into the largest of the beaver ponds and alternately watched the little bobber and admired the work of the beavers, which had built up the dam and thinned an impressive number of trees. Before the bobber moved at all, a kingfisher came and mocked her with its cry, and it dove into the pond and flew away bearing a fish. R.J. felt inferior to the bird, but eventually she caught two beautiful small brook trout, which she had for supper with a mess of steamed fiddleheads, tasting the season in the wild greens.

After supper, bringing out her garbage, she came upon a small black heartrock where she had dug the worms, and she pounced on it as if it could scuttle away. She brought it inside and washed it and rubbed it to bring out its sheen, and placed it on top of the television set.

Once the earth was bared of snow, it was as if R.J. somehow had been singled out to inherit Sarah Markus’s serendipitous ability to discover heart-shaped stones. Everywhere she went, her eyes fell upon them as if directed by Sarah’s spirit. They came in all shapes—stones with the heart’s upper cheeks curvy as a pear and deeply indented as a perfect fundament, stones with angular but balanced cheeks, stones with lower points that were sharp as fate or shaped like the shallow arc of a kindergarten swing.

She discovered a stone that was as tiny as a smooth, brown birthmark, in a plastic bag of purchased plant soil. She found one the size of a fist at the base of the crumbling stone wall on the western boundary of her property. She came upon them while working in the woods, while walking on Laurel Hill Road, while doing errands on Main Street.

Very quickly, people in Woodfield observed the doctor’s preoccupation with cardioid stones and began finding them for her, dropping them off with pleased smiles at her home and her office, helping her with her hobby. She became accustomed, on coming home, to emptying her pockets of stones, or taking stones from her purse or from paper bags. She washed and dried them and spent anxious moments wondering where to put them. The collection quickly outgrew the guest room. Soon the heartrocks were displayed all over the living room as well, on the wall mantels and above the fireplace. And on end tables and the coffee table. And on the kitchen counter, and in the bathroom upstairs, and on her bedroom bureaus, and on the toilet tank in the lavatory on the ground floor.

The stones spoke to her, a sad, wordless message reminding her of Sarah and David. She didn’t want to hear it, but still she collected them compulsively. She bought a geology manual and began to identify the stones, taking pleasure in the knowledge that this one was basalt from the lower Jurassic era, when monster creatures had roamed the valley; that that one was solidified magma that had poured, liquid and boiling, up from the molten core a million years ago when the earth had hiccupped fiery vomit; that this stone of fused sand and gravel came from a time when ocean depths covered these now-inland hills; that that piece of glittering gneiss most likely had been a drab rock before colliding continents had transformed it in the pressure cooker of metamorphism.

One afternoon in Northampton, R.J. walked past the site of a sewer line replacement on King Street. The excavation was a trench perhaps five feet deep, cordoned off from the public by wooden sawhorses, metal barriers, and yellow plastic rope. In the corner of the hole was something that made her eyes widen—a reddish, well-shaped stone about fifteen inches long and eighteen inches wide.

The petrified heart of a vanished giant.

The work site was abandoned. The laborers had finished work for the day and were gone, or she would have asked someone to get it for her. Too bad, R.J. thought and passed it by. But she hadn’t taken five steps before she turned and went back. She sat in the dirt on the lip of the trench with her feet dangling, never mind her new slacks, and ducked her head inside the rope; then she pushed off with her hands and dropped into the hole.

The rock was fully as good as it had looked from above. But it was heavy, very difficult for her to lift, and she had to raise it the height of her neck in order to push it out of the trench. She accomplished the feat on the second try, as an act of desperation.

“Lady, what the hell?”

He was a police officer, glaring down at her in disbelief from the side of the trench that faced the road.

“Do you mind giving me a pull up?” she asked, holding up her hands. He was not a large officer. But in a moment he had hauled her out, exhibiting as much strain as she had shown when she lifted the stone.

Breathing hard, he stared at her, seeing the dirt smudge on her right cheek, the black slacks streaked with gray clay, and the mud on her shoes. “What were you doing down there?”

All she could do was give him a beatific smile and thank him for his help. “I’m a collector,” she said.

Three Thursdays came and went before she had an opportunity to spend the day building her bridge. She knew what she had to do. She had walked the trail to the brook half a dozen times to study the site, and again and again she had gone over in her mind how it might be done.

She had to cut two matching trees whose trunks would provide the main bridge supports. The trimmed logs had to be heavy enough to hold weight and endure, yet light enough for her to be able to move them into position.

She had already chosen the trees and went right to them, the growl and whine of the saw a comfort, and she felt expert now as she cut the boles and trimmed them. The logs were deceptively slender. They were very heavy, but she discovered she was able to move each one a few feet at a time by lifting and heaving first one end and then the other. The thud each time a log dropped seemed to shake the earth and made her feel she was an Amazon, except that she was tiring very quickly.

With a pick and a shovel she dug four shallow sockets, two on each bank, into which the log ends needed to nest to give them stability.

Slowly but surely, she moved the logs into place, ultimately getting into the brook and lifting the logs on her shoulder to maneuver each end into its prepared slot. When she was finally done, it was lunchtime, and the black flies and mosquitoes had begun feeding on her, so she beat a retreat.

She was too excited to spend time preparing much of a meal, eating peanut butter smeared hastily on sliced bread, and a cup of tea. She longed to soak in a hot bath, but she knew she wouldn’t finish the bridge if she did, and she could smell victory. So, freshly sprayed with repellent, she went back outside.

She had bought a truckload of black locust slabs from Hank Krantz—they were piled in the backyard—and she measured and cut four-foot lengths of slab, trying to select pieces that were more or less uniformly thick. Then she carried them, three or four at a time, to the bridge site. By this time she was really tired, and she stopped for more tea. But she knew that what remained to be done was clearly within her range of capabilities, and the knowledge drove her as she placed the slabs one by one and drove in the long nails, the sound of her hammer blows daring any wild critter to challenge her in her territory.

Finally, as the late afternoon shadows darkened the woods, she finished. The bridge was strong. It lacked only elegant white birch rails that she would install another day. It was springier than it would have been if she had been able to handle thicker logs, she admitted to herself. But it was a good job, and it would serve her well.

She stood in the middle of it and danced a triumphant little tarantella.

And on the east side of the brook, the right-hand corner of the bridge moved slightly.

When she went closer and jumped up and down, the corner sank. She jumped several times, cursing, and the corner went down quite a bit more. Her tape measure told her the bridge ended up fourteen inches lower on that side than on the other.

R.J. had set the stage for the problem by neglecting to firm the soil under the log on that side, and the weight of the bridge had done the rest. She saw that it would have been wise to have placed a flat rock under each log end, as well.

She went back into the brook and tried to lift the bridge on the low end but it was impossible for her to move it, and she surveyed the slanting structure bitterly. It would be possible to cross it gingerly, if it didn’t drop any more. But it would be folly to try to get across it while carrying a heavy load, or while pushing a laden wheelbarrow.

She collected her tools and made her slow way home, bone weary and terribly disappointed. It would no longer be easy or pleasurable to boast to herself that she could do anything, if she had to add a qualifier:

“… almost.”
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THE REUNION
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George Palmer came to R.J.’s office one day when every seat was taken in the waiting room and Nordahl Peterson was sitting outside on the front steps. Still, when she had finished talking with George Palmer about his bursitis, explaining why she wasn’t going to give him any more cortisone, he nodded and thanked her but showed no sign of leaving.

“My youngest child is Harold. My baby,” he said sardonically. “Now forty-two years old. Harold Wellington Palmer.”

R.J. smiled and nodded.

“Accountant. Lives in Boston. That is, he has been living there, past twelve years. Now he’s going to be living with me again. He’s coming back to Woodfield.”

“Oh? That should be nice for you, George,” she said cautiously, having no way to know whether or not it would be nice until he came to the point.

It turned out that it might not be at all nice for George.

“Harold is what they call HIV positive. He’s coming here with his friend Eugene. They’ve been living together for nine years….” He seemed to lose his train of thought and then found it again with a start. “Well, he’s going to need a doctor’s care.”

R.J. put her hand on George’s hand. “I’ll look forward to meeting him and being his doctor,” she said, and squeezed his hand. George Palmer smiled at her and thanked her and left her office.

* * *

There wasn’t a great deal of forest between the end of the trail and her house, but the sadly sagged bridge had dampened her enthusiasm for trail building, and she turned to her vegetable garden with relief. It was too early for tender vegetables. The gardening books said she should have planted peas several weeks earlier instead of working in the woods, but the cool mountain climate gave her leeway, and she spread peat moss, compost, and two bags of purchased greensand on the raised beds that she and David had made, and dug everything in. She planted edible pod peas, of which she was especially fond, and spinach, knowing that neither would be bothered by the heavy frosts that still fell at night with regularity.

She watered carefully—not too much, to avoid damping off; not too little, to avoid aridness—and was rewarded by a row of seedlings that lasted scarcely a week. At the end of that time they had vanished, and the clue to where they had gone was a single perfect print in the velvet earth.

A small deer.

That night she went for coffee and dessert to the Smiths’ house and told them what had happened. “What do I do now? Replant?”

“You can,” Toby said. “You might still have time to get a crop.”

“But there are a whole lot of deer out in the woods,” Jan said. “You’d better take steps to keep the wild animals away from your garden.”

“You’re the fish and game expert,” R.J. said. “So how do I do that?”

“Well, some folks collect human hair from barbershops and spread it around. I’ve tried that myself. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t.”

“How do you protect your own garden?”

“We pee all around it,” Toby said calmly. “Well, I don’t.” She jerked her thumb at her husband. “He does.”

Jan nodded. “Best thing. One whiff of human piss, the critters find an excuse to make a business trip elsewhere. That’s what you should use.”

“Easy for you to say. There is a certain physiological dissimilarity that makes my situation more difficult than your own when it comes to spraying. Would you consider coming over to my place, and …?”

“Nope,” Toby said firmly. “His supply is limited, and spoken for.”

Jan grinned and offered a final word of advice. “Use a paper cup.”

That was what she did, after replanting her peas. The problem was, she had a very limited supply too, even when she forced herself to drink more fluids than her thirst demanded. But she anointed the area next to the portion of the raised bed where she had replanted her peas, and this time when the seedlings came up, they weren’t eaten.

One day R.J. heard a sound like multiple motors in her backyard, and when she left the house she saw that a buzzing host was lifting from one of the hives. Thousands of bees rose in twisting, dancing ropes that coalesced and merged at roof height into a thick column that looked almost solid at times, so closely packed and multitudinous were the small black bodies. The column became a cloud that contracted and expanded, shifted and grew, and eventually it lifted and moved darkly over the trees and into the woods.

Two days later, another hive swarmed. David had worked hard on his bees, and R.J. had ignored them, but their loss gave her no feelings of guilt. She was busy with her own work and interests, and she had decided that she had her own life to live.

The afternoon of the second swarm she received a telephone call at the office. Gwen Gabler was coming from Idaho to visit her. “I need to be in western Massachusetts for a couple of weeks. I’ll explain when I see you,” Gwen said.

Marital problems? But no, it didn’t sound like that at all: “Phil and the boys send their love,” Gwen said.

“Give my love to them. And hurry from there to here. Hurry,” R.J. told her.

* * *

R.J. wanted to pick her up, but Gwen knew what a doctor’s schedule was like, and she arrived by cab from the Hartford airport, the same wiseass, warm, wonderful Gwen!

She came in the afternoon accompanied by a spring rainstorm, and they hugged damply and kissed and stared at one another and hooted and laughed. R.J. showed her the guest room.

“Never mind that. Where’s the toilet? I’ve held it in since Springfield.”

“First door on the left,” R.J. said. “Ooh, wait.” She ran into her own room, grabbed four paper cups from the bureau top, and hurried after Gwen. “Here. Would you use these, please? I’d appreciate it greatly.”

Gwen stared. “You want a specimen?”

“As much as you can give. It’s for the garden.”

“Oh, for the garden.” Gwen turned away, but her shoulders were already shaking, and in a moment she was roaring, leaning against the wall helplessly. “You haven’t changed, not one marvelous cell. God, how I have missed you, R.J. Cole,” she said, wiping her eyes. “For the garden?”

“Well, let me explain.”

“Don’t you dare. I don’t ever want to hear it. Don’t spoil a thing,” Gwen said, and clutching the four cups, ran into the bathroom.

That night they were more serious. They stayed up and talked late, late, while outside the rain drummed against the windowpanes. Gwen listened as R.J. spoke about David and told her about Sarah. She asked a question or two and held R.J.’s hand.

“And what of you? How is life in the HMO?”

“Well, Idaho’s beautiful and the people are really nice. But the Highland Family Health Center is a Health Maintenance Organization from hell.”

“Ah, Gwen, damn. Your hopes were so high.”

Gwen shrugged. She said that in the beginning it had appeared ideal. She believed in the HMO system, and she had received a bonus for signing her contract. She was guaranteed four weeks of paid vacation time and three weeks to attend professional meetings. There were a couple of doctors who seemed to her to be less than geniuses, but she saw at once that four of the staff physicians were first-rate, three men and a woman.

But almost immediately one of the good male doctors, an internist, had left the Highland Center and gone to work at a nearby Veterans Administration hospital. Then another man—the HMO’s only other ob-gyn—had moved to Chicago. By the time the woman doc, a pediatrician, had bailed out, Gwen had a good idea what the exodus was about.

The management was very bad. The company owned nine HMOs throughout the western states and advertised that its driving goal was quality care, but the bottom line clearly was profit. Its regional manager, a former internist named Ralph Buchanan, now did time-and-motion studies instead of practicing medicine. Buchanan reviewed all the case reports to determine where money was “wasted” by the employee-physicians. It didn’t matter whether a doctor sensed something in a patient that made him or her want to investigate further. Unless there were citable “book reasons” for ordering a test, the physician was brought to account. The company had something it called the Algorithmic Decision Tree. “If A occurs, go to B. If B happens, go to C,” Gwen said. “It’s truly medical practice by the numbers. The science is standardized and spelled out for you, with no allowance for individual variations and needs. Management insists that the nonclinical details of a patient’s life—the background that sometimes points us to the real causes of trouble—must be ignored as a waste of time. There’s absolutely no room for a doctor to practice the art of medicine.”

It wasn’t the HMO system that failed, Gwen insisted. “I still believe managed health care can work. I think medical science has progressed sufficiently so we can work under time and test restrictions established for each ailment, so long as the physicians have the right and ability to depart from ‘the book’ without having to spend time and energy defending themselves to management. But this particular HMO is owned and run by bozos.” Gwen smiled. “Wait. It gets worse.”

To fill in for the loss of the three good practitioners, she said, Buchanan hired what was available—an unboarded internist whose hospital privileges had been revoked for shoddy practice in Boise, a sixty-seven-year-old man who never had practiced but had spent his professional life doing research, and a young rent-a-doc general practitioner from a medical temp agency, who would work until the company was able to find another physician.

“The one remaining good physician, besides yours truly, was a bushy-tailed New Age doc in his thirties. Marty Murrow. He wore blue jeans to the office, had long hair. Actually went to medical conventions to learn new things. Tried to read everything in sight. He was a terrific young internist in love with medicine. Remember?

“Anyway, the two of us got into immediate trouble.”

It began for her, she said, when the company assigned “the klutz from Boise” to cover for her on her days off. Many calls ensued from her to Buchanan, at first polite and friendly, rapidly becoming acerbic. She told him that she was a boarded obstetrician-gynecologist and she wasn’t going to allow an unqualified person to share responsibility for her patients. That she had inherited a lot of cases from the departed ob-gyn. That she was far beyond the case load limit specified in her contract, the limit at which she could continue to function as a physician at a quality level, and that they damn well better find another ob-gyn to share the burden.

“Buchanan reminded me that this was a team operation, that I had to be a team player. I told him he could stuff that up his flexura sacralis recti unless he hired another qualified obstetrician. So I became an honored name on his shit list.

“Meanwhile, Marty Murrow was getting into far worse trouble. His contract called for him to treat sixteen hundred patients, and he was handling more than twenty-two hundred people. The lousy new doctors each were ‘caring for’ from four hundred to six hundred patients. The researcher just didn’t know very much about internal medicine. Whenever he was in the ICU, he had to ask the nurses to write his orders for him. He lasted less than two months.

“The patients soon caught on that there were some lousy doctors at the Highland Family Health Center. When Highland got the contract to provide health care for a small factory with fifty workers, forty-eight requested Marty Murrow as their doctor. He and I began to freak out. We didn’t recognize a lot of the names on the charts. Often we were asked to sign prescription forms for other doctors’ patients, to order drugs for people we didn’t know and whose illnesses we weren’t familiar with. And because doctors were just employees, we had no control over the general lack of quality in the place.”

One of the nurses, Gwen told R.J., was particularly bad. Marty Murrow caught her in repeated mistakes when she brought prescription refills for his signature—“ordering the patient to take Zantax instead of Xanax, things like that. We had to watch her.” It bothered Gwen that the receptionist was rude and sarcastic in the office and over the telephone and often neglected to deliver patients’ messages and questions to the doctors.

“Marty Murrow and I screamed and called them names,” Gwen said. “We both telephoned Buchanan regularly to complain, which he liked because it gave him an opportunity to put us in our places by ignoring us. So Marty Murrow sat down and wrote to the president of the company, a retired urologist who lives in Los Angeles. Marty complained about the nurse, the receptionist, and Buchanan, and he asked the president to replace all three of them.

“Buchanan got a telephone call from the president and sent letters to the nurse and the receptionist informing them of Dr. Murrow’s charges. When he met them subsequently, they both told him the same story: Dr. Martin B. Murrow had harassed them sexually.

“One can imagine Buchanan’s pleasure. He sent Dr. Martin B. Murrow a registered letter telling him of the sexual harassment charges and informing him that he was suspended for two weeks while an investigation would be held. Marty has a very attractive wife he talks about all the time and two small daughters who take every moment he can spare from medicine. He told his wife what was happening. It was the beginning of a terrible experience for both of them. Buchanan confided to several people that he had suspended Marty, and why. Almost at once, some of the Murrows’ friends began to hear the rumors.

“Marty telephoned his big brother, Daniel J. Murrow, a partner in the Wall Street law firm of Golding, Griffey, and Moore. And Daniel J. Murrow telephoned Buchanan and told him that indeed there should be an investigation as announced, and that his client, Dr. Martin Boyden Murrow, insisted that every single person in the office should be interviewed.”

R.J. sat up a little straighter. Although she had turned her back on the law, part of her would always respond to the right kind of case. “Are you certain Marty Murrow didn’t …”

Gwen smiled and nodded. “The nurse in question is in her late fifties and quite heavy. As somebody who is getting older and fatter all the time, I don’t denigrate the aging or the obese, but I don’t imagine they’re more sexually alluring than young women who have never had to deal with cellulite. As for the receptionist, she is nineteen, but she’s scrawny and nasty. There are eleven females who work with Marty regularly, and three or four of them are knockouts. Every one of them said Dr. Murrow never had harassed her. One nurse did recall a Monday morning when she told Marty she had a test for him. ’If you’re such a hot diagnostician, look into Josie’s and Francine’s eyes, and tell us which one got laid this weekend.’ He said it must have been Francine, because she was the one with the smile on her face.”

“Not very incriminating,” R.J. said dryly.

“That was the worst thing they were able to get on him. Neither of the two complainants could come up with specifics, and it was obvious they had colluded to bring the charge after he had complained about them. Others in the office had the same complaints about their work performance, and following the investigation the nurse and the receptionist were terminated.”

“And Buchanan?”

“Dr. Buchanan still has his job. The offices he supervises turn in a very healthy profit. He sent Marty a letter informing him that the investigation had not resulted in conclusive evidence to substantiate the charges that had been made against him, therefore he was reinstated to practice medicine for the Highland Family Health Center.

“Marty replied at once that he planned to sue Buchanan and the two discharged employees for defamation of character and the HMO for breach of contract.

“The president of the company flew in from California. He met with Marty and asked him about his future plans. When Marty said he intended to go into private practice, the president said the company wanted to help him do that, to avert the negative publicity of litigation. He offered to pay for the unexpired portion of Marty’s contract, fifty-two thousand in cash. In addition, Marty could take all the furnishings in his office and in his two examining rooms, as well as an EKG machine and sigmoidoscopy equipment that none of the other doctors had bothered to learn how to use. Marty agreed at once.”

At that point, Gwen said, she knew she didn’t want to stay at the HMO either. “But I was in a quandary. My husband had discovered that he loved to teach, and I hesitated to interfere with his career. Then, at a national meeting of business school educators in New Orleans, Phil met the dean of the business school at the University of Massachusetts, and they both agreed he would be just right to fill an opening on the UMass business faculty.

“So I promptly threatened Buchanan with a suit of my own, for breach of contract, and after a little horse-trading, he agreed to pay our expenses when we move east. We’re coming back here in September, and Phil will be teaching in Amherst.”

Gwen stopped and grinned at the sight of her friend, capering like an excited and very happy child.
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A NAMING
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“So? What will you do when you get here?” R.J. asked.

Gwen shrugged. “I still believe managed care is America’s only chance to get health coverage for everybody. I’ll look for another HMO to hire me, I guess. And make certain it’s a good one this time.”

In the morning she went to the village with R.J. They walked the length of Main Street, and she watched wistfully as people called out a greeting to the doctor or gave R.J. a smile. In the office she went from room to room, observing everything, stopping now and again to ask a question.

While R.J. saw patients, Gwen sat in the waiting room and read gynecology journals. They ordered sandwiches at the general store for lunch.

“How many ob-gyns are there in the hilltowns?”

“None. The women have to travel to Greenfield or Amherst or Northampton. There are a couple of midwives based in Greenfield who come up into the hills. All the hilltowns are growing, Gwen, and there are enough women here now to provide a gynecologist with patients.” It would be too much for her to hope that Gwen would practice in the hills, and she wasn’t surprised when Gwen merely nodded and went on to talk of something else.

That evening Toby and Jan had them to dinner. During the meal the phone rang and someone reported to the fish and game officer that a hunter had wounded a bald eagle in Colrain, so as soon as he had eaten, Jan asked their forgiveness and went to see what that was all about. It was just as well. Left to their own devices, the three women settled down in the living room and talked comfortably.

R.J. had sometimes found it dangerous to meet the close friend of a close friend. The experience could go either way—jealousy and rivalry could sour the meeting, or the two newly introduced people could see in each other what their mutual friend saw in each of them. Happily, Toby and Gwen responded to one another warmly. Toby learned all about Gwen’s family, and she was frank in describing her yearning for a child and the weariness she and Jan had come to feel as a result of their unsuccessful efforts.

“This woman is the best ob-gyn I have ever met,” R.J. told Toby. “I’d feel so much better if she were to examine you at the office in the morning.”

Toby hesitated, and then she nodded. “If it’s not too great an imposition?”

“Nonsense. It’s not an imposition at all,” Gwen said.

Next morning, the three of them met in the inner office after the examination. “You have random abdominal pain?” Gwen said.

Toby nodded. “Sometimes.”

“I wasn’t able to find any overt problems,” Gwen told her slowly. “But I think you should have a laparoscope, an exploratory procedure that would tell us exactly what is going on internally.”

Toby made a face. “That’s what R.J. has been trying to get me to do.”

Gwen nodded. “That’s because R.J. is a good doctor.”

“Do you do laparoscopies?”

“I do pelviscopies all the time.”

“Would you do mine?”

“I wish I could, Toby. I’m still licensed in Massachusetts, but I’m not on a hospital staff. If it could be arranged before I have to go back to Idaho, I’d be happy to scrub up and participate as an observer, and consult with the surgeon of record.”

And that’s how the arrangements were made. Dan Noyes’s secretary was able to book the operating room for three days before Gwen was scheduled to go home. When R.J. talked with Dr. Noyes, he was amiably willing to have Gwen stand at his elbow as an observer.

“Why don’t you come, too?” he said to R.J. “I have two elbows.”

Gwen spent the next five days visiting HMOs and physicians in a number of communities located within commuting distance of Amherst. On the evening of the fifth day, she and R.J. sat and watched a televised debate about national health care in America.

It was a frustrating experience. Everyone acknowledged that the health care system in the United States was inefficient, exclusive, and too expensive. The simplest and most cost-effective plan was the “single-payer” system used by other leading nations, in which the government collected taxes and paid for the health care of all its citizens. But while American capitalism provides the best aspects of democracy, it also provides the worst, as represented by paid lobbyists applying enormous pressures on Congress to protect the rich profits of the health care industry. The enormous army of lobbyists represented private insurance companies, nursing homes, hospitals, the pharmaceutical industry, doctors’ groups, labor unions, business associations, pro-choice groups who wanted abortion paid for, anti-abortion groups who wanted abortion excluded, welfare groups, the aged …

The fight for dollars was mean and dirty, not pretty to watch. Some Republicans admitted they wanted the health care bill killed because if it were passed it would help the president’s chances for re-election. Other Republicans declared themselves for universal health care but said they would fight to the death against either a raise in taxes or funding of health insurance by employers. Some Democrats who faced re-election campaigns and were dependent on the lobbyists for funds talked exactly like the Republicans.

