Vanished
By Becky H.
Part I ~ Boston
Chapter One
Beacon Hill, 1845
“Look at the ice sculpture,” Michaela breathed.
“Shh,” Marjorie scolded as she and Michaela, clothed in their nightgowns and bathrobes, made their way carefully along the carpet near the banister. They crept down the first few steps and looked at all the dancing below.
All of Boston’s most eligible young men had come to attend Claudette’s cotillion. Michaela’s older sister was positively ravishing in her white ball gown, her beautiful red hair put up for the first time in a fountain of ringlets as she waltzed with David Lewis. Michaela thought she had never seen her sister look so stunning. Earlier that afternoon, when Michaela glanced at herself in Claudette’s long mirror while Martha and Elizabeth helped Claudette into her elaborate ball gown, she was only disappointed. Her hair was something in between, not red but not exactly brown either, and was straight as a pin. She had odd eyes that were two different colors that everyone felt the need to point out to her endlessly as if she didn‘t know, she was far too pale and thin, and her chest couldn’t be flatter. All of her school friends had corsets. And her school friends were talking about getting their first monthly and having their first beau and doing all sorts of firsts Michaela had never experienced. Martha, her nanny who lived with them and whom Michaela was far closer to than she ever was Elizabeth, had hugged her once and told her she’d catch up and everything would work itself out, but Michaela had her doubts.
Michaela found her gaze falling on David. His family lived a few blocks away and he was often her playmate when they were little, but he was seventeen now and had lost interest a long time ago in letting a little girl tag along with him. When she was eight he went off to his private secondary school, a boarding school where he stayed overnight even though it was only a few miles outside of Boston, and she really never saw much of him anymore. She was twelve now and she still missed his companionship. She was always fond of him. But tonight, for the first time, she noticed how tall he had become, how strong, and how handsome. She felt a little fluttering of her heart she had never felt before for him or anyone.
“For my cotillion I’m going to have three ice sculptures,” Marjorie announced, always up to outdoing her sisters. “Three swans. What do you think of that?”
The waltz finished and Claudette and David broke apart and clapped politely.
Marjorie nudged her. “Michaela! Are you listening to me?”
“Hmm?”
Marjorie rolled her eyes. “Never mind.”
“Look at David Lewis,” Michaela murmured. “Isn’t he tall?”
“Hmm,” Marjorie said, unimpressed. “I like the one in uniform. That‘s Everett Haynes. He just came back from Texas. He’s a war hero. Fought at the Alamo. He‘s going to be a general someday.”
“Boo,” a voice said softly.
Marjorie nearly choked and Michaela felt like she jumped a foot in the air. They slowly turned around, guilt all across their faces.
David smiled at them wryly as he crouched beside them. “I thought I saw two mice up here.”
“Don’t tell our parents,” Michaela whispered.
“I won’t. Do you want some punch?” He held out two glasses filled with the bright red treat.
“No thank you,” Marjorie said haughtily. “I’m going back to bed. Michaela? Come.”
Michaela hated the way her sister talked to her like she was a lap dog. “No, I want to watch the dancing a little more.”
“If you don’t come I’m telling Father you snuck out.”
“Go ahead and tell him. I’ll tell him it was all your idea. He always believes me.”
“Of course he does. You’re his favorite.” Marjorie left them quietly and disappeared down the hall.
David chuckled softly and handed Michaela a glass. “Here”
Michaela took a sip shyly, glancing at the dancers. She felt like she should say something. But David was so handsome this close she was tongue tied. “You, you like my sister?” she blurted at last.
“What sister?”
“Claudette. It’s her cotillion.”
“Oh. Her. No, I don’t like her. I mean, she’s pretty and everything. But I’ve got a lot more important things to think about.”
“Why did you come then?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose my parents expect me to go to things like this when I’m invited.” He gently touched her shoulder and pointed down at the dancers. “See there? That skinny boy over by the painting. That’s Charles Atkins. That’s who she fancies.”
Michaela wrinkled her brow. “Really? How can you tell?”
“Whenever he comes by to talk to her she starts drinking. He makes her throat dry.”
She giggled softly and sure enough as Charles walked over to ask Claudette to dance again she started drinking down her punch. “She is. Look.”
David laughed.
Michaela sat back, gazing at him with interest. “What are the more important things?”
“Hmm?”
“You said you have more important things to think about.”
“Oh. University, I mean. Then medical school.”
She perked up. “You want to be a doctor?”
“Of course I do. I always said I did, didn’t I?”
“Well, I know you said so. But saying is one thing. Doing is another.”
“I’ve been accepted to Yale. I start in the fall.”
“Not Harvard?”
“Oh, who needs Harvard? I want to go to Yale.”
“It’s awfully far.” Her face fell a little. She would have liked to visit David at the university. But her parents would never let her make a trip to New Haven by herself, not at her age. And she would die of embarrassment if she had to take along Martha or one of her sisters or heaven forbid her mother.
“Father says they’re building a medical school, in Philadelphia. For girls.”
He smiled at her softly. “Well, then, maybe you’ll go to medical school, too, someday.”
“Not maybe. I am,” she said resolutely. “Father’s preparing me for it.”
“Good. You should learn as much mathematics as you can. So you can pass the entrance exams. Algebra, trigonometry, calculus, too.”
David was one of the few people who never laughed when she talked about medical school. Instead, he encouraged her. “All right, David. I will.”
“Study hard. Maybe by the time you’re my age, Yale will allow women in, too.” He grasped her hand and gave it a little kiss. “I better get back to the party. I wish I could stay up here. Talking to you is much more fun.” He winked at her and then padded down the stairs.
* * *
“I wanted some filet minion,” Marjorie griped as she laid on Claudette’s down coverlet in the early morning sunshine. “Martha just gave us leftovers for dinner in the kitchen. They were cold.”
“I thought it was fun to eat in the kitchen,” Michaela said as she climbed under the covers with Claudette, holding her bathrobe around herself against the chill.
“You think the oddest things are fun!” Marjorie replied. “Who wants to eat with the servants?”
“I do. I pretend I’m Cinderella slaving away waiting for the right slipper to fit,” Michaela said.
“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” Marjorie said.
“Really, Michaela, you and your pretending,” Claudette added. “It’s not healthy. I keep telling Mother she ought to make you stop.”
Michaela rested her head against her shoulder, ignoring their comments. “What else did you eat?” She held her hand.
Claudette was never very demonstrative when Michaela was just the opposite, always wanting to hold hands or be in her father‘s lap or anyone who would indulge her, but Claudette let Michaela cuddle with her just this once. It was, after all, the morning after the most important night of Claudette’s life thus far. “Well, there was a cheese platter with dozens of different kinds of cheeses from Europe. And truffles. And champagne.”
“Oh, did you have a sip? How was it?” Michaela asked curiously.
“What was it like?” Marjorie added.
“I don’t know. It tasted strange. Like a sweet bubble bath.”
“I suppose that’s why they call it bubbly,” Michaela said astutely. “And Charles?”
Claudette blinked, surprised. “Charles?”
“Charles Atkins. The one you like.”
“How did you know that?” Claudette blurted. “I mean, why would you assume such a thing?”
Michaela just smiled softly as she thought about David and how he had found her sister out.
Claudette cleared her throat. “Well, we, we talked,” she admitted. “For awhile. A long while.”
“Will he call on you again?” Marjorie asked.
“I don’t know. I think he might. Perhaps.”
“What did you talk about?”
“Well, the weather. His father’s bank.”
“The weather and banking?” Michaela blurted. “That’s what boys like to talk about?”
“Just because you and David like to carry on all the time about medical school,” Marjorie said. “What a bore he is.”
“That’s not all we talked about for your information,” Michaela retorted. “And he is not a bore!’
She rolled her eyes at Claudette. “She thinks David fancies her.”
“I don’t think that,” Michaela said. “I just thought it might be nice. I mean, if he did.”
Claudette laughed. “David Lewis? Really, Michaela. He’s far too old for you!”
“He is not! Father was five years older than Mother when they met!”
“That’s completely different. Mother was a woman. You’re just a little girl! What‘s he want with a little girl? It‘s not even, well, it‘s not even proper for heaven sake.”
She crossed her arms. “I’m not a little girl. You just see me that way because you’ve always been older.”
“You honestly think David Lewis wastes a moment of his day thinking about the likes of you?” Claudette replied. “He’s just being nice. He’s a nice person.”
Michaela felt her temper starting to simmer. Her sisters had a way of getting to her.
“Yes, why would he like you?” Marjorie said. “Why would any boy? Strange as you are you‘ll be lucky if anyone but our cousin Carlton shows up to your cotillion. And you can‘t marry him he‘s family, so you‘ll just end up like one of those old spinsters with a hunched back and lots of cats.”
“Take that back, Marjorie Quinn!” Michaela cried.
“You’re strange and it’s the truth and I’m not taking it back,” Marjorie said resolutely. “Mother’s decided something must have happened to you when you were born. She says you came out all blue and wouldn’t breathe. She feels responsible, she does.”
“Nothing happened!”
“Face it, Michaela. Boys don’t like girls who behave like you,” Claudette said. “Boys prefer a girl whom they know will make a good home for them. A girl who can take care of them.”
“Well, I’ll take care of my husband,” Michaela said desperately. “If he ever gets sick I’ll nurse him back to health.”
Marjorie and Claudette both laughed this time.
“She doesn’t mean that, silly,” Marjorie said. “She means girls who know how to do needlepoint and cook up nice suppers and look after the children. You know, things we‘re supposed to do?”
“I can do needlepoint. Sort of. Besides, why do I need to do needlepoint anyway? I‘ll work at the hospital and make money and I can buy things. I won‘t need to sew.”
“Oh, boys really don’t like that,” Claudette said disapprovingly. “Boys don’t like you to earn the money. That’s their job. It makes them feel all funny if you start trying to do their job. You can‘t be a doctor anyway so this is all so pointless.”
“What do you know about boys?!” Michaela cried, getting out of bed. “At least my throat doesn’t go dry as a desert every time I try to talk to them!”
“My throat does no such thing!”
“And I can to be a doctor,” Michaela added. “I mean, someday I will be.”
“Oh, you might be a doctor. A quack of one,” Marjorie added with a giggle. “Dr. Quack-quack.”
“Stop!” Michaela shouted. “Stop it!”
“Forget about David,” Claudette said. “And if you ever seriously want a husband you can forget about this ridiculous notion you have about medical school.”
“Well, maybe I don’t need a husband,” Michaela retorted. “I have Father, he looks out for me. I don’t need anybody else.”
“Good, you might as well get used to it. No one will ever want someone like you,” Marjorie said cuttingly. “No one but your own father. And he‘s supposed to love us, he‘s our father!”
“Just you watch! “ Michaela bit back tears and ran out of the room, dashing to her bedroom and crawling back under her covers to cry.
Philadelphia, 1858

“Girls,” the housemistress said as she poked her head into Michaela and Miriam’s room. “Evening chapel in ten minutes. Please don’t be late again.”
“Yes, Mrs. Winters,” Michaela said obediently as she unpacked her trunk.
“My God, do these people ever stop praying?” Miriam griped.
“You think this is bad, you should see how the Catholics pray,” Michaela said wryly.
“I should know. I am one,” Miriam said with a chuckle.
“Me, too,” Michaela said with a smile.
Michaela and Miriam had only known each other a few days, but they were instantly best friends. They had been matched up as roommates quite arbitrarily. Each of them came from very different backgrounds. Michaela from a wealthy, prestigious family in Boston with a background in medicine. Miriam from more humble but hard-working roots in Maryland and not only the first ever doctor in her family but the first person to go to college. Josef and Elizabeth took care of all of Michaela’s university expenses and never once made mention of it. But Miriam was on scholarship and would have to work like she never had before to maintain it or she might have to drop out. Yet the two young women were so very much alike in so many ways.
Miriam unpacked a small photograph from her trunk and laid it on her nightstand. A tall and handsome young man was posing holding onto the back of a chair.
“Oh, who’s that?” Michaela asked curiously.
“That’s my fiancé. Robert Tilson.”
“Oh. He’s very handsome.”
“You think so? He’s studying to be a doctor, too. At University of Pennsylvania. He’ll come for a visit next week he said. If these bloody Quakers will even let men step foot onto this campus.”
“You may have to sneak him in. Dress him as a lady,” Michaela suggested.
Miriam giggled. “If you’ll help. What about you? Do you have a beau?”
Michaela thought about David. He was just starting his first year as a resident at Boston General. He would be working under her father. He was on her mind constantly. But Michaela knew that to him, she was still just a girl off living her own life down in Philadelphia and of no significance to him. He wrote her a quick, though kind card when she got accepted into medical school, but she hadn’t heard from him since. Her sisters told her David was seeing a lady friend, the cousin of one of his classmates from school. This girl was more his age and was supposed to be very pretty and Michaela was happy for them. At least that‘s what she tried to tell herself. “No. No, not really,” Michaela said shyly.
Miriam sized her up. “What’s that mean? Not really?” She bit her lip. “There is someone, isn’t there?”
“Well, not exactly. That is, I do care for someone. I care for someone very much.” She absently touched the corner of her nightstand. “But he doesn’t feel the same about me. He’s older and he‘s seeing someone else in Boston.”
“Oh. Isn’t that how it always is? Don‘t worry, we‘re going to meet all sorts of new and interesting people here. You‘ll have all sorts of beaus banging down our door.”
“Oh, I don’t think so,” Michaela said, blushing. “That just never, I just never … let’s just say I’m much better with a scalpel.”
That set Miriam giggling again. “But you will let me introduce you to some of Robert’s friends here, won‘t you?”
Michaela knew she should probably take up Miriam‘s offer to meet some men. Elizabeth surely would have encouraged it. She was endlessly griping about Michaela and her lack of interest in the opposite sex. “That’s kind of you. But I’m all right. Truly. Besides, I’m going to be so busy studying I don’t see how I’ll have time.”
“What’s his name?”
“Who’s name?”
“The boy you’re fond of back home.”
“Oh, it’s David. David Lewis.”
“Dr. Michaela Lewis. It has a ring to it,” Miriam said wryly.
Michaela glared at her and grabbed her pillow, throwing it at her. She laughed and Miriam threw the pillow back, and suddenly a stream of feathers burst into the air, raining down on them and showering them in down. That set them laughing all the more. They finally headed to chapel, picking little feathers off each other and giggling the entire way.
Boston, 1860
“What’s this?” Michaela asked as Josef handed her a wrapped package about the length of a pen case. They were standing beside his desk in his office at the hospital.
“Open it,” he instructed.
She carefully tore back the paper. Inside was a beautiful gold nameplate that read “M. Quinn, M.D.”
“Oh, Father,” she breathed, running her fingers across it. “It’s beautiful. It’s just like yours.”
“I’ve waited a long time to see your name hanging below mine,” he said with a soft smile.
She smiled and hugged him. “Thank you, Father. I love it.”
“Ready for your first rotation?” he asked as they split apart.
“Already?” she said hesitantly.
“No better way to learn than to start right in there.” He handed her a stethoscope on his desk. “Dr. Quinn.”
She smiled again and folded the stethoscope. “And I’ve waited a long time to hear that.”
