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BOSTON

1903

 

 

 

 

Doctor Ravell had already missed the funeral. The body was being carried from the church as he arrived. Many of Boston’s most prominent physicians descended the granite steps in a parade of canes and black silk hats, the modest old man in the casket the most esteemed of them all. Six or seven members of the von Kessler family—all of them doctors—served as pallbearers, and they shouldered the gleaming casket suitable for a king. Ravell wondered how many others, like him, must have deserted patients at their bedsides in order to join the procession.

He heard his name called, a black top hat raised and waved in his direction like a celebratory shout. “Ravell!”

It was Doctor Gerald von Kessler, a homeopath, who greeted him—the nephew of the man they’d come to mourn. His short wife stood beside him, with violets blooming in her hat.

The couple insisted that Ravell ride with them to the cemetery. In the privacy of their carriage, Doctor von Kessler leaned closer to confide.

“Can you help my sister?” von Kessler said. “This is what I am asking.”

“We are afraid,” his wife added, “that she has grown desperate.”

Doctor von Kessler removed his top hat and placed it on the seat. “My sister’s husband has become obsessed. He’s dragged her to physician after physician, put her through every procedure and humiliation so that she can have a child. He won’t relent.”

“I’d be honored to help your sister,” Ravell said, “in any way I can.”

“We heard about your recent triumph in the Hallowell case.” Gerald von Kessler gave Ravell a sharp, congratulatory nod.

“After nineteen years in a barren marriage,” Mrs. von Kessler said, “thanks to you, they had twins!” The violets jiggled in her hat and her eyes shone at Ravell.

“My sister and her husband have wasted too much time consulting the old guard,” Doctor von Kessler said. “They need a younger man—a pioneer in modern techniques, like you.”

At the gravesite Ravell stood next to them, one hand clasped over his opposite wrist. He would never have guessed that before his thirtieth birthday, the von Kessler family would be relying on him. In the distance of a valley below, he noticed skaters skimming along a frozen pond. Cold air filled his lungs and he felt an odd elation—so peculiar to sense at a funeral—the buoyancy of knowing that his reputation was on the rise. Lately his practice had expanded at such a rate that he had been forced to turn patients away.

The last time he had seen the legendary physician they would bury today was at a professional dinner just two months previously. It had been the sort of event where eminent men toasted one another, half in jest; they had planted a crown of laurel leaves on Ravell’s head to welcome him into their midst. That evening the revered old man had turned to Ravell and said, “You’ll be appointed professor of obstetrics at that famous school across the river before we know it. Remember that I made that prediction.”

Now the grand old man in the casket was being borne up and carried above their heads to his grave. Mourners settled into respectful poses—heads bowed, feet slightly apart—yet the minister seemed to be delaying for some reason. While they waited, snow flurries began.

Finally a black motorcar drove into the cemetery grounds. A shining black door opened, and a slender woman in a white ermine fur cape stepped out. Two violinists accompanied her. As she clutched her fur and headed for the gravesite, the crush of onlookers parted, making a wide aisle for her.

The woman in the white cape climbed onto a small platform. Above the congregation, she stood dressed entirely in white, and as she raised her oval face to speak, snow fell faster. Flakes dusted her hat and clung to her dark ringlets.

The deceased had been her uncle, she explained to the mourners. “The aria I am about to sing is not religious,” she said. “But when my uncle heard me sing Paisiello’s ‘Il mio ben quando verrà,’ he said: ‘When they bury me, I want you to send me up to heaven with that song.’ ”

She loosened the white fur from her throat. For a moment she closed her eyes and gathered herself up, and then she sang.

The sounds were unlike any Ravell had ever heard. It was not an earthly voice; it was a shimmering. Falling snow melted on her face as he listened. In the valley below, on the distant pond, skaters circled the ice with the  legato of her phrases. He wanted those ice skaters to keep going, round and round. He wanted the woman’s iridescent voice never to stop.

Who is she? he wondered. Later, when he learned her name—Erika—it made him think of the words aria, air, as if she breathed melodies.

After her singing ended and the minister had spoken, mourners adjusted their silk top hats and knotted their scarves and shuffled past the open gap in the earth.

“I don’t believe you’ve met my sister, have you?” Gerald von Kessler said to Ravell, and guided him toward the platform. The singer lifted her chin toward him and took his hand and smiled, the light on her face as radiant as snow. Almost immediately she turned to another person. Ravell knew that at that moment, he was nothing to her—only another doctor among scores of them.
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Ravell watched from an upstairs window in his private quarters as Erika von Kessler and her husband made their way down Commonwealth Avenue. They would be his first appointment of the day. The husband, the one leading the charge to end their childlessness, walked several paces ahead of his wife. She lagged. The husband paused and waited for her to catch up, but when he spoke to her, she turned her head to observe the town houses on the opposite side of the avenue.

Ravell felt a tinge of excitement as he observed them. He was a man drawn to risk; nothing made him feel more alive than the nearness of a gamble. This might—or might not—become a storied case for him.