The business suits on the television screens were agreeing that any plan must be phased in gently, over many years, and that they should be satisfied to cover 90 percent of the United States population eventually. Gwen got up suddenly and switched off the television in anger.

“Idiots. They talk as if ninety percent coverage would be a wonderful achievement. Don’t they realize that would leave more than twenty-five million people without care? They’ll end up creating a new caste of untouchables in America, millions of people who are poor enough to be allowed to sicken and die.”

“What’s going to happen, Gwen?”

“Oh, they’ll blunder through to a workable system, after years and years of wasted time, wasted health, wasted lives. But just the fact that Bill Clinton had the courage to make them face the problem is making a difference. Superfluous hospitals are closing, others are merging. Doctors aren’t ordering unnecessary procedures….”

She looked at R.J. moodily. “Doctors may have to change things without much help from the politicians, try to treat some people without charge.”

“I already do.”

Gwen nodded. “Hell, you and I are good physicians, R.J. Suppose we started our own medical group? We could begin by practicing together.”

The thought swept R.J. into momentary excitement, but very quickly reason took over. “You’re my best friend and I love you, Gwen. But my office is too small for two doctors, and I don’t want to move. This has become my town, the people are my people. What I’ve made for myself here … it suits me. How do I explain? I can’t risk ruining it.”

Gwen nodded and placed her fingers on R.J.’s lips. “I wouldn’t want to do anything to spoil things for you.”

“Suppose you set up an office of your own nearby? We could still incorporate, and maybe form a cooperative network of good independent physicians. We could buy our supplies together, cover for one another, contract together for lab work, refer patients to one another, share someone to do our billing, and try to figure out how to provide treatment for uninsured people. What do you think?”

“I think I like it!”

The following afternoon they began searching for office space for Gwen in nearby towns. Three days later they found the space she wanted, in a two-story red-brick building in Shelburne Falls that already housed two lawyers, a psychotherapist, and a studio that taught ballroom dancing.

On a Tuesday morning they got up in the dark, had time only for coffee, and drove to the hospital through the predawn chill. They went through the scrubbing process with Dr. Noyes, achieving antisepsis in the prescribed routine that was at the same time necessary practice and a rite of their profession. At 6:45 they were in an operating theater when Toby was wheeled in.

“Hey there, kiddo,” R.J. said behind the mask, and winked.

Toby smiled blearily. She already had been started on an intravenous solution of lactated Ringer’s solution to which a relaxant had been added—Midazolam, R.J. knew from her conversation with Dom Perrone, the anesthesiologist who was overseeing the attachment of EKG, BP, and pulse oximeter. R.J. and Gwen stood with folded arms safely outside the sterile field, watching while Dr. Perrone gave Toby 120 mgs of Propofol.

Ta-ta, my friend. Sleep well, Tobe, R.J. thought tenderly.

The anesthesiologist administered a muscle relaxant, inserted the endotrachial tube and began the flow of oxygen, adding nitrous oxide and Isoflurane. Finally he grunted in satisfaction. “She’s all set for you, Dr. Noyes.”

In a few minutes, Dan Noyes had accomplished the three tiny incisions and inserted the fiber optics eye, and presently they were watching a screen that revealed the interior of Toby’s pelvis.

“Endometrial growth on the pelvic wall,” Dr. Noyes observed. “That would explain the occasional random pain noted on her chart.” In a moment they were zeroed in on something else, and he and his visitors exchanged nods; the screen showed five small cysts between the ovaries and the fallopian tubes, two on one side, three on the other.

“That might explain why there’s been no pregnancy,” Gwen murmured.

“Probably it does,” Dan Noyes said cheerfully, and went to work.

In an hour both the endometrial growths and the cysts had been removed, Toby was resting comfortably, and Gwen and R.J. were driving back down the Mohawk Trail so R.J. could keep office hours.

“Dr. Noyes did a neat job,” Gwen said.

“He’s very good. Retiring this year. He has a lot of women from the hills in his practice.”

Gwen nodded. “Hmmm. Then remind me to drop him a letter and admire him a whole lot,” she said, and shot R.J. her warm grin.

She was leaving on Friday, so they wanted to make Thursday count. “Let’s see,” Gwen said, “I’ve contributed mightily and generously to the welfare of your sugar pod peas, I’ve altered my entire life in order to become your associate and neighbor, and I’ve collaborated to try and help Toby. Is there anything else I can do before I leave?”

“As a matter of fact. Come with me,” R.J. said.

In the barn she found the three-pound maul and the enormous old crowbar, long and thick, that had been left there, perhaps by Harry Crawford. She gave Gwen work gloves and the maul, and she carried the crowbar as she led Gwen down the trail and around by the river, all the way to the final bridge. The three flat rocks were still just where she had abandoned them.

They got down into the brook. She positioned the crowbar and let Gwen hold it while she drove it firmly beneath the framework log on the far bank.

“Now,” she said. “We try and lift it together. On the count of three. One … Two …” R.J. had been in junior high school when she learned about Archimedes’ claim that, given a long enough lever, he could move the planet. Now she had faith. “Three.”

Sure enough, as she and Gwen grunted together and lifted their arms, the end of the timber rose.

“Little more,” R.J. said judiciously. “Now,” she said, “you’re going to have to hold it alone.”

Gwen’s face went blank.

“Okay?”

Gwen nodded. R.J. let go and dove for the flat rocks.

“R.J.” The lever wobbled as R.J. lifted one of the rocks and slid it into place. She bent for another rock, as Gwen gasped.

“R.J.! For …”

The second rock was in place.

“… crying … out … LOUD!”

“Hold it. Hold it, Gwen.”

The last rock thumped into place just as Gwen let go and sank to her haunches in the bed of the brook.

It took all of R.J.’s remaining strength to pull the crowbar from beneath the log. It grated on the top rock, but the three rocks stayed in position. R.J. climbed out of the brook and walked onto the bridge.

It was reasonably level. When she stamped on it, it appeared to be strong, a bridge for generations.

She did her tarantella. The bridge quivered a bit because it was flexible, but it didn’t move. It felt firm and permanent. She threw back her head and stared into the leafy greenness of the trees, stamping her feet as she danced.

“I christen thee the Gwendolyn T. for Terrific Gabler Bridge.” Below her, Gwen was trying to whoop but was achieving only strangled laughter.

“I can do anything. Anything,” R.J. told the spirits of the forest, “with a little help from my friends.”
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WHAT AGUNAH FEARED
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May was soft and good. The warmed earth could now be gardened, and graves could be dug in it again. On the fifth day of the month, two days before the annual Town Meeting, the body of Eva Goodhue was taken from the keeping vault at the Woodfield Cemetery and buried. John Richardson conducted a simple, moving graveside service. Only a handful of townfolk were there, mostly old people who remembered that Eva had come from a family that went far back in the town’s history.

When R.J. came back from the funeral, she planted one of her two raised beds. She set the seeds in broad rows a foot wide, so there would be little room for weeds. She planted two kinds of carrots, three varieties of lettuce, red and white radishes, shallots, beets, basil, parsley, dill, and fava beans. It was somehow meaningful to her that Eva was now part of the earth that could bestow such beneficence.

It was late afternoon by the time she finished and put the gardening tools away. She was washing up in the kitchen when the telephone rang.

“Hello. This is Dr. Cole.”

“Dr. Cole, my name is Barbara Eustis. I’m director of the Family Planning Clinic in Springfield.”

“Oh?”

Speaking slowly and quietly, Barbara Eustis conveyed her desperation. Her doctors had been intimidated by the violence of the anti-abortion zealots, the threats, the murder of Dr. Gunn in Florida.

“Well, they gave that murderer a life sentence. Surely that will be a deterrent.”

“Oh, I hope so. But the thing is … a lot of doctors aren’t willing to place themselves and their families at risk. I don’t blame them, but I’m afraid that unless I get some physicians to help, the clinic will have to close. And that would be tragic, because women really need us. I was talking with Gwen Gabler, and she suggested I give you a call.”

She didn’t! Damn you, Gwen, how could you? R.J. tasted brass.

Barbara Eustis was saying she had a couple of gutsy people who were willing to work. Gwen had promised she would work one day a week after she moved east. The voice on the phone begged R.J. to give the clinic one day a week also, to do first-trimester abortions.

“I’m sorry. I can’t. My malpractice insurance premiums come to thirty-five hundred dollars a year. If I work for you, they’ll go up to more than ten thousand dollars.”

“We’ll pay your insurance.”

“I’m as lacking in courage as anyone. I’m just plain scared.”

“Of course you are, and with reason. Let me tell you that we spend real money on security. We have armed guards. We have volunteer bodyguards and escorts who meet our doctors and accompany them to and from the clinic.”

R.J. didn’t want to have to contend with that. Or with the controversy and the crowds and the hatred. She wanted to spend her day off working in the woods, taking walks, practicing the viola da gamba.

She never wanted to see an abortion clinic again. She knew she would be forever haunted by what had happened to Sarah. But neither could she escape awareness of what had happened to the young Eva Goodhue and all those other women. She sighed.

“Suppose I give you Thursdays,” she said.

There was a fairly short stretch of woods between the Gwendolyn T. for Terrific Gabler Bridge and the backyard of her house, but it was mostly tough brush and close-set trees. She had only one Thursday left before starting work at the Springfield clinic, and she determined that she would attempt to finish the trail that day.

She arose early and got breakfast out of the way, eager to get outside and go to work. As she was putting away the breakfast things, there was a scratching at the door, and she let Agunah in.

As usual, Agunah ignored R.J., made her inspection of the house, and waited by the front door to be let out again. R.J. had abandoned offering pleasantries to the aloof visitor. She opened the door and waited for the cat to leave, but Agunah hung back, her spine becoming round, her tail rising. She looked like a cartoon caricature of a frightened cat, and she turned and ran into R.J.’s room.

“What is it, Agunah? What are you afraid of?”

She closed the door, compulsively turning the key in the lock, and began to peer out the windows.

There was a very large black shape moving at an unhurried pace across the meadow and toward her house.

The bear waded through the tall grass. R.J. never had imagined that a bear in the Massachusetts hills could become so large. The great male was doubtless the one whose sign she had been seeing in the woods for weeks. She stood transfixed, unable to leave the window long enough to run and search for her camera.

When he neared the house, he stopped at the crabapple tree and stood on his hind legs to sniff at a couple of wrinkled apples left over from last year. Then he dropped back onto all fours and shambled out of her vision to the side of the house.

R.J. raced up the stairs to the bedroom window and looked directly down at him. He was staring at his reflection in the glass of the first-floor window; she was certain he thought he was looking at another bear, and she hoped he wouldn’t attack and break the glass. The shaggy black hair on his neck and shoulders appeared to bristle. His great, wide head was slightly bent, and his eyes, too small for the large head, glittered with hostility.

After a moment he turned from the mirrored image. From where she watched, the power of the massive shoulders and the surprisingly thick, long legs was overwhelming. For the first time in her life R.J. actually felt the hair on the back of her neck lifting. Agunah and I, she thought.

She watched until the bear entered the woods, then she returned to the kitchen and sat in a chair without moving.

The cat went to the front door again, somewhat furtively. When R.J. opened it, Agunah hesitated only a moment and then slipped out and ran in the opposite direction from the one in which the bear had disappeared.

R.J. continued to sit. She told herself that she couldn’t go into the woods now.

Yet she knew if she didn’t finish the trail that day she might not have a free day for a long time.

When half an hour had passed, she went into the barn and filled the chain saw with fuel and oil, then she carried it onto the wooden path. Jan Smith had told her that bears lived in fear of human beings and avoided them, but the moment she entered the dark, shaded trail she was terrified, aware she had left her own territory and entered the bear’s. Jon had assured her that when bears were warned of human presence they would depart, and she picked up a stick and tapped it against the handle of the saw. He had also told her that it didn’t warn a bear if you whistled, because they were accustomed to the sound of the birds. So she began to sing at the top of her voice, songs she had sung as a teenager in Harvard Square, “This Land Is Your Land,” and then “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” She was well into “When the Saints Go Marching In” when she came to the last bridge and clumped across.

It wasn’t until the motor of the chain saw had roared to life that she felt secure, and she moved quickly to overcome her fear with the hardest labor she could perform.
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KINDRED SPIRITS
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The Family Planning Clinic in Springfield was in a handsome old brownstone house on State Street, now a bit shabby but in good repair. R.J. had told Barbara Eustis that, at least for the moment, she preferred to come and leave unaccompanied, not believing that an escort offered any real protection. But now, as she parked a block away and walked to the clinic, she wondered about the wisdom of that decision. A dozen protestors were already there with signs, and as soon as R.J. started to mount the steps, the hooting began and the signs were jabbed in her direction.

One of the demonstrators held a sign saying “JESUS WEPT.” She was a woman who looked to be in her thirties, with long honeycolored hair, a narrow nose with sculptured nostrils, regretful brown eyes. She didn’t scream or wave her sign, she just stood there. Her gaze clicked onto R.J.’s, who knew they had never met but somehow felt that they knew one another, so that she nodded, and the other woman nodded back. And then she was up the stairs and inside the building, and the tumult was left behind.

First-trimester abortions were simple to resume, but the increased tension was back as a part of her life.

The horror was there every Thursday, the terrorizing took place all through the week. They identified her car almost at once. The telephone calls to her home began only two weeks after she started work at the clinic, and they came with regularity—the name-calling, the accusations, the threats.

Murderer, you’ll die. Die, die, in pain. Your house will burn, but it won’t be smoking ruins for you to find when you get home, because you’ll be in the ashes. We know the house well, on Laurel Hill Road in Woodfield. Your apple trees need pruning, your roof soon will need some work, but don’t bother to have it done. Your house will burn. You’ll be in it.

She made no attempt to get an unlisted number; the townsfolk had to be able to reach their doctor.

She stopped at the police station in the basement of the Town Hall one morning and had a chat with Mack McCourtney. The Woodfield police chief listened hard when she told of the threats.

“You have to take them seriously,” he said. “You must. I’ll tell you something. My father was the first Catholic to move into this town. Nineteen and thirty-one, it was. The Ku Klux Klan came at night.”

“I thought that happened only in the South.”

“Oh, no, oh, no…. They came at night in their Yankee bedsheets and burned a big cross in our pasture. The fathers and uncles of a whole lot of the people you and I know, folks we serve every day, burned a big wooden cross near my father’s house because he was a Chicopee Catholic who had dared to come here to live.

“You’re a wonderful woman, Doc. I know, because I’ve seen you in action and I’ve watched you closely when you didn’t even know I was looking. Now I’ll watch you even closer. You and your house.”

R.J. had had three HIV-positive patients, a child who had contracted the AIDS virus from transfused blood, and a man who had given it to his wife.

George Palmer’s son, Harold, came to the office one morning, accompanied by his friend. Eugene Dewalski read a magazine in the waiting room while she examined Harold, and then at her patient’s request she called Mr. Dewalski into the office while she discussed her findings.

She was certain that the things she discussed with them came as no surprise; they had known for more than three years that Harold Palmer was HIV positive. Just before coming to Woodfield he had been diagnosed with his first Coxsackie tumors, the onset of the full-blown disease. During the intake interview in her office, the two men sat and answered her questions with dry, expressionless voices. When they finished discussing his symptoms, Harold Palmer told her brightly that it was wonderful for him to be back in Woodfield. “You can’t ever take the country out of a country boy.”

“How do you like the town, Mr. Dewalski?”

“Oh, I love it.” He smiled. “I was warned about coming to live with a lot of cold Yankees, but so far the Yankees I’ve met have been warm. Anyway, they seem to be outnumbered by Polish farmers hereabouts, and we’ve already had two invitations to come over and sample homemade kielbasa and golumpki and galuska. We accepted them eagerly, too.”

“You accepted them eagerly,” Harold Palmer said, smiling, and the two men left amid badinage about Polish cooking.

The following week Harold returned alone for a shot. Within minutes he had collapsed into R.J.’s arms, weeping wildly. She cradled his head against her shoulder, stroked his hair, hugged him, spoke to him a long time—practiced the art of medicine. They established the relationship they would need as he entered the long, downward spiral.

It wasn’t an easy time for many of her patients. The newscasters on network television reported that the stock market index was rising again, but in the hilltowns the economy was bad. Toby became furious because a woman had made an appointment to have only her little girl examined, then had brought all three of her children for the doctor to look at. But Toby’s fury died when she realized there was no insurance and almost assuredly no money to pay for three examinations. That evening, on the television news, R.J. heard a United States senator reiterate smugly that there was no medical care crisis in America.

Sometimes on Thursday mornings she found a large group demonstrating in front of the clinic, at other times there were only a few people. R.J. noticed that they would show up to demonstrate during a single day of lousy weather, but they tended to dwindle away after several consecutive days of rain, except for the woman with the quiet eyes. She was there every Thursday morning no matter what the weather, never shouting, never waving her sign.

Every week she and R.J. nodded to one another, offering arcane, almost grudging concession of one another’s humanity. On a morning of heavy, lashing rain, R.J. came early to see the woman standing alone in the street, wearing a yellow slicker. They nodded as usual, and R.J. started up the stairs but then came back. Water was dripping from the woman’s rain hat.

“Listen, let me buy you a cup of coffee. In the coffee shop at the corner.”

They looked at one another silently. The woman made up her mind and nodded. On the way to the coffee shop she stopped to stash her sign in the back of a Volvo station wagon.

The coffee shop was warm and dry, full of the clatter of dishes and the ragging voices of men talking about sports. They took off their rain clothes and sat facing one another in a booth.

The woman smiled faintly. “Is this a five-minute truce?”

R.J. looked at her watch. “Make it ten minutes. Then I have to go in. I’m Roberta Cole, by the way.”

“Abbie Oliver.” After a moment’s hesitation she held out her hand, and R.J. shook it.

“Doctor, aren’t you?”

“Yes. You?”

“Teacher.”

“Of?”

“Freshman English.”

They each ordered decaffeinated coffee.

There was a moment or two of anxiety as they awaited the first unpleasantry, but none was forthcoming. Every fiber of R.J.’s being wanted to confront this women with facts—to tell her, for example, about Brazil, where as many illegal abortions are done annually as are done legally in the United States. The difference is that in the United States 10,000 women go to the hospital every year for complications of abortion, while in Brazil 400,000 women are hospitalized for the same reason.

But R.J. knew the woman opposite her no doubt was aching to present arguments of her own, perhaps to tell her that each blob of tissue she suctioned contained a soul screaming to be born….

“This is like a lull in the Civil War,” Abbie Oliver said, “when soldiers climbed out of the trenches and exchanged food and tobacco.”

“It is, isn’t it. Except I don’t smoke tobacco.”

“I don’t either.”

They talked about music. It turned out each of them had a passion for Mozart and admired Ozawa and mourned the loss of John Williams as conductor of the Boston Pops.

Abbie played the oboe. R.J. told her about the viola da gamba.

Eventually, though, the coffee was finished.

R.J. smiled, pushed back her chair, and Abbie Oliver nodded and said thank you. She went back out into the rain while R.J. paid. By the time R.J. came out, the woman had retrieved her sign and was walking in front of the clinic, and they avoided one another’s eyes as R.J. climbed the front stairs.


42

THE EX-MAJOR
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She had planted her garden during stolen half hours late in the afternoons, after returning home from her office. Several times she had worked through the dusk and into the darkness, and she had been forced to put her small tomato and green pepper plants into the earth during a misty rain, not good gardening practice for several reasons, but the only time she had available. It was catch-as-catch-can gardening, but something within her responded to the process, enjoying the gritty promise she felt whenever there was dirt on her hands.

Still, the garden thrived. She was harvesting greens from it late on Wednesday, bent over the raised beds, when a car with Connecticut license plates hesitated at the entrance of her driveway and turned in.

She stopped picking and watched as the driver left the car and walked toward her with a limp. Slim, but with a thick waist. Middle-aged, high hairline, iron-gray hair and brushy mustache.

“Dr. Cole?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Joe Fallon.”

For a moment the name meant nothing, and then she remembered David telling her of the rocket attack that had wounded him, killing a chaplain whose name she didn’t remember, and hitting the third chaplain in the troop carrier.

Involuntarily she looked at his legs.

He was perceptive. “Yeah.” He lifted his right knee and rapped his knuckles against his lower leg, a solid thunking. “That Joe Fallon,” he said, and grinned.

“Were you the lieutenant or the major?”

“The major. The lieutenant was Bernie Towers, may he rest. But I haven’t been a major for a long time. Haven’t been a priest for a long time, for that matter.”

He apologized for dropping in on her without notice. “I’m on my way to a retreat with the Trappists at the monastery in Spencer. Due there tomorrow, and I saw on the map that I could come by here with only a little detour. I’d like to talk with you about David.”

“How did you find this place?”

“I stopped at the firehouse and asked how to get to where you lived.” He had a nice smile, an Irish charmer’s smile.

“Come into the house.”

He sat in the kitchen and watched while she washed the greens.

“Have you eaten?”

“No. If you’re free, I’d like to take you to dinner.”

“Very few restaurants in the hills, and a long way to drive. I was about to make a very simple supper, eggs and salad. Would you care for some?”

“It would be very nice.”

So she tore lettuce and arugula, cut up a store-bought tomato, scrambled eggs, toasted frozen bread, set the food on the kitchen table. “Why did you stop being a priest?”

“I wanted to get married,” he said, so easily that she knew he’d answered the question many times before. He bent his head. “For what we are about to receive, we thank you.”

“Amen.” Ill at ease, she stifled a desire to eat too fast. “What do you do now?”

“College professor. Loyola University, Chicago.”

“You’ve seen him, haven’t you?”

“Yes, I have.” Fallon broke toast, dropped it into his salad and pushed it around with his fork to soak up the dressing.

“Recently?”

“Fairly recently.”

“He got in touch with you, did he? Told you where he was?”

“Yes.”

She tried to blink back the tears of fury that sprang into her eyes.

“It’s complicated. I’m his friend—maybe his best friend—but I’m just good buddy Joe. So he could let me see him in … an emotionally frail condition. You are terribly important to him in a very different way, and he couldn’t risk it.”

“Couldn’t risk letting me know he was alive, all those months? I know what Sarah meant to him. What her loss must have done to him. But I’m a human being too, and he showed no regard. Certainly no love.”

Fallon sighed. “There’s a lot you can’t be expected to understand.”

“Try me.”

“It began for us in Vietnam. There were these two priests and a rabbi, like the beginning of a bigot’s joke. David and Bernie Towers and me. All day long the three chaplains would try to offer comfort to the maimed and the dying in the hospitals. In the evening we’d write letters to the families of the dead, and then the three of us would go out on the town, tear up the pea patch. We lapped up a whole lot of alcohol.

“Bernie drank as much as David and me but he was a special priest, like a rock where his vocation was concerned. I was already having trouble keeping my vows, and it was to the Jew I turned for talk and understanding, instead of to my fellow priest. David and I became very close over there.” He shook his head.

“It’s strange, really. I’ve always felt I should have been the one to be killed instead of that wonderful priest Bernie, but …” He shrugged. “A mysterious way. His wonders to perform.

“When we got back to the States, I knew I had to leave the priesthood, and I couldn’t face it. I became a real lush. David spent a lot of time with me, got me started in A.A., straightened me out. And then when his wife died, it was my turn to help him, and now it’s my turn again. He’s worth it, believe me. But he’s a man who is not without problems,” he said, and she grunted in agreement. When she started to take the things away from the table, he stood and helped. She put coffee on, and they went into the living room.

“What do you teach?”

“History of religion.”

“Loyola. Catholic school,” she observed.

“Well, I’m still very much a Catholic. Did everything by the book, like an old soldier. Asked the Pope’s permission to renounce my priestly vows, and the request was granted. Dorothy—my wife now—did the same. She was a nun.”

“You and David … you’ve stayed in close touch ever since the army?”

“In close touch most of the time. Yes, we’re members of a small but growing movement. Part of the larger group of theological pacifists. After Vietnam we each knew we never wanted to see war again. We gravitated to certain kinds of seminars and workshops, and it became obvious that there were a number of us, clergymen and theologians of every religious stripe, who all felt pretty much the same.” He broke off as she went to pour the coffee and bring it back. When she gave him the cup he took a sip, nodded and resumed.

