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Short Report

The middle-aged, exhausted daughter pushed bags of rice aside to help her mother, pale, shaky, covered in a cold sweat. 
A spray of what looked like partially digested chop suey lay in front of Baozhai on the floor. Retreating, Eu-meh grabbed a 
towel and returned to dry storage, throwing it over the vomit. She noted a plastic bag of soup covered in Chinese script on a 
box next to her, the remnants of it on her mother’s chin.

Eu-meh picked it up and read the label, long expired. Only Baozhai could have found it hidden in the stock. “Come, 
Momma,” she said in Cantonese, “we must take you to hospital.” Baozhai rose unsteadily on her cane, her daughter throwing 
her arm around her on the other side, and together they made their way into the kitchen. Eu-meh was shouting rapidly to her 
husband, cleaning up there. He looked at them bleary-eyed, nodded and kept working.

Eu-meh’s voice penetrated the dining area, summoning the rest of the family still cleaning up. Once outside, the blast of 
aerosolized fat from the kitchen ventilator sprayed the humid air and made Baozhai throw up again. Punctuated by gagging, 
the boys helped their grandmother into an old rusty Ford. 

***

Easing her onto the gurney in the Emergency Department, Eu-meh barked at the nurse in rapid Cantonese. Seeing 
the confusion in the RN’s eyes, she switched to English, “My mama-san, very sick. Please get doctor, she ate something. Big 
vomit.”

Jessie, the West Indian RN, seeing the woman’s distress, grabbed an IV bag of normal saline and started a line, leaving 
a kidney basin for the patient. She went to Dr. Osterholm to give him a heads-up. “Food poisoning in three.”

Osterholm shifted his gray eyes from the computer where he was finishing a chart. He nodded, wearily. The tall, thin 
New Englander scratched at his unfashionably long sideburns, and chewed faster on a pencil. His substitute for a tobacco 
pipe at work.

For oh-one-thirty, the ED was swamped. A Saturday night rush on the islands. Drunken stabbings, diabetic coma, bro-
ken bones, inconsolable babies, and more food poisoning. Fairly typical for St. Croix. Osterholm was on a locum’s vacation 
from western Massachusetts. This ‘getting paid to be in paradise’ wasn’t quite what he had in mind when he signed up. A 
busy ED instead of an occasional wake-up wore him out. Plus, Osterholm’s sunburn from trying to sleep on the beach made 
him irritable. His wife and kids were snoring away at their vacation villa, while he tasted gunmetal and swallowed the buzz 
of fatigue, laboring deep into the night.

He stepped behind the curtain to evaluate Baozhai and got an earful of misdirection from Eu-meh. Stepping closer to 
Baozhai, he felt a certain personal intimacy that often takes place; whether you are busy taking a life or saving it. She smelled 
of something foreign, exotic, and dangerous.

He started the usual ‘food poisoning’ protocol, one of his colleagues suggested. They called it the After-Party cocktail: 
IV fluids for dehydration, ondansetron for the nausea and vomiting, and in this case, a charcoal milkshake. Typically, Oster-
holm would look in on them two liters later when they were champing on the bit to go home.

These ‘food poisoning’ cases were usually from pina coladas and hot wings, or beer and pizza. This, on top of the beach 
combing, no water, and too much sun, and the bartenders watched the tourists fall off their bar-stools after a few drinks in 
the evening (like birds tumbling off a wire).

Osterholm looked in on Baozhai after the ‘cocktail,’ but she wasn’t any better. In fact, she was worse. Adding to his 
embarrassment, he faced the entire extended family gathered around the bed, wringing their hands. Instead of a slower 
heart rate, Baozhai’s pulse was racing. She was dizzy and complaining of a severe headache. The most ominous sign: she was 
rubbing her chest and her blood pressure was dropping.

Eu-meh’s husband, still wearing a soiled apron, waved the bag with Chinese writing on it at Osterholm. “Bamboo soup, 
bamboo soup from Shanghai, too old. Not good,” he said.
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Abstract

It began with a cry, interrupted by forceful vomiting. Then came a gasp. The first from an elderly Chinese woman forgotten 
in a dry storage room. 

The second from her daughter in the kitchen of the Chinese restaurant they owned. Herein, we discuss a toxicological case 
of cyanide poisoning from uncooked bamboo soup. Symptoms, identification, and treatment.
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At three thirty in the morning, Osterholm was on autopilot, but then there was a tickle 
in the back of his mind. “If you’ll excuse me, folks, I’ll be right back.” Had he the right 
genetics, he would have smelled bitter almonds on Baozhai’s breath.

The family searched each other’s faces, exhaling fear aldehydes, seeking solace. None 
was to be found.
***

The doctor walked toward the nursing station, sat down, and sighed heavily. Jessie 
looked at him, her face filled with apprehension. Clearly not the usual case. Slowly, a 
subtler dynamic edged into Osterholm’s awareness. A distant memory of hoofbeats, 
but these weren’t horses. Something from medical school. Bamboo, bamboo, bam-
boo… and cyanide.

He had to look it up to be sure.

Black bamboo, commonly served in restaurants in China, contained potentially toxic 
compounds called cyanogenic glycosides (i.e. taxiphyllin), which can break down 
upon disruption of plant cells to form hydrogen cyanide. Remembering the brief tour 
of the ED when he arrived a week before, Osterholm dove toward a bottom shelf, shov-
ing thoracostomy tube boxes aside, rooting around for a Cyano kit. Several nurses 
stared at him, amused, on his hands and knees. Suddenly energized, he found what he 
was looking for. There were three kits, all of them expired. He went back to the books. 
The one thing that would work under the circumstances is Vitamin B12. Cobalamin 
binds the free hydrogen cyanide. He needed four grams. Osterholm called the hospital 
pharmacist. After a frosty reception, she got out of bed and agreed to come in.

This led to a hospital wide hunt for every vial available. Sixty vials later, the pharmacist 
only recovered two grams of cobalamin. It would have to do. Transferring it into an 
IV bag, the solution looked more like Osterholm ordered a cosmopolitan. The Chinese 
family placed their faith solely on its color. It would work. Osterholm wasn’t so sure. 
He was basing his care on a subtler dynamic and a dim memory. There was no way he 
could get a cyanide level on St. Croix, much less a regional hospital on the mainland. 

An hour later, he looked in on Baozhai as things were finally slowing down. Uncon-
sciously, he held his breath and pushed the curtains aside. He beamed seeing her smil-
ing face, looking back at him, her cheeks rosy. The rest of the family turned and mir-
rored her expression. Osterholm bathed in their joy, and for once he felt good about 
himself.

But Baozhai wasn’t out of the woods yet. He arranged an air ambulance for her to Mi-
ami for definitive treatment. Eu-meh came up to him, and pressed jasmine flowers she 
had crumbled nervously into his hand, holding his in both of hers.

Eyes alight, she said, “Thank you so much. You saved my mama-san. Please. You come 
to our restaurant. Bring family. Everything free for you. Forever.”

Osterholm blushed. 
At seven AM, he signed out the case to his amazed Chief. Osterholm’s vacation finally 
started. Hinging entirely on a subtler dynamic.
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