“Dr. Quinn? The appendectomy’s here,” David said as he appeared in the doorway in his white coat, a chart tucked under his arm. His eyes fell on Michaela and he paused. She was ravishing, her long chestnut hair pulled back in an elaborate braided chignon, her hazel eyes bright and happy, her flawless skin rosy. “Oh,” he stammered. “Mike. Um, congratulations. I mean, on passing the boards.”
“Thank you, Dr. Lewis,” she said shyly.
“You’re welcome,” he murmured, swallowing. He never really remembered noticing Michaela before. He had known her since she was a baby. David was six years old when the long-awaited son Josef had pinned all his hopes on was born a girl. And so instead, Josef decided to make a doctor out of her, female or not. Their families had always been good friends and over the years they had many encounters. Mike and David even played together occasionally. But Michaela was always just a little girl in David’s eyes an awkward, bookish, late-bloomer of a girl whom almost everyone, including her own mother, thought to be a little strange.
Of course he had noticed ages ago that she had a brilliant mind and a talent for medicine. And unlike most people, he never objected to Josef’s intentions to train her in the medical profession, send her to college and then medical school. She would make a good doctor, it was her passion. David had seen that. The world needed more talented, passionate doctors like her. It didn’t matter to him she was a woman.
It was the first time he thought of her as a woman, not a little girl. He hadn’t seen much of her since she went off to medical school and now he realized she had grown out of her awkwardness, was more confident and poised, and had developed some very feminine curves. As a child, even as a young woman, she always sort of seemed much younger than she was. But now her face had thinned out, she was taller, she had beautiful high cheekbones and a long neck, her voice sounded more mature and not so childlike, and she was even rather graceful. She was rather like the proverbial ugly duckling that grew into a beautiful swan. He was suddenly and instantly fascinated with her. He wanted to know more.
“The appendectomy, Dr. Lewis?” Josef spoke up as he approached. Michaela thought she had detected just the slightest bit of impatience in his tone.
“The … oh, right. Right.” He swallowed. “Um, Dr. Quinn?”
“Yes?” Josef replied.
“Oh, I meant Mike. Would you like to assist me? Us?”
“Yes,” she murmured.
“Good,” he said with a soft smile. “Good.”
* * *
“Aren’t they lovely?” Elizabeth said happily as she handed Michaela a beautiful lacy invitation in the parlor.
Michaela turned it over with a sigh. “Mother, I told you I don’t want you throwing another ball.” She dropped it on the table.
“Why?” Elizabeth demanded.
“Because. You know why.”
Elizabeth stacked together the several invitations. “What I know is that you don’t care about all the hard work I put into this. Days, weeks. You don’t care at all. I’m doing this for you, Michaela.”
“No, Mother. You’re doing it for yourself,” she retorted, walking over to the fireplace and crossing her arms.
“Don’t you speak to me that way?” Elizabeth cried. She followed her over there. “What do you plan to do exactly? I mean with your life. Just work in the hospital forever? Day in and day out?”
She spun around to face her. “Yes. Yes, I do. What’s wrong with that?”
“Everything! How exactly do you expect to find a husband over there? They all look at you like you have some strange disease. Like they want to send you to isolation with some of the patients there!”
“Well, maybe I’m not looking for a husband! Maybe I’m happy with my life exactly the way it is!”
“How can you be happy without a husband?” Elizabeth cried, her brow wrinkling in much the same manner her youngest daughter‘s always did.
“My happiness doesn’t depend on the whims of some man. I have more respect for myself than that. I don‘t want to just marry the first man who crosses my path from the right family with the right money and spend the rest of my life doing needlepoint and organizing charity flower shows asking rich people for their donations all day.”
“What are you saying? Are you saying my life is meaningless?”
“Yes. To me it would be anyway,” Michaela retorted impulsively. She hadn’t meant to say that. Her father would be disappointed to hear she said something that cruel to her mother. Josef knew full well how contentious her relationship with Elizabeth had always been. Yet he often told Michaela she should be more understanding of her mother, should try to imagine where she was coming from, and try to bite that tongue of hers if she could possibly help it and be patient and kind. He would say the same to Elizabeth in the privacy of their bedroom whenever the women had a bad fight. He was forever trying to get the two of them to meet somewhere in the middle, with little success. The two people he loved most in his life, Elizabeth and Michaela, ironically were forever sniping at each other until one or both of them were left in tears.
Michaela could see the hurt in Elizabeth’s eyes. But Michaela was so angry at her at that moment she didn’t care.
Elizabeth stared at her coldly. “When you’re old and alone and childless, when your father and I are gone and you have no one, no one at all who cares about you, don’t you dare lay any blame on me. I won’t be responsible. I tried with you. Lord knows I tried. Twenty-five years of agony with you, Michaela Quinn. And you just threw it right back in my face.”
“Leave me alone,” Michaela said tearfully, brushing past her and hurrying out the front door.
* * *
“Your father said I’d find you in here,” David said as he opened the stable door.
Michaela was sitting in the carriage with a thick surgical textbook, studying a page. “Dr. Lewis,” she blurted. She closed the book. “What are you doing here?”
“The question is what are you doing in a horseless carriage in this dark stable?”
She flushed with embarrassment. “Well, the truth is my mother and I had an argument. I just … I needed some space.”
He walked over to the carriage. “What was this argument about?”
She lowered her eyes. “Oh, it’s nothing really. Did you finish your shift?”
“I want to know. I do. I’m interested.”
She put the book aside. “Well. She wants to throw another ball for me. Invite all of Boston’s eligible young men. I suppose it bothers her I haven’t married.”
“And let me guess, you want to read surgical textbooks.”
“She thinks I spend too much time at the hospital and not enough time …”
“Finding a husband,” he said with a soft chuckle.
“I don’t know. I suppose she’s right.”
“No, I think you should do what makes you happy. What you’re passionate about. Everything else will fall into place.”
“You think so?” She sighed. She would never dare admit it to her mother, but she wanted to get married. She wanted to meet someone wonderful and be in love and go through a passionate courtship. She wanted a beautiful wedding, and she wanted to buy a house together and raise a family there. Now that all of her sisters were married and had children, she felt like the odd one out, like they couldn’t really relate on that level. She adored all her nieces and nephews, but she wanted a family of her own. Sometimes Robbie and Mollie, Claudette’s little children, who were Michaela’s favorite …. Sometimes when she was looking after them she would pretend Robbie and Mollie were her children. She knew it wasn’t right to do that, but her heart so longed for that kind of life she couldn’t help it.
Michaela was a bookworm, she always had been, but she was also a romantic at heart. She had watched her sisters be taken out by men over the years and she was fascinated by it growing up. But then when she became of age to do the same, few men seemed all that interested. She had never even kissed a man. And now that she was a working woman, a doctor no less, men seemed even less interested. It embarrassed her when Elizabeth always pressed her on this issue. She wanted to tell her it wasn’t for lack of desire she wasn’t courting anyone. Every time Elizabeth brought up the subject she felt unwanted, different, and strange. Like no man would ever consider her and she might be alone the rest of her life. She might have to live with her mother and endure her condemnation the rest of her life.
No one even seemed to see her except David. David noticed her, he talked to her, David seemed interested in her thoughts and feelings. And she in turn was intrigued by him as well.
“What are you doing here?” she asked curiously.
“Oh. I drove your father home. We were discussing a case. It’s a beautiful day.”
“Is it? I’ve been in here all morning.”
He shifted on his feet a bit. “Well, perhaps I could, perhaps you might come with me. I have to pick up some, some things at the general store. It’s a nice day for a drive.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“What I mean is would you like to go for a drive with me?”
“Now?”
“Yes.”
She looked toward the house. “Well, I should ask my father, I-”
“Yes, of course.”
“Aren’t you tired from the night shift?”
He gazed at her with a soft smile. “Tired? Not now. No.”
“In that case, yes. I’ll go for a drive.” She felt so awkward and uncomfortable. No man had ever asked her such a thing before. She wasn’t sure if that was the proper way to respond. She started to climb down from the carriage but David offered his hand.
Reluctantly, she took it, and he held it gently in his and smiled at her as they headed to the house.
* * *
“The greatest gift our Father in heaven gave to man, all men,” David said as he stood in front of the dying fire in the parlor.
“Wait, you should say men and women,” Michaela said. She crossed something off on the speech in her lap.
“Men and women?”
“Women will be listening to this, too,” Michaela said. “I am.”
He smiled softly at her. “The greatest gift to man and woman is the gift of free will. But slavery, on its face, takes away that gift. It strikes at the very heart of what makes a man, or woman, a person. This amazing power of choice. Slavery binds people in shackles, forces them to do another person‘s bidding.” He paused, realizing Michaela was staring at him again. “Now what’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” she said breathlessly. “It’s just, it’s perfect, David. It‘s the most remarkable thing you‘ve ever written.”
“We’ve written,” he corrected. “Anyway, it‘s just a little speech for the Auxiliary Club. Nothing important.”
“It’s important to me,” she whispered.
He gazed at her a long moment. “Sun’s coming up,” he murmured. “I can’t believe we stayed up all night.”
She glanced at the window. The hours had flown by as she helped him write his speech. And as each hour passed she felt her feelings for this passionate, intelligent man grow deeper.
“Let’s take a walk,” he said, offering her his arm.
“Now?”
“Now. Down to the Charles.” They found their coats and David walked her to the banks of the river. They watched the sun rise as the flower sellers were setting up their stands. He bought her lilacs. Then gradually, they wandered back to her house. Michaela expected her mother to be angry, furious with her for not sending David home at a decent hour the night before. After all, Mother had gone to bed and trusted her to see him out on her own, and instead he stayed all night writing speeches with her. Josef was working a long double shift and wouldn‘t be back until the next day.
But Elizabeth wasn’t angry at all. Instead she just smiled kindly at them, put the lilacs in water, and invited David to stay for breakfast.
“He wants to take me to the opera next week,” Michaela said when David left at last.
Elizabeth finished up her tea as Martha cleared their breakfast dishes. “Oh?” she said casually.
“Would that be all right, Mother?”
“Heavens, you don’t have to ask my permission. You’re old enough.”
“Well, it just seems like I should ask. I’m still your daughter.”
Elizabeth smiled at her kindly. Michaela thought it was the first time her mother seemed to truly approve of her. “This is a good match, Michaela. I feel very good about this.”
It made Michaela embarrassed when her mother talked about matchmaking. “Mother, we wrote a speech together, that’s all.”
“Men like their sleep. Men don’t stay up all night unless it’s for a lady.”
She blushed. “Mother,” she scolded. But deep down she was curious if Elizabeth was right, if David spending the night here meant he was serious about her. She wanted to ask Elizabeth what else she knew about men, what it meant when they said or did this or that, but she was far too shy. She never talked to her mother about men, at least not willingly.
“I think it’s wonderful he wants to take you out again,” Elizabeth said. “Of course you have my permission.”
* * *
Michaela tried to study the article on infantile jaundice by Dr. Hervieux from France as she sat at her desk in her office, but her thoughts were consumed with David. He was on her mind all the time lately. She tried not to set herself up for disappointment. She and David were just friends. He hadn’t said they were anything else. But the more time they spent together the more real her love for him became. She could only dare hope he felt the same.
“Michaela?” David said as he knocked on her open door.
She wanted to tell him she was just thinking about him, but she could never be so bold. “David, I thought your shift was over.”
“It was. Your sister’s in the emergency wing.”
“My sister. Which one?” she breathed.
“Claudette.”
She got up from her desk. “What happened?”
“Just come,” he said, motioning for her to follow. Michaela had never reached the emergency wing so fast. David guided her into room six where Claudette was sitting on the examination table and Dr. Kittredge was gently pressing his fingers to her ribs. She didn’t have any bruising and she wasn’t bleeding, but she winced sharply as he guided his hand down her rib cage.
Elizabeth was watching all this nervously, her fingers pressed to her mouth.
“Claudie, what’s wrong?” Michaela asked worriedly.
“It’s nothing,” she breathed. “Really, Mother. I said it’s nothing. You needn‘t have fetched Michaela.”
“I stopped by the house because I haven’t heard from her in a week and I find out the child can’t even bend over to lace up her boots,” Elizabeth snapped. “She hurt herself somehow. I brought her straight here immediately. Your father‘s sleeping. He’s worked three nights in a row.”
“I fell. I fell outside the stable, that’s all,” Claudette explained.
Dr. Kittredge glanced at Michaela and David. “Rib fractures. Perhaps the eighth and ninth on the right. I don’t detect any pneumonia or a pneumothorax.”
“May I?” Michaela asked.
“Please,” he said, stepping back.
Michaela slipped her hand between the folds of Claudette’s blouse. “I know it’s painful but take a deep, deep breath if you can.”
Claudette closed her eyes against the pain and inhaled deeply.
“Yes, I feel them,” Michaela said. “Any difficulty breathing? Or have you coughed up any blood?” She borrowed the doctor’s stethoscope and listened to her back.
“No, of course not. All this fuss over nothing,” Claudette replied.
“I’m going to wrap them up for you, Mrs. Atkins,” the doctor said, walking to a cabinet and gathering some bandages. “You’ll need to stay in bed for at least the next three weeks so your injuries can heal. I’ll prescribe some morphine to ease the pain.”
“We can admit her upstairs,” Michaela added.
“No, I don’t need to be admitted. Honestly, I don’t. I feel better already,” Claudette said. “Mollie and Robbie are with the nanny, I need to get home to them.”
“As long as you promise to go straight home and go to bed,” David said, folding his arms. “Rest is the best treatment for broken ribs.”
“I’ll see to that,” Elizabeth said.
“Will you stay with her?” Michaela said, touching David’s arm.
He nodded.
“Mother?” Michaela said, grasping her arm. She guided her outside and shut the door. She stared at her. “It was Charles, wasn’t it?”
“You heard her. She fell.”
“Rib injuries like that aren’t usually caused by a fall. Not in someone so young and healthy. It was more likely some kind of blunt force. A kick or a punch, even striking with an object. It was Charles.”
“Heavens, how should I know?”
“Why do you keep pretending this isn’t happening? You know how he treats her. His idea of what marriage is makes me furious.”
“Watch your tongue, young lady. It’s none of your business their marriage.”
“It is my business when my sister shows up at the hospital with two broken ribs!” She sighed and shook her head. “She should take the children. Take Robbie and Mollie and leave him.”
“Oh, is that what you would do?” Elizabeth said with a roll of her eyes.
“Yes!” she cried.
“Well, perhaps you can’t see it in all your self-righteousness, but it’s not as simple as you think it is to leave one’s husband. What will she do? He controls all the money, where will she go?”
“We can take her in. We’ll take her and the children in. Mother, we have two empty bedrooms upstairs just gathering dust!”
Elizabeth suddenly broke down, tears forming in her eyes. Michaela couldn’t remember ever seeing her cry. Elizabeth Quinn was the most stoic woman she had ever known. “Michaela, what if divorce makes it worse for her? What if he hurts her again, kills her if she tries such a thing? No, she can’t. Charles will sue her for every penny she has and take custody of the children! He knows every judge on the bench; he’s handled each of their financial affairs at some point. Do you realize what it means to be a divorced woman in this city? Don’t you think every bone in my body wants to strangle that man for what he’s doing to her? But you don‘t know what she could be up against trying to get out of this.” She took out her handkerchief and dabbed at her tears.