“See, all over the world, and ever since humanity was born, people have believed in the existence of a greater power, and they have yearned desperately to break through to the deity. Novenas are said, b’rokhot are sung, candles are lit, donations are made, prayer wheels are spun. Holy men rise, kneel, prostrate themselves. They call on Allah, Buddha, Siva, Jehovah, Jesus, and a wide variety of weak and powerful saints. We each have our unique vision of God. We each believe our candidate is the genuine article and all the others are fakes. To prove it, we’ve spent century after century killing the followers of the false religions, telling ourselves we’re doing the holy work of the one true God. Catholics and Protestants still kill one another, Jews and Moslems, Moslems and Hindus, Sunnites and Shiites. And on and on.

“So … after Vietnam we began to recognize kindred souls, men and women in religion who believed we could each look for God in our own way without waving our bloody swords. We were attracted to one another, and we’ve formed a very loose group—we call it the Peaceful Godhead. We’re working to raise money from religious orders and foundations. I know of a piece of land and a building that’s available in Colorado, and we’d like to buy it and set up a study center where people of every religion can meet and talk about the search for true salvation, the best religion, which is permanent world peace.”

“And David is a member of … the Peaceful Godhead.”

“Indeed he is.”

“But he’s an agnostic!”

“Oh. Forgive my impertinence, but it’s obvious that in some ways you don’t know him at all. Please don’t take offense.”

“That’s true, I’m aware I don’t know him,” she said sullenly.

“He talks a great agnosticism. But deep where he lives—and I know whereof I speak—he believes that something, a greater being than he, is directing his existence and the world’s. It’s just that David can’t identify the power in terms precise enough to satisfy him, and so he drives himself nuts. He’s perhaps the most religious man I’ve ever met.” He paused. “I’m certain, after talking to him, that he plans to try and explain his actions to you in person someday soon.”

She felt sad, frustrated. She had felt that Sarah and David had offered her a warm and quiet life after a stormy and unhappy one. But Sarah was dead. And David was … away, chased by demons she couldn’t even imagine and not caring enough for R.J. even to contact her. She wanted to talk about it with this man, but found that she couldn’t.

They carried their own cup and saucer to the sink. When he moved to wash the dishes, she stopped him. “Don’t bother to do that. I’ll do them after you’ve gone.”

He was embarrassed. “Well, there’s something I’ll ask you. I’m on the road all the time, telling the different religious orders about the Peaceful Godhead, talking to foundations. Trying to raise money to establish the center. The Jesuits pay for some of my travel, but they’re not notorious for lavish expense accounts. I’ve a sleeping bag … I wonder if you’ll let me camp in your barn.”

She gave him a wary, searching look, and he chuckled.

“Rest easy, I’m safe as safe. My wife is the best woman in the world. And when you’ve already abrogated one important set of vows, you become very careful about the other vows in your life.”

She showed him the guest room. “Heartrocks everywhere in your house,” he said. “Well, she was a fine young person, Sarah.”

“Yes.”

She washed the dishes, he wiped. She gave him a bath towel and a washcloth. “I’m going to be in and out of the shower quickly, and to bed. You take as long as you wish. About breakfast …”

“Oh, I’ll be long gone by the time you wake.”

“We’ll see. Good night, Mr. Fallon.”

“Sleep well, Dr. Cole.”

After her shower she lay in the dark and thought of a lot of things. From the guest room she heard the soft drone, the rise and fall of his evening prayer. She couldn’t make out words until the end, when his satisfied voice rose a bit in relief: “In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.” Just before she slept, she remembered what he had said about having already abrogated one important set of vows, and it crossed her mind to wonder if Joe Fallon and his nun Dorothy had made love before receiving the Pope’s dispensation.

In the morning she was awakened by the sound of the motor of his rental car. It was still dark, and she fell back into sleep for another hour, until the alarm went off.

The guest room was as before, except that the bed was made tighter than she usually accomplished, and with military corners. She unmade it, folded the blankets, put the sheets and the pillowcases in the hamper.

She and Toby had begun to meet early Thursday mornings for an hour of paperwork before she drove to Springfield. That morning they went through the forms that required her signature, and then Toby gave her a diffident little smile.

“R.J. I think maybe … I think the laparoscopy worked.”

“Oh, Toby! Are you certain?”

“Well, I’ll let you tell me for sure. But I believe I already know. I want you to do the delivery when the time comes.”

“No. Gwen will be here long before then, and there’s no better obstetrician. You’re so lucky.”

“Grateful is what I am.” Toby began to cry.

“You stop that, you damn fool,” R.J. said, and they hugged each other until it hurt.
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THE RED PICKUP
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On the afternoon of the second Thursday in July, driving away from the Family Planning Clinic, R.J. saw in the Explorer’s rear mirror that a battered red pickup truck also had pulled away from the curb. It stayed behind her in traffic as she crossed the city of Springfield, heading for Route 91.

She pulled over onto the grass at the edge of the highway and stopped her car. When the red pickup sailed past, she drew a deep breath and sat there for a minute or two until her pulse slowed, and then she drove the Explorer back onto the road.

Half a mile down the highway the red pickup waited by the roadside. When she passed, it moved onto Route 91 behind her.

Now she was trembling. When she came to the turnoff to Route 292 that would bring her onto the winding back road up Woodfield Mountain, she didn’t take it, instead staying on 1-91.

They already knew where she lived, but she didn’t want to lead them onto lonely, untrafficked roads. Instead she stayed on Route 91 all the way to Greenfield and then took Route 2 west, following the Mohawk Trail up into the mountains. She drove slowly, watching the truck, trying to commit things to memory.

She stopped the Explorer in front of the Shelburne Falls barracks of the Massachusetts State Police, and the red pickup truck stopped across the road. The three men in the truck sat and looked at her. She wanted to walk up to them, tell them to go to hell. But people were shooting doctors, and she got out of the Explorer and ran into the building, where it was dark and cool in contrast to the bright early summer sun outside.

The man behind the desk was young and tanned, with short black hair. His uniform was starched, the shirt ironed with three vertical creases, sharper than a Marine’s.

“Yes, ma’am? I’m Trooper Buckman.”

“Three men in a pickup truck have been following me all the way from Springfield. They’re parked outside.”

He got up, walked out the front door while she followed. The place where the truck had been parked was empty. Another pickup truck came down the highway at a good clip and slowed when the driver saw the trooper. It was yellow. A Ford.

R.J. shook her head. “No, it was a red Chevy. It’s gone.”

The trooper nodded. “Come on back inside.”

He sat down behind his desk and filled out a form, her name and address, the nature of the complaint. “You’re certain they were following you? You know, sometimes a vehicle just happens to be going the same place you are, and you think it’s a tail. It’s happened to me.”

“No. There were three men. Following me.”

“Well now, most likely a couple good ol’ boys had a schnapps or two under their belt, Doctor, you know? They see a pretty woman, follow her for a while. Not a nice thing to do, but no real damage.”

“It’s not like that.”

She told him about her work at the clinic, about the protests. When she finished she saw he was looking at her through a great coldness. “Yes, I imagine there are people don’t like you all that much. So what do you want me to do?”

“Can’t you notify your patrol cars to watch for their truck?”

“We have a limited number of cars and they’re on the main roads. There are country roads in every direction, into Vermont, down to Greenfield, south all the way to Connecticut, west all the way into New York State. A majority of the people in the country drive pickup trucks, and most of them are red Fords or Chevrolets.”

“It was a red Chevrolet with running boards. Not new. There were three men in the cab. The driver wore rimless eyeglasses. He and the man near the passenger door were thin, or at least average. The man in the middle looked fat and had a good-sized beard.”

“Their ages? Color of hair, color of eyes?”

“I couldn’t tell.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out the prescription pad she had scribbled on. “The truck had Vermont license plates. The number is TZK-4922.”

“Oh.” He wrote it down. “Okay, we’ll check it out, get back to you.”

“Can’t you do it now? While I stay here?”

“It’s liable to take some time.”

Now she returned his dislike. “I’ll wait.”

“Up to you.”

She sat on a bench near the desk. He made certain he didn’t do anything about her for at least five minutes, then he picked up the telephone and called a number. She heard him repeating the Vermont license plate number and then thanking somebody and hanging up.

“What did they say?”

“Have to give them time. I’ll call back.”

He busied himself with paperwork and ignored her. Twice the telephone rang, and he had brief conversations that had nothing to do with her. Twice she got up restlessly and went outside to look at the highway, seeing only the traffic, heightened by people driving home from work.

When she returned the second time, he was talking on the telephone about the pickup’s license plate.

“Stolen plate,” he told her. “It was removed from a Honda sedan this morning at the Hadley Mall.”

“So … that’s it?”

“That’s it. We’ll put out a bulletin, but by now they have some other number plate on the truck, you can be sure.”

She nodded. “Thank you.” She started to leave and was struck by a thought. “They know where I live. Will you kindly telephone the Woodfield police department and ask Chief McCourtney to meet me at my house?”

He sighed. “Yes, ma’am,” he said.

Mack McCourtney went through her house with her, room by room. Cellar and attic. Then the two of them walked the wood path together.

She told him about the harassing calls. “Isn’t there equipment the phone company offers now that gives you the telephone number for every call?”

“Yeah, Caller ID. The service costs a few dollars a month, and you have to buy a piece of equipment that costs about the same as an answering machine. But you’re left with a bunch of phone numbers, and New England Telephone won’t reveal who they belong to.

“If I tell them it’s a police matter, they’ll set up an annoyance call trap. That service is free, but they’ll charge you three dollars and twenty-five cents for every number they trace and identify.” Mack sighed. “The trouble is, R.J., these creeps who are calling are organized. They know all about this equipment, and all you’re going to get is a lot of numbers that belong to pay phones, a different pay phone for every call.”

“So you don’t think it’s worth trying to trace them?”

He shook his head.

They saw nothing on the wood trail. “I’d bet a year’s pay they’re long gone,” he said. “But here’s the thing, these woods are deep. Lots of places to hide a pickup truck off the road. So I’d like you to lock your doors and windows tonight. I’m off at nine o’clock, and Bill Peters is the night man. We’ll keep driving by your house, and we’ll keep our eyes peeled. Okay?”

“Okay.”

It was a long, hot night, and it passed slowly. Several times headlights coming down the road sent light dancing into her bedroom. The car always slowed when it passed her house; she assumed it was Bill Peters in the squad car.

Toward dawn the heat was stifling. Keeping the windows closed on the second floor was silly, she decided, since she would certainly hear it if anyone set a ladder against the house. She lay in bed and enjoyed the coolness from the window, and a little after five o’clock the coyotes started to howl behind the house. That was a good sign, she thought; if humans were in the woods, probably the coyotes wouldn’t howl.

She had read somewhere that much of the time the howling was sexual invitation, used to arrange mating, and she smiled as she listened: Aa-ooo-ooo-ooo-ooo-yip-yip-yip. Here I am, I’m ready, come and take me.

It had been a long time of abstinence for her. Humans, after all, were animals too, as ready for sex as the coyotes, and she lay back and opened her mouth and let the sound come out. “Aa-ooo-ooo-ooo-yip-yip-yip.” She and the pack howled back and forth as the night turned pearly gray, and she smiled to realize she could be so scared and so horny, all at the same time.
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EARLY CONCERT
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It was a rich summer of joys and sadnesses for R.J., practicing among people she had come to admire for their many strengths and for the humanness of their frailties. Janet Cantwell’s mother, Elena Allen, had been suffering with diabetes mellitus for eighteen years, and finally circulatory problems had developed into gangrene that forced the amputation of her right leg. With trepidation, R.J. was treating atherosclerotic lesions on her left leg as well. Elena was eighty years old, with a mind perky as a sparrow. On crutches, she showed R.J. her prize-winning late lilies and huge tomatoes, already beginning to ripen. Elena tried to foist some of her surplus zucchini onto the doctor.

“I have my own squash,” R.J. protested, laughing. “Would you like to accept some of mine?”

“Glory, no!”

Every gardener in Woodfield grew zucchini. Gregory Hinton said that anyone who parked a car on Main Street had better lock it, because if he didn’t, when he came back to it he would find that somebody had put zucchini in the backseat.

Greg Hinton, R.J.’s early critic, had become her loyal supporter and friend, and it wounded her when he developed small-cell lung cancer. By the time he came to her, coughing and wheezing, he was in trouble. He was seventy. He had been a two-pack-a-day cigarette smoker from the time he was fifteen, and he thought there were other causes of the disease as well. “Everybody says how healthy it is to be a farmer, to work out of doors and all that. They don’t think of the poor fella inhaling hay chaff in closed barns, and breathing in chemical fertilizers and weedkillers all the time. It’s an unhealthy job in lots of ways.”

R.J. sent him to an oncologist in Greenfield. When an MRI showed a small, ring-shaped shadow in his brain, R.J. comforted him after radiation treatments and administered chemotherapy and suffered with him.

But there were also positive moments and weeks. There hadn’t been a mortality all summer, and R.J.’s environment was fecund. Toby’s abdomen had begun to expand like a popcorn bag in a microwave oven. She was racked with morning sickness that extended into the afternoon and evening. She found that intensely cold sparkling water containing slices of lemon helped to quell the nausea, so between vomitings she sat behind her desk in R.J.’s office holding a tall glass whose ice tinkled as she took small, dignified swallows. R.J. had scheduled her for amniocentesis in the seventeenth week of pregnancy.

Other births already had caused ripples in the placid surface of the town. On a moist day of dreadful humidity R.J. had delivered Jessica Garland of triplets, two girls and a boy. They had known for a long time that three babies were coming, but after the uneventful birth the whole community celebrated. It was R.J.’s first delivery of triplets, and probably her last, for she had decided to refer all maternity cases to Gwen after the Gablers moved into the hills. The babies were named Clara, Julia, and John. R.J. once had thought that country doctors had babies named for them, but she supposed that no longer happened.

One morning when Gregory Hinton came to the office for his chemotherapy, he lingered.

“They tell me, Dr. Cole, that you perform abortions in Springfield.”

The formal address put her on guard; for some time he had been calling her R.J. But the question didn’t take her by surprise; she had been careful not to be secretive about what she was doing. “Yes, I do, Greg. I go to the clinic there every Thursday.”

He nodded. “We’re Catholics. Did you know that?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Oh, yes. I was born here and raised Congregational. Stacia was raised a Catholic. She was Stacia Kwiatkowski. Her father was a chicken farmer in Sunderland. One Saturday night she and a couple of girlfriends came to a dance at the Woodfield town hall, and that’s where I met her. After we were married, it seemed simpler to go to one church, and I started to attend hers. No Catholic church here in town, of course, but we go to Holy Name of Jesus, in South Deerfield. Eventually, I converted.

“We have a niece lives in Colrain, Rita Hinton, my brother Arthur’s daughter. They’re Congregational. Rita was going to Syracuse University, got herself pregnant, and the boy took off. Rita quit school, had the child, a little girl. My sister-in-law Helen takes care of the baby, and Rita does housecleaning to support her. We’re very proud of our niece.”

“You certainly should be proud of her. If that’s what she chose to do, you should support her and be happy for her.”

“The point is,” he said quietly, “we can’t abide abortion.”

“I don’t like abortion much myself, Greg.”

“Then why do you do it?”

“Because the people who come to that clinic are in desperate need of help. A lot of women would die if they didn’t have a safe, clean abortion option. It doesn’t matter to one of those women what any other pregnant woman did or didn’t do, or what you think, or what I think, or what this group or that group thinks. The only thing that matters to her is what’s happening in her own body and soul, and she must personally decide what she has to do in order to survive.” She looked into his eyes. “Can you understand that?”

After a moment, he nodded. “I believe I can,” he said grudgingly.

“I’m glad,” she said.

Still, she didn’t want to go on dreading the approach of Thursdays. When she had agreed to help out she had told Barbara Eustis her participation would be temporary, only until Eustis had an opportunity to recruit other doctors. On the final Thursday in August, R.J. went to Springfield intending to give Eustis notice that she was through.

A demonstration was in progress when she drove past the clinic. As usual, she parked several blocks away and walked back. One effect of the Clinton administration’s influence was that now police officers had to keep the demonstrators across the street, where they could no longer physically impede the progress of anyone entering the clinic building. Still, as a car turned into the clinic driveway, the signs and placards were shaken and raised into the air, and the shouting began.

Through a bullhorn: “Mommy, don’t kill me! Mommy, don’t kill me!”

“Mother, don’t kill your baby!”

“Turn back. Save a life.”

Someone must have identified R.J. when she was half a dozen steps from the door.

“Murderer … murderer … murderer … murderer …”

Just before she went inside, she saw that the window of the administration office had been broken. The inside door of the office was open, and Barbara Eustis was on her hands and knees, picking up shards of glass.

“Hi,” she said calmly.

“Good morning. I wanted to talk to you for a moment, but obviously …”

“No, come in, R.J. Always have time for you.”

“I’m a little early. Let me help you pick up the glass. Whatever happened?”

“Not what, who. A boy maybe thirteen years old came walking past all by himself, carrying a paper bag. Right under my window, he took that out of the bag and threw it.”

A rock the size of a baseball was sitting on Barbara’s desk. R.J. could see that it had hit a corner of the desk and splintered it. “It’s good it didn’t land on your head. Were you cut by the glass?”

Eustis shook her head. “I was in the ladies’ room at the time. Very lucky, a providential urge.”

“Did the kid belong to one of the demonstrators?”

“We don’t know. He ran up the street and down an alley that goes to Forbes Avenue. Police searched but they never found him. Probably he was picked up by a waiting car.”

“Lord. They’re using children. Barbara, what’s going to happen? Where are we heading with this thing?”

“Into tomorrow, doctor. The United States Supreme Court has upheld the legality of abortion in this country. And now the government has okayed the testing of the abortion pill.”

“You think it will make a real difference?”

“I think it will make every difference.” Eustis dumped pieces of glass into her wastebasket, swore, sucked a fingertip. “RU-486 should test fine in the United States, because it’s already been in use for years in France, England, and Sweden.

“Once physicians are able to administer the pills and give follow-up treatment in the privacy of their offices, the war will have been won, more or less. Lots of people still will have very strong moral objections to abortion, of course, and they’ll still hold demonstrations from time to time. But when women can terminate a pregnancy just by dropping in on their family doctor, the abortion struggle will pretty much be over. It’s impossible for them to protest everywhere.”

“When will it happen?”

“It will take about two more years, I think. In the meantime, our job is just to hold on somehow. There are fewer and fewer doctors working in the clinics every day. In the entire state of Mississippi, there’s only one man who performs abortions. In North Dakota, only one woman does them. Doctors your age won’t do this work. A lot of the clinics are open only because elderly, retired physicians staff them.” She smiled. “Old doctors have brass balls, R.J., a lot more courage than the younger physicians. Why is that?”

“Maybe they have less to lose than younger doctors. The younger ones still have families to raise and careers to build and worry about.”

“Yeah. Well, thank God for the old ones. You’re a real exception, R.J. I’d give anything to find another doc like you.… So tell me—what is it you want to talk about?”

R.J. dropped pieces of glass into the basket and shook her head.

“It’s growing late, I’d better get to work. It wasn’t important, Barbara. I’ll catch you some other time.”

On Friday evening she was making vegetable stir-fry for supper and listening to the radio, Mozart’s Violin Concerto, when Toby telephoned.

“Are you watching television?”

“No.”

“Oh, God, R.J. Turn it on.”

In Florida, a sixty-seven-year-old physician named John Bayard Britton had been shot and killed outside the abortion clinic where he worked. The weapon, a shotgun, had been fired by a fundamentalist Protestant minister named Paul Hill. The murder had taken place in the city of Pensacola, in the same city in which, in the previous year, Michael Griffin had killed Dr. David Gunn. R.J. sat and listened to detail after detail, scarcely moving. When the stink of burning cabbage brought her from her trance she leaped to turn off her supper and dump the smoldering mess into the kitchen sink, then she came back and watched some more.

The assassin Hill had approached the doctor’s car just as it had pulled up to the door and had fired the shotgun into the front seat of the car at point-blank range.

The car door and window were riddled, and the doctor had died at once. In the car with him were two volunteer escorts, a man in his seventies seated with Dr. Britton in the front, who was also killed, and the man’s wife, seated in the rear, who was hospitalized.

The newscaster said Dr. Britton hadn’t liked abortion but had worked at the clinic in order that women might have a choice.

There were film clips of the Reverend Paul Hill being interviewed at earlier demonstrations, during which he had praised Michael Griffin for eliminating Dr. Gunn.

There were interviews with anti-abortion religious leaders who decried violence and murder. There was a sound bite of the leader of a national anti-abortion organization who declared that his group found the murder regrettable; but the network then showed the same man exhorting his followers to pray that calamity would come to any doctor who performed abortions.

A news analyst recounted the recent setbacks that had occurred to the anti-abortion movement in the United States. “In the light of these new laws and attitudes, more acts of violence are expected from the most radical individuals and groups within the movement,” he said.

R.J. sat on her couch, hugging herself very tightly, as if she couldn’t get warm. Even after the news broadcast was replaced by a game show, she remained transfixed by the flickering screen.

All weekend she steeled herself for trouble. She remained inside the house behind locked doors and shuttered windows, wearing little clothing in the heat, trying to read and to sleep.

Early Sunday morning she left the house to make an emergency house call. When she returned, she locked the door again.

On Monday when she went to work, she parked off Main Street and approached the office on foot. Three houses away, she turned into a driveway. The backyards were unfenced, and she walked to her office and entered through the rear door.

All day at work she was distracted. That night she lay sleepless, a bundle of nerves because the harassing telephone calls had stopped. She flinched at every sound, each time the old house creaked or the refrigerator motor shuddered into life.

Finally at three A.M. she got out of bed and opened all the windows and unlocked the doors.

Barefoot, she carried a folding chair outside and set it by the raised beds of her vegetable garden. Then she went back to the house and brought the viola da gamba outside and sat under the stars, digging her toes into the grass and drawing out of the instrument a chaconne by Marais, a piece she had been working on. It sounded wonderful in the black morning air, and as she played, she pictured the animals in the woods listening to the strange and mystical sounds. She made mistakes but didn’t care; it was music to serenade lettuce by.

The music was a transfusion of courage, and after that she was able to behave calmly. She drove to the office next day and parked in her usual place. She functioned normally with her patients. Every morning she found time to walk the trail before work, and when she returned in the afternoon she weeded the garden. She replanted bush beans and arugula that had gone to seed.

On Wednesday Barbara Eustis telephoned and told her it had been arranged that volunteers would pick her up and drive her to the clinic.

“No. No volunteers.”

“Why not?”

“Nothing’s going to happen, I feel it. Besides, volunteers didn’t help that doctor in Florida very much.”

“All right. But you drive right into the parking lot. There will be someone there, holding the parking space next to the door. And there are more police cars here than we’ve ever seen before, so we’re very secure.”

“Fine,” R.J. said.

On Thursday, panic returned.

She was grateful when a police cruiser picked her up at the Springfield line and followed her discreetly, a couple of cars behind, all the way across the city.

There were no demonstrators. One of the clinic secretaries was holding the parking space, as promised.

Her day turned out to be uneventful and easy, and by the time the last case was finished, even Barbara was visibly relaxed. The police, and nobody else, followed her all the way back to the city line, and suddenly she was again just one of the many drivers going north on 1-91.

When she reached home, she was happy to see that a small bag had been left on the front porch. The bag contained tender new potatoes the size of golf balls and a note from George Palmer telling her to enjoy them boiled, with butter and a little fresh dill. They cried out to be accompanied by trout, so she dug a few worms and collected her fishing rod.

It was seasonably warm. As the trail entered the woods the coolness was like a welcome. The sun through the tree canopy cast a rich dappled pattern.

When the man moved out of the deepest shade, it was like her fantasies of an attack by the bear. She had time to see that he was large and bearded, long-haired as Christ, then her arm rose and fell, the fishing rod whipped across the upper part of his body, and she was striking at him. The fishing rod snapped but she kept striking at him because suddenly she knew who he was.

The strong arms wrapped themselves around her, his chin on her head hurt her.

“Careful, the hook’s come loose, it will dig into your hand.”

He spoke into her hair.

“You finished the trail,” he said.


PART FOUR

THE COUNTRY DOCTOR
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THE BREAKFAST TALE
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Minutes after David had terrified her on the wood trail, they sat in R.J.’s kitchen and regarded one another, still a bit fearfully. They had a very difficult time beginning to talk. When last they had been together, they had stared at each other over the body of his dead child.

Each wasn’t what the other had remembered. It was as though he were in disguise, she thought, missing the ponytail and intimidated by the beard. “Do you want to talk about Sarah?”