As the couple moved closer, Ravell saw that the husband, Peter Myrick, was a tall, elegant figure perhaps a few years older than himself. A sandy-haired man with pleasant features, Peter had a narrow face and a blade-thin nose. He looked like a young senator. Later Ravell would learn that on the way to their first meeting, Peter Myrick had urged certain advice upon his wife: If you want this doctor to dedicate his best efforts to us, we must develop a special rapport with him.

Ravell had just finished getting dressed, the strands of hair at his neck still damp from his morning bath. Before going downstairs to the street-level suite of rooms that housed his practice, he shook a few drops of musk-scented pomade onto his palms and combed back the wings of his dark hair with his fingers.

When the couple entered, Ravell rose from behind his mahogany desk to greet them. Given his conversation with Erika’s brother during the  carriage ride to the cemetery, Ravell had not expected to experience any particular warmth toward her husband. But from the moment Peter Myrick came into the room, he seemed lit by optimism, and Ravell felt fondness toward him. Peter was a man of refinement, and yet he had the air of an eager schoolboy.

Like a curious child, Peter glanced around the office. He recognized at once what interested him.

“I see you’ve got a Morpho!” he said in an accent that was unmistakably British. He lifted the magnifying glass from Ravell’s desk to examine three glass cubes. A different butterfly of exquisite colors and dimensions had been preserved inside each.

“Did you capture these yourself?”

Ravell nodded. “A friend has a coconut estate on an island off South America. The wildlife is magnificent there.”

“And that?” Peter Myrick pointed to a framed photograph of an anaconda entwined in a mangrove tree. “Is that from the same island?”

Ravell nodded.

“I’m an animal enthusiast myself,” Peter said. “Someday I’ll show you my collections and my little menagerie.”

Erika Myrick (or the mezzo-soprano Erika von Kessler, as she was known professionally) had stepped into his office with the same proud carriage Ravell recalled from the day she’d appeared at the cemetery. Yet she looked very different today, as if she’d been crying earlier, her lids swollen and her eyes small. As she settled herself distantly in a chair, Ravell recalled other things Gerald von Kessler had confided during the ride from the funeral. (“Peter has become fixated to the point of tormenting my sister. If she didn’t have such a glorious voice, all this might have destroyed her by now. It’s music that has saved her.”)

Peter Myrick offered a brief history of their struggles to conceive. They had been married now for six years. He mentioned obstetricians they had previously consulted—all mature gentleman, renowned specialists.

To reassure them that he might have something new to offer, Ravell  spoke of his mentor from Harvard Medical School. Together they had designed a series of particularly elegant instruments that were beginning to yield interesting results. “Perhaps you’ve heard of the famous Doctor Sims? Some people call him ‘the Father of Modern Obstetrics.’ My mentor was a student of Sims.’ ”

“A figure of controversy, Sims—wasn’t he?” Peter said.

Ravell nodded. Sims had been brilliant, but far too invasive in the eyes of many. “Fertility work is still—” Ravell hesitated. “Well, let’s just say this must be handled with the utmost discretion. Few people should be aware of anything except the results.”

Peter and Erika nodded. They understood. In a quiet tone she responded to questions about her menstrual cycles. Every gynecologist who had examined her had apparently found her female system healthy and unremarkable.

Ravell put down his pen and turned to Peter to suggest an intrusion that made many men balk. “In such cases, it’s standard to inspect a sample of the husband’s semen as well.”

Peter gave a laugh, as abrupt as a cough. “I can assure you that virility is not of concern here.”

“It might provide insight.”

“That won’t be necessary.” Peter crossed one leg over the other.

Ravell knew when a man’s dignity must be respected, so instead of pursuing the matter he led Erika von Kessler down a corridor into an examination chamber. Normally a nurse placed a freshly starched sheet on the table, but today he made it up like a little bed for her. She removed her hatpin and set her dove-gray toque on a chair, and smoothed her pompadour.

“I heard you sing at your uncle’s funeral,” Ravell said. “Afterward, the sound of your voice stayed in my head for days. It was so—so—”

She turned to him with interest. “Do you enjoy opera?”

“My father trained to be a baritone, but he gave it up long before I was born. He managed a large farm in Africa. When I was a little boy, he used  to sing from Figaro, and I used to dance around and bump against the walls.”

Erika von Kessler’s lips parted in a faint smile.

A nurse stood in attendance while he examined her. As he reached under the drape of skirts and palpated, he kept his eyes locked on hers, as he had been trained to do, so that a female patient would feel reassured that a doctor had no intention of peering at her private areas. Her eyes were blue-gray, deepened by lavender shadows beneath the lower lashes. Unlike many women, she lay completely relaxed. Her uterus was slightly small—not uncommon for a petite woman—and it tilted to the anterior. The ovaries were healthy, properly positioned. Ravell kept his eyes on hers until she arched her throat backward and switched her gaze to the ceiling, as if returning his stare felt too intimate.