“I know I’d never stay in a marriage like that. I’d never do that to my children. Or to myself. I have more respect for myself than that.” She sighed. She and Elizabeth never did understand each other and probably never would, at least not fully. “Excuse me. I’m going to bring her some medication.”
* * *
“I went out there yesterday,” David said as he gently held Michaela’s hand in the streetcar as it made its way back to her house. “For a house call.”
“You didn’t have to do that, David,” she said. The opera had been spectacular, but her thoughts were very burdened right now between the war threatening between the states and the suffering Claudette and her children were going through because she was married to that man. Michaela couldn’t even say his name anymore she felt such anger toward him.
“Well, she wasn’t going to go to the hospital again on her own accord. Anyway, her ribs appear to be healing well. I think she’ll make a full recovery.”
“David?” she asked.
“Hm?”
“It’s wrong that a man can divorce his wife and doesn‘t have to worry there‘ll be any consequences, but if a woman tries to leave her husband she could stand to lose everything, even her children.”
He paused a long moment. “You’re right. It’s wrong.”
“Charles has been seeing another woman for over a year now. Her name is Janice and she has a house on the other side of the city. He leaves Claudette and my niece and nephew alone and spends nights there like it’s the most normal thing in the world. Mother says we’re not supposed to talk about her. I suppose it doesn‘t really fit with this act my mother always wants us to put on. Like we‘re characters in her play.”
“Michaela, your mother loves her.”
“If she really loved her she wouldn’t enable her like this. My whole family’s enabling this, don‘t you see? Even Father says she shouldn’t divorce him. I thought he would understand.” She sighed. “Everyone’s talking about slavery and how wrong it is. People are even willing to fight a war, die over it. Well, it’s just as wrong to enslave a woman in circumstances like this.”
“But she is a woman, an adult. It’s her life.”
“She and Marjorie always tortured me the most growing up,” she whispered. “They still do sometimes. Mother said she even tipped my cradle over once. With me in it.” She smiled softly. “I know she doesn’t say it, but I know she loves me. And I love her. She’s my sister; I want her to be happy. I want us all to have happy lives.”
“You put so much pressure on yourself,” he said. He ever so gently touched her knee. “The weight of your family doesn’t always have to be on your shoulders.” He gazed at her a long moment. “You think you’re your father’s daughter. The truth is you’re much more like Elizabeth Quinn. She’s the strength of your family and you have that strength, too. You have her spirit.”
“That’s what Father always says. I hate when he says that.” She sighed. The buggy pulled up to her house and she gazed at him. “Thank you for a lovely evening, David. Goodnight.”
He watched a tiny raindrop touch her flushed cheek. “Yes, goodnight.” he murmured. “Wait. Mike, may I, may I walk you to your door?”
* * *
“There they are. They’re late,” Elizabeth said anxiously as she looked down at the street below. David and Michaela approached the front door, arm in arm. Martha was several paces behind them and as they reached the stoop, she discreetly made her way around the side of the house to the servant’s quarters and left them alone.
Josef added a log to their bedroom fireplace. “Oh, Elizabeth. Stop fussing.”
Elizabeth wiped off the fog on the window with her fingers.
“Come, it’s none of our business,” he said. “Come to bed.”
She gasped, pressing her hand to her heart.
“What?” Josef replied. He rushed to the window, gazing down at the couple. He slowly let out a sigh. “Oh.”
David was giving Michaela a sweet, gentle kiss on her flushed lips.
“Isn’t it wonderful?!” Elizabeth cried, turning toward him. “Oh, let’s have a grand wedding. Grander than the last four put together!”
“Don’t put the cart before the horse,” he told her.
They heard the front door open and Elizabeth looked outside again to see David leaving.
“Quick, get in bed!” Josef said. They hurried over to their bed, Josef grabbed a medical journal and Elizabeth opened her book. They pretended to read, but both of them had their ears glued to the sound of their youngest daughter making her way upstairs. Elizabeth suddenly noticed Josef’s journal was upside down. She turned it around for him just as Michaela rapped on their door.
“Uh, yes?” Josef replied. “Yes, come in.”
Michaela slowly opened it. A soft smile was across her flushed face. “I just wanted to tell you I’m home. I’m very sorry I’m late.”
“Oh, that’s all right, dear,” Elizabeth said cheerfully. “No harm done.”
“Father, don’t you need your spectacles to read? You‘ll strain your eyes,” Michaela said.
“Hmm? Oh, yes, yes. Silly me,” he replied. He grabbed them off the night table and put them on.
“Goodnight.” She approached Josef and kissed his cheek.
“Michaela, you’re freezing,” Josef said. “Here, let me get you a cup of tea.” He got out of bed.
“Oh, that’s all right, Father.”
“No trouble at all.” He got his bathrobe, gave Elizabeth an encouraging look as if to say this was her opportunity to get the full story out of Michaela, and left the room.
Elizabeth couldn’t help beaming at Michaela. “Well? How was it?”
“The opera was lovely.” She sat on the bed dreamily.
“Yes, sit, sit. And?” Elizabeth prompted. “I mean, besides the opera.”
Michaela fell back against Josef’s pillow. “Mother, I was kissed. And it was the most wonderful thing in the world.”
“Oh! How wonderful! What did he say? How did he do it?”
“Well, we were talking about … well, about things, and then he stopped us and he said, Michaela, would it be all right if I kiss you goodnight? He never calls me Michaela. He calls me Mike.”
“And what did you say?” Elizabeth asked, engrossed. No matter all her other daughters had had their first kiss by the time they were seventeen years old and every single one of them were married before they turned twenty-one. She didn’t harp on what a late bloomer Michaela was anymore, she just wanted to encourage this relationship with David as much as she could.
“I said, Yes, that’s all right. And then he just kissed me. I … I‘ve never been kissed before. Not like that anyway.”
“Oh,” Elizabeth sighed happily. “A first kiss is always special. At least, one hopes it is.”
Michaela glanced at her. It was the first time they had ever had a talk like this. It was the first time she had shared something this private with her. She felt close to her for the first time in her life.
“It was special,” she agreed. “Was your first kiss with Father like that, Mother?” She had never asked her mother anything about Elizabeth’s relationship with Michaela’s father before in her life. But tonight it felt right to talk about it.
Elizabeth swallowed hard, then she patted her hand with a soft smile. “Yes. Yes it was.” She drew up the coverlet. “Here, under the covers warm while you wait for your tea. I don’t want you catching a chill.”
“Mother, he wants to call on me again tomorrow. He wants to take me to breakfast.”
Elizabeth had been planning to take Michaela shopping tomorrow, but shopping could wait. This was far more important. “Of course. Perfect.”
“I know we were going to go over to Mission Hill but-”
“Never mind Mission Hill. Mission Hill will still be there for heaven sake.”
“Mother? I think David; I think he could be …”
“The one?” she supplied hopefully.
“Yes,” she said with a smile.
“I think he most definitely is,” Elizabeth replied, thrilled.
* * *
“If you could have heard that speech, Lewis,” Carlton Quinn said as they glided along the icy pond on their ice skates. “Honest Abe, they say he’s going to get that nomination with that speech. And to think I was there!”
“I can’t believe your father didn’t mind you going all the way to New York for that.”
“He didn’t know. I snuck out.” Michaela’s handsome cousin laughed. “I really paid for it when I got back, but it was worth it. Worth every last lash!” He skated backwards a bit to face David. “Listen to this. He says the Constitution was designed to have authority over all the country. And so that would include new territories.”
“So?” David replied.
“So, it means we can stop slavery in the new territories. The government has the power. We can stop it from spreading. Legally.”
“I guess that makes sense.” He sighed.
“What’s wrong with you, Lewis?” Carlton patted his arm. “Cheer up.”
“No, I’m fine, I just, I was just thinking, that’s all.”
“Thinking about what?”
“About other things. Michaela, I suppose.”
“Who’s Michaela?” he blurted.
“Your cousin, Carlton. Michaela.”
“Oh, her! You mean Mike! What about her? She still holding her head high over at that big hospital with Uncle? Good for her.” He shook his head. “She chased after me ten years before she finally gave up. That kid sure is persistent.”
“That’s just it, she’s a kid.”
Carlton scratched the back of his neck, eyeing him skeptically. “Oh, no. What did you do?”
“How do you know I’ve done something?”
“You got the look of a fella who’s done something.”
“Well, I sort of, I sort of took her out last week. I thought I was just being polite. I was being friendly. I thought she might enjoy the opera. We wrote this good speech together and it was intended to just be a thank you for that.”
“You took her to the opera?!” he exclaimed.
“Yes. So?”
“So, you don’t take a girl to the opera, Lewis. What were you thinking? Now she’ll be chasing after you ten years, too.”
“I kissed her,” David blurted. “I don’t know what happened, I just kissed her.”
“Oh, no. Now you’ve really done it,” Carlton said, pressing his hand to his forehead.
David glided over to a fallen log and sat down. “She was twelve when I went off to Yale. I mean, she was a sweet girl I suppose, but I never thought anything about it. I just thought she was Dr. Quinn’s little girl, that’s all. Then I got back and …”
“She wasn’t so little anymore,” Carlton said wryly, joining him on the log.
“Yes,” David breathed. “I mean, yes, she was different.”
“Different in a certain specific area.”
David glared at him. “Don’t talk about her like that.” He was surprised how quickly he had jumped to Michaela’s defense.
Carlton held up one hand. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to insult your girl.”
“She’s not my girl. She‘s nothing. She‘s just a friend. I mean, it’s like I said, she‘s just a kid, right?”
Carlton got serious for a moment. “No,” he murmured. “I don’t think she’s a kid at all. Not anymore anyway.”
David sighed, straddling the log. “So now what do I do?” Carlton was the sort of boy who always had a girl around. Even though he was younger than David, he always seemed far more experienced. While David was off in medical school working hard, Carlton was all over the city having grand times with his friends.
“I don’t know. You kiss her again.”
“I can’t just go up to her and kiss her again, Carlton,” David said impatiently.
“Well, ask to take her out again first, then kiss her again. But don’t do something so serious like the opera this time; it gives women all the wrong ideas.” He shielded his eyes. “Oh, look. There she is now. Perfect timing.” He waved at his cousin who was helping her little niece Mollie onto the ice. “Mike! Over here!”
“Carlton, no,” David breathed.
Carlton sped over to Michaela on his ice skates. David couldn’t keep up with him. “Morning, Mike. Hey there, Mollie.” He circled them on his skates. “David Lewis wants to take you out again, that all right?”
Michaela stared at him in shock. “I beg your pardon?”
“But if you don‘t mind I told him not to take you to the opera again, at least not right away. It gives the wrong idea if you know what I mean.”
David finally caught up to them and turned his skate to the side to stop short, splattering ice fragments all across Michaela’s skirts. “Oh, I’m sorry!” he exclaimed.
She brushed her skirts off, smiling shyly. “That’s all right. Good morning.”
Mollie giggled up at them.
“So is that a yes?” Carlton pressed. “You’ll go out with David again?”
She nodded shyly.
Carlton patted David on the chest. “See, I knew you would be just fine if you stuck with me. She’ll go out with you again, David. Just name the day.” He sped off again to join up with some of his friends.
“I’m sorry,” David blurted. “I, I-”
Michaela had never seen a man be so nervous around her. It was new and strange, but it was flattering at the same time. “Would you like to ice skate with us?” she asked. “I’m teaching Mollie.”
He breathed a sigh of relief, swallowing and nodding. “Yes. Yes I would.”
Mollie smiled up at him like she knew exactly what was going on, and grabbed his hand.
* * *
“That’s a lovely turkey, Martha,” David remarked as Josef carved it at the head of the table. Michaela’s sisters and their husbands and children and the entire family were gathered at the long table for an elaborate Christmas dinner.
Martha looked incredibly pleased to be complimented by the polite, handsome doctor whom Michaela now called her beau. “Oh, thank you, Dr. Lewis,” she said with a big smile.
Their courtship was a slow one, Michaela so shy and David resisting feelings for the once awkward little girl he had grown up with, and both of them always so busy at the hospital. But six months into her surgical residency he was coming regularly to her home to take her out, often to the opera, to see a play, or simply for a long, romantic walk in Boston Common.
It was Elizabeth’s idea to invite him for Christmas. She said they were getting more serious now and he should do things with the family. At first Michaela thought better of it. Surely David had plans with his own family. But when she mentioned it, he seemed very enthusiastic about it and Michaela thought perhaps Elizabeth was exactly right, that they were serious, as she put it.
Marjorie handed her plate down toward Josef. “Well, Michaela’s never brought a beau home before for Christmas. For any holiday really.”
“Marjorie,” Michaela murmured.
“What? It’s true,” she replied.
“You’re the first beau she’s ever brought over at all,” Claudette said as she dished up some cranberry sauce. “She never did have suitors. Too strange I suppose for most boys.”
Michaela bent her head, mortified.
David cleared his throat awkwardly. “Well, I-…I can‘t say as I have much time for socializing myself. There‘s always work to be done at the hospital.”
“Well, I knew that was always her true home,” Josef spoke up softly. “When she was six years old she snuck into the back of my buggy and road with me all the way there. She popped up when we arrived and said she had come to help me bandage my patients!” He chuckled softly.
“Father, really,” Michaela protested.
“Oh, remember that frog you found once in the pond?” Claudette said. “You said you were looking for specimens to dissect.”
“Claudette, please, not that story,” Michaela said, her cheeks flushing. She glanced at David, but he just looked amused.
“I was walking her down there because it was Maureen’s engagement party and Michaela was being a little terror and Mother told me to get her out of the house,” Claudette began. “I turned my back for one second and she was knee deep in the muddy water pulling out a big bull frog with this proud smile all across her lips and her two front teeth missing.”
Michaela flushed all the more. “Claudette.”
“She said with that little lisp of hers, Look, Claudie, I found this to dissect with Father’s scalpel! Of course I screamed murder at that ugly thing and made her put it back in the water. Then she trudged herself out of the water and started stripping off all her wet clothes right there in front of everyone. I had to carry her home soaking wet and half naked!”
“And she ran straight into the ballroom muddy feet and all crying to Father that mean nasty Claudette had made her put the frog back,” Maureen added. “It’s lucky Edward still wanted to marry into this family after that.”
“Oh, a little bullfrog isn’t going to stop me, dear,” Edward replied wryly.
Josef chuckled at the memory.
Michaela didn’t think she could possibly turn a deeper shade of red. “David, they’re exaggerating.”
“Oh, I don’t know. That sounds exactly like you, Mike,” he replied. Casually, he put his hand under the table. Then slowly, she felt his fingers gently touch her thigh. She smiled at him and reached her hand down to grasp his, threading her fingers with his. “I bet these older sisters have lots more stories about you when you were a child.”
“Oh, you don‘t know the half of it,” Claudette said.
“I think we should stop picking on Mike and enjoy our food,” Rebecca spoke up.