“No,” he said quickly. “That is, not now. I want to talk about us.”

She clasped her hands in her lap very tightly, trying to keep from trembling, fluctuating between hope and despair, beset by strange combinations of emotions—joy, a fluttering exhilaration, enormous relief. Yet there was also ruinous anger. “Why have you bothered to come back?”

“I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

He looked so healthy, so normal, as if nothing had happened. He was too calm, too matter-of-fact. She wanted to say tender things to him, but what came out of her mouth was different. “I’m gratified…. Just like that. Not a word for a year, and then ’Hello, good old R.J., I’m back.’ How do I know that the first time we have an argument you won’t get in your car and disappear into thin air for another year? Or five years, or eight years?”

“Because I tell you so. Will you at least think about it?”

“Oh, I’ll think about it,” she heard a shrewish voice say with such bitterness that he turned away.

“Can I stay here tonight?”

It was on her lips to refuse him, but she found she couldn’t. “Why not,” she said, and laughed.

“I’ll need a lift to my car. I left it on the village road and walked in over Krantz’s land to pick up the wood trail at the river.”

“Well, you just walk yourself back to it while I make supper,” she said cruelly and a bit wildly, and he nodded without replying and left the house.

When he returned, she was under control. She told him to put his suitcase in the guest room, speaking to him politely now, as she would to any guest, to keep him from hearing her gladness, her eternal availability. She gave him a meal that wasn’t a prodigal’s feast—warmed-over veal burgers, yesterday’s baked potato, applesauce from a jar.

They sat to eat, but before she had taken a bite, she left the table and went quickly to her room, closing the door. David heard the television being turned on and then canned laughter, a rerun of Seinfeld.

He also heard R.J. Somehow he knew it wasn’t for them that she was sobbing, and he went to the door and knocked softly.

She was lying on the bed, and he knelt beside her.

“I loved her too,” she whispered.

“I know.”

They wept together as they should have done a year before, and she skooched over and made room for him. The first kisses were soft and tasted of tears.

“I thought about you all the time. Every day, every moment.”

“I hate the beard,” she said.

In the morning R.J. felt strangely that she had spent the night with someone she had just met. It wasn’t only the facial hair and the missing ponytail, she thought as she stood in her kitchen and mixed juice.

By the time she had made toast and scrambled the eggs, he joined her.

“This is pretty good. What is this stuff?”

“I mix orange juice with cranberry juice.”

“You never used to drink it this way.”

“Well, I drink it this way now. Things change, David. … Did it occur to you that I might have met someone else?”

“Have you?”

“You don’t have a right to know anymore.” Her anger broke through. “Why did you contact Joe Fallon but not me? Why did you never telephone? Why did you wait so very long to write to me? Why didn’t you let me know you were all right?”

“I wasn’t all right,” he said.

The eggs on their plates were untouched and growing cold, but he began to talk, to tell her.

The color of the air had seemed to me strangely tinged after Sarah died, as if everything had been washed in a very pale yellow. Part of me was functional. I telephoned the funeral director in Roslyn, Long Island, scheduled the funeral for the next day, directed my car to New York behind the hearse, driving carefully. Carefully.

I stayed at a motel. In the morning, the service was simple. The rabbi at our former temple was new; he hadn’t known Sarah, and I instructed him to make things very brief Employees of the funeral home served as pallbearers. The funeral director had placed a notice in the morning paper, but only a few people saw it in time to attend the funeral. At the Beth Moses Cemetery in West Babylon, two girls who had been Sarah’s friends in grammar school held hands and wept, and five adults who had known our family when it had been young in Roslyn stood distressed as I sent away the grave diggers and filled in the hole myself, the stones in the first shovelfuls thumping onto the coffin, the rest just dirt on dirt until it was level with the rest of the ground and then mounded.

A heavy woman I hardly recognized, who had been Natalie’s best friend in a slimmer, younger version, sobbed and clasped me to her, and her husband begged me to come home with them. I was scarcely aware of what I said to them.

I left at once, after the hearse. I drove a mile or two and turned into the empty parking lot of a church, where I waited more than an hour. When I returned to the cemetery, the people who had attended the funeral were gone.

The two plots were close together. I sat between them, with one hand on the edge of Sarah’s grave and one hand on Natalie’s. No one bothered me.

I knew only my grief and an incredible aloneness. Late in the afternoon I got into my car and drove away.

I had no destination. It was as though the car were driving me, down Wellwood Avenue, over turnpikes, across bridges.

Into New Jersey.

In Newark I stopped at Old Glory, a workingman’s bar just off the Jersey Pike. I had three quick drinks there but became aware of the staring, the silences. If I had on overalls or jeans, it wouldn’t have mattered, but I wore a ruined and earth-stained single-breasted navy blue Hart Schaffner and Marx suit, and I was a ponytailed man, no longer young. So I paid and left the bar, walking to a package store and buying three fifths of Beefeaters that I took to the nearest motel.

I’ve heard hundreds of drunks talk about the taste of liquor. Some describe it as “liquid stars,” “sipping nectar,” “stuff of the Gods.” I’ve always hated the taste of grain alcohols and stick to vodka or gin. In the motel room I sought oblivion, drinking until I fell asleep. Whenever I awoke, I would lie there puzzled for a few moments, fumbling with my mind, and then terrible pain, calamitous memory would flood in, and I would drink again.

It was an old, familiar pattern, which I had perfected long ago, drinking in locked rooms where I was safe. The three bottles kept me drunk for four days. I was wretchedly ill for a day and a night, and then I had the blandest breakfast I could find and checked out of the motel and let the car take me somewhere.

It was a routine I had lived before, familiar and easily readapted. I never drove when drunk, understanding that I was kept from disaster only by my car, my wallet with its plastic cards, and my checkbook.

I drove slowly and automatically, my mind numb, trying to leave reality behind. But there always came a moment, sooner or later, when reality entered the car and rode with me, and whenever the pain grew beyond bearing I stopped, bought a couple of bottles, and checked into a room.

I got drunk in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. I got drunk outside of Cincinnati, Ohio, and in places I never identified. I was drunk on and off through the change of seasons.

One warm, early-autumn morning—very early morning—badly hung over, I found myself driving down a country road. It was a nice rolling landscape, although the hills were lower than in Woodfield, and there were more worked fields than forest. I pulled the car around a horse-drawn black buggy driven by a bearded man wearing a straw hat, white shirt, and black pants with suspenders.

Amish.

I passed a farmhouse and saw a woman in a long dress and a little prayer cap helping two boys unload winter squash from the back of a flat wagon. Across a cornfield, another man drove a five-horse rig, harvesting oats.

I was nauseated and my head hurt.

I drove slowly through the farm country, houses all white or unpainted, wonderful barns, water towers with windmills, well-tended fields. I thought perhaps I was back in Pennsylvania, maybe near Lancaster, but pretty soon I came to the town line and learned I was driving out of Apple Creek, Ohio, and into the township of Kidron. I had a powerful thirst. Had I known it, I was less than a mile and a half from stores, a motel, cold Coca-Cola, food. But I didn’t know it.

I could easily have driven by the house, but I came upon an empty buggy with the shafts resting on the macadam of the road, the broken leather traces telling a mute story of how the horse got away.

I passed a man running after a mare that seemed to know what she was doing, keeping just ahead.

Without a second thought, when I drove past the horse, I turned my car to block the road, then I got out and stood in front of the car and waved my arms at the approaching animal. There was a fence on one side of the road and high corn on the other; when the mare slowed I went forward, talking soothingly, and grabbed the bridle.

The man came puffing up, glowering. “Danke. Sehr Danke. You know how to handle these creatures, yes?”

“We used to own a horse.”

The man’s face started to swim, and I leaned back against the car.

“You are krank? Help you need?”

“No, I’m fine. Just fine.” The dizziness was passing. What I needed was to get out of the sun’s bright hammer. I had Tylenol in the car. “Perhaps you know where I can get some water.”

The man nodded and pointed at the nearby house. “Those people, they will give you water. Knock on their door.”

The farmhouse was surrounded by cornfield but it wasn’t owned by Amish—I could see into the backyard, where a number of automobiles were parked. I had already knocked on the door when I noted the small sign: YESHIVA YISROEL. “The Study House of Israel.” Through the open windows came chanted Hebrew, unmistakably from one of the psalms, Bayt Yisroel barachu et-Adonai, bayt Aharon barachu et-Adonai. “O house of Israel, bless the Lord, O house of Aaron, bless the Lord.”

The door was opened by a bearded man who looked Amish down to the dark trousers and the white shirt, but there was a skullcap on his head, his left shirtsleeve was rolled up, and phylacteries were wound about his forehead and his arm. Beyond him, men were seated at a table.

He peered at me. “Come in, come in. Bist ah Yid?”

“Yes.”

“We’ve been waiting for you,” he said in Yiddish.

There were no introductions. Introductions came later. “You’re the tenth man,” a graybeard offered. I understood that I made the minyan, enabling them to stop chanting the psalms and begin morning prayers. A couple of the men smiled, another grouchily muttered that Gottenyu, it was about time. Inwardly, I groaned. Under the best of circumstances I wouldn’t wish to be captive to an Orthodox service.

Yet under these circumstances, what could I do? There were water and glasses on the table, and first they let me drink. Somebody handed me phylacteries.

“No, thank you.”

“What? Don’t be a nahr, you must put on the tefillin, they don’t bite,” the man growled.

It had been too many years, they had to help me wrap the thin leather strap down my forearm, correctly across my palm, around the middle finger. And fix the box containing the Scripture between my eyes. In the meantime two other men came in and put on tefillin and said the brocha, but nobody hurried me. I learned later they were accustomed to irreligious Jews stumbling in on them; it was a mitzvah, it counted as a blessing to be able to give instruction. When the prayers started I found my neglected Hebrew rusty but very serviceable; at the seminary, in ancient days, I had been praised for my beautiful Hebrew. Near the end of the service three of the men stood for Kaddish, the prayers for the recently dead, and I stood with them.

After we prayed, we breakfasted on oranges, hard-boiled eggs, kichlach, and strong tea. I was wondering how to escape when they cleared the table of breakfast things and brought out oversized Hebrew books, the pages yellowed and tattered, the corners of the leather covers bent and worn.

In a moment they were studying as they sat on their unmatched kitchen chairs, but not just studying—contradicting, arguing, listening with the keenness of full attention. The topic was the extent to which humankind is composed of yetzer hatov, good inclinations, as opposed to yetzer harah, inclinations toward doing evil. I was amazed at the infrequency with which they consulted the texts before them; they plucked from their memories entire passages of the oral law redacted by Rabbi Judah eighteen hundred years ago. Their minds sped through both the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds, easily and with style, like kids doing tricks on rollerblades. They engaged in pilpulistic debate over points in The Guide to the Perplexed, the Zohar, a dozen commentaries. I realized I was witnessing daily scholarship as it had been practiced for almost six thousand years and in many places, in the great Talmudic academy of Nahardea, in the beth midresh of Rashi, in the study of Maimonides, in the yeshivas of eastern Europe.

The discussion sometimes was waged in quicksilver bursts of Yiddish, Hebrew, Aramaic, colloquial English. Much of it I couldn’t understand, but often it slowed as they considered a citation. My head still pounded, but I was fascinated by what I was able to comprehend.

I could identify the head man, an elderly Jew with a full white beard and mane, a fat little belly under his prayer shawl, stains on his tie, round steel spectacles magnifying intense, agate-blue eyes. The Rebbe sat and answered the questions that were put to him from time to time.

Somehow, the morning sped. I felt that I was a captive in a dream. When they broke for lunch at midday, the scholars went to get their brown-bag lunches, and I shook myself out of my reverie and prepared to leave, but the Rebbe beckoned.

“You will come with me, please. We will eat something.”

I followed him out of the study hall, through two small classrooms with rows of worn desks and children’s Hebrew homework pinned to the walls next to the blackboards, and up a flight of stairs.

It was a small, neat apartment. The painted floors shone, there were lace doilies on the parlor furniture. Everything was in its place; clearly, it wasn’t the home of small children.

“Here I live with my wife Dvora. She is at her job in the next town, women’s klayder she sells. I am Rabbi Moscowitz.”

“David Markus.”

We shook hands.

The saleswoman had left tuna salad and vegetables in the fridge, and the Rebbe deftly plucked slices of challah from the freezer section and popped them into the toaster.

“Nu,” he said when he had blessed the food and we were eating. “So what do you do? Salesman?”

I hesitated. To say I sold real estate would provoke awkward curiosity about what might be up for sale locally. “I’m a writer.”

“Truly? About what do you write?”

It was what happened when one wove a tangled web, I lectured myself. “Agriculture.”

“There’s lots of farming here,” the Rebbe said, and I nodded.

We ate in companionable silence. When we were through, I helped clear the table.

“Do you like apples?”

“Yes.”

The Rebbe took some early McIntoshes from the refrigerator. “Do you have a room to stay tonight?”

“Not yet.”

“So be by us, we rent our extra room, it isn’t dear. And in the morning you will help make the minyan. Why not?”

The apple I bit into was tart and crisp. On the wall I saw a picture calendar from a manufacturer of matzos, showing the Wailing Wall. I was very tired of being in my car, and when I had used the bathroom, it had been spotless. Why not, indeed? I thought dizzily.

Rabbi Moscowitz got up several times during the night to go to the bathroom, shuffling on bunioned feet in carpet slippers; I figured he had an enlarged prostate.

Dvora, the Rebbe’s wife, was a small, gray woman with a pink face and lively eyes. She reminded me of a kindly squirrel, and each morning she sang Yiddish love songs and lullabies in a sweet, quavering voice as she prepared breakfast.

I didn’t unpack my clothing into the bureau drawers but lived out of my suitcase, aware I would be leaving soon. Every morning I made my own bed and put my things away. Dvora Moscowitz told me everybody should have such a boarder.

On Friday for dinner there was the same fare my mother had served me when I was a boy: gefilte fish, chicken soup with mandlen, roast chicken with potato kugel, fruit compote, and tea. Friday afternoon, Dvora made a cholent for the following day, when it was for bidden to cook. She placed potatoes, onions, garlic, white pearl barley and navy beans into an earthenware pot and covered them with water. She added salt, pepper, and paprika, and set it to boiling. A couple of hours before the onset of the Sabbath, she added a large flanken and placed the pot into the oven, where it baked in low heat all through the Shabbos, until the following evening.

There was a wonderful baked crust over everything when the cholent pot was opened, and the rich blend of aromas made me swallow.

Rabbi Moscowitz took a bottle of Seagram’s Seven Crown whiskey from a cupboard and filled two shot glasses.

“Not for me.”

The Rebbe spread his hands. “No shnappsel?”

I knew if I took the drink the bottle of vodka would come out of my car, and this house wasn’t the place to get sodden drunk.

“I’m an alcoholic.”

“Ah. So …” The Rebbe nodded and pursed his lips.

It was as if I had been able to step into a story I had heard my parents relating about the Orthodox Jewish world into which they had been born. But sometimes at night I awoke and recent memory flooded in, bringing pain that made me want to reach for the bottle. Once I left my bed and walked downstairs and out into the dew-wet yard in my bare feet. I opened the trunk of the car and found the vodka and drank two great life-saving swallows, but I didn’t bring the bottle back in with me when I reentered the house. If either the Rebbe or Dvora had heard me, neither of them said anything to me in the morning.

Every day I sat with the scholars, feeling like one of the cheder children who came to the classrooms in the afternoons. These men had sharpened their intellects throughout their lifetimes, so that the least of them was light-years beyond my own feeble scholarship of the Bible and halacha, Jewish law. I made no mention to them that I had been graduated from the Jewish Theological Seminary of America and ordained as a rabbi. I knew that to them a Conservative or Reform rabbi wasn’t a rabbi. And certainly not a rebbe.

So I listened in silence as they debated about human beings and their capacity for good and evil, about marriage and divorce, about treyf and kashruth, about crime and punishment, about birth and death.

I found myself especially interested in one exchange. Reb Levi Dressner, a trembling old man with a husky voice, pointed out three different sages who said a good old age could be a reward for righteousness, but even the righteous could meet death early in life, a great misfortune.

Reb Reuven Mendel, stout and fortyish, with a red face, cited work after work that allowed those who survived to be comforted with the thought that in death young people often were reunited with a mother or a father.

Reb Yehuda Nahman, a pale boy with sleepy eyes and a silky brown beard, cited several authorities who were certain the dead carried on a connection with the living and had an interest in the affairs of their lives.
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“So, did you spend the entire year with the Orthodox Jews?” R.J. asked.

“No, I ran away from them, too.”

“What happened?” R.J. said. She picked up a triangle of cold toast and took a bite.

Dvora Moscowitz was quiet and respectful in the presence of her husband and the other scholars, but as if aware that I was different, when she was alone with me, she became chatty.

She was working hard to make the apartment and the study house spotless in time for the High Holidays, and in between washings and polishings and scrubbings she filled me in on the history and legends of the family Moscowitz.

“Twenty-seven years I have been selling dresses at the Bon Ton Shop. I am really looking forward to next July.”

“And what will happen then?”

“I’ll be sixty-two years old, and I’ll retire on Social Security.” She relished weekends because she didn’t work Fridays and Saturdays, her Shabbos, and the shop was closed on Sundays, the owner’s sabbath. She had given the Rebbe four children before she was unable to bear more, God’s will. They had three sons, two of them in Israel. Label ben Shlomo was a scholar in a study house in Mea Shearim, Pincus ben Shlomo was rabbi of a congregation in Petah Tikva. Her youngest, Irving Moscowitz, sold life insurance in Bloomington, Indiana. “My black sheep.”

“And your fourth child?”

“She was a daughter, Leah, died when she was two years old. Diphtheria.” There was a silence. “And you? You have children?”

I found myself telling her, not only forced to face it, to think about it, but to put it into words.

“So. It’s a daughter you’re saying Kaddish for.” She took my hand. Our eyes became moist, I was desperate to escape. Presently she made tea and plied me with mandel bread and carrot candy.

In the morning I got up very early, while they still slept. I made my bed, left money and a brief note of thanks, and stole away with my suitcase to the car while darkness still hid the stubbled fields.

 

I stayed drunk throughout the Days of Awe—in a flophouse in the town of Windham, in a rickety tourist cabin in Revenna. In Cuyahoga Falls, the manager of the motel let himself into my locked room after I had been drinking for three days and told me to leave. I sobered sufficiently to drive that night to Akron, where I found the shabby old Majestic Hotel, a victim of the motel age. The corner room on the third floor needed paint and was full of dust. Through one window I saw smoke from a rubber factory and through another glimpsed the brown flowing of the Muskingum River. I stayed holed up there for eight days. A bellman named Roman brought liquor whenever I ran dry. The hotel had no room service. Roman went someplace—it must have been a distance because it always took him so long—to fetch bad coffee and greasy hamburgers. I tipped generously so Roman wouldn’t roll me while I was drunk.

I never learned whether that was the bellman’s first or last name.

One night I awoke and knew someone was in the room. “Roman?”

I turned on the light, but no one was there.

I even searched the shower and the closet. When I switched off the light, I felt the presence again.

“Sarah?” I said at last. Then, “Natalie? Is it you, Nat?”

Nobody answered.

I might as well call out to Napoleon or Moses, I thought bitterly. But I couldn’t rid myself of the certainty that I wasn’t alone.

It wasn’t a threatening presence. I kept the room unlit and lay in the dark, remembering the discussion in the study house. Reb Yehuda Nahman had quoted sages who had written that the beloved dead never are far away, and that they take an interest in the lives of the living.

I reached for the bottle and was struck by the thought of my wife and daughter watching me, seeing me weak and self-destructive in this foul room stinking of vomit. There was enough alcohol already in me to bring a sodden sleep, finally.

When I awoke I felt that I was alone again, but I lay on the bed and remembered.

Later that day I found a Turkish bath and stretched out on a bench in the steam and sweated booze for a long time. Then I took my filthy clothes to a Laundromat. While they were drying I found a barber and received a very bad haircut, saying good-bye to the ponytail; time to grow up, try to change.

The next morning I got into the car and left Akron. I wasn’t surprised when the car drove me back to Kidron in time for the minyan; I felt safe there.

The scholars greeted me warmly. The Rebbe smiled and nodded as if I were just returning from an errand. He said the room was vacant, and after breakfast I carried my things upstairs. This time I emptied the suitcase, hanging some things in the closet and placing the rest in the bureau drawers.

Autumn became winter, which in Ohio was very much like winter in Woodfield except that the snow scenes were more open, field upon field. I dressed as I had in Woodfield, long underwear, jeans, woolen shirt and socks. When I went outside, I wore a heavy sweater, a stocking cap, an ancient red muffler Dvora gave me, and a navy pea coat I had bought secondhand in Pittsfield my first year in the Berkshires. I walked a lot, my skin roughening in the cold.

Mornings I participated in the minyan, more as a social obligation than because prayer made full contact with my soul. I was still interested in listening to the scholarly discussions that followed each service and found that I was understanding more of what I heard. After noons, the cheder children came noisily into their classrooms adjoining the study room, and some of the scholars taught them. I was tempted to volunteer to help in the classrooms, but I understood that the teachers received payment, and I didn’t want to break anyone’s rice bowl. I read a lot from the old Hebrew books, and occasionally I asked the Rebbe a question and we talked.

Each of the scholars knew it was God who made it possible for him to study, and they took their work seriously. When I watched them, it wasn’t quite like Margaret Mead studying the Samoans—after all, my grandparents had belonged to this culture—but I was only a visitor, a stranger. I listened hard and like the others often dove into the tractates on the table in an attempt to buttress an argument. Once in a while I forgot my reticence and blurted a question of my own. This happened during a discussion of the world to come.

“How do we know there is an afterlife? How do we know there’s a connection with our loved ones who have died?”

The faces around the table turned to me with concern.

“Because it is written,” Reb Gershom Miller murmured.

“Many things that are written are untrue.”

Reb Gershom Miller was irate, but the Rebbe looked at me and smiled. “Come, Dovidel,” he said. “Would you ask the Almighty, Blessed Be He, to sign a contract?” And reluctantly I joined in the general laughter.

 

One evening at supper we discussed the Secret Saints, the Lamed Vav. “Our tradition says that in every generation there are thirty-six righteous men, ordinary humans going about their daily work, on whose goodness the continued existence of the world depends,” the Rebbe said.

“Thirty-six men. Couldn’t a woman be a Lamed Vovnikit?” I asked.

The Rebbe’s hand crept into his beard, scrabbled about as it did whenever he pondered. Through the open door to the pantry, I saw that Dvora had stopped what she had been doing. Her back was turned to my vision, but she was a statue, listening.

“I believe she can.”

Dvora resumed her work with great energy. She looked pleased as she carried in the salmon salad.

“Could a Christian woman be a Lamed Vovnikit?”

I asked it quietly, but I sensed that they felt the weight of the question in my voice and knew it stemmed from something intensely personal. I saw that Dvora’s eyes searched my face as she set the plate on the table.

The Rebbe’s blue eyes were inscrutable. “What do you think is the answer?” he said.

“Of course she can.”

The Rebbe nodded without surprise and gave me a little smile. “Perhaps you are a Lamed Vovnik,” he said.

I took to waking up in the middle of the night with a perfume in my nostrils. I remembered breathing it in when my face was buried in your throat.

R.J. looked at David, and then she looked away. He waited a few moments before he began to speak again.

I dreamed of you sexually and my sperm leaped from my body. More often I saw your face, watched you laugh. Sometimes the dreams didn’t make sense. I dreamed of you sitting at the kitchen table with the Moscowitzes and some Amish. I dreamed of you driving a team of eight horses. I dreamed of you dressed in the long shapeless Amish garb, the Halsduch over your breast, the apron around your waist, a demure white Kapp on your dark hair….

In the yeshiva I was offered goodwill to a point, but little respect. The scholarship of the men of the study house was deeper than my own, and their faith was different.

And everyone at the yeshiva knew I was a drunk.

On a Sunday afternoon the Rebbe officiated at the marriage of the daughter of Reb Yossel Stein. Basha Stein was united with Reb Yehuda Nahman, the youngest of the scholars, a seventeen-year-old who throughout his life had been an ilui, a prodigy. The wedding was held in the barn, and everyone in the yeshiva community came. When the couple was beneath the canopy, they sang lustily:

He who is strong above all else,

He who is blessed above all else,

He who is great above all else,

May he bless the bridegroom and bride.

Afterwards, no one turned to me to offer a glass when the schnapps was poured, as no one ever offered me a glass of wine at the Oneg Shabbat that marked the end of each Sabbath service. They treated me with gentle condescension, performing their mitzvot, their good deeds, like bearded Boy Scouts being nice to the maimed in order to earn their merit badges toward the ultimate reward.