When the examination was over, the nurse left the room. He took Erika von Kessler’s hand and helped her sit upright. Her hair had loosened from its knot, with a froth of dark curls sliding down her neck. He smelled whiffs of lilac soap.

As he turned to depart, Erika von Kessler called to him, “It’s useless, you realize. My husband doesn’t want you to know that every procedure you’re about to propose, we’ve done before—many times. This,” she declared gravely, “is the end for me. It’s the end for me of everything.” The anguish in her words made him uneasy.

Yet she did agree to come to the office, accompanied by her husband, for regular visits that winter. Ravell assured Peter that his privacy would be respected; the moment he surrendered a sample of his seed, it would be quickly injected into his wife’s body; no one would tamper with the precious substance.

And so, twice a week, Peter retreated into a windowless chamber where a book of photographs taken in a Parisian brothel had been left for him. When Peter Myrick finished, he covered the glass jar and left the specimen there. He then hurried out to the street where a carriage opened its doors and bore him away, wheels rumbling over cobblestones. An  importer of textile machinery from Bradford, England, to the mills of New England—and an importer of Egyptian cotton as well—Peter traveled widely. He was a man in a hurry, with numerous transactions to oversee.

After Peter rushed off, twice a week Doctor Ravell completed the procedure on his wife. She was forced to lie for a half hour with her legs raised, knees and calves propped by pillows and bolsters, to allow her husband’s seed to flow into her.

“It’s hopeless,” she said to Ravell every time.
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“I’m afraid that she plans to end her life.” The wife of Doctor Gerald von Kessler sat in Ravell’s office. The worried little woman wore the same crushed violets in her hat that she’d worn that day at the cemetery. “Something dreadful is going to happen to my sister-in-law, I’m certain.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Erika asked me, ‘If I did something that hurt the family terribly, would you and Gerald ever find it in your hearts to forgive me?’ She’s asked about wills; she says she wants all of her financial papers in order. She’s given away beautiful dresses from her closet, saying that she won’t be needing them. She’s worried about her maid losing her job. Erika asked me, ‘If something happens to me, would you promise to help find another position for Annie?’ ”

“Thank you for telling me,” Ravell said.

He left the room, shaken, and stood behind a door down the hallway to collect himself. He’d once known a patient who had harmed herself under similar circumstances. That had happened during his days as a medical student, while he’d served as an assistant to another obstetrician. Ravell had never forgotten how cheerful the lady had seemed the day before she’d died by her own hand. When he’d passed her on a staircase, she’d smiled and called him by name. As she was leaving the building, she’d thrust her arm upward and waved to him with a flourish, and he  heard her calling exuberant good-byes to everyone—the nurse, the head doctor, other patients and acquaintances seated in the waiting room.

The odd cheerfulness. That is what stayed with him most. Later another physician explained to him that a suicidal patient might appear suddenly uplifted just after she’d made her decision, thinking that she’d soon be free from whatever was causing her agony and sorrow. In a last note to her husband, the poor woman had written: Since I have failed to give you the children you so dearly wanted, it seems only fair to leave you free to remarry more happily, and fruitfully. . . . If Erika lost her life over this, Ravell knew the news would blind him with regret. He’d never wash the darkness of it from his mind.
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At Erika’s next appointment, Ravell stepped away after examining her. “So you’re having your period,” he said. That morning, Erika admitted, she had hidden her bloodstained bloomers from her husband.

“You can tell Peter yourself,” Erika told Ravell. Bitterness sharpened her features. “I’m tired of seeing the disappointment in his face.”

She was his last appointment of the day. Ravell asked her to come into his office after she’d finished getting dressed. It always took an excruciatingly long while for a patient to rearrange her undergarments and rows of buttons, he’d found, before she was ready to exit with grace.

In the intervening minutes he slipped into the washroom, lathered his hands, and dried them. The small bathroom felt as private as a prayer cell. He tugged hard at the hot and cold water taps to shut off large drops that fell into the porcelain sink. As he combed his dark moustache with his fingers, he wondered what he would to say to her.

In the mirror he stared at himself—a slender man, shorter than most others he passed in the street. People said that if he weren’t wearing a fine suit, he might be mistaken for an Arab sheik or a Tartar. His eyes dominated his face—dark eyes like his father’s, thoughtful, deep-set. “It’s those eyes,” a lady had once said, “that make people want to tell you things.”

Each woman, each patient, was her own mystery. He tried to listen until he saw distress ease or tears dry on a woman’s face. Much depended on their trust in him. Some told him how they shuddered under the weight of their husbands’ bodies, shunning and avoiding conjugal duties whenever they could.

When a rare husband or two had pleaded for his advice, Ravell had shown them diagrams and spoken with candor about the importance of a woman’s enjoyment. At times he’d needed to be stern with wives, asking:  How do you expect to ever have a child if your husband finds that you keep locking the door to your room?
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He heard a hallway door open. When he returned to his office, Erika was already there, walking around. From his desk, she picked up the glass cube with the big blue Morpho butterfly trapped inside, and she held it up to the light before setting it back down. Then she lifted the magnifying glass. Centering it above her upturned palm, she peered at the lines.