Elizabeth gazed at the couple as Martha refilled her champagne glass and the family carried on with their conversation. At last Michaela met her eyes. Elizabeth had never looked at her like that before. Like she was truly content with her, even proud of her. Michaela wished that Josef was fond of David. His approval meant everything to her. But having Elizabeth so very pleased with this match and the decisions she was making right now meant more to her than she ever would have dared to admit.
“Yes. Yes, Rebecca’s right,” Elizabeth spoke up. Michaela had never known Elizabeth to defend her. Not ever. “Move on. Martha worked hard on this dinner. Let’s enjoy it.”
* * *
“I’m sorry about that,” Michaela said as she joined David outside, wrapping a thick cape around her shoulders. “My sisters, they enjoy teasing me. It‘s a family pastime.”
He chuckled softly and took a sip of brandy. “That’s apparent. Four sisters. That‘s a lot of embarrassing stories to go around.”
“Well, I have some stories about them of my own,” she said wryly.
“I’d like to hear those sometime.”
“Maybe you will.”
He put his arm around her, gazing at her a moment. Then slowly, he gave her lips a soft kiss. “I’m glad you invited me,” he whispered.
“I’m glad you came,” she whispered back.
He kissed her again, putting his brandy glass aside on the porch rail and wrapping both arms around her. “Cold?”
“Mm. No.”
“Good.” He kissed her once more just as Elizabeth opened the door.
“There you are, we’re about to start charades.”
David backed up and cleared his throat. “Oh. Yes.”
Elizabeth realized they had been kissing and she instantly looked happy. “Never mind, you can join us later.”
“But I always help Father come up with all the names and put them in his hat,” Michaela said.
“He’ll manage just this once. It’s all right. You take your time out here.” She shut the door quickly on them.
David went back to Michaela and wrapped her in his arms. “I have this funny feeling your mother likes me.”
“She’s very fond of you, David. She also likes the idea that I might pursue more, well, conventional routes.”
“Like marriage, a family,” he murmured, gazing into his eyes.
It was the first time David had brought up marriage. She thought it would scare her to talk about that. But for some reason she felt perfectly calm and relaxed in David’s arms. “Would you like that someday?” she asked.
“Yes, I think so. I think I’d like to get married. How about you?”
“Yes,” she whispered. “But, only if …”
“Only if what?”
“Only if my husband didn’t mind my career and where I want to go with my life.”
“And where do you want to go?”
“I don’t know yet. I just, I do know I want to practice medicine. I want to help people. I mean, really help them.”
“It makes you so happy, practicing medicine. Doesn’t it?”
“Yes. I suppose it does.”
“Well, then, I’d never want someone I love to stop doing something that makes them this happy. You know, I think we‘re both going places in this life. But sometimes I think it might be nice to do it with a partner. Wherever we might end up.”
She smiled at him again and they kissed once more just as a few tiny snowflakes began to fall, showering them in little specks of white.
* * *
The Christmas season sped by, always a busy time at the hospital, and it was several weeks before David and Michaela had a full day off from work without anyone calling them in to attend to an emergency. When they did they spent the entire day together. David invited her to his home with his parents for breakfast and they spent the morning with them. Just as Elizabeth liked David, David’s parents were fond of Michaela. They saw her as a good match for David, someone who understood his obligations at the hospital and someone equal to him intellectually. It was often David’s mother who prodded them about getting married far more than Elizabeth had ever been guilty of. In Sarah Lewis’ day, courtships only lasted a few months before an engagement was announced, followed quickly by the wedding. This courtship her oldest son was pursuing was far too long and drawn out for her comfort level.
For lunch they ate at a quiet little French restaurant and tasted each other’s entrees, and then afterward David took her to his Auxiliary Club meeting where the only topic of conversation was slavery and the possibility of war. Supper was at Michaela’s house where the same conversation continued, and then they went for their usual evening walk.
Martha, who was usually their chaperone, was trailing very far behind them and pretending not to notice them, as they made their way toward the Common. Michaela truly appreciated Martha these days. She always reported to Elizabeth what a perfect gentleman David was and made it seem like she had walked between them the whole time, yet in reality, she increasingly gave Michaela more and more privacy with him and sometimes would even wander off and disappear, and she gradually did so now.
“Warm enough?” David whispered as Michaela snuggled all the closer to him and they strolled down to the frozen pond.
“Mm. I’m fine. How long do you suppose Mr. O’Connell had that heart murmur? I can’t believe it was never detected before.”
He stared forward, not replying.
“I suppose it’s due to lack of adequate medical care. I don’t think any doctor’s ever done a truly thorough examination on him until he came to us. David? Are you all right?”
“I’m sorry. I’m just wondering what this country’s coming to.”
She sighed. “I know. I‘m frightened.”
“With Texas just seceded, that makes seven states. Virginia and North Carolina are threatening to secede as well.”
“How long until this stops?”
“I don’t think it will stop. I think we’re headed to an all-out civil war.”
“Oh, David. No.”
He led her to sit on a bench and put his arm around her. “I’ve been thinking, with things so uncertain, this war coming.”
“Things aren’t uncertain. You and I are together, that’s all that matters.”
“That’s just it. If war is declared, I want to help, Michaela. I’m going to enlist.”
“David, no!” she exclaimed.
“They’ll need doctors. As many as can be spared.”
“Oh, David, I couldn‘t bear it if …” she said, wrapping her arm around him and leaning against him.
He turned toward her. “Michaela, I don’t want another moment to go by without knowing that …. That we belong together.”
She smiled softly. “We do. We do belong together.”
“I mean, make it official.”
She eyed him skeptically. “David?”
He got down on one knee, grasping her hand.
“Oh, David,” she breathed. “Oh!”
“You make me so incredibly happy. Every day I wake up wanting to see you, be with you, I miss you every moment we‘re apart. I cannot imagine the rest of my life without you.”
“Oh,” she said tearfully.
“Will you be my wife?”
“Yes,” she immediately replied. “Yes, oh, yes.”
He burst into a smile and got up, hugging her. “Good!”
She chuckled and hugged him all the tighter.
* * *
“Lincoln said he wasn’t going to put a stop to slavery,” Josef said as he cut his roast while the family enjoyed their Sunday dinner. Uncle Teddy and his son Carlton had joined them for dinner as well. Carlton’s mother Eleanor had died six months ago after a short battle with pneumonia. The two families had always been close, but ever since Auntie Eleanor’s death, Elizabeth had made sure Teddy and Carlton came over as often as possible, especially for Sunday dinners.
“He didn’t exactly say that, Dr. Quinn,” David spoke up as he refilled his champagne glass from his seat next to Michaela. “He just said he wasn’t going to interfere with states’ rights.”
Uncle Teddy looked very annoyed with this particular conversation. He poured himself some brandy and drank it all down. But Carlton just seemed fascinated.
“Slavery’s got to end,” Josef said. “We must make it our priority. If we’re going to fight a war, it should be a war to end it once and for all.”
“There’s going to be a war I‘m afraid,” David said. “They’ve elected their own president, they’re forming their own country.”
“Eight states succeeded now. And more to come,” Carlton added.
“Eat your supper, boy,” Teddy scolded. “Your auntie prepared a fine roast.”
“Must we always talk about the succession?” Claudette griped. “It gives me indigestion.”
“It rhymes,” Michaela spoke up with a small smile. “Succession and indigestion.”
David smiled at her dotingly. “We talk day and night of this miserable succession, So much so the whole country now suffers from terrible indigestion.”
Michaela and Carlton chuckled softly but everyone else just acted annoyed.
Claudette glared at Michaela. “It’s not funny. The country’s about to wage a full-blown war and you three are laughing.”
“I think it’s all so overblown,” Maureen remarked. “Even if they all band together those Southern states can’t possibly sustain an all-out war for more than three, four months?”
“God willing it’ll be that brief,” Elizabeth remarked.
“If it’s inevitable then so be it,” Josef said. “Any man who loves freedom so, who abhorrers slavery, should do everything he can to end it.”
Carlton held up his glass of brandy. “To freedom, Uncle.”
“To freedom,” Josef replied passionately, gazing at him and lifting his own glass.
“At what price, Josef?” Uncle Teddy said as he glared at him.
“Even with a war about to start we can always find something to smile and be happy about,” David said. He slowly stood up, grasping Michaela’s hand. “Speaking of which, I have an announcement to make. That is, Michaela and I both do.”
“Do be quick about it,” Marjorie remarked. “The soufflé’s falling.”
“Well …” He smiled down at Michaela. “Last night I asked this amazing, beautiful, brilliant woman to be by my side for the rest of my life. And she’s said yes.”
Michaela’s sisters stared at her in shock. Elizabeth held her fork in midair and looked like she was about to fall over.
“What do you mean?” Maureen finally blurted.
David chuckled. “I mean, we’re getting married.”
“Is it true, Michaela?” Rebecca asked.
She stood up with David and put her arm around him. “It’s true.”
“About damn time,” Carlton said wryly.
“Carlton,” Elizabeth scolded softly.
He smiled. “Sorry, Auntie.”
“I thought you’d never get married!” Claudette cried. “I thought you were, I thought I, well, I didn’t know what to think!” She got up to hug her and congratulate her and the remaining sisters burst into chatter about how wonderful it was and got up to surround them.
“Congratulations!” Maureen said as everyone shook David’s hand.
“When? When is the wedding?” Marjorie demanded.
“Oh, I make a lovely bridesmaid, don’t I?” Claudette added. “I just love weddings. So you don‘t have a nervous disorder after all like everyone says, Michaela. No one with a nervous disorder actually finds a husband!”
Elizabeth slowly made her way through all the commotion and touched Michaela’s shoulder. Michaela turned toward her, apprehensive of what she might say.
“This is good news,” Elizabeth murmured. She ever so gently caressed Michaela’s cheek. “Wonderful news.”
“Thank you, Mother,” Michaela said as they hugged. As they held each other she looked toward the head of the table where Josef was sitting. He was gently cupping his hand around his brandy glass, watching this all. Nostalgia was all across his face as he watched his youngest, favored daughter. He didn’t exactly seem angry about this. He never said anything unkind about David. But he didn’t seem happy about this either. It was always Elizabeth whom Michaela had longed for approval her entire life. Her father on the other hand had always been fully supportive of anything she had ever done. She never had to ask or beg or plead for his blessing. He gave of it freely when it came to her. Now, ironically, Elizabeth seemed in full support of this union and it was her father who was hesitant.
“Think of all the plans!” Maureen cried. “We’ve got to get started right away.”
“Yes, right away,” Claudette added. “No time to waste.”
“Is it all right if I finish my dinner first?” Michaela asked.
“Yes, for goodness sakes let’s not let all this good food go to waste. Sit down, sit down,” Elizabeth instructed.
Everyone chuckled and slowly resumed their seats, and the dinner went on in a much lighter manner, with talk of the coming war replaced with much more cheerful talk of the wedding.
* * *
Josef slowly added another log to the bedroom fireplace as he thought about Michaela. He remembered one time, sitting her on his knee when she was about five, reading to her from one of his medical textbooks. She asked him all kinds of precocious questions for a child so young. She truly seemed enraptured with the material. She was the sweetest little thing with her big inquiring eyes and tiny but firm voice. All of their girls had been darling children, said the sweetest things and were so pretty and all of them, every single one, looked more like Elizabeth. But Josef always thought Michaela was the sweetest of all five of them. He let her stay up far past her bedtime that night and when he finished reading he cuddled her and rocked her. Daddy, she had told him, I never want to leave you. I want to stay with you forever. Someday I guess I’ll have to marry you. The little girl was taken aback when he laughed at that.
Josef chuckled now and Elizabeth paused at the bedside where she was unbuttoning her robe.
“What is it? What’s funny?” she asked curiously.
“Nothing.” He got to his feet.
“Can you believe it? Our last little girl moving out and getting married,” Elizabeth remarked as she folded her robe and placed it on the end of the bed. “Lord knows I thought we’d have to look after that odd girl forever.” She got under the covers and grasped the book on the nightstand beside her, opening it to a marked page.
Josef got in bed with her and opened a medical textbook, but he didn’t really read anything.
Elizabeth sighed tiredly and turned a page. “Michaela’s already defying me, of course she is,” she remarked. “You know she has every intention of getting married at David’s church. Not ours.”
“What would be wrong with that?” Josef murmured.
“Josef, you know full well. And not to mention the guest list. Why, how will all the people we need to invite fit in that tiny church?” She sighed and gazed at him. “Josef? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing, my dear.”
“Is it seeing her grow up, move on?” she asked softly. She ever so gently touched his arm. “Don’t worry, I know her. She won’t forget you.”
“I just, David, he …it’s nothing.”
“What’s nothing?”
“Well, David never asked me for permission.”
“Oh, for heaven sake, is that all? Michaela’s practically thirty. We hardly have to give her away anymore. She‘s free for the taking as far as I‘m concerned, no need to ask us.”
“She’s twenty-six.”
“Well, in any case don’t take offense, dear. You know David. He thinks for himself. And makes his own decisions. It’s not really in his nature to ask permission for anything.”
He stroked his beard pensively. “I don’t know. Mike, the way she is. So headstrong. With David the same way …. ”
She looked at him petulantly. “Josef, please don’t sabotage this. Don’t sabotage the one good chance Michaela may ever have to marry someone!”
“No, no of course not.” He sighed. “It’s just, if he’s not right for her, perhaps it’s better not to be married at all.”
Elizabeth looked nearly tearful. “You just don’t want me to be happy. You know how much I adore David. He’s perfect for her. You’re not thinking clearly. You’re just upset because she’s leaving.”
“Perhaps. Don’t work yourself up, dear.” He touched her shoulder and gave her a soft kiss. “I’m sure Mike knows who’s best for her. We just have to trust her.”
“Yes, we do.”
“Goodnight.”
“Goodnight, Josef.”
* * *
“Papa Bear growled, ‘Someone's been sleeping in my bed,’” Michaela read as she turned a page in a colorful storybook. She glanced at her patient, a little girl about eight who had smiled for the first time since her illness when Michaela brought the book to read. "‘Someone's been sleeping in my bed, too,’ said the Mama bear. ‘Someone's been sleeping in my bed and she's still there!’ exclaimed Baby bear.”
The little girl giggled and glanced up at her. Michaela noticed Josef coming into the room quietly with a few of the new medical residents. She smiled softly at him and returned her attention to the book. “Just then, Goldilocks awoke and saw the three bears. She screamed, ‘Help!’ And she jumped up and ran out of the room. Goldilocks ran down the stairs, opened the door, and ran away into the forest. And she never returned to the home of the three bears.” She slowly closed the book and stroked the little girl’s hair. “What do you think? Think you can close your eyes?”
“Yes. I think so,” she whispered.
“Good.” Michaela tucked her in warmly, gave her, her doll to hug, and then slowly stood up.
Josef motioned her to follow him outside with the other doctors.
“Our new residents. It’s their first day,” he said. “Dr. Quinn, this is Dr. William Burke and Dr. Jason Hancock.”
“Gentleman. Welcome. This is our children‘s ward.” Michaela said as she shook their hands.
“This is Dr. Lewis’ fiancée,” Josef explained. “And more importantly my daughter.” He winked at her.