I felt the onset of spring weather like new pain. I was certain my life was going to change, but I didn’t know how. I stopped shaving, deciding to try a beard like all the other men around me. I toyed very briefly with the idea that I might make a life for myself in the yeshiva, but I recognized that I was almost as different from these Jews as I was from the Amish.

I watched the farmers become busy in their warming fields. The heavy, honeyed stink of manure was everywhere.

One day, I sought out Simon Yoder on his farm. Yoder was the farmer who rented and worked the yeshiva’s land; it was his runaway horse I had stopped the day I had come to Kidron.

“I’d like to work for you,” I said.

“Doing what?”

“Whatever you need.”

“You can drive?”

“Behind horses? No.”

Yoder looked dubiously at me, studying this strange English. “We don’t pay minimum wages here, you know. Much less.”

I shrugged.

So Yoder tested me, put me to work on the manure pile, and I shoveled horseshit into the spreader all day. I was in heaven. When I returned to the Moscowitz apartment that evening, muscles in protest again and clothing reeking, Dvora and the Rebbe assumed that either I had gone back to drinking or I had lost my mind.

It was an abnormally warm spring, slightly dry but with enough moisture for decent crops. After the manure was spread, Simon plowed and disked with five horses, and his brother Hans plowed behind a row of eight great beasts. “A horse produces fertilizer and other horses,” Simon told me. “A tractor produces nothing but bills.”

He taught me how to drive. “You already do a good job of handling one horse. That’s really the most important part. Into the traces one at a time you back them. One at a time you take off the harness. They are used to working as a team.” I found myself working behind two horses, plowing the corners of all the fields. By myself, I planted the cornfield surrounding the yeshiva. As I walked behind the horses, holding the reins, I was conscious that each window was filled with scholarly, bearded faces watching my every move as if I were a man from Mars.

Soon after planting was done, it was time for first hay to be cut. Each day I worked in the fields, breathing in a work perfume, a mixture of horse musk, my own sweat, and a heady olfactory slap, the scent of large areas of cut grass. I grew dark from the sun, and my body gradually strengthened and hardened. I let my hair grow long, and the beard sprang from my face. I was beginning to feel like Samson.

“Rebbe,” I asked one night at the supper table, “do you believe God is really all-powerful?”

The long white fingers scrabbled in the long white beard. “In every thing except one,” the Rebbe said finally. “God is in each of us. But we must give Him permission to come out.”

All through the summer, I found genuine joy in work. I thought of you as I labored, allowing myself to do this because I believed I was becoming my own master. I had begun to dare to hope, but I was a realist and knew I was a drunk because I lacked a certain kind of courage. All my life I had been running away. I had run from the horror I had witnessed in Vietnam, into booze. I had run from the rabbinate, into real estate. I had run away from personal loss, into degradation. I had few illusions about myself.

A pressure was building in me. As summer waned, I tried to divert it, sometimes almost frantically, but finally it couldn’t be denied. On the hottest day of August, I helped Simon Yoder store the last of the second cutting of hay in the barn, and then I drove to Akron.

The package store was just where I remembered it. I bought a liter of Seagram’s Seven Crown whiskey; in a kosher bakery I found kichlach, and in the Jewish market I bought half a dozen jars of pickled herring. One of the jar lids must have been loose. Before I had driven far, my car was filled with the sharp, greasy odor of fish.

I went to a jeweler and made one more purchase, a single pearl on a delicate gold chain. I gave the little pendant to Dvora Moscowitz that evening, and a rent check in lieu of notice to vacate. She kissed me on both cheeks.

Next morning after the service, I broke out the food and whiskey for the minyan. I shook hands with everyone. The Rebbe followed me out to the car and gave me a bag Dvora had left for me, tuna sandwiches and streusel squares. I expected something more portentous from Rabbi Moscowitz, and the old man didn’t disappoint.

“May the Lord bless you and keep you. May He shine his countenance on you and bring you peace.”

I thanked him and started the motor. “Shalom, Rebbe.” I was aware that for once I was departing a place properly. This time I told the car where to go, driving it straight toward Massachusetts.

When finally he reached the end of the narrative, R.J. looked at him.

“So … shall I stay?” he asked her.

“I think you should, at least for a time.”

“For a time?”

“I’m not certain about you now. But stay for a little while. If we decide we shouldn’t be together, at least …”

“At least we can bring it to a decent end? Closure?”

“Something like that.”

“I don’t have to consider. But you take your time. R.J., I hope …”

She touched the smooth, familiar but unfamiliar face. “I hope so, too. I need you, David. Or somebody like you,” she said, to her own astonishment.
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SETTLING IN
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That evening, R.J. came home from the office to the rich smell of roasting leg of lamb. There was no need to announce that David had returned, she realized. If he had gone to the general store to buy the lamb, by now most of the people in town knew he was back.

He had made a wonderful meal, baby carrots and new potatoes browned in the gravy, corn on the cob, blueberry pie. She let him do the dishes while she went to her room and took the box from the bottom drawer of her bureau.

When she held it out to him, he wiped his soapy hands and carried it to the kitchen table. She could tell he was afraid to open the box, but finally he removed the cover and lifted out the fat manuscript.

“It’s all there,” she said.

He sat and held it, examining it. He riffled through it, hefted it.

“It’s so good, David.”

“You read it?”

“Yes. How could you just abandon it like that?” The question was so absurd, even she had to laugh, and he put it into perspective.

“I walked away from you, didn’t I?”

People in the town had various reactions to the news that he had come back and was living with her. At the office, Peggy told R.J. she was happy for her. Toby said reassuring things but was unable to hide her apprehension. She had grown up with a father who drank, and R.J. knew her friend was afraid of what the future held for someone who loved an addict.

Toby quickly changed the subject. “We’re about reaching saturation point in the waiting room every day, and you never get to go home at a reasonable hour anymore.”

“How many patients do we have now, Toby?”

“Fourteen hundred and forty-two.”

“I guess we’d better not take any more new patients once we reach fifteen hundred.”

Toby nodded. “Fifteen hundred is exactly what I figured would be right. The trouble is, R.J., some days you get several new patients. And are you really going to be able to send people away untreated once you reach fifteen hundred?”

R.J. sighed. They both knew the answer. “Where are the new patients coming from, mostly?” she asked.

Together, they huddled over the computer screen and pored over a map of the county. It was easy to see that she was drawing patients from the far outskirts of her territory, mostly in towns to the west of Woodfield, where people had an extremely long trip to get to a doctor in Greenfield or Pittsfield.

“We need a doctor right here,” Toby said, placing her finger on the map at the town of Bridgeton. “There would be lots of patients for her—or him,” she said with a quick smile. “And it would make life a lot easier for you, not having to go that far for house calls.”

R.J. nodded. That night she telephoned Gwen, who was involved with the task of moving her household three quarters of the way across the continent. They discussed the patient population at length, and over the next couple of days R.J. wrote letters to the chiefs of medicine of several hospitals with good residency programs, including details of the needs and possibilities of the hill towns.

David had gone to Greenfield and brought home a computer, a printer, and a folding worktable, which he set up in the guest room. He was writing again. And he had made a difficult telephone call to his publisher, fearing that maybe Elaine Cataldo, his editor, no longer was working there, or perhaps had lost interest in the novel. But Elaine came on the line and spoke to him, very carefully at first. She voiced frank concerns about his dependability, but after they talked at length, she told him she had suffered terrible personal losses too, and that the only thing to do was to go on with life. She encouraged him to finish the book and said she would work out a new publication schedule.

Twelve days after David’s return, there was a scratching at the front door. When he opened it, Agunah came in. She walked around and around him, pressing her furry body against his legs, reclaiming him with her scent. When he picked her up, her tongue lapped at his face.

He petted her for a long time. When finally he set her down on the floor, she walked through every room before she lay down on the rug in front of the fireplace and went to sleep.

This time she didn’t run away.

Suddenly, R.J. found herself sharing her household. At David’s suggestion, he bought and prepared their food, provided the firewood, did the household chores, and paid the electric bill.

All of R.J.’s needs were tended to, and she no longer came home to an empty house when her work was done. It was a perfect arrangement.
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THE FOSSIL
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Gwen and her family arrived the Saturday after Labor Day, exhausted and cranky after three days of driving. The house she and Phil had bought overlooking the Deerfield River in Charlemont had been cleaned and was ready, but the moving van with all their furniture had broken down in Illinois and would be two days late. R.J. insisted that they move into her guest room for two nights, and she went to a rental store on Route 2 for a pair of folding cots for the children, Annie, eight, and Julian, six, whom they called Julie.

David labored mightily to make their meals a pleasure, and he got on very well with Phil, with whom he shared a love for team sports in all the seasons. Annie and Julie were attractive and lovable but they were children, full of pent-up, noisy energy, and they made the house seem small. The first morning they were at R.J.’s, the kids got into a loud and physical fight, Julie wailing because his sister insisted he had a girl’s name.

Phil and David finally took them down to the river to fish, leaving the two women alone for the first time.

“Annie’s right, you know,” R.J. said. “He does have a girl’s name.”

“Hey,” Gwen said sharply. “It’s what we’ve always called him.”

“So? You can change. Call him Julian. It’s a perfectly good name, and it will make him feel like a grown-up.”

R.J. was certain Gwen was going to tell her to mind her own business, but after a moment her friend grinned at her. “Good old R.J. You still have all the answers. I like David, by the way. What’s going to happen between you two?”

R.J. shook her head. “I don’t have any of the answers, Gwen.”

David started writing early each morning, before she left for her office, sometimes even before she was out of bed. He told her that by remembering the Amish he was able to flesh out his descriptions of people who had lived in the Massachusetts hills a hundred years ago, and describe their evenings by lamplight and their days filled with work.

The writing filled him with tension that could only be released through physical labor of his own. Late each afternoon he worked about the place, picking fruit in the small orchard, harvesting the late garden vegetables and pulling up exhausted plants and adding them to the compost pile.

He was grateful that R.J. had saved his beehives, and he set out to rehabilitate them. They offered him all the busywork he could ask for.

“They’re a mess,” he told R.J. cheerfully.

Only two of the hives still contained healthy swarms of bees. David started to be watchful, and whenever he saw bees going into the woods he followed, hoping to recapture one of the swarms that had gotten away. In some of the hives that remained, the bees were weakened by disease and parasites. He built himself a worktable of unpainted lumber in the barn and set up a honey house. He dug right in, cleaning and sterilizing hives, dosing bees with antibiotics, and turning nests of mice out of two of the hives.

He wondered aloud what had happened to his honey separator and to all the empty honey jars and printed labels.

“Those things are in a corner of the barn on your old place. I put them there myself,” R.J. told him.

That weekend, he telephoned Kenneth Dettinger. Dettinger looked in the barn and reported all the things still were there, and David drove over and collected them.

When he returned, he told R.J. that he had offered to buy back the separator and the jars, but Dettinger had insisted that he take them, along with his old honey sign and his entire inventory of filled jars, almost four dozen of them. “Dettinger said he didn’t want to be in the bee business. He said he’d settle for an occasional jar of honey. He’s a nice guy.”

“He is,” R.J. said.

“Would you mind if I sold honey again, from here?”

She smiled. “No, that would be good.”

“I’ll have to put out the sign.”

“I like the sign.”

He drilled two holes on the underside of her sign that hung out front, then he screwed in eyebolts and hung his sign under hers.

Now somebody passing the house received a barrage of messages.

THE HOUSE
ON THE VERGE
ROBERTA J. COLE, M.D.
I’M-IN-LOVE-WITH-YOU
HONEY

She began to be hopeful about the future. David started going to Alcoholics Anonymous meetings again. She went with him one evening, sitting in the low-ceilinged meeting room of a graceful stone Episcopal church with perhaps forty other people. When David’s turn came, he rose and faced the group.

“I’m David Markus, and I’m an alcoholic. I live in Woodfield, and I’m a writer,” he said.

They never quarreled. They got along sunnily, and she wouldn’t have been troubled save for one fact she could not sweep away into a cranny where it didn’t have to be examined.

He never talked to her about Sarah.

One afternoon when David had been digging up, splitting, and transplanting the tough, woody rhubarb roots that had been old when R.J. had bought the place, he came inside the house and washed something at the kitchen sink.

“Look here,” he said as he wiped it dry.

“Oh, David. It’s amazing!”

It was a heartrock. The piece of reddish shale was an irregular heart, but what made it wonderful was the clear imprint of an ancient, armored fossil that was imbedded in its surface, slightly off center.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know. It looks like some sort of a crab, doesn’t it?”

“It’s like no crab I’ve ever seen,” R.J. said. The fossil imprint was less than three inches long. It recorded a wide head, with prominent eye sockets, empty as Orphan Annie’s. Its body shell was made up of many linear segments in a row, in three distinct longitudinal lobes.

They looked under “Fossils” in the encyclopedia.

“I think it’s this one,” she said, pointing to what the book said was a trilobite, a shelled animal that lived more than 225 million years ago, when a warm, shallow sea had covered much of the United States. The little shelled animal had died in the mud. Long before the mud hardened into rock, the flesh had rotted and carbonized, leaving a hard chemical film over the imprint that was left to be discovered under a rhubarb plant.

“What a find, David! How could there be a better heartrock? Where shall we put it?”

“I don’t want to display it in the house. I want to show it to a couple of people.”

“Good idea,” she said. The subject of heartrocks reminded her of something. That morning when she had brought in the mail, there had been an envelope for him from the Beth Moses Cemetery in West Babylon, Long Island. She had read in the newspaper that before the Jewish high holidays was a traditional time for visiting cemeteries.

“Why don’t the two of us go to visit Sarah’s grave?”

“No,” he said shortly. “I can’t face that just now. I’m sure you understand,” he said, and he put the shale stone in his pocket and went out to the barn.
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“Hello?”

“R.J.? This is Samantha.”

“Sam! How are you?”

“I’m especially fine, that’s why I’m calling. I want to get together with you and Gwen and share a little surprise, a little good news.”

“Sam. You’re getting married.”

“Now, R.J., don’t you start making all sorts of outrageous guesses, or you’re going to make my little surprise seem shabby by comparison. I want you two to come to Worcester. I’ve already talked to Gwen, welcoming her back to Massachusetts. She said she knows you have a free day next Saturday, and she’ll come if you will. Say you’ll do it too.”

R.J. checked her book and saw that Saturday still was clear, except that she had dozens of chores. “Okay.”

“Wonderful. The three of us together again. I can’t wait.”

“It’s a promotion then, isn’t it? Full professor? Associate chair of pathology?”

“R.J., you’re still an eminent pain in the ass. Good-bye. I love you.”

“I love you too,” R.J. said, and hung up, laughing.

Two afternoons later, as she drove home from her office, she came upon David, walking in the road. He had come out to intercept her, down Laurel Hill Road and up Franklin Road, knowing it was the route she took.

He was two miles from home when she spotted him, and she grinned when she saw him sticking out his thumb like a hitchhiker, and opened the car door.

He climbed in, beaming. “I couldn’t wait to tell you. I’ve been on the phone with Joe Fallon all afternoon. The Peaceful Godhead has been given a grant by the Thomas Blankenship Foundation. Big money, enough to establish and support the center in Colorado.”

“David, how wonderful for Joe. Blankenship. That English publisher?”

“New Zealander. All those newspapers and magazines. How wonderful for all of us who want peace. Joe asked us to come out there with him in a couple of months.”

“What do you mean?”

“What I said. A small group of people will live and work at the center, and participate in its interfaith peace conferences as a permanent staff. Joe’s inviting you and me to be among them.”

“Why would he invite me? I’m not a theologian.”

“Joe feels you’d be valuable. You could contribute a medical viewpoint, scientific and legal analysis. He’s interested in having a doctor there to take care of the rest of the members. You would have your work.”

As she turned the car onto Laurel Hill Road, she shook her head. She didn’t have to put it into words for him.

“I know. You already have your work, and this is where you want to be.” He reached over and touched her face. “It’s an interesting offer. I’d think about accepting it if it weren’t for you. If this is where you want to be, this is where I want to be.”

But in the morning when she awoke, he was gone. There was a scrawled sheet of paper on the kitchen table.

Dear R.J.,

I have to go away. There are some things I must do.

I should be back in a couple of days.

                                             Love,

                                          David

At least this time he left a note, she told herself.
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THE THREE OF THEM
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Samantha came down to the lobby of the medical center as soon as the receptionist called and told her R.J. and Gwen had arrived. Success had given her quiet assurance. Her black hair was worn short against her beautifully shaped head, with a thick white streak over her right ear; once Gwen and R.J. had accused her of helping nature along with chemicals for dramatic effect, but they knew it wasn’t so. It was Samantha’s way to accept what nature had given her and to make the very best of it.

She hugged each of them twice in turn, exuberantly.

Her announced schedule called for lunch in the hospital, followed by a guided tour of the medical center, dinner in a wonderful restaurant, and late talk in her apartment. Gwen and R.J. would stay overnight and go back to the western hills first thing in the morning.

They had scarcely started to eat their lunch before R.J. gave Samantha her lawyer’s stare. “All right, woman—give us the news we’ve driven two hours to hear.”

“News,” Samantha said sedately. “Well, this is news. I’ve been offered the job of chief pathologist at this place.”

Gwen sighed. “Oh, boy.”

They beamed and offered their congratulations. “I knew it,” R.J. said.

“It’s not going to happen for another eighteen months, until Carroll Hemingway, the present chief, leaves for the University of California. However, they’ve offered the job early, and I’ve accepted, because it’s what I’ve always wanted.”

She smiled. “But … that is not the news.”

She turned around the plain gold ring she wore on the third finger of her left hand, to reveal the stone. The blue diamond in the setting wasn’t large but it was beautifully cut, and R.J. and Gwen were out of their seats and hugging her again.

Samantha had had a number of men in her life, but she had stayed unmarried. While she had made an enviable life for herself as a single woman, they were happy she had found someone to share it.

“Let me guess,” Gwen said. “I’ll bet he’s in medicine, a full professor of something-or-other.”

R.J. shook her head. “I won’t guess. I have no idea. Tell us about him, Sam.”

Samantha shook her head. “He’ll tell you himself. He’s meeting us for dessert.”

Dana Carter proved to be tall and white-haired, a compulsive forty-mile-per-week runner who was slender almost to the point of underweight, with coffee-colored skin and young eyes.

“I am nervous as a cat,” he told them. “Sam told me meeting her family in Arkansas was going to be easy but that satisfying you two would be the true test.” He was the human resources manager of a life insurance company, a widower with a grown daughter who was a freshman at Brandeis University, and he was sufficiently in love to satisfy even Samantha’s closest friends.

By the time he left them, it was mid-afternoon, and they spent another hour learning details of his history—he had been born in the Bahamas but raised in Cleveland—and telling Samantha how fortunate she was, and how “damned all-out lucky” Dana was.

Sam looked very happy as she took them through the medical center, showing off her department and then the trauma center and the heliport that serviced it, the up-to-date library, and the labs and lecture rooms of the medical school.

R.J. found herself wondering if she envied Samantha her success and her authority. It was easy to observe that the promise everyone had predicted for her when they were students had been fulfilled. R.J. saw the deference with which people at the medical center addressed her, the way they listened when she spoke and moved to carry out her suggestions.

“I think you guys should come to work here. This place is the only large medical center in the state to have a department of family medicine,” Sam said to R.J. “Wouldn’t it be nice,” she said wistfully, “if the three of us could work in the same building, see each other all the time? I know both of you could find good slots here.”

“I already have a good slot,” R.J. said, a trifle crisply, sensitive that perhaps she was being patronized, annoyed that well-meaning people kept trying to change her life.

“Listen,” Samantha said, “what do you have up there in the hills that you couldn’t have here? And don’t give me that bull about fresh air and a sense of community. We breathe very well here, and I’m as active in my community as you are in yours. You two are superb physicians, and you ought to be participating in tomorrow’s medicine. We’re working on the absolute forward edge of medical science in this hospital. What can you do in a rural backwater, as a doctor, that you couldn’t do here?”

They smiled at her, waiting for her to run down. R.J. wasn’t inclined to argue. “I love practicing where I am,” she said calmly.

“I can already tell I’m going to feel the same way about the hilltowns,” Gwen said.

“I’ll tell you what, you take all the time you need to answer that question,” Samantha said loftily. “If you can think of any answer at all, you drop me a line, okay, Dr. Cole?”

R.J. smiled at her. “I’ll be glad to accommodate you, Professor Potter,” she said.

The first thing R.J. saw when she turned into her own driveway the next morning was a Massachusetts State Police prowl car parked by her garage.

“Are you Dr. Cole?”

“Yes.”

“Good morning, ma’am. I’m Trooper Burrows. Nothing to be alarmed about. There was a little trouble here last night. Chief McCourtney asked us to keep an eye out for your return and give him a holler on the radio.”

He leaned into his own car and did just that, telling Mack McCourtney that Dr. Cole had arrived home.

“What kind of trouble?”

Shortly after six P.M. Mack McCourtney, driving by the deserted house, had noticed an unfamiliar blue van, an old Dodge, on the lawn between the house and the barn. When he investigated, he had found three men behind her house, the trooper said.

“Had they broken in?”

“No, ma’am. They hadn’t had a chance to do anything; it looks like Chief McCourtney drove up at just the right moment. But the van contained a dozen cans full of kerosene and materials that would have allowed them to construct a delayed-action fuse.”

“Dear God.”

She had nothing but questions, and the state trooper had few answers. “McCourtney knows a lot more about this than I do. He’ll be here in another minute or two, and then I’m leaving.”

In fact, Mack arrived before R.J. had taken her overnight bag from the car. They sat in the kitchen, and he told her he had arrested the men and kept them overnight in the cramped, dungeonlike old cell in the basement of the Town Hall.

“Are they there now?”

“No, they’re not, Doc. I couldn’t charge them with arson. The incendiary materials hadn’t been removed from their van, and the men claimed they were on their way to burn brush and had stopped at your house to seek directions to the Shelburne Falls Road.”

“Might that have been true?”

McCourtney sighed. “I’m afraid not. Why would they pull the van up onto the lawn, off the driveway, just to ask for directions? And they had a burning permit, to provide cover for a possible alibi, but it was a permit to burn grass in Dalton, all the way over in Berkshire County, and they were a long way from that town. Besides, their names turned out to be on the attorney general’s list of known anti-abortion activists.”

“Oh.”

He nodded. “Yeah. The van’s plates were stolen, and the owner was arraigned on that charge in Greenfield. Somebody showed up right away with bail money.”

Mack had their identities and addresses, and he showed R.J. Polaroid pictures he had taken of them in his office. “These guys look familiar to you?”

Perhaps one of them, overweight and bearded, was one of the men who had followed her from Springfield.

Perhaps not.

“I can’t be certain.”

McCourtney, ordinarily a gentle officer completely protective of the civil rights of citizens, had allowed himself to step beyond his position, he admitted, “in a manner that could cost me my job if you discuss it with anyone else.” While he had had the men in his jail he had told them, calmly and clearly, that if they or any of their friends bothered Dr. Roberta Cole again, he personally guaranteed them broken bones and permanent disabilities.

“At least we kept them in the lockup overnight. That cell is really miserable,” he said with satisfaction. McCourtney stood and patted her shoulder clumsily, then he left.

David came back the following day. They were constrained as they greeted one another, but when she told him what had happened, he came and put his arms around her.

He wanted to speak to McCourtney, so they went together to meet Mack at his little basement office.

“What shall we do to protect ourselves?” David asked him.

“You own a gun?”

“No.”

“You might buy one. I’d help you get it licensed. You were in Vietnam, right?”

“I was a chaplain.”

“Right.” McCourtney sighed. “I’ll try to keep a close watch on your place, R.J.”

“Thank you, Mack.”

“But I’m responsible for a lot of territory when I cruise,” he said.

The following day an electrician placed spotlights on all sides of the house, with heat sensors that turned on the lights as soon as a person or a car got within forty feet. R.J. called a company that installed security systems, and a crew worked all day installing alarms that would go off whenever an exterior door was opened by an intruder, and heat and motion sensors that would trigger the alarm if anyone should succeed in gaining entry. The system was designed to summon police or firefighters within seconds.

Little more than a week after the installation of all the electronics, Barbara Eustis hired two full-time doctors at the clinic in Springfield, and R.J. wasn’t needed there any longer.

She was able to regain her Thursdays.