“Are you trying to read your palm?” he asked.

Erika gave a rough shake of her head and put the magnifying glass down, as if she did not believe in palmistry. The walls of his office could not contain her restlessness. She gave a noisy sigh.

When Ravell sat down behind his desk, she took the chair opposite him. “May I ask you something personal?” he said. “A woman’s attitude is important. . . . Do you want to become a mother, or is this Peter’s—?”

Closing her eyes for a moment, she then opened them and spoke with sharp resolve. “I used to want a child more than anything,” she said, “but I’ve learned not to want a thing I can’t have.”

She looked sweet and solemn as she said this. Ravell watched her closely. If he did not interrupt and allowed a patient to continue talking, he’d found that she might reveal things she hid from a close friend or sister-in-law. Erika, however, said nothing else.

He leaned toward her, his forearms resting on his desk. “Erika, other people are worried about your state of mind.”

She stared at him, then glanced at the closed door. Obviously there was something she was wary of admitting. “You must have a great many patients waiting,” she said.

He assured her that this was his last appointment of the day—that he had plenty of time just now to counsel her—but she got up and began fastening her long purple cape.

To delay her, Ravell stepped between her and the doorway. “Don’t do anything drastic—will you promise me that?” he said.

She was as tall as he was; her blue-gray eyes looked straight into his, her proud neck growing longer. “My life is my own,” she said. “I can do what I like with it.”

Had she already rehearsed a ghastly act in her mind? In the darkness of the moment he offered blind assurances. “This will all turn out happily, Erika. I’m certain of it.”

“I don’t believe you,” she said. When she reached for the doorknob, he moved aside. Just before she turned away, he saw the sharp light of tears in her eyes. Drawing her wool cape tighter, she headed into the corridor, and when the front door opened, cold air blew into Ravell’s face, lifting the hair off his collar. Long after she had gone out into the winter day, his mind held on to her. Long after the strand of bells jingled and the door banged shut, he saw her dark purple cape make a sweeping turn just above her heels.

Would she keep her next appointment? He worried that something awful would happen before then.

By the time his nurse filed some papers and left for the day, the sky had gone dark outside. Ravell extinguished the lights in his office, went down the corridor, and shut himself into a closet-like room. At medical school—at Harvard—he was hardly the most brilliant, but he had asked bolder questions than most. Since then, he had braved more and taken more risks; he had often gotten results where others had missed.

Now he was about to do something unforgivable. Ravell removed a glass dish from a drawer, set it on the counter, and removed the lid. Less than two hours before, Peter Myrick had departed from this room, leaving  a sample of his semen; the specimen was still fresh. Ravell had used only a portion of it; on a hunch, he had saved the rest. Now he adjusted knobs on the microscope.

With nervous hands he took a pipette, and let a drop of fluid splash onto the slide. As he slipped the specimen under the lens, he felt moisture break over his face. He thought of Leeuwenhoek, a man from Holland who had first seen sperm through a microscope in the year 1677. A daring act of discovery then. Before gazing into the eyepiece, Ravell bent his head and held his breath, as Leeuwenhoek must have done.

At first nothing darted past his eye, only a blizzard of grayish-whiteness. He pulled away, changed the magnification, adjusted the focus, and peered again. The results made him feel snow-blind. He saw nothing there, no sperm at all.
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“Your neck smells marvelous,” Ravell said, laughing. His nose nudged the soft place under her earlobe.

Mrs. George Appleton was over forty—a decade older than he. On his bedside table she liked to keep a ring of candles burning while they made love. Wax ran from the tapers. His bedsheets felt moist after their exertions, the air humid with scents from her body and his.

Her hair was half-gray, but her speaking voice was low and deep, with theatre in it. Her laugh had the resonance of an actress’s. Her own husband had not touched her in four years.

“I need to leave now,” she said. She was a tall woman. When she got up from the bed, in search of the clothing she’d cast across a chair, he saw the large-shouldered, great-breasted silhouette of her, the long lean stilts of her legs, the absence of any tapering at her waist. Her backside fell flat like a cliff, like a man’s. (“Where’s my derriere?” she liked to jest, grabbing herself there.)

Ravell knew he was not the first man she had sought out, apart from her husband. He loved her hunger. Since he lived on the floors above his practice, he was careful to draw the shades before she came, and he shut every window. She was noisy while being caressed, and in her cries he heard more animals than he could name. When he told her this, she squatted on all fours and dived at his body, snuffling and rooting. That made him laugh. He had to shush her sometimes, because even three stories up, she might be heard from the street.

Prior to Amanda Appleton, he’d never had an affair with a patient.  The idea had appalled him. But from the day she first flung herself across his bed, he’d felt relieved and grateful for all she’d taught him. He’d never had a wife, and when it came to advising married couples, he’d felt secretly embarrassed by the limits of his own experience. He used to worry that he did not know all he felt he should.