“Where were you educated?” Dr. Hancock asked skeptically.
Michaela felt like she constantly had to defend herself around here. “Female Medical College of Pennsylvania.”
“Hm. Never heard of it. Where is it, Pittsburgh?”
“Philadelphia,” Dr. Burke interjected. “It’s an honor, Dr. Quinn.”
She smiled at him appreciatively.
“I’ll show you the surgical theater next. Come along,” Josef said as he headed out of the room.
Dr. Hancock followed him but Dr. Burke lingered behind a moment as he watched Michaela return to her patient and lay another warm blanket atop her.
“What’s her diagnosis?” he whispered.
She sighed. “We’re not sure. She has swollen glands, pain in the joints. General lethargy.”
He slowly folded his arms. “It could be leukemia.”
She returned to his side. “I know. I suppose I just don’t want it to be that.” She folded her hands. “Her name is Lily. She’s an orphan. She was having nosebleeds almost daily at school and so we admitted her here.”
“She’s an orphan? Who’s paying for her care?”
“We are,” she explained. “That is, my father and I. The orphanage director is a family friend. He told us about her and Father thought we should do everything we could.”
“That was kind of you. I hate to think there’s just so many more out there who need a good hospital like this,” William said pensively. “Good doctors like you.”
“We just can’t take them all. We don’t have the money or the resources. I wish we did.”
“Sometimes I make house calls down in Dorchester. It’s, it’s where I grew up. Perhaps you might come along next time.”
She glanced at him with surprise. Dorchester was a rural little area just outside of Boston, and was populated by mostly immigrants and the poor. Elizabeth never did like it when Josef would occasionally go out there to see a patient.
“I know, rags to riches,” he said with a soft smile. “I’m just like a Charles Dickens novel. No, I, my uncle was a doctor there, the first doctor in that town. We all came there from England when I was four. Everything I know about medicine I learned from him. He always said I should be working in a big city hospital, not wandering around from shack to shack down there. At first I thought he was right. Now I find myself missing it more and more.”
“Well, I think you should be where you’re most needed,” she said with a soft smile. “When are you going out there next? To Dorchester.”
“Well, the first of the month I suppose.”
“I’d love to come with you.”
He smiled. “Good. Oh, your fiancé, too, of course.”
“Yes, he’d love it, too. Thank you.”
April 12, 1861
“Pink, Michaela, really?” Claudette bemoaned as she fingered the length of silk fabric.
“It’s not pink. It’s rose,” Michaela said defensively as they stood in the parlor. Elizabeth carried a few more large wedding books into the room.
“All the worse. It’ll clash horribly with my hair! And Marjorie’s” her older sister accused. “Mother, tell her.”
“What about peach?” Elizabeth suggested.
“Mother, no. I want this fabric,” Michaela protested. “David likes it, too.”
“You’re doing this just to spite me,” Claudette said in a huff. Claudette was almost always in a bad mood whenever she and Michaela had a conversation. Her older sister was with child again, due in the summer with her third, and Michaela thought her moods were even worse when she was pregnant and irritable.
“No, I’m not,” Michaela protested. “Not everything is a conspiracy against you, Claudette.”
“You are and you know it,” Claudette retorted.
“Girls, girls,” Elizabeth scolded. “Must everything be a headache when it comes to our wedding?”
“But it’s not our wedding, Mother,” Michaela said with frustration. “It’s David and my wedding. We want to make the decisions.”
“Don’t be so ungrateful,” Elizabeth scolded.
“I’m not, I,” she murmured. She quieted. She truly felt in the right about this issue. It was her wedding, not Elizabeth’s, not Claudette’s, not anyone else’s. But trying to explain to any of them why she should be permitted to make decisions as to her own wedding was useless. For as happy as Elizabeth was to see her youngest daughter finally meet someone and get engaged, and someone Elizabeth whole-heartedly approved of, their relationship was still rather distant at times and often, a bit cold.
Josef stepped into the room and Michaela breathed a sigh of relief. “Father, please tell Mother I can pick out my own bride’s maid dresses.”
“You always pit them against each other,” Claudette said. “You’re so manipulative!”
“I am not manipulative,” Michaela protested. “You are.”
“Girls, come here,” Josef said solemnly. “Elizabeth.”
“What is it?” Michaela asked as they approached.
“Josef?” Elizabeth inquired.
“It’s begun. The war has begun,” he whispered.
“No,” Michaela breathed.
“At this very moment troops are fighting to take back Fort Sumter in South Carolina. They‘re asking for volunteers to report to Washington. It‘s begun.”
Michaela shook her head tearfully. “No.”
“God save all those poor boys,” Claudette whispered. Elizabeth crossed herself as tears formed in her eyes.
Josef enveloped the three of them in his long arms, a rare moment of solidarity in their grief. Michaela knew at that moment the wedding was off. At least for the time being. A civil war was raging, David had promised to enlist the second it begun, and her fiancé. The love of her life would be gone for no one knew how long. All their plans were instantly destroyed.
“Why, Father?” Michaela whispered against his shoulder. “Why did this happen? Why must we fight and kill each other? On our own soil, right here.”
“God only knows, my darling,” he whispered back, caressing her hair. “God only knows.”
Chapter Two
“We’ll enter through the lateral side,” Josef explained as he and Michaela washed their hands in front of two basins. “Cauterizing as we go.”
Michaela scrubbed a bar of soap down each of her fingers. Josef had taught her how to disinfect before surgery. Not all doctors followed the same routine, but there was no denying that neither she nor Josef lost very many patients to infection. Josef was adamant the connection to a strict disinfection routine was clear.
“Josef!” Teddy Quinn bellowed as he stormed into his office.
“Ted?” Josef replied as he turned around, surprised.
“Uncle Teddy, what are you doing here?” Michaela said. He had always been her favorite uncle. As she grew up he tended to side with Michaela over her mother, which she liked, and he seemed to appreciate her ideas and opinions. He even used to give her piano lessons, and she loved hearing his stories about all the concerts he had held around the world, even concerts for kings and queens. But lately the gifted, pleasant man had become much more stern and serious.
“We’re about to go into surgery, can this wait?” Josef said as he kept scrubbing.
“No, it can’t wait,” Teddy retorted. “He’s gone.”
“Who?”
“Carlton!” he cried. “He left a note. He took the evening train to Baltimore.”
Josef shared a glance with Michaela.
“He’s enlisted,” Michaela breathed, swallowing hard as she put the soap aside. She adored Carlton and the thought of anything happening to him terrified her. And yet she couldn‘t say this surprised her.
“He wants to be out there. Needs to be,” Josef murmured. He began scrubbing his other hand.
“You did this!” Teddy shouted. He pointed his finger at Josef.
“What on earth are you talking about?” Josef retorted.
“What? It was Carlton’s choice to enlist, Uncle. He always talked about it,” Michaela said defensively.
“Stay out of this, girl. You and your abolitionist speeches all year long, they’ll be blood on your hands, too!” Teddy snapped.
Now Josef looked angry, too. He put his soap aside and stepped forward. “You can raise your voice to me all you want, but don’t you dare speak to my daughter that way. Lest I forget we‘re brothers.” He glanced at her. “Michaela, wait outside please, sweetheart.”
“But, Father-”
“Go,” he ordered.
“Yes, Father,” she whispered, grabbing a towel to dry her hands and stepping out of the office. She lingered near Josef’s door and she could make out nearly every word.
“You told him any man who loved freedom so, who abhorred slavery, should do everything he could to end it,” Teddy shouted.
“Yes I did!” Josef replied.
Michaela leaned against the wall sadly as Josef and Teddy carried on, their tempers flaring out of control. David was enlisting in the medical corps just as he always promised, and Carlton had taken off, was probably already in Baltimore by now. Not two days since the president declared war it was already ripping her family apart at its very core. She closed her eyes and breathed a sigh, hoping and praying perhaps this was all just a terrible dream she might wake up from.
* * *
“You sure you want to do this today?” William asked as he turned the buggy down Washington street in Dorchester. “We don’t have to.”
Michaela sighed. “No, I want to. It’ll help take my mind off everything.”
“David’s really going to enlist then?”
She nodded. “He already has. My cousin, too. David’s being fitted for his uniform this afternoon. He sends his apologies about not coming with us.”
He pulled the buggy over to the side and pulled back on the reins. “Don’t worry, the war will be short. Six months, perhaps a year.” He helped Michaela down, grabbed a bag of bread and vegetables he had brought along, and then they walked across the busy square in Dorchester toward the flats.
When they reached the flat at the end of the square William opened the door for her and guided her inside, then he put the bag down on a nearby table in the damp, dim room.
Michaela went over to the beds where there were several children sprawled out, one of them coughing. She felt a little girl’s forehead as William felt the others.
William guided her behind a hanging cloth to an older woman.
“Hello, Mrs. Garrady,” he said as he sat on the bed.
“Hello, doctor,” she whispered.
“How are you feeling?”
“Better, doctor.”
“Well done. “ He took out his stethoscope and listened to her lungs. “I would like to introduce Dr. Quinn.”
The woman slowly looked at Michaela. “A lady.”
“Hm. Quite a lady. And quite a doctor.” He passed his stethoscope to Michaela to listen.
“Pneumonia,” she said after a moment.
“Precisely. She was misdiagnosed at the Alm’s House. They said it was consumption and they turned her out.”
Michaela and William stayed with the family for a few hours, preparing a small meal for them with the food they had brought and administering a stramonium breathing treatment for Mrs. Garrady. Finally they left, both of them remaining quiet on the long drive home. At last he pulled the buggy up to her house.
“I’d like to go with you again, William,” she said.
“I’d like that. Dorchester needs doctors like you.”
“Medicine isn’t like other professions. Like a tailor or a blacksmith. It shouldn’t be about only helping people who happen to be able to pay.”
“No, it shouldn’t.” He fingered the reins absently. “I’ve always wanted to open a clinic down there. A free clinic that would welcome anyone who needed it. Right in Dorchester.”
“William, that’s a wonderful idea.”
He chuckled softly. “It’s just a dream. I’d never be able to sustain something like that. Not now anyway. Not on a resident’s salary.”
She sighed again and he could tell she was very distracted.

“When does he leave?” he asked softly.
She swallowed hard. “Friday.”
“He’s in my prayers, Michaela. Both of you are.”
She smiled softly at him. “Thank you, William. I appreciate that.”
He gazed into her eyes. “He’s coming home safe and sound. You must believe that, Michaela. Have faith.”
“Faith,” she echoed.
He gave her a hand down from the buggy. “See you at the hospital.”
* * *
David cuddled Michaela against him in the warm glow of the fireplace in her parlor as they sat on the settee. They stared at the flames together and he held her hand to his chest. Her parents had long ago gone to bed, trusting her to see him out. But as morning grew closer it became harder and harder to let each other go. It was their last night together. He was leaving for Washington on tomorrow’s train.
“Are you frightened?” Michaela whispered after awhile.
He swallowed. “I don’t know. I suppose I don’t know what to expect. What it’s going to be like.”
Michaela couldn’t fathom it either. She couldn’t fathom what it would be like to be marching onto a battlefield, cannonball fire and bullets raining all around you, not knowing if you would come out of it alive. It was just so hard to believe that violence was raging right now as they spoke only a few hundred miles south. And she was sending David off to the thick of it.
David gently turned her head toward him, caressed her cheek, and kissed her for a long time. He stroked her arm and her back, and then ever so gently, he touched her breast over her blouse and held it in his hand. It was the first time he had touched her there, but Michaela didn’t pull away. It just felt right to have him touch her there. And if she didn’t know it before, she knew now how right this marriage was. She couldn’t be more certain that she should marry this man.
He paused a moment and gazed into her beautiful eyes. “Perhaps we should just elope,” he blurted.
“Elope?” she breathed.
“Yes, in the morning. We could go to the courthouse, get a license.”
She caressed his wrist. “David, that’s not how we wanted it to be. We’re making plans. Our families and our friends, they want to be part of this. We don‘t want to just run off to some judge we don’t even know and do it in a rush.”
“Michaela, I want to be with you,” he whispered passionately. “I … I want to show you how much I love you. I want us to make love.”
“Oh, David,” she breathed, overwhelmed. “I … I want that, too.”
“Then let’s just marry.” He kissed her again.
She felt tears in her eyes and she pressed her forehead to his. “We can’t let this war make us irrational. I won’t let it dictate how we’re going to live our lives. David, we’re going to get married. But on our terms. Not because we’re desperate and the war is frightening us. David, I, I don‘t want us to just jump into this and regret it.”
Michaela thought this was the first time she had ever seen David look scared.
“Mike, I don’t want to die,” he whispered. “There’s so much here waiting for me. We‘ve got a whole life to live together. What if I die?”
Tearfully she drew him into a tight hug, caressing his hair. “You won’t. We’re going to live that life,” she said. “As soon as this is over we’re going to go on and live the life we wanted.”
“I never thought I could love one person this much,” he whispered back, holding her all the closer. “You do know how much I love you?”
“Yes. As much as I love you.”
“When you’re back here waiting for me, don’t you have a moment of doubt about me, all right? You’re the first thought on my mind when I wake up and the last when I go to sleep. And all the thoughts in between.”
She threaded her fingers with his and they resumed kissing as the fire gradually died down to soft glowing embers.
* * *
“Don‘t do anything foolish, David. Don‘t be a hero,” Elizabeth said tearfully as he kissed her hand in front of the steaming train. “I’m praying for you every single day. For all you boys.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Quinn.” He turned to Josef a little awkwardly. It was odd, ever since he started courting Michaela, Josef had become less of a colleague and more of an imposing figure whom David often felt was like a barrier standing guard of Michaela’s heart. And yet David still respected him deeply and admired him, both as a doctor and as a man. “Sir,” he murmured, shaking his hand firmly.
Josef patted their hands with his left. “You can still change your mind. David, we need you here. They’ll be wounded coming home. By the hundreds, even thousands.”
“I know. But I’m needed more out there.”
Josef squeezed his hand tightly one last time.
David turned to Michaela. She didn’t want him to go off to war. But she understood it at the same time. The truth was if she were a man, she would be going off with him.
“I’ll bring you back Robert E. Lee’s sword,” David said as he guided Michaela a few steps away from her parents for a little privacy.
“Bring yourself back safe and sound, that’s what matters,” Michaela whispered, drawing him into a tight hug. He looked so young and dashing in his navy wool uniform, a luscious green medic sash tied at his waist and every brass button polished until it shined. It all seemed so surreal, Carlton and now David going off to fight a war on their own soil, brothers against brothers. It was like some strange, terrible nightmare.
“Six months, that‘s what they‘re telling me,” he said. “Then this will all be over and we can get married and start the rest of our lives.”
She looked up at him lovingly. “I can’t wait.”
He reached into his pocket, pulling out a little leather box. “Here”
“What is it?” she asked curiously.
“My mother said it’s not really an engagement without a ring.” He opened the box, revealing a modest but beautiful silver ring with a setting of three diamonds.
“David,” she breathed, overwhelmed.
“You like it? I’m not one to pick out rings.” He smiled wryly.
“Like it … I …. it’s perfect.”