Within a few days, she and David largely ignored the security system. She knew the protesters wouldn’t be interested in her anymore; they would learn about the two new doctors and concentrate on them. But even though she was free again, there were times she didn’t believe it. She had a recurring nightmare in which David hadn’t come back, or perhaps he was gone again, and the three men had come for her. Whenever she was pulled from sleep by the dream or by the old house creaking in the wind or groaning the way arthritic houses do, she reached to the panel by the bed and pressed the button that filled the electronic moat and sent the dragons out on patrol. And then she moved her hand stealthily under the covers to see if it really hadn’t been a dream.

To see if David was still there.
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A QUESTION IS ANSWERED
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When R.J. had written to hospital medical chiefs, informing them of the opportunity for a new practice in the Berkshire hills, she had emphasized the beautiful countryside and the opportunities for fishing and hunting. She hadn’t anticipated a deluge of replies, but neither had she expected that her letter would go unanswered.

So she was pleased when finally she received a telephone call from Peter Gerome, who said he had completed a residency in medicine at the New England Medical Center and had followed it with a postresidency fellowship in family medicine at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center. “Right now, I’m working in an emergency room while I look around for a country practice. I wonder if my wife and I could visit you?”

“Come as soon as you can,” R.J. told him.

Together they worked out a date for the visit, and that afternoon she sent Dr. Gerome directions to her office, transmitting them on her latest concession to technology, a fax machine that would allow her to receive messages and records from the hospitals and other doctors.

She was bemused by the upcoming visit. “It’s too much to expect that the one respondent we’ve had will be any good at all,” she told Gwen, anxious to make the visit an attractive one. “At least the scenery will be at its very best for him. The leaves already have begun to turn.”

But as sometimes happens in the autumn, a drenching rain began to fall on New England the day before Peter Gerome and his wife were to arrive. The downpour drummed on the roof of the house all through the night, and in the drizzly morning R.J. wasn’t surprised to see that most of the colorful foliage had been stripped from the trees.

The Geromes were a likable couple. Peter Gerome was a large teddy bear of a young man, with a round face, gentle brown eyes behind thick glasses, and almost ashen hair that he kept brushing away as it fell over his right eye. His wife, Estelle, whom he introduced as Estie, was an attractive brunette, slightly overweight, who was a registered nurse-anesthetist. She was very much like her husband in temperament, with a calm, pleasant demeanor that R.J. warmed to at once.

The Geromes came on a Thursday. She took them to meet Gwen, and then she drove them throughout the western county and into Greenfield and Northampton to visit the hospitals.

“How did it go?” Gwen asked her that night on the phone.

“I couldn’t tell. They weren’t exactly bubbling over with enthusiasm.”

“I don’t think they’re the kind to bubble over. They’re thinkers,” Gwen said.

They had liked what they saw well enough to come back, this time for a four-day visit. R.J. would have wanted them to stay with her, but the guest room had been turned into David’s office. Portions of his manuscript were all over the room, and he was working feverishly to finish his book. Gwen wasn’t sufficiently established yet to have houseguests, but the Geromes found a room at a bed and breakfast on Main Street, two blocks from R.J.’s office, and she and Gwen settled for having them to dinner every evening.

R.J. found herself hoping they would move to the area. Each of them had had exemplary training and experience, and they asked sensible, practical questions when she discussed with them the loose, HMO-like medical group she and Gwen wanted to establish in the hills.

The Geromes spent the four days driving around the county, stopping to talk with people in town halls and general stores and firehouses. The afternoon of the fourth day was chill and overcast, but R.J. took them walking on the wood trail, and Peter was appreciative of the Catamount. “It looks like a good little trout river.”

R.J. smiled. “It is, very good.”

“Well, may we fish it when we come out here to live?”

R.J. was very pleased. “Of course you will.”

“I suppose that settles it, then,” Estie Gerome said.

Change—more than the change of seasons—was in the chill, leaden air. Toby was less than two-thirds through her pregnancy but she was leaving R.J.’s office. She planned to spend a month preparing for the baby and helping Peter Gerome to find and set up an office. After that, she would serve as business manager of the Hilltowns Medical Cooperative, splitting her time among R.J.’s office and Peter’s and Gwen’s, doing all the billing and purchasing and keeping the three sets of books.

Toby recommended her own successor as R.J.’s receptionist, and R.J. hired her, knowing that Toby’s instincts about people were very good. Mary Wilson had been a member of the town planning board when R.J. had appeared before that group to get permits for her office renovations. Mary would probably be a fine receptionist, but R.J. knew she would miss seeing Toby every day. To celebrate Toby’s new job, R.J. and Gwen took her to dinner at the inn in Deerfield.

They met at the restaurant after work. Toby couldn’t drink because of her pregnancy, but the three of them were quickly in good humor without wine, and they toasted the new baby and the new job with cranberry juice. R.J. felt deep affection for both of her friends, and she had a very good time.

It began to rain during the drive home, when she and Toby were halfway up Woodfield Mountain. By the time she dropped Toby off it was pelting, and R.J. drove slowly, peering through the windshield wipers.

Intent on her driving, she was almost past Gregory Hinton’s farmhouse when she became aware that the light was on in the barn, and she glimpsed, through the open barn door, a figure seated inside.

The road was slick, and she didn’t try to brake, but she slowed the car, and when she came to the rough lane leading into the Hintons’ pasture, she turned the car around and went back. Gregory was in the midst of a combined course of radiation and chemotherapy, and he had lost his hair and was suffering from the side effects of the treatment. It wouldn’t hurt to say hello to him, she thought.

She drove right up to the barn door, and he turned as she slammed the car door and ran in through the rain. He was seated in a folding chair by one of the stalls, wearing overalls and a barn coat, his new baldness covered by a cap that advertised a fertilizer company.

“Whew, what a night. Hi, Greg, how are you doing?”

“R.J.… Well, you know.” He shook his head. “Nausea, diarrhea. Weakness like a baby.”

“This is the worst part of the treatment. You’ll feel much better when it’s done. The thing is, we’ve got no choice. We have to stop that brain tumor from growing. Shrink it if we can.”

“Damn disease.” He motioned to another metal folding chair deeper in the barn. “Set a while?”

“I will.” She went to get the chair. She had never been in his barn; it stretched before her into the animal-warmed gloom like an airplane hangar, cows in the stalls on both sides. Far above her under the vast roof something fluttered and dove and fluttered again, and Greg Hinton saw the direction of her glance.

“Just a bat. They stay high.”

“Some barn,” she said.

He nodded. “Made from two old barns, really. This part was original. The rear half was another barn, moved here by oxen about a hundred years ago. Always figured I’d put in one of those fancy milking parlors, but I never did. Stacia and I milk ’em old-fashioned, with their necks in stanchions so they can’t move on us.”

He closed his eyes, and she reached over and put her hand over his.

“You think they’ll ever find a cure for this rotten thing, R.J.?”

“I think they will, Greg. They’re working on genetic cures for lots of diseases, including different kinds of cancer. The next few years are going to make an enormous difference. It’s going to be a new world.”

His eyes opened and found hers. “How many years?”

The big black-and-white cow in the stall in front of them lowed suddenly, a loud, complaining bawling that startled her. How many years, indeed. She steeled herself. “Oh, Greg. I don’t know. Maybe five? Just a guess.”

He gave her a bitter trace of a smile. “Well, however many years. I won’t be around to see that new world, will I?”

“I don’t know. Lots of people with your disease live a number of years. I think it’s important that you believe—really believe—that you’ll be one of them. I know you’re religious, and it won’t hurt if you pray a lot right now.”

“Will you do me a favor?”

“What’s that?”

“Will you pray for me too, R.J.?”

Oh, glory, wrong number. But she smiled at him. “Well, that can’t do any harm either, can it?” she said, and promised him she would. The creature in front of them suddenly let out a great call that was answered first by a cow at the other end of the barn and then by others.

“What are you doing sitting out here by yourself, anyway?”

“Well, this one is trying to drop a calf, and she’s in trouble,” he said, motioning with his chin at the cow in the stall. “She’s a heifer cow. You know, never had a calf before?”

R.J. nodded. A primigravida.

“Well, she’s tight, and the calf is hung up on her insides. I’ve called the only two veterinarians around who handle big animals anymore. Hal Dominic is down bad with the flu, and Lincoln Foster is all the way over to the south county with two or three jobs still to do. He said he’d try to be here by eleven o’clock.”

The cow sounded again and clambered to her feet. “Easy, there, Zsa Zsa.”

“How many cows do you have?”

“Seventy-seven, at the moment. Forty-one of them milkers.”

“And you know their names?”

“Just the cows that are registered. See, you have to put names on the registration papers. The ones that aren’t registered have numbers painted on their sides instead of names, but this cow is named Zsa Zsa.”

The Holstein sank down again as they watched, dropping onto her right side with her legs sticking straight out.

“Shit. Shit! Beg your pardon,” Hinton said. “They only go to their side like that when they’re almost gone. She’ll never last until eleven o’clock. She’s been trying to give birth for five hours.

“I’ve got money sunk into her,” he said bitterly. “A registered cow like this, I can expect eighty to a hundred pounds of milk per day. And the calf would have been worthwhile. I paid a hundred dollars just for the semen from a specially good bull.”

The cow moaned and shuddered.

“Isn’t there something we can do for her?” R.J. asked.

“No, I’m too sick to handle this, and Stacia’s absolutely worn out from doing most of the milking. Stacia’s no longer young either. She tried to deal with this for a couple of hours and just couldn’t, had to go into the house and lie down.”

The cow bellowed in pain, climbed to her feet, sank back onto her belly.

“Let me have a look,” R.J. said. She took off her Italian leather jacket and placed it on a bale of hay. “Will she kick me?”

“Not likely, lying down like that,” Hinton said dryly, and R.J. approached the cow and squatted in the sawdust behind her. It was a strange sight, a manurial anus like a great, round eye above the enormous bovine vulva in which she could see one pathetic hoof and a flaccid red object dangling to the side.

“What’s that?”

“Calf’s tongue. The head’s just below there, out of sight. For some reason, calves often are born sticking their tongues out at you.”

“What’s holding it back?”

“Normal birth, the calf would be born with the two front hooves first, then the head—the way a diver goes into the water holding his hands out in front of him. This one has the left hoof in the proper position, but the right leg is doubled back somewhere in there. What the veterinarian has to do is push the head back into the vagina and reach his hand in to see what’s wrong.”

“Why don’t I give it a try?”

He shook his head. “Takes some little bit of strength.”

She watched the cow shudder. “Well, it can’t hurt to try. I’ve never lost a cow yet,” she said, but it was wasted, he didn’t even smile. “Do you use a lubricant?”

He eyed her doubtfully, then shook his head. “No, you wash your whole arm and just leave plenty of soap on it,” he said, leading her to the sink.

She rolled up both sleeves of her shirt until they were all the way to the shoulders, and then she scrubbed in the cold water, using the thick, stained block of laundry soap that was there.

Then she went back behind the cow. “Now, Zsa Zsa,” she said, and then felt silly to be speaking to a rear end. As R.J.’s fingers and then her hand entered the warm moistness of inner space, the cow extended her tail, straight and rigid as a poker.

The calf’s head indeed was just below the surface, but it felt immovable. When she looked at Greg, she saw that despite his concern his eyes held a clear I-told-you-so, and R.J. took a breath and leaned into it, as if trying to push a swimmer’s head down into almost-solid water. Slowly, the head began to recede. When there was room, she pushed her hand into the cow’s vagina, wrist deep, then halfway to her elbow, and her fingers found something else.

“I can feel … I think it’s the calf’s knee.”

“Yeah, probably is. See if you can reach below it, pull the hoof up,” Hinton said, and R.J. tried.

She worked her hand and arm deeper but suddenly felt a kind of cosmic ripple as undeniable as a small earthquake, then a rolling force that pushed a tsunami of muscle and tissue against her hand and forearm and simply moved them up and out like a seed spat out so forcefully that her entire body fell back.

“What the hell,” she whispered, but she didn’t need Greg to tell her it was a variety of vaginal contraction she never had met before.

She took the time to resoap her arm. Back at the cow, she spent several minutes of experimentation before she realized what she was up against. The contractions came once a minute and lasted about forty-five seconds, leaving her only a fifteen-second window in which to work. She pushed her arm deep into the straining butt in front of her as soon as she felt a contraction slacken—past the knee, along the foreleg.

“I can feel a bone, the pelvic bone,” she told Greg. And then, “I’ve got the hoof, but it’s caught under the pelvic bone.”

The rigid tail switched, perhaps in pain, and smacked R.J. in the mouth. Sputtering, she grabbed the tail with her left hand and held it. She was warned by new ripples and had just enough time to grasp the hoof and hold on while a vaginal vise clamped her arm from fingertips to shoulder. After a moment there was no danger her arm would be expelled, because the pressure around it had become too tight. The pressure pushed the front of her wrist against the cow’s pelvic bone. The pain made her gasp, but her arm quickly became numb, and R.J. closed her eyes and dug her forehead into Zsa Zsa. Her arm was captive all the way to the shoulder; she had become a prisoner, joined to this cow. She felt faint and experienced a sudden fantasy, a terrible certainty that Zsa Zsa was going to die, and they would have to cut up the cow’s carcass in order to free her.

She didn’t hear Stacia Hinton come into the barn, but she caught the woman’s cranky challenge—“What’s that girl think she’s doing in there?”—and an inaudible mumble as Greg Hinton replied. R.J. smelled manure, and the internal odor of the cow, and the animal stink of her own sweat and terror. Then the contraction was over.

She had delivered enough human babies to know now what had to be done, and she withdrew her numbed hand as far as the calf’s knee and pushed it back. Then she was able to reach past it, in and down. When her hand found the hoof again, she had to fight against a panic that made her want to rush things, because she didn’t want to be in the vagina when the next contraction came.

But she worked carefully, grasping the hoof, working it up the vagina, and finally out and next to the other hoof, where it belonged.

“Heyyyy!” Greg Hinton breathed in delight.

“Good girl!” Stacia called.

At the next contraction, the calf’s head appeared.

Hello, there, R.J. told it silently, enchanted. But they were unable to pull more than the forelegs and head from the cow. The calf was stuck like a cork in a bottle.

“If only we had a calf puller,” Stacia Hinton said.

“What’s that?”

“It’s kind of a winch,” Greg said.

“Tie the hooves together,” R.J. said. She went to the Explorer and released the hook of the come-along, then pulled the cable into the barn.

The calf was drawn out easily—such an argument for technology, R.J. thought.

“Bull calf,” Greg said.

R.J. sat on the floor and watched Stacia wipe mucus, the remains of the water bag, from the little bull’s nostrils. They brought the calf around to the front of the cow, but Zsa Zsa was exhausted and barely moved. Greg began rubbing the newborn’s chest with clumps of dry hay. “This gets the lungs working, that’s why the cow always gives the calf a rough licking with her tongue. But this little fella’s momma is too tired to lick a stamp.”

“Will she be all right?” R.J. asked.

“Sure she will,” Stacia said. “I’ll get her a nice bucket of warm water in a while. That’ll help her pass the placenta.”

R.J. raised herself from the floor and went to the sink. She washed her hands and arm, but it would be impossible to get herself clean there, she saw at once.

“Got some … ah, manure in your hair,” Greg said delicately.

“Don’t touch it, it’ll just smear, dear,” Stacia said.

R.J. stowed the come-along cable and, carrying the leather jacket well in front of her, placed it in the backseat of the car, as far from her as possible.

“Good night.”

She scarcely heard their expressions of gratitude. She drove home trying to make as little contact as possible with the car upholstery.

When she was in her kitchen she took off her shirt. The sleeves had rolled down and the front was smeared as well; she identified blood, mucus, soap, manure, and a variety of birth fluids, and she shuddered and rolled it up and dropped it into the trash bin.

She stayed under the hot shower a long time, massaging her arm and using a great deal of soap and shampoo.

When she got out, she brushed her teeth and then put on her pajamas in the dark.

“What?” David called.

“Nothing,” she said, and he went back to sleep.

She had intended to go to sleep too, but instead she went back down to the kitchen and put water on the stove for coffee. Her arm was bruised and aching, but she flexed her fingers and her wrist and her elbow and saw that nothing was broken. She took paper and a pen from her desk and sat at the table to make certain she could write.

She decided to send a letter to Samantha Potter.

Dear Sam,

You told me to write if I thought of something a doctor can do in the country that she can’t do in a medical center.

Tonight, I thought of something:

You can put your arm into a cow.

Yours truly,

R.J.
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THE CALLING CARD
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One morning R.J. realized to her discomfort that the date was approaching when she would be required to renew her license to practice medicine in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, and she wasn’t prepared to apply. The state license had to be renewed every two years, and to safeguard the public, the law required that every physician who applied for relicensing must submit evidence that he or she had taken one hundred hours of continuing medical education (CME).

The system was designed to update medical knowledge and continually sharpen skills, and to prevent doctors from falling below the standards of their profession. R.J. thoroughly approved of the concept of continuing education, but she realized that over a period of almost two years she had accrued only eighty-one CME points. Busy establishing her new practice and working at the Springfield clinic, she had neglected her educational program.

The local hospitals frequently offered lectures or seminars worth a few points, but she didn’t have enough time left to fulfill her obligation that way.

“You need to attend a large professional meeting,” Gwen said. “I’m in the same position myself.”

So R.J. began to study the meeting announcements as she read her medical journals, and she noted that a three-day cancer symposium for primary care physicians would be held in New York City, at the Plaza Hotel. Sponsored jointly by the American Cancer Society and the American Board of Internal Medicine, it offered twenty-eight continuing medical education points.

Peter Gerome agreed that he and Estie would come and stay at her house while she was gone, so Peter could cover for her. He had applied for hospital privileges but they hadn’t come through yet, and R.J. arranged for a Greenfield internist to admit any patients who might have to be hospitalized.

David was laboring on his next-to-last chapter, and they agreed he couldn’t interrupt his work. So she drove to New York alone, through the pale-lemony sunshine of early November.

She found that although she had been happy to flee the city pressures when she had left Boston, now she was ready to embrace them. After the solitude and quiet of the country, New York seemed like a colossal human anthill, and the interaction of all those people was a powerful stimulant. Driving through Manhattan was no pleasure, and she was content to surrender her car to the doorman at the hotel, but she was glad she had come.

Her room was on the ninth floor, small but comfortable. She took a short nap and then had just enough time to shower and dress. Registration was combined with a cocktail party, and she had a beer and helped herself hungrily to the lavish buffet.

She saw no one she knew. There were many couples. At the buffet a doctor whose name tag said he was Robert Starbuck from Detroit, Michigan, struck up a conversation.

“And where in Massachusetts is Woodfield?” he said, peering at her name tag.

“Just off the Mohawk Trail.”

“Ah. Old mountains, worn down to loveliness. Do you drive around all the time, looking at the scenery?”

She smiled. “No. I just observe it when I go out on house calls.”

Now he peered at her face. “You make house calls?”

His plate was empty, and he deserted her for the buffet table, but soon he was back. He was a moderately attractive man, but he was so openly and so hungrily seeking something other than conversation that she found it easy to leave him along with the dirty dishes when she had finished eating.

She took the elevator to the lobby and walked outside, into New York City. Central Park wasn’t the place to go at night and didn’t tempt her; she had trees and grass at home. She moved slowly down Fifth Avenue, stopping at almost every window and spending a long time at some, studying the lavishness of apparel, luggage, shoes, jewelry, books.

She walked down half a dozen blocks, crossed the street, and walked uptown again until she returned to the hotel. Then she went upstairs and went to bed early, as she had always done before classes during the long years of scholarship. She could hear Charlie Harris telling her, “Gotta take care of business, R.J.”

It was a good conference, designed to be intensive and meaty, with a continental breakfast served during the first session of every morning, and lecturers during lunch and dinner. R.J. treated it very seriously. She didn’t skip a session, she took careful notes, and she arranged to purchase the tape recordings that were made of several of the lectures that particularly interested her. Evenings were reserved for entertainment, with several good choices. The first evening she saw a revival of Show Boat and enjoyed it a lot, and on the second evening she watched the Dance Theatre of Harlem with great pleasure.

By the third morning she had accumulated enough points to guarantee her relicensing. Only the earliest of the third-day presentations interested her, and she thought that perhaps she would break away from the conference and do a little shopping before leaving New York.

On the way back to her room to pack, she suddenly had a better idea.

The concierge was a determinedly cheerful woman of late middle age. “But of course,” she said when R.J. asked her if she had a road map of greater New York.

“Can you tell me how to drive to West Babylon, Long Island?”

“If madam will give me but a moment.” The woman consulted the map and then she drew in the route with confident sweeps of her ink marker.

R.J. stopped at the first filling station she saw once she had left the freeway, and asked the way to the House of Moses Cemetery.

When she came to it, she followed its perimeter until she reached the cemetery entrance. There was an administration building just inside the gate, and she parked the car and went inside. A man about her own age, wearing a blue suit and a white skullcap on his head of sparse blond hair, sat behind a desk signing papers. “Good morning,” he said without looking up.

“Good morning. I would like some help in finding a grave.”

He nodded. “Name of deceased?”

“Markus. Sarah Markus.”

He swiveled his chair around to the computer behind him and typed in the name.

“Yes, we have six by that name. Middle initial?”

“None. Markus with a K, not a C.”

“Ah. But there are two. Was she sixty-seven years old, or seventeen?”

“Seventeen,” R.J. said thinly, and the man nodded. “There are so many,” he said apologetically.

“You have such a large cemetery.”

“Sixty acres.” He took a paper bearing a diagram of the cemetery and drew directions with his pen. “Twelve sections down from this building, you turn right. Eight sections beyond that, take a left. The grave you seek is midway in the second row. If you get lost come back, I’ll take you there myself…. Yes,” he said, glancing at the monitor to confirm the location.

“We have everything on computer,” he said with pride, “everything. I see there was a dedication there last month.”

“A dedication?”

“Yes, when the memorial stone was unveiled.”

“Oh.” She thanked him and left, clutching her paper.

So R.J. walked slowly down the narrow roadway of gritty rock dust. Beyond the cemetery wall cars zoomed, a motorcycle burred past, brakes squealed, the sound of a horn intruded.

Counting the sections.

R.J.’s mother was buried in a cemetery in Cambridge, with grassy spaces between headstones. These graves were terribly close to one another, she thought. They were so many, indeed, people moving out of one city and into another.

… Eleven … Twelve.

She turned right and marched down eight sections.

It should be here.

In the section beyond, people sat in chairs next to a hole in the ground. A man in a skullcap finished talking, and mourners lined up to place a shovelful of dirt in the grave.

R.J. went to the second row in her section, trying to move unobtrusively. Now she was looking at individual stones, not sections. EMANUEL RUBIN. LESTER ROGOVIN.

Many of the gravestones had small stones on top of them, calling cards left to mark a visit by the living. Some graves had been planted with flowers or shrubs. One was obscured by an overgrown yew; R.J. pushed aside the branches and read the name: LEAH SCHWARTZ. There were no stones on Leah Schwartz’s memorial.

She went through the Gutkind family plot, many Gutkinds, and then saw a double stone with two handsome, weatherproofed portraits, of a young man and a young woman. DMITRI LEVNIKOV, 1970-1992, and BASYA LEVNIKOV, 1973-1992. Husband and wife? Brother and sister? Did they die together? In a car accident? In a fire? It must be a Russian custom, the photographs on the headstone, she thought. It marked them as refugees; how sad, to come all that distance, through the sound barrier of cultures, to this.

KIRSCHNER ROSTEN. EIDELBERG.

MARKUS.

MARKUS, NATALIE J., 1952-1985. ADORED WIFE, BELOVED MOTHER

It was a double stone, one half engraved, the other half blank.

Next to it: MARKUS, SARAH, 1977-1994. OUR CHERISHED DAUGHTER On a simple stone of square granite like Natalie’s, but this one unweathered, unmistakably new.

On each headstone, one small “calling card” stone. It was the small stone on Sarah’s monument that caused R.J. to stand transfixed: a piece of reddish shale shaped like an irregular heart, imprinted clearly with the crablike head and lobed body of a trilobite that had lived many millions of years ago.

She didn’t speak to Natalie or Sarah. She didn’t think they would have heard. She recalled that somewhere, in a college course probably, she had read that one of the Christian philosophers—Thomas Aquinas?—had expressed doubts that the dead had knowledge of the affairs of the living. Still, how could Aquinas have known? What did anyone know, Aquinas or David Markus or any other presuming human creature? It occurred to R.J. that Sarah had loved her. Perhaps in some way there was magic in this heartrock, a magnetism that had drawn her here and made her realize what it was necessary for her to do.

R.J. picked up two pebbles nearby and placed one on Natalie’s marker and one on Sarah’s.

The neighboring funeral was over, the mourners were dispersing, and many of them were coming her way, passing nearby. They averted their heads from the disturbing but commonplace sight of a broken woman by a grave. They couldn’t know that she wept as much for the living as for the dead.