She sat at the bed’s edge and squeezed Ravell’s knee. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “You look troubled.”

He frowned at the ring of candlelight that wavered on the ceiling. “I’ve been thinking about a patient. An infertility case.” Ravell did not describe to her how he had stolen a bit of Peter Myrick’s semen and how, with nervous hands, he had slipped the sample under a microscope. He only said, “It turns out that the husband is azoospermic.”

“What’s that?”

“That means he has absolutely no hope of fathering a child. He has no sperm in his semen, none whatsoever.” Ravell sat up and punched a pillow lightly between his fists. “I don’t know how to tell them.”
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“I have no desire to adopt,” Peter Myrick said. “It’s not the same, although I admire people who do it.”

Ravell and Peter had arranged to lunch at the Algonquin Club. They agreed to meet there as late in the day as possible, after most of the tables had been cleared, to ensure more privacy. They sat in a far corner and kept their voices down. Even their waiter sensed that he ought to stand at a distance, a crisp white towel hung over his bent arm.

Ravell wished he could be frank, but how could he simply blurt out what he’d learned? Peter had never given permission for his manhood to be inspected and counted under a microscope. As a physician, Ravell knew he had committed an invasion of an appalling kind: what husband would trust him in the future if it became known that he had violated a patient’s privacy?

“Perhaps it’s time we resorted to the dreaded semen analysis,” Ravell said briskly.

“What good would it do?” Peter said. “Would it mean that we’d do anything differently?”

“It might help you to stop blaming your wife.”

“I’m not finding fault with anybody.”

“Do you ever worry,” Ravell said, “that your wife may be feeling terribly despondent after all this? There are women who lose their will to live—”

“Not Erika,” Peter said. “She has great zest for life. She’s indomitable.”

Was Peter blinded by his own optimism, by his own gusto? Ravell wondered. Did the man know his own wife at all? Ravell gulped from a glass of ice water, then fingered the tines of his fork. Their white plates shone, clean and ready. The rack of lamb they’d ordered seemed a long time in arriving.

“At this stage,” Peter said, “I know some might suggest mixing my seed with another man’s. But I won’t have it. If I were interested in adopting another man’s child, we’d have done that years ago. Besides,” he reasoned, “why fool ourselves? If I’ve fathered a child, I want to know it’s mine. I never want to wonder if it’s somebody else’s.”

Their lunch arrived. The waiter replaced the cold white plates before them with hot plates laden with lamb that sizzled and steamed and ran with rich juices. Peter spooned dollops of mint jelly onto each bite with the delight of a boy who relished huge helpings of sweets. “Erika is giving a private recital at our home for my birthday,” Peter said. “And she has promised to sing my favorite arias. We’d like to invite you.”

Ravell longed to hear her sing again. Peter’s enthusiasm welled up as he described the fine musicians he’d hired to accompany her, the turquoise damask dress he’d bought for Erika to wear at the event. “The dress is from Paris,” he said. “From Worth. I owe it to her, after all she’s endured. Besides, what could give me more pleasure on my birthday than to see my wife looking luscious?” He winked.

After the party, Peter would leave for Egypt, where he had dealings with cotton merchants. From Cairo he would head to England to purchase the latest textile machinery. He would be gone for two months.  Erika would not be joining him because she had singing engagements at the Handel and Haydn Society, as well as at the new palazzo Mrs. Isabella Stewart Gardner had recently opened on the Fenway.

Since he would be gone for many weeks, Peter suggested that he might leave semen samples on ice, ready to be thawed and used on his wife in his absence. “Before I leave”—Peter leaned across the tablecloth and spoke in confidence—“perhaps you might be willing to come to the house? Perhaps on the night of my birthday recital, after the guests are gone? I think my wife and I might be more relaxed there. Things might go better at home, in our own bed, than they have gone at your office. Erika could drift to sleep afterward, and not stir until morning.”

The invitation to enter their home intrigued Ravell. The rooms that people inhabited, he’d found, always mirrored unseen aspects of their souls. He was curious to see the paintings they’d chosen, to hear his own steps creak along the staircase they descended every day. He pictured himself opening the lid of Erika’s piano and brushing his knuckles across the ivories. He nodded as Peter talked. Ravell agreed to everything, the way one humors a child. What harm could come from pretending—at least for now—that the ghost of Peter’s future son or daughter might actually become real? Why crush a man’s hopes just before his birthday?

And so Ravell let Peter go on speaking and imagining.

“All I am asking is for a lucky thing to happen once,” Peter said. “For one child, boy or girl—I adore small children, their spark. To me, they’re like puppies. They’re eager to know all they can about the world. Children are always staring,” Peter went on. “Have you noticed that? They may stumble, but they pick themselves up and charge ahead.”

Like you, Ravell thought.