He took it out of the box and slid it slowly down her finger. She admired it in the light. Elizabeth was raring to get a look at it and Michaela could see Josef out of the corner of her eye holding her back by the arm.
She clutched her hand to her chest. “Now when you’re out on the battlefield, I can keep you close to my heart.”
“You’re always in mine.” He caressed her cheek as the train whistle blew. He gave her a soft kiss. “I love you, Mike.”
She tried to create a picture of that moment in her mind so she could draw upon it when he was away. And if the worst happened and should David not come back to her, she wanted this moment to be the most lasting memory of him she had. “I love you,” she whispered.
Two and a half years later
“I’m here. Mama’s here,” Claudette whispered tearfully as she rubbed her oldest son’s chest. Robbie coughed violently into a cloth she held below his mouth, spotting it with blood.
Michaela pressed the bell of the stethoscope to the little boy’s skinny back and listened carefully. Both his lungs were filled with fluid. The consumption had slowly but relentlessly worn him down until there was nothing but a waif of a child left. In just nine months he had gone from a healthy, vibrant little boy who always said he wanted to grow up and be a doctor, to this.
Josef came into the hospital room carrying another stack of medical journals. He researched the disease day and night, the latest treatments, ideas, theories to help his suffering grandson. Robbie had endured so much, always with a soft smile on his face and a joke to tell. When Claudette, Josef, and even Michaela couldn’t hold back tears anymore, he was the one cheerful and optimistic. He was quite a remarkable young man. It was a waste of a young life, Michaela often thought when she would fall asleep at night crying quietly for him and what he was going through.
“I’ve been reading a case study,” Josef announced enthusiastically. “A German patient who was cured of the disease and has made it his life‘s work to cure others, with great successes.”
Claudette rose and went over to him. “How does he do it?”
“His sanitarium in Gorbersdorf relies heavily on good nutrition and lots of exposure to fresh air. I’ve devised a diet for him based on his research, heavy in protein and vegetables, no fat. We‘ll start him on it immediately.” He flipped through another journal. “And there’s other theories here, see here, Claudie. Theories about inducing a pneumothorax. Intentionally.”
“What’s that?” Claudette asked.
“You collapse the lung, to allow it to heal. A person can live with just one lung while the other heals.”
“Auntie Mike?” Robbie whispered as they talked.
Michaela looked at him. “Hm?”
He took a soft, brave breath. “I don’t really want to do anymore treatments. Am I a bad boy for saying that?”
Michaela could barely find her voice. She put her stethoscope on the table. “No, no you’re not bad. You’re a very good boy.”
“I’m afraid to tell Mommy,” he whispered. “I don’t want to make her sad.”
“I’ll tell her,” Michaela said bravely. “Shh, I’ll tell Mommy.”
“You will? “ He smiled up at her, then slowly closed his eyes to rest.
Michaela stroked back his hair and gave his forehead a loving kiss, a tear falling down her cheek and landing on his.
Christmas was usually a happy time in the Quinn household. But this year it was filled with nothing but sadness. Michaela’s cousin Carlton had been killed on the second day of the Battle at Gettysburg. The boy was twenty-four. There wasn’t a dry eye at his funeral in Boston as his casket was lowered to the ground draped in an American flag and a canon salute was staged in his honor, firing into the hot summer sky. Uncle Teddy was in a state of deep grief and shock. He hadn’t touched his beloved piano since and never came by the house as he used to. Uncle Teddy and Josef had become estranged over the young man’s death. Teddy blamed Josef for supporting the war, for encouraging Carlton to join the abolitionists. And Michaela could see in her father’s eyes Josef blamed himself regardless. It was as if everyone seemed to realize something horrible and permanent had happened to the Quinn family that they probably would never fully heal from.
David was gone, off on the front lines treating the wounded at battles throughout Virginia, the Carolinas, as far away as Florida. Michaela exchanged love letters with him on a weekly basis, their words to each other growing more heartfelt and intimate the longer they were apart. David would often say he regretted not marrying her before he went off to war. She had convinced him not to rush into it just because a war was starting. Now he was firm that was a mistake, and that the thought of dying and not being together as they planned to be together seemed like some cruel joke. He would talk of how beautiful she was, how much he was longing to touch her and hold her and sleep with her, but he always found a way to say such things in a polite and respectful manner. The letters had become so deeply personal Michaela felt the need to keep a few of them hidden away beneath her mattress. She hadn’t seen her fiancé in more than two years now, and yet at least on paper, they were as in love as they had ever been.
Michaela tried to keep busy. She went with William down to Dorchester almost weekly. They often talked about plans for starting a clinic there and William was saving up for it. And there was plenty to do at the hospital. The war was not over, far from it. Men were injured or killed daily. Each new battle was bloodier than the last. Massive casualties happened on both sides. Boston General Hospital was full of young men with horrendous injuries: missing limbs, missing eyes, shattered skulls, paralysis, deformities many would have to live with the rest of their lives. Michaela was practically an expert at treating all the amputees that came in. And many of them were emotionally traumatized as well. Nighttime was never quiet, with boys screaming from room to room at various times, jolted awake by their horrible nightmares. Michaela didn’t even know how to begin to help with that. She often felt very useless back here on the home front often unable to do anything more for these poor boys than sit there and hold their hand, perhaps offer a few kind words.
Worst of all, Michaela’s nephew Robbie was dying. It was a certainty now. Robbie’s father had left Claudette for good earlier that year, just before Robbie took sick. Just like that Charles packed his bags and told Claudette he was going to live with his mistress. Claudette was so stunned she could barely function, and she had been living with Elizabeth and Josef with her three children while she tried to make sense of her new life. Elizabeth would often say outside her presence how disgraced the whole family was, but Josef didn‘t breathe a word, until Charles Akins tried to come back a few months later to speak to Claudette and see the children. It was then that Josef threw him out of the house, told him if he ever went near any of them again, he would kill him. Never had Michaela seen her father lose his temper like that.
“I’m going to show these to Dr. Burke, see what he thinks,” Josef said enthusiastically as he left the room.
Michaela glanced at her sleeping nephew a moment longer, then slowly walked over to Claudette.
“Well, Father sounds optimistic,” Claudette said. She too had lost weight, and was as pale as ever. She spent nearly every moment at Robbie’s bedside in the hospital.
“Claudette, a hospital’s no place for a little boy,” Michaela began softly.
“Don’t you think I know that? But what can we do? He needs his treatments.”
“He doesn’t want to do it anymore, Claudette. He’s tired. He doesn’t want to do it.” She swallowed hard. “He told me.”
“He did?”
“Yes. Just now.” She ever so tenderly touched her arm. “Let’s take him home. To his own bed. In his own home with his family, his brother and sister and grandmother.”
“You mean, take him home to die,” Claudette said vacantly.
“Yes,” Michaela choked.
“No,” she breathed. “I can’t, I-” She shook her head. “No, we have to keep helping him here. We have to keep trying.”
“That’s not what he wants,” she said tearfully. “We can help him best now by, by honoring his wishes.”
“How are we ever going to tell Father that?” Claudette replied, eyes filled with tears. “Oh, Michaela. I knew it might come to this. I just … I …. I don’t know if I can.”
“You can,” Michaela choked. “For him.”
Claudette walked slowly over to the bed and knelt down, stroking his hair. “Baby, if that’s what you want it’s all right,” she said tearfully. “Mommy’s not angry at you.”
“I’m sorry, Mommy,” he choked.
“No. No don’t be sorry. Don’t be sorry.” Tears poured down her cheeks and she kissed him. “Oh, God, I love you, Robbie.”
Robbie tiredly held her hand and cuddled it to his chest.
Michaela discreetly left the room, giving them a little privacy. She wiped at a few tears that had fallen down her cheeks and leaned against the wall. The world felt very cruel and sick right now.
She glanced down the hall as a tall, handsome soldier in uniform walked slowly toward her. She recognized his green sash as that of a medic. It wasn’t unusual to see lots of medics roaming the hospital these days. They often went with their patients, seeing they were transported safely to medical institutions where they would be receiving more long term care, then going back out to the battlefield to bring in even more of the injured. Michaela would often do a double take, thinking she saw David. But it never was.
But as this medic came closer, he slowly began looking more familiar to Michaela. Perhaps he was just a little older, laugh lines around his kind, blue eyes. He had turned thirty out there fighting the war. And he looked all the stronger and sturdier. But it was him, her handsome fiancé and the man who consumed her every thought and desire. This time, her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her.
“David,” she breathed.
David hurried over to her, held out his arms, and she ran to him and nearly leaped into his embrace with a cry. He spun her around, holding her tightly, then kissed her passionately. The kiss seemed to last forever, neither of them caring who saw them, until finally he broke away from her and held her face in his hands.
“Let me look at you,” he breathed.
“David, you’ve been discharged!” she said with relief.
“No,” he murmured. “No, I’m just on leave. A brief leave for the holidays.”
“Oh, David,” she said, her face falling. “David, don’t go back out there.”
He kissed her cheek a few times. “I’m home for six days.”
“You’re going to be killed out there, I feel it,” she said. “I’ve been having horrible dreams. Dreams of your casket.”
“No, I’m safe. Medics aren’t in any danger,” he said, knowing full well she would never believe such a lie. He kissed her eyebrow and then down her cheek again and then kissed her lips again.
“Don’t go back,” she pleaded.
He held her face. “How’s Robbie?”
She lowered her eyes, then discreetly shook her head.
David breathed a sigh and held her to his chest. “Let’s get married. Let’s marry. Now. It won’t be anything grand. I just want to marry you. I just want you to be my wife. Oh, Michaela, how I love you.
How I want to be with you. Marry me.”
“Yes, oh yes,” she breathed. She raised her head and kissed him again.
“We’ll talk to the minister. We’ll arrange everything tomorrow, then get married the day after.”
Their plans to elope once again had to be put off, this time, by Robbie’s death. Claudette took him home from the hospital that night and the little boy held on one more day before he slipped quietly away, holding Michaela’s hand in his left and Claudette’s in his right.
The moment he went Claudette screamed as only a mother could. It went on and on, gut-wrenching and primitive. She pried open Robbie’s mouth and tried to give him some puffs of air, tried to breathe for him. Josef and Michaela had to pull her away. They held her and rocked her and sobbed with her. It was without a shadow of a doubt the worst day of Michaela’s life. The worst day for the entire Quinn family.
Michaela tried to be so strong for Mollie and William, and Claudette and the rest of the family. But in private with David she sobbed for days. She knew Robbie was Claudette’s child. But he was so special to her it felt like she had lost one of her own. If this was what it was like to lose a child, she wasn’t sure she wanted to have children at all, even though she and David talked about it in their letters and he would say things that made her smile like how much their daughters would be just like her. They never talked of having sons; neither of them thought boys were all that likely given all the girls in Michaela’s family.
There was a wake for Robbie and then they buried him and Michaela spent as much time as she could comforting Mollie and William, and then before she knew it, David had to report back to his post in Maryland.
They hadn’t gotten married on his leave like they wanted to. They certainly spent a great deal of time holding and kissing each other, but they respected the institution of marriage and David went off to his parents’ house every night. And then they were back to writing letters to each other as the terrible war carried on with no end in sight.
* * *
“Not my leg, doc. Please not my leg,” the young soldier begged, gripping David’s arm in the medical tent as he lay on an operating table.
“We wait much longer the infection could spread to your heart, Private,” David explained. “It’s got to be done.”
David had quickly learned that it wasn’t the actual operation that made these boys scream and carry on for their mothers. It was receiving the news they would have to have the operation in the first place.
“Doc Lewis?” another medic said as he came into the tent. “General Kelley wants to see ya.”
David glanced at him in confusion as he laid up some medical instruments on a towel. “What for?”
“I don’t rightly know.”
David walked out of the tent where the general was waiting with a few of his men. David stood straight and saluted him.
“At ease. You assigned to this unit, butcher?” he asked.
“Yes, sir,” David said, dropping his hand. Most of the soldiers called the doctors butchers as a nickname.
“You ride?”
“Yes, sir.”
“You’re being reassigned to mine,” the general said, unrolling some paperwork.
“I’m sorry, sir?”
“We lost three of our medics to typhoid last week. Word is you’re the best medic to grace this sorry Army. I want you with us. Rebels is advancing toward the Baltimore and Ohio railroad. Same ones that burned Chambersburg. We aim to head them off. Troops move out in two hours and you‘re coming with us. Get your effects. Report back here.”
David liked his unit and he had settled into a good routine at the field medical tents, but it wasn’t his place to question an order.
“Yes, sir,” he replied.
August 1, 1864 ~ Battle of Folck's Mill, Allegany County, Maryland
David felt his heart pounding hard against his chest as he crouched in the ditch with his unit under the hot August sun. He gripped his rifle tightly, wiping some sweat from his brow as the general looked through his scope down toward the valley below.
Another medic handed him a rolled cigarette and David took a puff, then handed it back. He reached inside his jacket pocket where he had tucked a small portrait of Michaela taken just after he proposed. It was wrinkled and dirty but still in one piece throughout this long war. Before every battle, he always gave it a soft kiss and said a silent prayer he would make it through and get back to her, and he did so now.
“Sitting ducks,” General Kelley whispered, handing the scope to his officer so he could take a look, too.
“Give the orders.”
“Artillery, advance!” the officer shouted.
Several of the men who worked the artillery guns came out of the brush and quickly set up to fire.
“Ready. Take aim! Fire!”
A deafening explosion sounded across the field. Chaos ensued as they heard the Confederate soldiers shouting and screaming. Moments later the Confederates started firing back.
“Infantry, advance!” the officer shouted.
Soldiers came barreling out of the ditch, marching toward the Confederates bravely.
“Take aim! Fire!” another officer shouted.
David hung back with the other medics, sweat all across his hairline, as they waited for someone to fall who would need their help. Moments later the Confederates fired their artillery line at them in a gigantic blast.
David covered his head with his arms as debris rained down on them. He quickly surveyed the scene.
“Over there at two o’clock. Let’s go, men!” David shouted.
The medics ran out of ditch, David leading the way through gunfire and ash and smoke toward the wounded.
“This one here, get this one,” David instructed. Two medics put a wounded man on their stretcher and carried him back. He guided other medics to more wounded, helping get them onto stretchers. Another blast of gunfire sounded around them and they all ducked and covered their heads. When David got up, he saw another wounded soldier in front of him, his best friend from when he first joined the Army and they were training in Washington.
“Straus,” David breathed. He got down beside him. He was mortally wounded, two bloody bullet wounds marking his chest.
He choked and coughed up blood. “Butcher,” he muttered.
“I’m here,” David said, crouching beside him.
Andrew held up a piece of paper in his bloody hand. “Butcher, you, you’ll give this letter to my mama?”
“No. You’re going to be fine. I’ll get you back. You‘ll be fine, Straus, we‘ll get you to the field hospital and you‘ll be fine.” He looked around, but all the medics had disappeared. “Medic!” he shouted.
“Medic! I need a medic over here!”
Andrew couched up some blood, holding his letter tighter.
“Hang on, Straus. Hang on.“ David got up impulsively and got Andrew on his feet. Then he heaved him over his shoulder with all the strength he had and began running back to the ditch.