As a doctor she had always found it terrible to talk about death with those involved, and the next morning, seated in her kitchen, she struggled as she forced herself to talk with David about the death of their relationship. But she managed to tell him it was time to put an end to it.

She asked him to recognize that it would never work.

“You told me you had gone away to research the book. But you went to dedicate your daughter’s headstone. Yet when I’ve asked you to take me there, you’ve refused.”

“I need time, R.J.”

“I don’t think time will make a difference, David,” she said gently. “Even people who have been married for a long time often divorce after the death of a child. I might be able to deal with your alcoholism and the fear that some day you might drift off. But deep inside, you blame me for Sarah’s death. I believe you’ll always blame me, and I can’t deal with that.”

His face was pale. He made no denials. “We were so good with one another. If only it hadn’t happened …”

Her vision of him blurred. He was right. In many ways, they had been good for one another. “It did happen.”

He accepted the truth in what she said but was slower to accept its inevitable consequence. “I thought you loved me.”

“I did love you. I do love you, I’ll always love you and wish you happiness.” But she had made a discovery. She loved herself, too.

That evening she was late at her office, and when she came home, he told her he had decided to go to Colorado to join Joe Fallon’s group.

“I’m going to take the honey separator and a couple of the best hives with me, and set the bees up on the mountain. I thought I might empty the other hives and store them in your barn.”

“No. It would be better if you sell them.”

He understood what she was saying, the finality of it. They looked at one another, and he nodded.

“I won’t be able to leave for ten days or so. I want to finish the manuscript and get it off to my publisher.”

“That’s reasonable.”

Agunah walked by and gave R.J. a cold stare.

“David, I would like you to do me a favor.”

“What’s that?”

“This time when you go, take the cat.”

Now the hours passed very slowly, and they worked at avoiding one another. Only two days had gone by when she received a telephone call from her father, but it had seemed like a much longer time.

When her father asked about David, she was able to tell him that she and David were parting.

“Ah. Are you all right, R.J.?”

“Yes, I am.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“What I’m calling about is this. How about coming down here for Thanksgiving?”

Suddenly she wanted to see him, talk with him, absorb his comfort. “Suppose I come down early. Like right away?”

“Can you arrange it?”

“I don’t know. Let me try.”

When she asked Peter Gerome if he could come back and fill in for her for another two weeks he was bemused, but he was obviously happy to agree. “I really like working up there,” he said, and she telephoned the airline and then called her father and told him she was coming to Florida the next day.
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SUNSHINE AND SHADOWS
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Her heart lifted when she glimpsed her father, but his appearance troubled her; he seemed to have shrunk into himself somehow, and she was aware that between their last meeting and this, he had grown old. But his spirits were fine, and he seemed giddy with pleasure at seeing her. They began to argue almost at once, but without heat; she wanted a porter for her two pieces of luggage, knowing he would want to carry one.

“Now, R.J., that’s foolish. I’ll take the suitcase and you can carry the garment bag.”

Laughing in despair, she let him have his way. The moment they left the airport building, she blinked in the sunny dazzle and wilted under the moist slap of the tropical air.

“What’s the temperature, Dad?”

“High eighties,” he said proudly, as if the warmth were a personal reward for his good teaching. He drove out of the airport and into the city as if he knew where he was going. He had always been a confident driver. She glimpsed sailboats on the painted ocean and missed the familiar cold breath of her woods.

He lived in a white tower owned by the university, in an impersonal two-bedroom apartment that he had barely attempted to make his own. Two oil paintings of Boston hung in the living room. One was of Harvard Square in the winter. The other depicted a moment in the Charles River regatta, with the grimacing B.U. oarsmen frozen in an explosive effort to skim their racing shell off the canvas, while the buildings of M.I.T. were a vague suggestion on the far shore. Other than the pictures and a few books, the place was militarily neat but pleasureless, like the expanded cell of a modern scholar-monk. On the desk in the guest room, which doubled as her father’s office, was the glass case containing Rob J.’s scalpel.

In his bedroom was a photograph of R.J., near a sepia picture of her mother, a smiling young woman in an old-fashioned onepiece bathing suit, squinting against the sun on a Cape Cod beach. On the other dresser was a photograph of a woman R.J. didn’t recognize.

“Who’s this, Dad?”

“Friend of mine. I’ve asked her to join us for dinner, if you feel up to it?”

“Oh, I certainly will, once I’ve had a long shower.”

“I think you’ll like her,” he said. Evidently, she realized, her father was not a monk after all.

He had made reservations at a seafood restaurant where they could watch the marine traffic move up and down a canal as they dined. The face in the photograph belonged to a well-dressed woman named Susan Dolby. She was chunky but not overweight, and somehow athletic. Her hair was cut in a tight gray helmet, and her nails were short and glowed with colorless polish. Her face was tanned, with laugh lines at the outside corners of eyes that were almost almond shaped. Were they green? Brown? R.J. was willing to bet she was a golfer or a tennis player.

She was also a physician, an internist with a private practice in Fort Lauderdale.

The three of them sat and talked medical politics. While the restaurant’s speakers spouted “Adeste Fidelis”—too early in the season, they agreed—sun glare bounced off the water and sailboats moved by like expensive swans.

“Tell me about your practice,” Susan said.

R.J. told them about the town and the people. They talked about influenza in Massachusetts and in Florida and compared their problem cases—shop talk, doctor talk. Susan said she had been in Lauderdale ever since finishing her internship at Michael Riis Medical Center in Chicago. She had gone to medical school at the University of Michigan. R.J. was drawn to her open manner and easy friendliness.

Just as their shrimp dinners were being served, Susan’s pager beeped. “Uh-oh,” she said, and excused herself and went off to find a telephone.

“Well?” R.J.’s father said a few moments later, and she realized this woman was important to him.

“You were right. I really like her.”

“I’m glad.”

He had known Susan for three years, he said. They had met when she came to Boston to attend a conference at the medical school.

“After that, we saw each other occasionally, sometimes in Miami, sometimes in Boston. But we couldn’t meet often enough, because both of us have crowded schedules. So before I retired in Boston, I contacted colleagues at the university here and was happy to get an offer.”

“Then this is a serious relationship.”

He smiled at her. “Yes, we’re becoming serious about one another.”

“Dad, I’m so happy for you,” R.J. said, taking his hands in hers.

For a moment she was conscious only that his fingers had become more gnarled with arthritis. Then she was aware of a descending, a gradual loss of energy even as she leaned toward him, smiling.

Susan was returning to the table. “I took care of it by phone,” she said.

“Dad, are you feeling all right?”

Her father was pale, but his eyes were alert as he looked at her. “Yes. Shouldn’t I be?”

“Something is going on,” R.J. said.

Susan Dolby regarded her. “What do you mean?”

“I think he’s having a heart attack.”

“Robert,” Susan said steadily, “are you experiencing chest pains? Shortness of breath?”

“No.”

“You don’t seem to be sweating. Do you have muscular pain?”

“No.”

“Listen. Is this some kind of family joke?”

R.J. felt a sinking, the falling of an internal barometer. “Where’s the nearest hospital?”

Her father was watching her with interest. “I think we’d better listen to R.J., Susan,” he said.

Puzzled, Susan made up her mind, nodded. “Cedars Medical Center is only minutes away. The restaurant has a wheelchair. We can call the emergency room on my car phone. It will take less time to drive him than to wait for an ambulance to get here.”

Her father began to gasp with his first pains just as they turned into the medical center drive. Nurses and a resident were waiting in front of the door with a gurney and oxygen. They gave him a shot of streptokinase, hustled him into an examining room, and wheeled up the portable EKG.

R.J. stood to one side. She was listening hard, watching ferociously, but these people were good, and it was best to leave them alone so they could do their jobs. Susan Dolby was at her father’s side, holding his hand. R.J. was a bystander.

It was late evening. Her father was resting comfortably in an oxygen tent in the intensive care unit, hooked up to beeping monitors. The hospital cafeteria was closed, so R.J. and Susan went to a small restaurant nearby and ate black bean soup and Cuban bread.

Then they returned to the hospital and sat alone in a small waiting room.

“He’s doing very well, I think,” Susan said. “They got the anticoagulants into him so quickly, one-point-five million units of streptokinase, aspirin, five thousand units of heparin. We’re lucky.”

“Thank God.”

“Now. How did you know?”

As sparely and factually as possible, R.J. told her.

Susan Dolby shook her head. “I would say it’s your imagination, a fairy tale. Except that I saw it happen.”

“My father calls it the Gift. … There have been times when I’ve thought it was a burden. But I’m learning to live with it, learning to use it. Tonight, I’m so grateful for it,” R.J. said. She hesitated. “I don’t talk about this to other physicians, as you can understand. I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t …”

“No. Who would believe me? But why did you tell me the truth? Weren’t you tempted to make up a story?”

R.J. leaned over and kissed the tanned cheek. “I knew we would keep it in the family,” she said.

Her father was in pain, and sublingual nitroglycerine didn’t do much good, so they gave him morphine. It made him sleep a lot. After the second day she could go away from the hospital for an hour or two at a time. She drove his car. Susan had patients to see but she pointed out the best beach, and R.J. swam. She slopped on sunscreen like a good doctor, but it felt good to have sea salt dry on her skin again, and for a few minutes she lay on her back with an orange glow above her closed eyes and nursed hurtful regrets about David. She prayed for her father and then for Greg Hinton, as promised.

That evening she asked for a conference with her father’s cardiologist, Dr. Sumner Kellicker, and was glad when Susan wanted to join them. Kellicker was a red-faced, fussy man who wore gorgeous suits and obviously didn’t relish patients with physicians in the family.

“I’m apprehensive about the morphine, Dr. Kellicker.”

“Why is that, Dr. Cole?”

“It has a vagotonic effect. It can cause bradycardia or advanced degrees of heart block, no?”

“Well, yes, that happens. But everything we do has risks, a down side. You know that.”

“How about giving him a beta-blocker instead of morphine?”

“Beta-blockers don’t always work. Then he’s back with the pain.”

“But it would be worth a try, wouldn’t it?”

Dr. Kellicker glanced at Susan Dolby, who had been listening intently, watching R.J. “I agree,” she said.

“If that’s what the two of you want, I have no objection,” Dr. Kellicker said sourly. He nodded and walked away.

Susan stepped close to R.J. She looked into R.J.’s eyes and put her arms around her. They stood there, swaying, and R.J. hugged her back.

She made several telephone calls. “On your first day there, he had the attack?” Peter Gerome said. “What a way to begin your vacation!” Everything was in complete control, he assured her. People told him they missed her. People sent love. He didn’t mention David.

Toby was terribly concerned, first for R.J.’s father and then for R.J. When R.J. asked her how she was, Toby said dolefully that her back hurt constantly and she felt she had been pregnant all her life.

Gwen made her go over every detail of her father’s case history, and said R.J. had been wise to request the beta-blocker instead of continued use of morphine.

She was right. The beta-blocker was successful in keeping away the pain, and after two days R.J.’s father was allowed to leave the bed and sit in a chair twice a day for half an hour. Like many physicians, he was a terrible patient. He asked a lot of questions about his own condition and demanded the results of his angiography, as well as a complete report from Kellicker.

His mood vacillated wildly, from euphoria to severe pessimism, and back again. “I’d like you to take Rob J.’s scalpel with you when you leave,” he told his daughter during a depressed moment.

“Why?”

He shrugged. “It will be yours someday. Why not have it now?”

Her eyes locked his. “Because it’s going to continue to be yours for many years,” she said, and firmly closed the subject.

He made progress. On the third day he began standing next to his bed for short intervals, and the day after that he began to walk in the corridor. R.J. knew that the first six days after an attack were the most dangerous, and when a week had passed without mishap, she began to breathe easier.

On R.J.’s eighth morning in Miami, she met Susan at a hotel for breakfast. They sat on the terrace overlooking the beach and the sea, and R.J. breathed in the soft salt air. “I could become accustomed to this.”

“Could you, R.J.? Do you like Florida?”

Her remark had been a joke, an appreciation of unaccustomed luxury. “Florida’s very nice. … I don’t really enjoy extreme heat.”

“One becomes acclimated, though we Floridians do love our air conditioners.

“R.J., I’m planning to retire next year. My practice is established, and the income from it is very good. I wonder if you would be interested in taking it over?”

Oh.

“I’m so flattered, Susan. And I thank you. But I’ve sunk roots in Woodfield. It’s important to me that I practice medicine there.”

“Are you certain you don’t want to think it over? I could give you lots of details to consider. I could work alongside you for a year. …”

R.J. smiled, shook her head.

Susan made a quick chagrined face at her and smiled back. “Your father has become so important to me. I liked you at once. You’re smart and caring, and obviously you’re a very good doctor—the kind of doctor I admire, the kind my patients deserve. So I thought, here is a perfect way in which to serve everyone—my patients, R.J., Robert … and myself—all in one neat package. I don’t have family. You will forgive someone who should know better, but I allowed myself to fantasize about being a family. I should have realized that there never are perfect solutions that answer everyone’s needs.”

R.J. admired Susan’s frankness. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry; a little more than a year before, she had spun the same fantasy for herself.

“I like you too, Susan, and I hope you and my father do end up together. If you do, we’ll get together regularly and often,” R.J. said.

That noon when she came into her father’s room, he put aside his crossword puzzle. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

“What’s new?”

“New? Nothing much.”

“Did you meet Susan this morning and have a talk?”

Ah. They had discussed it before Susan had talked with her. “Yes, I did. I told her she’s a dear, but I have a practice of my own.”

“For Pete’s sake, R.J. … It’s a terrific opportunity,” he said crankily.

It occurred to R.J. that perhaps there was something about her personal chemistry that made people suggest how and where she should live. “You have to learn to let me say no, Dad,” she said quietly. “I’m forty-four years old, and capable of making personal decisions.”

He turned away. But in a little while, he turned back to her. “You know something?”

“What, Dad?”

“You’re absolutely right.”

They played gin rummy, and he won two dollars and forty-five cents from her and then took a nap.

When he woke, she told him about her practice. He was pleased that it had grown so quickly and approved that she had closed the practice at fifteen hundred patients. But it worried him when she told him she was getting ready to pay the remaining debt on the bank note he had co-signed.

“You don’t have to wipe away the debt in two years, you know. You shouldn’t do without things you may need.”

“I don’t do without anything,” she said, and held his hand.

Calmly and deliberately, he placed his other hand in hers.

It was a frightening moment for her, but the message she received from his hands placed a smile on her face as she bent to kiss him, and his relief could be seen in his own quick smile.

* * *

On Thanksgiving Day, she and Susan arranged to have hospital trays with him in his room.

“I ran into Sumner Kellicker this morning when I made rounds,” Susan said. “He’s very pleased with your condition and said he hopes to release you in another two or three days.”

R.J. knew she had to return to her patients. “We’ll have to get somebody to stay at the apartment with you for a while.”

“Nonsense. He’s coming to stay at my house. Aren’t you, Robert?”

“I don’t know, Susan. A patient is not the way I want you to think of me.”

“I think it’s time we thought of each other in every possible way,” she said. In the end, he agreed to go to her house.

“I have a good cook who comes weekdays to prepare dinner. We’ll watch Robert’s diet and see that he gets just the right amount of exercise. You’re not to worry about this man,” she said, and R.J. promised that she wouldn’t.

She took the 6:20 P.M. plane for Hartford the next day. As they circled Bradley Airport, the pilot announced: “The temperature on the ground is twenty-two degrees. Welcome to the real world.”

The night air was sharp and rough to breathe, New England air in late autumn. She drove home slowly, into Massachusetts and up into the hills.

When she turned into her driveway, she sensed that something was different. She braked the car for a moment and studied the dark house that hugged the verge, but nothing seemed changed. It wasn’t until the next morning that she glanced through the window at her shingle hung by the road at the end of the driveway, and saw that the hooks below it were empty.
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It was chill in the darkness before sunrise when the wind blew down from the mountain slopes and swept across her meadow to buffet the house. In half sleep, R.J. liked the wind sounds as long as she was snug; she was awakened by burgeoning daylight and huddled under her warm double quilt and thought long thoughts until she forced herself up and out, to turn up the thermostat and jump into the shower.

Her period was several weeks late, she realized as she toweled, and she frowned at a possibility that pushed its way into her consciousness: premenopausal amenorrhea. It forced her to confront the fact that now, or soon, her body would be slowing and changing as obsolescent organs began to shut down, presaging the permanent disappearance of menses; and then she pushed the thought from her mind.

It was Thursday, her free day. As soon as the sun rose fully, it warmed the house, and she turned down the thermostat and built a fire in the stove. It was nice to build wood fires again, but they dried the air and caused an efflorescence of thin gray ash to settle on every surface, and the heartrocks that were everywhere made dusting her house an Augean task.

She found herself standing and staring at a rounded gray river stone. Eventually she set down her dustcloth and went to the closet where she stored her knapsack. She put the gray stone into the knapsack and began to walk about the house, collecting the heartrocks.

When the knapsack was almost full, she lugged it out the back door to the big construction wheelbarrow and let the contents clatter and thump into it. Then she went back into the house and collected more. She kept only the three heartrocks Sarah had given her, and the two stones she had given Sarah, the crystal and the tiny black basalt.

It took her five trips with the knapsack to clear the house of the stones. She dressed for winter—down jacket, stocking cap, work gloves—and went out and grabbed the wheelbarrow handles. The big barrow was more than a third full, and the aggregate of the stones weighed a lot more than she could move in comfort. It took effort to bull it across twenty-five feet of lawn, but once she entered the wood trail, the ground began to dip toward the river, and the barrow seemed to move of its own accord.

The little sunlight that came through the canopy of branches beautifully dappled the rich, deep shade. It was cold in the woods, but the trees broke up the occasional wind gusts, and the wheelbarrow’s balloon tire hissed over the damp packed pine needles and then thumped over the spaced boards of the Gwendolyn Gabler Bridge.

She stopped pushing as soon as she reached the river, which was brisk and burbling from the autumn rains. She hadn’t emptied the last knapsack load into the barrow, and now she took the knapsack and began walking along the trail. The riverbank was lined with trees and brush, but there was access between the tree trunks, and every now and then she would pause and take a heartrock from the knapsack and throw it into the water.

She was a woman of practical method, and she quickly realized a pattern of dispersal: the small rocks were carefully thrown into the shallows at the edge, while the larger specimens went into the depths, mostly in the occasional pools. When she had emptied the knapsack she went back to the barrow and pushed it along the trail, upstream. Then she filled the knapsack and continued to throw away heartrocks.

The heaviest rock in the barrow was the large one she had rescued from the construction ditch in Northampton. Back straining, shoulders hunched, she carried it to the deepest pool, just downstream of a tall and wide beaver dam. It was too heavy to throw; she had to try to carry it out along the brushy dam, to the middle of the pool. At the outset her foot slipped, and she got a boot full of icy water, but slowly and gradually she made her way to a place that satisfied her and dropped the stone heart like a bomb, watching it sink to the bottom and settle in the sand.

R.J. liked to see the rock there, where soon it would be covered with ice and snow at the winter’s coldest. In the spring mayflies might lay their eggs on it, and trout could suck up the larvae and then shelter from the current behind the heart. She imagined that in the secret silence of summer nights, beavers might hang suspended over the rock and join in the clear moonlit waters like birds coupling in midair.

She made her way off the beaver dam, and in similar fashion she emptied the remaining contents of the barrow into the river that flowed through her land, like the funerary scattering of ashes. She had turned half a mile of beautiful mountain river into her memorial to Sarah Markus.

It had become a river where you could find a heartrock when you needed one.

She pushed the empty wheelbarrow home and put it away.

She took off her outer garments in the mudroom, and her shoes and sodden socks. Barefoot, she walked to get dry woolen socks and put them on. Then in her stockinged feet she started in the kitchen and dusted every room in her house.

When she was through, she went into the living room. The house was empty and polished, silent but for the sound of her own breathing. There was no man, there was no cat, there was no ghost. It was solely her own house again, and she sat in the living room in the silence and the gathering darkness, waiting for what was going to happen to her next.
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November became December under a sky of greasy clouds. In the woods the deciduous trees were bare of leaves, their branches like upraised arms, the twigs like reaching fingers. R.J. had walked the trail unafraid all summer long, yet now that most of the bears had gone into hibernation, she was perversely afflicted with fear that she would meet the big bear face-to-face on the narrow path. Next time she went to Greenfield, she stopped at a sporting goods store and bought a boat horn, a small can with a button that gave a great blast of sound when pressed. She wore the noisemaker in a belly pack when she went into the woods, but the only animal she saw was a large buck that moved through the woods not far from where she stood without scenting her; if she had been a hunter, it would have died.

For the first time, she was fully aware of her aloneness.

All the trees along the trail had dead lower branches, and one day she carried an extension pruning saw into the woods in mittened hands and sawed, freeing tree after tree of dried, barkless limbs. She liked the appearance of the pruned trunks, rising cleanly like natural pillars, and she determined to prune the trees all along the trail, a long-term project.

Snow came on the third day of December, a heavy, dumping storm with no early flurries or warning. It snowed for a day and most of a night, and she wanted to ski the trail but had to contend with the nameless, irrational fear that had plagued her for days. She went to the phone and called Freda Krantz. “It’s R.J., Freda. I’m going skiing on my wood path. If I don’t call you again in about an hour and a half, will you ask Hank to come in and get me? I don’t expect any difficulty, but …”

“Smart girl,” Freda said firmly. “Sure. You enjoy yourself out there, R.J.”

The sun was high, in a blue sky. The new snow dazzled her, but once she was in the woods it wasn’t so bright. Her skis hissed along; it was too soon after the storm to see many tracks, but she saw a rabbit’s, a fox’s, and some mouse prints.

There was only one bad, precipitous drop in the whole loop of trail, and on the way down her balance vanished and she fell heavily, but into snow that was new and deep. She lay in the soft cold with her eyes closed, vulnerable to whatever might spring onto her from the nearby wooded cover—a bear, a thug, a bearded David Markus.

But nothing came, and in a little while she got up and skied home and telephoned Freda.

There seemed to be no lasting effects of the fall, no breaks or sprains or even bruises, except that her breasts ached and were sensitive.

That night when she went to bed, for the first time in a long time she turned on the security alarm.

She decided to get a dog. She began by taking books from the library and reading about the different breeds. Everyone she talked with had a different preference, but she spent several weekends visiting pet shops and kennels, and she kept narrowing the list until finally she decided she wanted a giant schnauzer, a breed developed several centuries ago to provide huge, tough dogs that could herd cattle and protect cows from predators. The breeders had matched the handsome, intelligent standard schnauzer with sheepdogs and Great Danes; one of the books said the result was “a wonderful watchdog, large, loyal, and strong.”

She found a kennel in Springfield that specialized in giant schnauzers. “It’s best to get a puppy that will imprint on you while it’s young,” the owner cautioned. “I’ve got just the little fella.”

R.J. was seduced by the puppy at once. He was small and clumsy, with enormous paws, a wiry black-and-gray coat, a blunt square jaw, and stubby whiskers. “He’s gonna stand over two feet tall and weigh eighty pounds,” the kennel man said. “Be warned that he’ll eat a whole lot.”

The dog had a hoarse, excited bark that reminded R.J. of Andy Devine, the wheezy-voiced actor in the old movies she sometimes saw on television late at night. She called him Andy for the first time on the way home, when she reprimanded him for wetting the car seat.

Toby was having terrible backaches. She managed to go to church on Christmas morning, but R.J. roasted a turkey and made Christmas dinner at the Smiths’ cabin. She purposely had bought a turkey that was too large, so leftovers would provide the Smiths with meals for the next few days. Several of Toby’s friends had been cooking and delivering meals; it was something that was done in Woodfield when it was needed, a small-town custom R.J. particularly admired.

After dinner, R.J. played carols on their old piano, and the three of them sang, and afterward she sat sleepily in front of the fire, surprised by her own exhaustion. Sometimes there were long, comfortable silences, and Toby commented on them. “We don’t have to talk. We can just sit here and wait for my kid to be born.”

“I can wait at home,” R.J. said crankily, and kissed them and wished them a Merry Christmas and a good night.

After she got home, she received her best present, a phone call from Florida. Her father sounded good to her, strong and happy. “Susan is kicking me back to work next week,” he said. “Wait a moment. We have something to tell you.”

Susan came on the phone extension, and they told her they had decided to get married in the spring. “The last week of May, we think.”

“Oh. Dad … Susan. I’m so happy for you.”

Her father cleared his throat. “R.J., we were wondering. Could we be married up there, at your house?”

“Dad, that would be perfect.”