“If I had a child, I’d never stop teaching it things. . . . Last time I sailed to Europe, a tiny Italian girl saw me on the deck. She must have been about two. She left her mother and came right over to me. I held her in my lap and she opened her little fists and pointed upward. You know  what she was after? She wanted me to grab a bird out of the sky and give it to her.”

“I have no doubt that you would make a profoundly good father,” Ravell said.

They left the Algonquin Club in separate carriages. Ravell headed toward the hospital, Peter toward his offices on Congress Street. Ravell told the driver to let him off early, a few blocks from his destination, so that he could stroll for a few minutes through a park.

On the icy path Ravell’s shoes slid against the glaze. A stout nursemaid in uniform wheeled a sleeping baby in a pram, mincing her steps to keep from slipping. Near the pond, two mothers kept watch over young boys who poked and pushed toy boats through the cold water with long sticks. Children ran in circles, their aimless zigzags serving to heat their bodies on this chilly March day. Seeing families on benches, he wondered why he had held himself apart from all of this.

Old dowagers sometimes patted his arm and asked, “Why isn’t a handsome young fellow like you married, Doctor Ravell?”

“How can I marry?” he would say, smiling, in response. “It wouldn’t be fair to a wife. I’d be up half the night, delivering other ladies’ babies.”

The truth was that he was fond of all women. He could never believe he had fallen in love for the last time; that was his failing. He looked forward to appointments with a patient so rotund that she barely squeezed through a doorway—because she blurted jokes that made him drop his stethoscope and laugh. Among his favorites were elderly ladies who no longer bothered to gaze at themselves in mirrors; they looked outward, gasping and rejoicing over lapdogs, children, blooming peonies. He missed young mothers whose deaths haunted him—patients whose wrists had gone limp in his hand as he’d searched in vain for a pulse.

How could he ever manage a wife, with so many patients? Their needs sometimes exhausted him. By day’s end, he could not have gone upstairs to his rooms and listened to a wife’s problems. At suppertime he occasionally  took a book and carried his plate into his study just to escape the chatter of his housekeeper.

Still, he wondered if he kept himself from being fully alive by never marrying. At the park a boy held up a baseball glove to catch a ball and missed; the ball landed at Ravell’s feet and he reached down and threw it back. Would he never watch his own child being born? Would he remain an observer, in service to others’ lives?

He understood Peter’s longings more than he dared to say.
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“It’s still a tad early, Doctor,” the parlor maid confided in a rough, splintery whisper as she opened the door. “The musicians are upstairs, rehearsing with Madame von Kessler.” In the entry hall Ravell took a seat on the velvet cushion of a carved bench. The maid put a finger to her lips as they both heard violins strike up overhead.

The stringed instruments soared in unison, in an exuberance of wings. Erika von Kessler’s voice swooped in and caught the air currents of the violins, leading them heavenward. Phrases of the aria she sang—Handel’s “Va col canto”—echoed down the wide black walnut staircase.

The thin parlor maid folded Ravell’s coat over her arm, her wiry gray hair pinned tightly against her head. Then, with a whimsy Ravell would never have expected from a woman her age, she smiled and rose up on her toes like a ballerina and danced into a dim corridor, out of sight.

It was a stately house—narrow and vertical like the other brick residences on Beacon Street. The entry hall was unusually spacious, with dark wallpaper that had the sheen of gilded leather, imported from somewhere exotic—Morocco, perhaps. While Ravell waited alone, he reached out and touched the wall’s leathery paper with its embossed filigree.

Just as the aria ended, Peter appeared from a side staircase that ran five stories from top to bottom of the house. “Forgive me,” he said, breathless, pulling on his French cuffs before he clasped Ravell’s hand. “When I heard the bell, I put my head out the window and saw you standing on the front steps—but I found myself standing three stories above you with not a stitch of clothing on my body!” He and Ravell both laughed.

After all the guests had arrived, they took their cue and headed upstairs to the music room, where Erika stood near the piano singing “Voi che sapete” from Le nozze di Figaro, her shoulders half-exposed in a dress that shimmered like pale turquoise water. She placed one hand on the piano, welcoming everyone with her other arm outstretched.

The fashionable white woodwork made the music room feel larger and more airy than anywhere else in the high, narrow house. As she moved through more Handel and Mozart, to “Caro mio ben,” her eyes glittered and skimmed across the audience. I always search for a face I can sing to, Erika had told Ravell. Tonight he hoped that face would be his own. When she broke into a flirtatious “Havanaise” and “Près des remparts de Séville” from Carmen, she tilted her shoulders and swished her skirts at her husband, and then she glanced at Ravell, as if to say, After the rest of the guests leave, it will be just us here—Peter, you, and me. The giddiness in her expression was impossible to miss.

The enthusiasm of the audience was so great that they demanded encore after encore, until she finally refused to sing anymore. Rings of light shone on her half-bared shoulders. Her face was luminous, moist with exertion. How different she seemed here, Ravell thought, than when she sat in his consulting room. He imagined that if they extinguished every light in the house, her face would remain visible in the dark, incandescent. He wondered if she, like so many artists, suffered from periods of manic euphoria—followed by debilitating gloom.