Seconds later David felt like something had exploded inside his leg. Piercing pain shot up and down it and his whole lower body gave out from under him. He realized he had lost hold of Andrew and the young man had rolled a few feet away on the ground. He looked at his leg. A bullet had burned a large hole through his pants and blood was pouring out of the wound. Despite the searing pain, David managed to crawl back to Andrew.
“Straus! Straus!” He shook his chest. He was dead.
David panted and looked out at the battlefield. The scene was utter carnage, boys on both sides collapsed across the field, begging for a medic or for their mother or anyone to help them. Artilleries exploded up and down the field, men crouched down to fire their guns, generals tried to keep order and give commands. Then in an instant, a massive explosion burst right in front of David, blowing him backwards several yards, and everything went dark.
Chapter Three
“More morphine, give it to him,” the field medic instructed his partner as he worked at removing the bullet from David‘s leg.
“Doc, we’re almost all out,” the other medic said as he surveyed the wooden box of morphine vials.

David let out a guttural scream as he lay under the field tent in the hot sun. He felt like his entire face had been blown away. And his leg burned and throbbed and radiated up and down like no pain he had ever felt before. He didn’t know where he was, what had happened. He was surrounded by several other medical tents, boys screaming and moaning all around him. He had resigned himself to dying. He was going to die a slow and painful death right here under some dirty medical tent and he would never see Michaela again. David screamed.
“For God sake give it to him, God damn you!” the medic ordered.
The medic fumbled to fill another syringe and injected it into David’s good leg. The doctor finally fished out the bullet and put it in a basin.
“Disinfect the wound again, then bandage it tightly for transport,” the doctor instructed. He shifted up to David’s face. David was covering it with his arm.
“Take your hand away, boy. Come on now, take it away.”
David panted and moaned and growled.
“Take it away,” the doctor said as he guided his arm off. Even the doctor couldn’t help drawing in his breath in shock.
“I’m blind,” David muttered. “They blew my eyes away, doc. God damn it, damn it all.”
“No, you’ve got one good one here, son,” he said, giving his shoulder a gentle squeeze. “We’re going to get you fixed up here then take you to the hospital. Keep your wits about you, don’t lose it on me, butcher.”
“I don’t want to lose my leg, too, don’t saw off my leg,” David muttered. “Don’t…don’t saw off my leg.” He trailed off, losing strength, and finally drifted back into unconsciousness.
* * *
“Mr. O’Neil?” Michaela said as she came into the hospital room carrying a tray with a syringe.
“Ya make me feel a hundred years old when ya say that,” the young soldier said. “It’s Jimmy, doc.”
“Jimmy,” she said with a kind smile. “It’s time for your injection.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She sat on the bed. His wounded leg was propped up in a sling strung from the ceiling and his head was bandaged. He was eighteen years old, had fought courageously at the Battle of Cool Spring in Virginia some two weeks before, and he was going to survive. But whether he would ever walk normally again remained to be seen. He was lucky as it was just to keep his leg.
Michaela tenderly lifted up his nightshift, cleansed his thigh and then inserted the needle. Jimmy watched her skilled hands.
“Darn,” he murmured.
“Does it hurt?” Michaela asked.
“No, not the needle,” he said. “I was talkin’ about your ring. Never noticed that before.”
She glanced at her engagement ring, a modest but beautiful diamond David had given to her when he left to go to war. Had that been more than three years ago? The war had put off all their wedding plans and they didn‘t even have a date now, but they both wanted to be married as soon as he came home and things settled down. “Oh,” she said shyly.
“Figures somebody like you is engaged. I was about to ask you to supper,” he said with a smile. “’Course, it would have to be hospital food. Not exactly romantic I reckon.”
“I’m just glad you have an appetite.”
“A small one.”
“Would you like me to read to you?” she offered, touching the book on the table beside him.
“Yes, ma’am. I’d be obliged.”
Just as she was opening the book Josef Quinn appeared in the doorway. His face looked drawn with concern and he was clutching a small telegram.
Michaela met his eyes. “Dr. Quinn?”
“Could you step into the hall with me please, doctor?” he said softly.
“I’ll be back,” she said, patting Jimmy’s arm. She walked out of the room and shut the door. “Father, is something wrong?”
“I …” He handed her the telegram. “Here”
Michaela read the brief telegram over and over from the War Department. Dr. David Lewis. Wounded in action. Baltimore General Hospital, Baltimore, Maryland.
The color drained from her face and she slowly looked up. “I must go to him.”
Josef clutched her arm in support. “We’ll both go.”
* * *
“Your man’s a hero, young lady,” the doctor said as he stood beside David’s bed in the hospital. “He ran straight out into the battlefield a dozen times helping to bring back the wounded. That’s when there was a giant explosion. Canon fire.”
Michaela stared at her beloved fiancé in shock as Josef held her arm in support. His left eye was heavily bandaged and couldn’t be saved, and he was covered in numerous cuts and scrapes. He had a broken arm, and his right leg was so mangled and destroyed no one could promise her he would keep that either. She didn’t even recognize him. Except his hands. His large, tan hands. She brought her small and pale hand to his and sat on a chair beside the bed.
The hospital corridor was filled to bursting with the wounded. Row after row of beds with patients in as bad shape as David, and often worse. Doctors and nurses and volunteers roamed up and down the rows. They had David so sedated on morphine all he could do was moan softly every few minutes. Clearly he wasn’t aware of all the chaos going on around him, let alone Michaela’s presence. She drew his hand to her lips and kissed it. “You’ll be all right, sweetheart. You’ll get through this,” she whispered tearfully. “I’ll help you through it.”
* * *
David slowly became conscious of something in his hand. After a long moment, he realized it was someone else’s hand, holding his. They were small fingers, soft and delicate. Fingers he knew so well watching them perform all kinds of surgeries. Fingers he could recognize just by touch. They were Michaela’s.
He was sure it was a dream. But it was a nice dream anyway and one he didn’t want to wake up from. He squeezed her fingers and stroked the back of her hand with his thumb.
“David?” she whispered.
He slowly opened his good eye. He could barely make her out. She was blurry and the room felt like it was spinning. She shifted closer to him and gradually she came into focus.
“Rest,” she soothed. “I’m here.”
He gradually realized it wasn’t a dream. “You’re here,” he echoed.
She smiled her beautiful smile. “Yes. Yes.”
He felt relief and gratitude at first. But then he remembered all his terrible injuries and he suddenly wished Michaela wasn’t here at all. He didn’t want her to see him like this. He didn’t want her to waste a moment of her time on what was now a waste of a man.
He turned his head away from her, swallowing hard.
“Boston. Go back to Boston,” he choked.
“Boston? No, I‘m here. I‘m here with you, David,” she breathed. She paused a moment, remembering all the drugs David was on and what with all his injuries, the doctors had warned her he might not quite be himself when he awoke. She stroked his arm patiently. “Just sleep. I’m here.”
* * *
Michaela wheeled David into the hospital courtyard, a cheerful smile on her face. David however was as solemn as ever, his severe injuries having sent him into a dark depression. He wore a brown patch now over his eye, and although they had managed to save his leg, he wasn’t able to walk. If he ever did walk, he would need a cane, probably for the rest of his life. At least that’s what all the army doctors told them.
“I love this part of the day,” she remarked. “All the colors. When the sun sets.” Michaela paused them under a small maple tree. Its leaves had turned a brilliant red in the fall. “Are you cold? Do you need a blanket? David?”
“I’m fine,” he muttered.
She sat on a stone bench close to him and faced him. “What do you think about going home soon?”
“Baltimore, Boston, it doesn’t matter. I’ll still be like this,” he whispered.
“You won’t always be like this,” she admonished. “And it’s Boston. It’s our home. It’s where we were going to have our life together.”
“Michaela, please don’t.”
“Don’t what?”
His voice broke. “Don’t …. don’t talk about a life together as if nothing’s happened.”
“Nothing has happened,” she protested.
“Michaela, how can I be a neurological surgeon with just one eye?” he demanded.
“But David, there’s so many other things you could do at the hospital besides surgery. I’m sorry, I know how much that was your dream. But you can’t give up medicine entirely. You could practice general medicine, or what about pediatrics?”
“It’s more than that,” he murmured. “Much more.”
“What? I know something’s been eating away at you all these weeks. Why won’t you talk to me about it?”
He slowly met her eyes, swallowing hard. “We can’t get married.”
Her face fell in dismay. “What? Why?”
“You know why.”
“I don’t,” she protested. “David, I’m wearing your ring. I love you.”
“And I love you. But it wouldn’t be fair to you. You’re not even thirty years old. You have your whole life ahead of you. I won’t have you wasting it away day in and day out taking care of an invalid. You should meet someone young and healthy who can truly make you happy. If I had things my way … I wish you had never even known I survived.”
“You make me happy,” she retorted. “I don’t want someone else. I want you. I‘ll take care of you.”
“I can’t let you do it, Mike. I‘m sorry. I can‘t.”
“I’ll make my own decisions about who I will and won’t marry,” she spat. “You can’t tell me what to do.”
For the first time since he was wounded, a soft smile came to his face. “My God, you’re fiery.”
She mirrored his smile ever so slightly. “That’s why you want to marry me, remember? You like it.”
He gently touched her chin. “I do like it.”
She grasped his hand and held it to her heart. “David, don’t you understand? You’re still David on the inside. Your body may not be exactly the same, but you’re still the man I know and love and want to marry. My plans haven’t changed. We’re going to marry and work side by side and have our own home in Boston and raise our daughters together. Don‘t you remember all the dreams we had?”
He gently fingered her engagement ring. “I just, I’m not sure how those dreams can be.”
“Why? Because you’re in a wheelchair? You won’t be sitting here forever. I’ll see to that.”
“You really want to be burdened with a cripple like me?”
“The real question is you’re sure you want to be burdened with someone as stubborn as me?” she replied wryly.
He chuckled softly. “Yes.”
“What about after the first of the year? I just know the war will be over by then, God willing. And that gives you plenty of time to get back on your feet.”
“Well, I do like February,” he admitted. “What about … what about St. Valentine’s Day?”
She smiled and leaned forward, kissing him. “St. Valentine’s it is.”
* * *
Michaela lay awake in bed in her sleeping car, gazing out the window at the starry sky as the train moved steadily northward. She fingered her engagement ring. They had a date now. They were really getting married. The war had gone on so long she began to wonder if David would ever come home. Now her patience had finally paid off and the love of her life was soon to be her husband.
Restlessly, she got out of bed. David had kissed her goodnight discreetly a few hours ago. But she missed him already. When he left to go serve as an Army doctor on the front lines it had been devastating. She pined after him dreadfully, every day, every hour. But now that he was back and safe and honorably discharged, she found her love for her heroic fiancé had only deepened. At first perhaps it was a girlish love, an infatuation with the tall, remarkably handsome doctor. But as this terrible war went on, as she grew into a mature woman, her feelings had blossomed into something much more meaningful. She didn’t care about his injuries. It didn’t matter to her he had to wear a patch now and couldn’t walk. Every time she saw him it just made her think how brave and dedicated he was helping all those poor wounded boys on the battlefield.
“David?” she whispered. She rapped lightly on his door. “David?” She opened the door to find him sitting on his pull-down bed, carefully pouring a powdered substance into a little cup of water.
“Mike?” he replied. “Is something wrong?”
She gazed at him in confusion. “What’s that? Is that morphine? Is your leg still bothering you?”
He cleared his throat. “Yes, yes it’s bad tonight.”
She frowned and went over to him, sitting beside him. “I’m sorry. Is there anything I can do?” She rubbed his back.
He drank down the medicine. “I’ll be all right.”
“I don’t know why it keeps giving you such trouble. It’s been so long.” She kissed his shoulder. “I’m sorry you’re going through this, my darling. I wish I had better answers for you.”
He smiled softly at her. “What would your mother say, the two of us sitting on my bed together in our nightclothes?”
“Did you really have to bring up Mother?” she replied. “And we were having such a nice time.”
He chuckled softly. He put his arm around her and gave her a soft kiss. “What brings you in here this time of night?”
“I missed you,” she said simply. She kissed him again.
“I missed you,” he replied. He kissed her a little deeper, stroking her back. “You’re so beautiful. February can’t come soon enough.”
“Mm, yes,” she replied, wrapping her arms around him. For a fleeting moment, she wondered what would be so bad about consummating their relationship right now. They were in love, they were engaged, this was her future husband, no one would have to know. She had been patient for over three long years throughout the war, and now she was almost thirty and had still never been with a man.
He was the one to finally pull away and shake his head. “Now, your father will never forgive me.”
She smiled ever so softly. “Yes, you’re right.”
He rested his hands on his thighs a moment. “Michaela? He’s not very fond of me. Your father.”
“What? Of course he is.” But she knew it was true. Josef didn’t like David. He hadn’t since the moment David first noticed her.
“Was it something I did?”
She rested her head against his shoulder. “Nothing you did. I don’t know. Father and I were always so close. I suppose it’s always hard to see a child grow up and move on. Perhaps it‘s hard for him to accept there‘s more than one man in my life now.”
He sighed. “I suppose. It’s just, if I’m going to take someone’s little girl away, it would be nice if they acted all right with it.”
“He’s all right with it. He will be at least. Don’t worry.” She kissed his shoulder. Her father was thrilled to marry off her older sisters. He raved about their husbands. Their wedding days were all so joyous for him. But Josef’s bond with Michaela was a special one, it always had been. It was hard being the youngest child in a big family, it was hard knowing Elizabeth had always wished she were a boy and sometimes seemed to even resent her for it, and it was even harder to be chasing after a man’s profession. Michaela knew she was her father’s favorite, and she had always been grateful that at least he was in her corner. But it had its disadvantages, such as now, when she was ready to marry and leave him behind. “He’ll be all right, my love,” she added uncertainly, rubbing his back.
* * *
“I just finished my shift,” Michaela said as she walked into David’s office. She found him pulled up to his desk in his wheelchair, resting his chin in one hand solemnly. “I thought we could go get some hot clam chowder together at the Union Oyster House.” She came over to him, glancing at the pile of papers on his desk. David had started to oversee many of the more administrative aspects of the hospital, especially down in the children’s wing, and there was talk of making him chief of pediatrics. “Sweetheart, what is it? Bad day?”
He sighed, looking up at her. “I just keep thinking about February. Our wedding day.”
She smiled. “I do, too. There’s so much to plan. Mother’s beside herself. But don’t worry everything’s going to come together.”
“Mike, I want to stand up with you on that day. I don’t want to be in this chair.” He sighed with determination. “I’m going to do it. I’m going to walk again.” He met her eyes. “You don’t seem surprised.”
She shrugged. “I just always knew you would, that’s all. I always knew.”
He clutched her hand. “Will you help me do it?”
“Yes. Yes of course. Dr. Burke thinks it would help if we do exercises on your leg, every day, to prevent atrophy. And you could use a cane to steady you.”
“Oh. You talked about this with Dr. Burke?”
She gazed at him blankly. “Yes, why?”
“You’re fond of him.”
“Who? Dr. Burke?” she blurted.
“You’re fond of him. You never mentioned him before until I came back from the war.”