“If the weather is nice, we’d like to be married outside, in the meadow, with those hills of yours looking down. We’d like to invite a few people from Miami. Some of my friends from Boston, and a couple of Susan’s closest relatives. About thirty guests in all, I think. We’ll pay for the reception, of course, but R.J., could you make the arrangements? You know, find a good caterer, a minister, that sort of thing?”

She promised she would. When they said good-bye and hung up, she sat before her own fire and tried to play the viola, but her mind wasn’t on the music. She got pen and paper and began to make lists of what would be needed. Music, perhaps four pieces; fortunately, there were wonderful musicians in the town. The food would take careful thought and consultation. Flowers … lilacs would be everywhere in late May, and perhaps early roses. The first haying of the meadow would have to be done early. She would rent a tent, a small one with open sides …

Planning Dad’s wedding!

It had taken several weeks of grim determination for R.J. to housebreak Andy, and even after that was accomplished, the puppy sometimes lost control of his bladder when excited. She decided he would be a cellar dog, and fixed him a soft bed next to the furnace. She gave in only on New Year’s Eve. Dateless and home alone, she spent the evening trying not to indulge in self-pity. Finally, she went down to the cellar and fetched Andy, who was pleased to lie next to her chair in front of the fire. R.J. toasted him with cocoa. “Here’s to us, Andy. The old lady and her dog,” she told him, but he had fallen asleep.

The annual epidemic of colds and flu was well under way, and that week the waiting room at her office was crowded with hackers and sneezers. R.J. had avoided catching cold, but she felt rundown and irritable; her breasts still hurt, and her muscles ached.

During her lunch hour on Tuesday, stopping at the small stone library to return a book, she found herself staring hard at Shirley Benson, the library clerk.

“How long have you had that black mark on the side of your nose?”

Shirley grimaced. “Couple of months. Isn’t it ugly? I’ve soaked it and tried to squeeze it, but nothing seems to work.”

“Let me have Mary Wilson make an immediate appointment for you to see a dermatologist.”

“No, I don’t want to, Dr. Cole.” She hesitated, coloring. “I can’t afford to spend money on something like that. I’m only part-time here, so I don’t have medical insurance from the town. My kid is a senior in high school this year, and we’re really worried about paying for college.”

“I suspect that mark may be a melanoma, Shirley. Maybe I’m wrong, and you’ll waste some money. But if I’m right, it could metastasize fast. I’m certain you want to be around to see your son go to college.”

“All right.” Moisture glinted in Shirley’s eyes. R.J. didn’t know whether the tears were caused by fear or by anger at her despotism.

Wednesday morning the office was busy. She did several annual physical exams and changed Betty Patterson’s medication regimen to deal with her tendency toward insulin infection. She sat and discussed with Sally Howland what the echocardiogram had indicated about her tachycardia. Polly Strickland came in because she had had such a heavy monthly flow that it had frightened her. She was forty-five years old.

“It could be the start of menopause,” R.J. said.

“I thought that’s when periods stopped.”

“Sometimes at the very beginning they get heavy, then irregular. There are many patterns. With a smaller percentage of women, menstruation just turns off, like a faucet.”

“Lucky.”

“Yes …”

Before leaving to buy her lunch, R.J. read through several pathology reports. Included was one informing her that the neoplasm removed from Shirley Benson’s nose had been a melanoma.

After the office closed R.J. felt that she needed nourishment, and she drove to the restaurant in Shelburne Falls and ordered a spinach salad, changing her mind in the same breath and telling the waitress to bring her a large sirloin, medium rare.

She ate the steak with mashed potatoes, squash, a Greek salad and rolls, and apple pie and coffee.

Driving back to Woodfield, it occurred to her to consider what she would do if a patient came to her with the symptoms she had been displaying for several weeks: irritability and mood swings, muscular pains, a ferocious appetite, aching and sensitive breasts, and a missed menstrual period.

It was an absurd thought. She had spent years trying to conceive a child without the slightest success.

Still.

She knew what she would do if someone else were the patient, and instead of going home, she drove to her office and parked near the door.

The office was locked and dark, but she used her key and switched on the lights. She took off her coat and went around pulling down the window shades, as nervous as if she were an addict about to shoot up.

She found a sterile butterfly needle she knew was easy to use and attached a tube to it and then tied a tourniquet around her left arm. She scrubbed the inside of her elbow with an alcohol patch and made a fist. It was clumsy taking her own blood, but she found the medial cubital vein with the needle and drew the dark, brown-red fluid.

She had to use her teeth to remove the tourniquet. And then she detached and capped the tube and placed it in a manila envelope, put her coat back on, turned off the lights and locked the door, and carried the blood to the car.

She drove straight back down the Mohawk Trail, this time all the way to Greenfield.

The blood lab in the hospital basement was open twenty-four hours a day. There was a single phlebotomist on duty, holding down the evening shift alone.

“I’m Dr. Cole, I’d like to leave a sample with you.”

“Sure, doctor. Is the case urgent? This time of night, the only stat work we do is for emergencies.”

“It’s not an emergency. It’s for a pregnancy test.”

“Well, I can accept it, and they’ll do the testing tomorrow. Have you filled out the form?”

“No.”

The tech nodded and got one from a drawer. For a long moment R.J. intended to write a false name after “Patient” and to sign it legitimately as the attending doctor; and then she felt great fury at herself and scribbled her own name twice, both as the patient and as the physician.

She gave it to the phlebotomist and saw careful blankness on the young woman’s face as she took in the two signatures.

“I’d like you to telephone the results to my home phone instead of to my office.”

“We’ll be glad to, Dr. Cole.”

“Thank you.” She went to her car and drove home slowly, as if she had just run a long way.

“Gwen?” she said into the phone.

“Yeah. R.J.?”

“Yes. I know it’s a little late to call …”

“No, we’re still up.”

“Are you free for dinner tomorrow? I need to talk.”

“Well, no, I’m in the midst of packing a bag. I still need fourteen CME points for my license renewal, and I’m taking your solution. I’m leaving in the morning, going to a conference on cesarean delivery in Albany.”

“Oh … Good idea.”

“Yeah. I don’t have a patient due for the next couple of weeks, and Stanley Zinck is covering for me. Look, do you have a problem? Do you want to talk now? Or I can cancel. I don’t have to go to this conference.”

“No, of course not. It’s nothing, really.”

“I get home Sunday night. How about we talk about it over early dinner on Monday, after work?”

“You’re on, that sounds good…. You drive carefully, now.”

“Okay, luv. Good night, R.J.”

“Good night.”
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A restless night. She was out of bed early on Thursday, sleep-starved and cranky. Her breakfast cereal tasted like bits of cardboard. She wouldn’t hear from the lab for hours. It might have been easier if it hadn’t been her day off; perhaps work would have occupied her mind. She determined to substitute household chores and began by washing the floor in the mudroom. It took energetic scrubbing to remove the accumulated grit and stain, but eventually the old linoleum shone.

When she looked at the clock, only three quarters of an hour had passed.

The two woodboxes were almost empty, and she lugged in logs from the woodshed, three or four at a time, and dropped them into the big pine box near the fireplace and the cherry woodbox next to the stove. Then she swept up the wood chips and sawdust.

Shortly after 10:30 she got the silver polish and set the silver service on the kitchen table. She put a Mozart CD, Adagio for Violin and Orchestra, on to play. Ordinarily Itzhak Perlman’s violin could carry her through anything, but this morning the concerto sounded intrusive and jangling, and she got up after a while and washed the polish from her hands and went to the CD player.

As soon as the music stopped, the telephone rang, and she took a deep breath and said hello.

But it was Jan. “R.J., Toby’s in real pain. Her backache is worse than ever, and now she has cramps.”

“Let me talk to her, Jan.”

“She’s too upset to talk; she’s crying.”

Toby wasn’t due to deliver for another three and a half weeks.

“I guess I’d better drop over there.”

“Thanks, R.J.”

She found Toby agitated, wearing a flannel nightgown with tiny roses printed on it, and pacing shoeless, in argyle socks that R.J. knew Peggy Weiler had given her for Christmas.

“R.J., I’m so scared.”

“Listen, sit down. Let’s see what’s going on here.”

“Sitting down makes my back worse.”

“Well, lie down. I want to take your vital signs,” R.J. said easily but briskly, inviting no argument.

Toby was breathing a little fast. Her blood pressure was 140 over 86, and her heart rate was 92, not bad at all, considering that she was excited. R.J. didn’t bother to take her temperature. When she put her palm on the convex abdomen, the contraction was unmistakable, and she took Toby’s hand and placed it so she would understand.

R.J. turned to Jan. “Will you call the ambulance and tell them your wife is in labor, please? Then call the hospital. Tell them we’re coming in, and ask them to notify Dr. Stanley Zinck.”

Toby started to cry. “Is he any good?”

“Of course he’s good. Gwen wouldn’t allow just anybody to cover for her.” R.J. pushed into sterile gloves. Toby’s eyes were large. R.J. had to ask her several times to raise her knees, the last time sharply. The digital exam was unremarkable; she had scarcely dilated, perhaps three centimeters.

“I’m so afraid, R.J.”

R.J. hugged her. “You’re going to be just fine. I promise.” She sent her into the bathroom to empty her bladder before the ambulance got there.

Jan came back. “She’ll need to take a few things,” R.J. told him.

“She’s had a bag packed for five weeks.”

* * *

Steve Ripley and Dennis Stanley came with the ambulance, especially eager because Toby was one of theirs. When they arrived, R.J. had just taken a second set of vitals and recorded them, and she handed the paper to Steve.

Jan and Dennis went out to get the gurney.

“I’m coming with her,” R.J. said. “She’s frightened. It would be good if her husband rode in back with us, too,” she added, and Steve nodded.

The ambulance was crowded. Steve stood beyond Toby’s head, closest to the driver and the radiotelephone; Jan stood by his wife’s feet, and R.J. was in the middle, the three of them swaying together and fighting for balance, especially after the ambulance left the secondary roads and was on the curving highway. It was warm inside the ambulance because the heaters were powerful. They had removed the blankets from Toby at the beginning of the run, and R.J. had raised her nightgown well above her swollen belly. At first R.J. had covered Toby with a light sheet for modesty’s sake, but Toby’s thrashing legs had kicked it down.

Toby had started the trip white-faced and silent, but soon her face was reddened by the exertion of fighting the pains, and she was making a succession of grunts and moans, with an occasional sharp cry.

“Shall I give her some oxygen?” Steve asked.

“It can’t hurt,” R.J. said.

But after a few breaths, Toby was having none of it and ripped the mask from her face. “R.J.,” she called frantically, and moved back from the great gush that came from inside her and leaped out onto R.J.’s hands and jeans.

“It’s all right, Tobe, it’s just your waters breaking,” R.J. said, and reached for a towel. Toby opened her mouth wide and stuck out her tongue as if trying to give a great scream, but no sound came out. R.J. had been watching closely and had seen a little additional dilation, perhaps to four centimeters, but now she looked down and saw that Toby’s vulva was a full circle crowning the top of a small, hairy skull.

“Dennis,” she called, “pull over and park.”

He turned the ambulance smartly to the side of the road and set the brake. R.J. thought they might be there a long while, but something about the sound of Toby’s grunt made her realize otherwise. She brought her hands down between Toby’s legs, and a small, rose-colored baby slid out and filled them.

The first thing R.J. noticed was that, premature or not, the baby had a matted head of hair, as light and fine as its mother’s.

“You’ve got a boy, Toby. Jan, you have a son.”

“Will you look at that,” Jan said. He never stopped rubbing his wife’s feet.

The baby was wailing, a sharp, indignant little sound. They wrapped him in a towel and lay him down close to his mother. “Take us in, Dennis,” Steve called. The ambulance was just past the Greenfield town line when Toby began to pant again. “Oh, God. Jan, I’m having another one.”

She thrashed, and R.J. lifted the infant out of her way and gave it to Steve for safekeeping. “Better stop again,” she called.

This time Dennis turned the ambulance into a supermarket parking lot. All around them, people were getting in and out of cars.

Toby’s eyes bulged. She held her breath, grunted, and bore down. And held her breath, grunted, and bore down, again and again, lying partially on her left side and staring hopelessly at the ambulance wall.

“She needs some help. Lift her right leg high, Jan,” R.J. said, and Jan held her knee in his right hand and leaned on her thigh with his left hand to keep her leg flexed.

Now Toby screamed.

“No, hold her!” R.J. said, and delivered the placenta. In the process, Toby had a small bowel movement; R.J. saw, and covered it with a towel, marveling that this was how the world was made, all those millions of people for millions of years, each produced in just this kind of slime, blood, and agony.

As Dennis drove again, through the center of town, she found a plastic bag and put the placenta into it.

They lay the baby next to Toby again, and the placenta next to the baby. “Shall we cut the cord?” Steve asked.

“With what?”

He opened the ambulance’s useless little obstetrics kit and held up a single-edged razor blade. R.J. thought of using it in the moving vehicle and suppressed a shudder. “We’ll wait and let somebody use a sterile scissors,” she said, but she took the two laces from the kit and tied off the cord, first an inch above the baby’s abdomen and again near the opening of the plastic bag. Toby was inert, her eyes closed. R.J. massaged her abdomen, and just as the ambulance turned in to the hospital, through the thin, smooth skin of the slack belly she felt the uterus respond and contract, starting to become firm and ready in case someday there might be another birth.

In the staff toilet, R.J. stood at the sink and scrubbed her hands and arms, washing away the amniotic fluid and diluted blood. Her clothes were saturated and gave off an earthy, pungent smell, and she stripped off her jeans and sweater and rolled them into a tight ball. There was a pile of freshly laundered gray scrub suits on a shelf, and R.J. helped herself to a bottom and a top and put them on. When she left the toilet she carried her clothes in a paper bag.

Toby lay in a hospital bed. “Where is he? I want him.” Her voice was hoarse.

“They’re cleaning him up. His daddy is watching him. He weighs five pounds, ten ounces.”

“That’s not much, is it?”

“He’s healthy. Just small because he was born a little early. That’s why you had such an easy time.”

“I had an easy time?”

“Well … fast.” That reminded her, just as one of the nurses came into the room. “She has some small tears in the perineum. If you give me some sutures, I can sew her.”

“Oh … Dr. Zinck is on his way. He’s officially the obstetrician. Don’t you want to wait and let him do it?” the nurse suggested delicately, and R.J. got the message and nodded.

“You plan to name him after the good old doctor, the one who answered your call?” R.J. said.

“Nix.” Toby shook her head. “Jan Paul Smith, same as his father. But you’ll have a piece of him. You can talk to him about hygiene, and how to treat all those girls. Stuff like that.”

Her eyes closed, and R.J. brushed back her damp hair.

It was 2:10 when the ambulance dropped R.J. at her car. She drove home slowly, down the town’s familiar roads. The sky had turned gray over the snow-covered fields. Between meadows, stretches of forest offered shelter, but in the open the wind leapt across the long spaces like a weather wolf, chasing frozen snow pellets to rattle against her car.

When she reached the house, she went directly to the telephone answering machine, but no one had called.

She brought food and fresh water to Andy in the cellar, gave him a good scratching behind the ears, and then climbed the stairs and got into a long, hot shower, a blessing. When she left it, she toweled luxuriously and then dressed in her most comfortable clothes, sweatpants and a ragged sweatshirt.

She had put one shoe on when the telephone sounded, and she dropped the other shoe and hobbled to pick up the receiver.

“Hello? …

“Yes, this is she. …

“Yes, what did it show?…

“I see. What are the numbers?…

“Well, will you please send a copy of the report to my home? …

“Thank you very much.”

She wasn’t conscious of putting on the other shoe. She wandered about the house. Eventually, she made herself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and drank a glass of milk.

A long-term dream come true, winning the globe’s best lottery.

But … the responsibility!

The world seemed to be growing bleaker and meaner as technology shrank it. Everywhere, people were killing people.

Maybe, this year, a child will be born who …

So unfair, even to think of placing on unborn shoulders the burden of being a secret saint, or even of becoming a Rob J., next in the line of the Cole physicians. It will be enough, she thought incredulously, to produce a human being, a good human being.

It was such an easy choice.

This child would come home to a warm house and would be familiar with good smells of cooking and baking. R.J. thought of what she would have to try to teach her/him—gentleness, how to love, how to be strong and deal with fear, how to exist with the live things in the woods, how to read a river for trout. How to make a trail, choose a path. About the legacy of heartrocks.

She felt as though her mind would burst. She wanted to walk for hours, but the wind was still outside, and it had begun to snow heavily.

She turned on the CD player and sat in a kitchen chair. Now the Mozart concerto made sense and spoke to her sweetly of joy and anticipation. R.J. calmed as she sat and listened, her palms on her stomach. The music swelled. She could feel it being carried from her ears down nerve pathways through tissue and bone. It was powerful enough to travel to her soul and to the very core of her being, down to the little pool where the tiny fish swam.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

During the writing of this novel a number of physicians shared with me their very limited time, answered my questions, and loaned me books and materials. Among them were private practitioners—Richard Warner, M.D., of Buckland, MA; Barry Poret, M.D., and Nancy Bershof, M.D., both of Greenfield, MA; Christopher French, M.D., of Shelburne Falls, MA; and Wolfgang G. Gilliar, D.O., of San Francisco.

I received help also from academic and hospital physicians, including Louis R. Caplan, M.D., chairman of the Department of Neurology at Tufts University and Neurologist-in-Chief at New England Medical Center, Boston; Charles A. Vacanti, M.D., professor of anesthesiology and chairman of the Department of Anesthesiology at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center, Worcester, MA; and William F. Doyle, M.D., chairman of the Department of Pathology, Franklin Medical Center, Greenfield, MA.

I received information from Esther W. Purinton, R.N., Director of Quality Management at Franklin Medical Center, and from midwife Liza Ramlow, CMW. Susan Newsome of the Planned Parenthood League of Massachusetts talked with me about abortion; so did Virginia A. Talbot, R.N., of Hampden Gynecological Associates and the Bay State Medical Center, Springfield, MA., and Kathleen A. Mellen, R.N. Polly Weiss of West Palm Beach, FL, provided reasoned insights about the anti-abortion movement.

As usual, I found help in my hometown. Margaret Keith furnished anthropological information about bones; Suzanne Corbett talked with me about horses; EMTs Philip Lucier and Roberta Evans refreshed my memories of a hilltown ambulance service; and Denise Jane Buckloh, the former Sister Miriam of the Eucharist, OCD, provided insights into Catholicism and sociology. Farmer Ted Bobetsky and Don Buckloh of the U.S. Department of Agriculture told me about husbandry. Don Buckloh also made available to me the books on bee-keeping that had belonged to his father, the late Harold W. Buckloh of Coldwater, OH. Attorney Stewart Eisenberg and former Ashfield Police Chief Gary Sibilia advised me about prison sentencing, and Russell Fessenden provided information about his late grandfather, Dr. George Russell Fessenden, an early country doctor.

Roger L. West, DVM, of Conway, MA, talked with me about bovine obstetrics, and dairy farmer David Thibault of that town allowed me to witness his delivery of a calf.

Julie Reilly, objects conservator at the Winterthur Museum, Winterthur, DE, provided details about dating old ceramics, and I received help from Susan McGowan of the Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association, Old Deerfield, MA. I am grateful also to the Memorial Libraries at Historic Deerfield, and to the staffs at the Belding Memorial Library in Ashfield and at the libraries of the University of Massachusetts in Amherst.

For their advice and support I thank my literary agent, Eugene H. Winick of McIntosh & Otis, Inc., Dr. Karl H. Blessing of the Droemer Knaur Publishing Company in Munich, and Peter Mayer and Robert Dreesen of Penguin Books USA.

Last, I thank my family. Lorraine Gordon is skilled at fulfilling multiple roles—wife, business manager, literary guide. Lise Gordon, my valued editor as well as my daughter, lived with this book before it was delivered to my publishers. Roger Weiss, computer maven as well as son-in-law, kept my technology current and working. Daughter Jamie Beth Gordon generously allowed me to share with my characters and readers her creative passion for heartrocks (the term Heartrocks is legally protected by her and may be used only with her permission). Michael Gordon, my son, offered valued advice on several levels, and when emergency surgery kept me from accepting the James Fenimore Cooper Prize in person, he attended the awards ceremony in New York and delivered my remarks.

This book is theirs, with my love.

Matters of Choice is the third book of a trilogy about the Cole family of physicians. The first two novels in the series, The Physician and Shaman, have won literary prizes and are international best-sellers. The trilogy has occupied my life for thirteen years, and it has taken me from the eleventh century to the present day. I’m grateful I was able to go on such a fascinating voyage.

—Ashfield, Massachusetts

February 16, 1995


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Noah Gordon has had outstanding international success.  The Physician, soon to be a motion picture, has been called a modern classic, and booksellers at the Madrid Book Fair voted it “one of the 10 best-loved books of all time.” Shaman was awarded the James Fenimore Cooper Prize for historical fiction. Both of these books, and five of the author’s other novels—The Rabbi, The Death Committee, The Jerusalem Diamond, Matters of Choice, and The Winemaker—are published in digital formats by Barcelona eBooks and Open Road Integrated Media.  Gordon’s novel, The Last Jew, will also be published digitally in the near future.  He lives outside of Boston with his wife, Lorraine Gordon.


All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this eBook onscreen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

The Physician
Copyright © 1986 by Lise Gordon, Michael Seay Gordon and
The Jamie Gordon Trust
Cover design by Mario Arturo
Image ©1990, Photo Scala, Florencia

Shaman
Copyright © 1992 by Lise Gordon, Michael Seay Gordon and
The Jamie Gordon Trust
Cover design by Random House Mondadori
Image © Layne Kennedy/Corbis

Matters of Choice
Copyright © 1996 by Lise Gordon, Michael Seay Gordon and
The Jamie Gordon Trust
Cover design by Random House Mondadori
Image © Jamie Grill/Age Fotostock

Bundle cover designed by Andrea C. Uva

ISBN: 978-1-4532-7637-2

This 2012 eBook published by:

Barcelona Digital Editions, S.L.
Av. Marquès de l’Argentera, 17 pral.
08003 Barcelona
www.barcelonaebooks.com

[image: image]

This 2012 edition distributed by Open Road Integrated Media
180 Varick Street
New York, NY 10014
www.openroadmedia.com

[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]

ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





ops/images/63754_f0245-01.jpg
lhe Chlld |s sick
TI he cmm is s.Lk
TP 1%1d 1 S










ops/images/63761_pub.jpg
)

ADUTTON BOOK





ops/images/common.jpg





ops/images/63754_f0293-01.jpg





ops/images/9781453263747.jpg
N

RDO
b
PHYSICIAN






ops/images/copy.jpg
&

BARCCLONA





ops/images/63754_f0232-01.jpg
o O o B
Cath-e-dral. Géod m&rn-ifg





ops/images/63754_f0232-02.jpg
S e, .
Pic-ture. Par A moun-tain.






ops/images/9781453276372.jpg
EHE COIBTRIL.OGY

MATTERS

OF CHOICE






ops/images/9781453263754.jpg





ops/images/63761_f00ii-01.jpg





ops/images/add2.jpg
BARCELONA
BOOKS

Barcelona eBooks is a spin-off of Roca Editorial, a prom-
inent publishing house in Barcelona. The digital books
company was founded by Blanca Rosa Roca, Barcelona
eBooks CEO, and Michael Seay Gordon, vice president.
Roca Editorial and Barcelona eBooks encourage a cul-
tural exchange and make it possible to seek out the
world’s best books for publication in both the Spanish
and English languages. In Spain, Roca Editorial already
publishes E. L. Doctorow, Nicholas Sparks, Christopher
Paolini, Michael Connelly, Noah Gordon, Robert Crais,
Edward Rutherfurd, Don Winslow, and John Verdon.

FIND OUT MORE AT
WWW.BARCELONAEBOOKS.COM

Barcelona eBooks is one of a select group of
publishing partners of Open Road Integrated Media, Inc.





ops/images/add1.jpg
EBOOKS BY NOAH GORDON

FROM BARCELONA DIGITAL EDITIONS
AND OPEN ROAD MEDIA

Available wherever ebooks are sold

&

BARCELONA
BOOKS

OPEN(')ROAD

INTEGRATED MEOIA





ops/images/add3.jpg
OPEN ROAD

INTEGRATED MEDIA

Open Road Integrated Media is a digital publisher
and multimedia content company. Open Road
creates connections between authors and their

audiences by marketing its ebooks through a new
proprietary online platform, which uses premium

video content and social media.

FIND OUT MORE AT

FOLLOW US:
and





ops/images/common1.jpg





ops/images/9781453263761.jpg
MATTERS
OF CHOICE

O





ops/images/copy1.jpg