They raised champagne flutes and toasted Peter’s birthday; they ate mint ice cream and hazelnut torte. As the party wound to a close, her brother, Doctor Gerald von Kessler, lingered in the entry hall with Ravell. It appeared they would be the last guests to go.

Erika had already declared herself exhausted and she’d bid her brother good night and gone upstairs. For the sake of appearances, she’d also made a show of saying farewell to Ravell, although their business for the evening was hardly finished.

“May I drop you somewhere?” Doctor von Kessler asked Ravell, opening the front door for them to exit together.

Ravell glanced at Peter. Peter stared at him. They had made no firm plan, no excuse for him to remain after the other guests had departed.

“My place isn’t far,” Ravell told von Kessler. “Just over on Commonwealth Avenue. I’m in the mood for a little brisk exercise.”

“I’ll walk with you,” Doctor von Kessler offered, clearly intent on further conversation. His wife had gone to New Hampshire to visit her sister, who’d recently given birth to a sixth child, so he was alone.

Ravell could think of no graceful way to refuse his company. Under a streetlight near the curb, von Kessler’s handsome brougham waited. The driver had dozed off. Doctor von Kessler nudged the man awake, and instructed the driver to meet them over at Ravell’s address.

As they walked, von Kessler adjusted his muffler. “So how is the treatment progressing? Are my sister and her husband—?”

Ravell avoided answering. At Clarendon Street, as a cart clattered past in the darkness, he put out an arm to caution his companion before crossing.

“I don’t mean to pry,” Doctor von Kessler said, “but it’s dreadfully hard on Erika, prolonging things.”

Ravell sensed the doubts and barely disguised judgments of the other physician. If you don’t feel capable of handling the case—just say so, von Kessler might as well have been saying, and we’ll move on to another man in the profession who may be.

“What’s the prognosis? Is my sister able to conceive, in your estimation?”

“Your sister is as fertile as any woman in my practice.”

“Then why—?” von Kessler said, frowning.

“Confidentiality is at stake here,” Ravell said. “If you persist in conveying such impatience to your sister, it won’t help matters.”

Under a lamppost on Marlborough Street, von Kessler stopped mid-stride. A tall, large man, he loomed over Ravell in the darkness. “Are there techniques you haven’t tried? Is there any cause for optimism?”

With all the bravado he could muster, Ravell caught himself uttering words he knew he should not have said. “Of course. Absolutely.” At this,  the other man’s shoulders softened and relaxed, and Ravell felt he had just made an awkward promise.

By the time they reached Ravell’s house on Commonwealth Avenue, von Kessler’s rig was waiting at the curb. Once again they had to rouse the driver, a man who clearly had a gift for dozing anywhere. The other physician raised his hat to Ravell as they drove off.

The telephone was ringing inside his office as Ravell unlocked the door. He hastened to catch it before the caller hung up.

“Are you coming back to the house?” Peter said. “We are waiting for you. Knock softly,” he added, “so as not to wake the servants.”
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It was Peter himself who opened the stout front door as soon as Ravell’s knuckles grazed the wood. Peter tightened the belt of his silk dressing gown, which he wore over pajamas. “I thought we’d never be rid of my brother-in-law,” he muttered.

As they stole up the grand public staircase (the steps creaked less there than on the second, narrower staircase along the side of the house, Peter confided), Ravell wondered if he ought to be carrying his shoes in his hand. Peter led him into the family’s private quarters, careful to lock the bedroom door behind them.

Erika lay on a peach velvet chaise longue in her own silk robe and matching gown, reading a ladies’ magazine. “I see you’ve come to help us out,” she remarked, sounding amused.

He’d never seen her hair fully unleashed from its pompadour before; it rippled and streamed across the back of the chaise, the strands reaching her elbows. Contrary to what she’d told her brother, she didn’t appear fatigued after her performance. With her body outlined under silk, she looked ready to leap, quite impetuously, from her long chair.

A chambermaid had already turned down the fine linens of their great bamboo bed. The pillows lay smooth, the sheets folded back in parallel triangles, his and hers. The bed had been a wedding gift, built in Japan, they told Ravell.

“This isn’t the sort of house call I usually make,” Ravell said lightly. He thought of the great Doctor Sims. Back in the 1840s and 1850s, Doctor Sims had not hesitated to bring his newfangled instruments into a married couple’s home and stand at the ready, behind a wall, to assist conception—an arrangement that shocked any number of people.

“I suppose we ought to begin,” Peter said, his hands hidden in the pockets of his long robe.

The three of them looked at one another. Ravell brought his heels together and stood straighter. He reached into his black bag and gave Peter a special condom, telling him that he should use it with care so that not a drop of his precious seed would be lost. Ravell explained that he would reappear afterward to aim the syringe directly into the opening of the womb. The quick injection might prevent the sperm from tiring on their journey, and from going astray. The syringe might carry the seed more effectively—even faster into a wife’s depths—than nature could.

Erika and Peter knew such things by now, of course. “Have you any other advice for us?” Peter joked.

“Enjoy yourselves,” Ravell said. “And let me know when you’ve finished.” He took his black leather medical bag and found his own way through the adjoining room, which happened to be a bathroom. From there he wandered into what appeared to be Peter’s private study and latched the door.

To distract himself, Ravell picked up a stereoscope. He inserted photographs Peter kept of bazaars in Cairo, and of serpentine streets and arches that might be located, Ravell guessed, in Morocco. Held up to the light, viewed through the stereoscope, the scenes shifted in the brain and became three-dimensional, so that he felt himself step inside dusty North African towns where he had never been.

When he heard the quickening of her breaths in the other room, he put down the slides and the stereoscope and shut his eyes. The door was closed, but he heard them nonetheless. He could not focus on anything else. Not a sound came from Peter, only from her. Her gasps heated up  in a mounting crescendo. Something thudded. (A foot or leg against the bamboo bed?)

Ravell walked the circuit of Peter’s study, trying to mask the echoes of lovemaking with his own footsteps. He leaned closer to inspect a dozen framed images on the walls—a series of butterflies Peter had painted (Morphos,  Caligos, extraordinary specimens)—all exquisite miniatures, absolutely true to nature, the colors applied with a hair-thin brush. Normally such paintings would have ensnared Ravell’s complete attention.

But not tonight.

Peter’s instincts had been good. He had predicted that after a performance, his wife’s every pore would open in a kind of radiance. Privately Ravell had to agree: if there was ever a time to impregnate her, tonight was surely it. Was this the same woman who had complained to him—to the point of weeping—about her husband’s obsessive tracking of her periods, his habit of picking up undergarments she’d dropped to the floor and turning them inside out, checking for blood?

How relaxed she had seemed tonight when he, her doctor, had entered the bedroom. He’d worried that she might resent his presence, but clearly she wasn’t minding the intrusion at all. In the adjacent room, the bamboo wedding bed squeaked like an object vibrating on a factory chassis. Ravell envisioned it shuttling back and forth at a rate faster than the human eye could measure. His chest hurt from the effort of trying not to make a sound, as though something sacred were occurring behind that closed door.

She began to use her voice, issuing more than pants of pleasure. He heard hints of the music they’d all reveled in earlier, her back probably curved, her mouth open as notes leaped from her.

He couldn’t recall ever having been in such a position before. In hotels, yes. But not as a physician. No other couple had ever suggested that he embroil himself like this.

Why had he come? He didn’t really believe he could help Peter impregnate her, did he?

So why had he come—to torment himself? He rubbed his palm across his face as roughly as if he were washing it. It was unbearable to think, just now, of ruining their hopes. And the elation in Erika that he’d seen tonight—he wanted to keep sparks of that alive. Yet the fact was that Peter’s sterility could not be changed. Ravell shut his eyes at the thought.  I will deal with the consequences of that later, he decided.

In the corner of the study Peter kept a huge birdcage. Either Peter or one of the servants had draped a cover over the bars to help the creature sleep. Ravell lifted the cloth to peek. A gorgeous parrot balanced on a swing, its feathers saturated with scarlet, yellows, and cobalt blue. Ravell removed the cover completely to have a better look.

The parrot’s clawed feet shifted on the bar. The cage trembled as the bird awoke.

“Kiss me!” it squawked. “Kiss me!”

Ravell threw the cover back over the bars and the bird went silent.

When Peter appeared, blinking hard against the light, he handed Ravell a small balloon filled with whitish liquid. “Did the parrot wake up?” he asked, incredulous. Ravell quickly turned away and reached into his medical bag, wiping his smile away with his hand.

Erika lay on the bed, fully draped in her silks. Her skin was moist, her cheeks and forehead flushed. The smell of sex filled the room, though she’d tried to disguise it by spraying herself with an atomizer that rested, half-full, on the night table. Her thighs were damp with the spray she’d flashed across them, preparing herself for the doctor. The fragrance was fruity with cherries.

Peter held a bright light for the doctor as Ravell prepared his instruments. He took the condom and siphoned its contents between Erika’s open legs. Meticulously he completed his work.

In his dressing robe and slippers, Peter escorted the doctor through the dark house. At the front door, Peter rose up on the balls of his feet, looking pleased. “Maybe tonight will be the turning point,” he said.

Ravell had taken care to save the condom that Peter had given him. In  the small hours of the night, back in his office, he cut off the end of the rubber he’d tied so precisely, and extracted an unused portion of residue from the condom’s interior. He smeared a few drops across a slide, and peered at this second sample. He squinted, watching for anything to float into view, but saw nothing that swam or wiggled or flitted past. The second sample, too, was as lifeless as water siphoned from the Dead Sea.
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