“Well, we just spent a lot of time together working in Dorchester. We have a lot of similar interests.” Her brow narrowed. “What’s wrong, David?”
“Are you sure he’s just a friend?”
“David, don’t ask me that,” she said, taken aback.
He let out his breath with a soft chuckle. “I’m sorry. I’m being silly.”
“Of course you are.” She bent down and kissed his forehead, putting her arm around him. “Now, let’s talk about getting you walking. What better time than the present?”
“Mike, perhaps a little morphine first. Before we begin.”
“Oh, is it hurting?” she said, stroking his hair.
“Yes, it’s hurting. Quite a bit.”
“Oh.” She kissed his temple. “Well, stay here. I’ll get it.”
He gazed at her lovingly. “Thank you, darling.”
* * *
“David, are you in here?” Josef asked as he opened the swinging door to the kitchen at the Lewis townhouse. A string orchestra could be heard starting up another waltz in the next room “It’s time to open presents.” He spotted David in his wheelchair pulled up to the table, his medical bag open, drinking something out of a cup.
“Dr. Quinn.” He cleared his throat. “I was-”
Josef narrowed his brow and stepped toward him. “Is that morphine you’re taking?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Still?”
“My leg still bothers me sometimes, sir.”
Josef eyed him skeptically a long moment. “How much do you take? How often?”
“Not that often,” he said with a shrug.
“David, how often?” he pressed.
“I don’t know. Just every few days.” He quickly packed up his medical bag. “I’d better get back to the party.” He grabbed the wheels of his chair and spun them toward the door.
“Yes, of course.” He leaned against the table, folding his arms.
“Father, there you are,” Michaela said as she breezed in a few moments later. “We found David, now we need you!”
“Mike, David’s still taking morphine.” He gazed at her a long moment.
She looked back at him. “Yes. I know.”
“You know?”
“He has chronic pain. We don’t know why.”
“I’m worried about him.”
“So am I. I hate to see him suffer. He‘s so young. We have to have faith it‘ll get better in time.”
“I mean I’m worried about the morphine. We’re starting to see it in the hospital. Boys coming home from the battlefield dependent on that drug. Constantly needing it. Daily, even hourly.”
“What are you trying to say, Father?” she replied. “You think David has to have the morphine?”
He sighed. “I couldn’t say. I don’t know. But something isn’t right when he’s still taking it this often nearly six months after he was wounded.” He walked to her. “If he one day takes too much, you know as well as I what could happen. It‘s a dangerous drug. Most drugs that powerful are.”
“No, that’s not David. He wouldn’t let himself get dependent on anything,” she said, shaking her head. “He’s so strong.”
“Mike, it has nothing to do with strength. For God sake if he is dependent on it it’s not his fault. Doctors out there are giving it out so freely. I don’t blame them. I can’t imagine all the terrible injuries they see. Boys half dead, pain we can only dare imagine. I’d want to help them with their pain, too. I’d give them morphine, too.”
She thought back to the past several months. She knew David was taking morphine often, but she hadn’t worried about it too much. She just kept telling herself he would feel better soon and then he wouldn’t need it. He was happier when he was on the drug, relaxed. He would go off it for a day or so and quickly become agitated and short with her. In fact as she recalled he asked her about her relationship with William when he hadn’t had his morphine in a few days. When he took a dose he would calm down again. And that was his pattern, calm and relaxed, then agitated, then relaxed again. She had learned to tread lightly around him when he was off the drug. She was patient and kept telling herself he had been through so much and just needed support right now.
“Father if he … if he is dependent on it like you suspect, what can be done?”
He stroked his beard. “I’ve been reading all the literature out there I can find about it. They all seem to agree the best course of action is a complete and utter removal of the drug. Don’t give him a drop more. A detoxification.”
“Suddenly? But wouldn’t it be better to wean him off it? Slowly over time.”
“It’s been tried that way, it doesn’t seem to work.”
She swallowed. “What … what happens? I mean, when you take away the drug.”
“Symptoms of withdrawal can be violent. Headache, severe pain, vomiting, tremors. But once all traces of the drug have left the system the body recovers.”
She gazed at the door pensively. She feared her father could be right, that David was addicted to the morphine. “I’ll talk to him,” she whispered.
“The sooner the better. There’s reason to believe the longer he takes that drug the worse it will be to get him off it.”
* * *
Michaela waltzed around the floor with her father as the quartet played Johann Straus. David’s family had spared no expense on the elaborate engagement party with dancing and gourmet food and lots of prominent guests, including a state senator, several judges and other politicians, lawyers and of course doctors the family knew. Everyone was having a wonderful time.
“The closing date’s next month. Just in time for the wedding,” Michaela said.
Josef didn’t reply.
“We won’t have to live with you, Father. Be happy,” she said wryly.
He smiled softly.
She stopped dancing a moment. “You are happy about this, Father, aren’t you?”
“I …” He bent his head. “You’re sure about this, Mike? I mean, you’re not just … just, settling? I know how much your mother pressures you about this.”
“Father, I’d never settle,” she replied. She gazed across the room at David. He was talking to another doctor at the dinner table. He couldn’t dance of course. But he was happy to watch her and encouraged her to go enjoy herself, knowing how much she loved being out on the floor.
“I know your mother and sisters have put so much into this wedding,” he said. “But, Mike, if it wasn’t right, we’d understand. We can cancel everything.”
David met her eyes and smiled lovingly at her, giving her a little wave.
“It’s right,” she murmured. “I’m sure of it.”
David motioned for her to come over. She left Josef and joined him at the table.
“Everyone, can I have your attention please, “David said, banging on his glass with a fork. The room quieted. “I have a surprise for my beautiful fiancée here.”
“What is it?” Michaela asked shyly.
He grasped the handles of his wheelchair tightly, narrowed his brow, and slowly and carefully, got to his feet. The audience gasped and then clapped.
“David, when did you … ?” Michaela breathed. “Oh, my darling.” She gave him a big hug, holding him tighter than she ever had before. David’s younger brother came over with a cane for him to lean on.
“I did it for you,” David said. “For you.” He picked up his champagne glass. “A toast,” he said. “To the most wonderful woman a man could ever hope to marry. To my inspiration. To my reason to get out of that blasted chair and back to my old life. ‘Oh, my love is like a red, red rose, that’s newly sprung in June. Oh, my love is like a melody, that’s sweetly played in tune.”
Michaela smiled tearfully at him as he gazed into her eyes passionately.
“As fair art thou, my bonnie lass,” he went on, “So deep in love am I. And I will love thee still, my dear, Till all the seas gang dry.’ To us, Michaela.”
“Here, here!” everyone said and they toasted their glasses and the women sighed and everyone clapped again.
* * *
“Christmas Eve at your parents and then we can have Christmas brunch in the morning at my parents,” David said as he held Michaela’s hand in the carriage. They were bundled warm under a thick quilt, hot potatoes tucked in their pockets.
“Yes, that’s perfect.” She gazed at him wryly a moment. “What are you getting me for Christmas? Hm?”
“What are you getting me first?” he replied.
“Isn’t my hand in marriage enough?” She smiled.
He looked out the window. “Michaela, we’re going by the restaurant. Driver, stop.”
“Its fine, I know,” she replied.
“You know? I thought we were going to have breakfast.”
“We are. Just not here. In Cambridge. Then we’re going to go Christmas shopping together. I have four sisters you know. And lots of nieces and nephews. It’s a lot to shop for.”
David looked very uncomfortable.
“David, it’s a surprise. Smile.”
“But you hate surprises.”
“I hate being surprised,” she corrected. “I don’t mind surprising other people.” She kissed him. “Especially the man I love.”
He forced a smile. “Yes. Cambridge. We’ll have a good time.”
She snuggled against him, pleased.
* * *
“Excellent choice, miss,” the merchant said as he finished wrapping up a skein of beautiful lacy fabric in brown paper. He tied it off with a string. “There you are. Happy Christmas.”
“Happy Christmas,” she replied as she walked out of the store.
David was waiting for her in the carriage. He had grown increasingly more agitated as the day went on. He didn’t seem to be enjoying their shopping trip at all. He didn’t eat anything at the nice restaurant she took him to for lunch and complained his leg hurt and that he didn’t have his medical bag with his medicine. Michaela tried to tell herself his leg was just aching from the cold and he would come out of this shortly, but as the hours went on he just seemed to get worse.
“I found the fabric I wanted for Mollie,” she said softly as she climbed inside. She rubbed his back. “David, it’s not any better at all?”
He buried his face behind his hands and rested his elbows on his knees. “No, it’s not any better at all,” he muttered.
“I just don’t understand this. It’s healed completely. Far better than I ever could have hoped for. Why does it hurt you so?”
“I don’t know, damn it,” he said testily. He glanced at the package. “When will you have time to sew anything?”
“I’ll find time. I just want it to be special. A first communion doesn’t happen every day.”
“I’ll never understand you Catholics and all this fuss over first communions. Besides, you can’t sew anyway.”
“I can sew,” she said defensively. “I may not sew as nice as Marjorie or Claudette but I can. Besides, if a doctor can stitch a wound like I can, I should be able to stitch a first communion shawl.”
He groaned softly and rubbed his leg.
“I’m sorry. Would it help if I rub it for you?” she asked desperately.
“No, I need my medicine,” he said firmly. “This is all your fault dragging us all the way out here without my medicine! I need it!”
“I’m sorry,” she choked, eyes welling with tears. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think this would happen.” She shook her head at him, the cold truth sinking in. “It’s not really hurting, is it? You just need the morphine. They gave you too much of it too often all those months when you were convalescing. Father was right.”
“Please can we go home?” he murmured. “Please.”
“David, we could get you off it. Father and I. He said he would help. David, it‘s not your fault they gave you that drug. They made you dependent on it and it‘s not your fault.”
“I’m not dependent on it.”
“Yes, you are!” she cried. “You are and I’m frightened!”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about. Now let’s go home!”
* * *
“Headaches, abdominal pain, tiredness,” Dr. Hanson said as he held up the patient’s chart. The six-year-old was dozing in her hospital bed while her very worried parents waited outside. “Dr. Burke?”
“Well, I would suggest perhaps the gallbladder, Dr. Hanson,” he said.
Michaela made her way around the men to gently touch the little girl’s shoulder. The patient opened her eyes. Michaela smiled softly at her. “What’s your name?”
“Sadie,” she whispered.
“I’m Dr. Quinn. But you can call me Mike if you like. Is it all right I feel your belly?”
She nodded.
“Gallbladder, precisely, very good, Dr. Burke,” Dr. Hanson said. “We’ve scheduled the surgery in the morning. Come along, Dr. Quinn.”
Michaela ignored him and sat on the bed, gently pressing down on the child’s belly, toward the right. “Does this hurt?”
She shook her head.
Michaela glanced at the empty pitcher beside her bed. “Are you thirsty a lot, sweetheart? Do you want to drink lots of water?”
“Yes, sometimes,” she whispered.
Michaela glanced up and realized Dr. Hanson and Dr. Burke had left. She hurried to catch up to them.
“It’s scheduled at six in the morning. You may assist if you’d like, Dr. Burke,” Dr. Hanson said as they headed back to their offices.
“Wait, I’m not sure it’s her gallbladder,” Michaela said.
Dr. Hanson stopped and turned around, staring at her.
“It’s just she’s awfully young to be having gallbladder problems. That’s rare in children.”
“Well, maybe you haven’t, but I’ve seen it many times, Dr. Quinn,” Dr. Hanson retorted.
“Well, but what if it’s something else? We could be subjecting her to unnecessary surgery. Dangerous surgery.”
“What do you suppose it is?” Dr. Burke asked curiously.
Dr. Hanson sighed. “Well? Speak up, girl.”
Michaela bit her lip angrily. She just hated that Dr. Hanson called her “girl” as if she were a stupid little child, but her father always advised her to pick her battles with this particular doctor. “It’s just, her stomach pain is more generalized. Gallbladder pain is usually on the right side. She’s not tender there at all. And she says she’s thirsty. I’m wondering if it could be, well, diabetes mellitus. The juvenile form.”
“Impossible,” Dr. Hanson said dismissively. “There’s no weight loss, voiding’s normal, not too frequent-”
“But a recent article in the America Medical Association journal suggests that children with diabetes present with very distinct symptoms. Symptoms entirely different than adults with the disease. Headaches, stomach pain, those were some of the very signs described. This patient has all of that. She‘s textbook.”
“Textbook! That is if this new theory has any muster,” Dr. Hanson said irritably.
“Wait, I read that same article,” Dr. Burke said, lighting up slightly. “It was very well-researched.”
Dr. Hanson folded his arms. “And what do you suggest we do, Dr. Quinn? Hmm? Tell her parents we have some sort of vague guess that it could be a terrible fatal disease like that?”
“Well, yes, why wouldn’t we?” she asked, blinking.
“Because at least they can feel like we’re doing something if we can operate and remove her gallbladder,” he said. “If it is diabetes mellitus, the child will die. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but soon. Very soon.”
Michaela glanced back at the room and swallowed hard. “But at least we wouldn’t have to subject a dying little girl to unnecessary surgery.”
“Your shift’s over,” he said firmly. “Goodnight.” He spun around and walked down the hall.
Dr. Burke gently touched her arm. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re right.”
“I just don’t want to put her through painful surgery like that, that’s all,” she whispered. “We should, we should just send her home with her parents. So she can be home with her family.”
“I know.”
“Dr. Burke!” Dr. Hanson called firmly.
“Go on,” she murmured. “Goodnight.”
“Goodnight,” he said.
Michaela sighed and headed to her office. She was startled to see David sitting at her desk solemnly, waiting for her.
“Oh. I didn’t know you were here.”
“I thought I could drive you home,” he murmured. “But I thought your shift wasn’t over for another hour.”
“Dr. Hanson sent me home early.” She went over to her basin to wash her hands.
“Oh. That was kind of him.”
“I don’t think he was being kind exactly.” She sighed. “David, there’s a patient in the children’s ward with diabetes. I’m sure of it. And Dr. Hanson doesn’t want to believe it. Instead he wants to take out her gallbladder.”
David sighed. “That’s too bad.”
She finished washing her hands and drying them off. She could feel the awkwardness in the air as she went over to the coat rack to gather her things.
“Mike, I’m sorry,” he blurted. “I’m sorry I fought with you, I’m sorry we had a fight.” He got up slowly with his cane and walked over to her.
“I’m sorry, too,” she whispered. “I don’t want to fight with you.”
“I’ve been thinking about what you said,” he murmured. “About the morphine. You’re right, I take it too much. I … I was addicted to it.”
“Oh, David,” she breathed.
“But not anymore. You’re right, I need to stop. I stopped.”
“When?”
“Just yesterday.”
She touched his chest, remembering what her father had warned her about withdrawal. “And you feel all right?”
He shrugged. “A little tired. But I’m all right. I’m not going to use it anymore. I’m through. I don‘t care what it takes, I‘m through with that awful drug.”
“Thank God,” she whispered, drawing him into her arms. “Oh, David. I was afraid; I thought … I was afraid the engagement was off. After our fight I, well, I…”
“Hush. I want to marry you more than ever.”
“You do?”
He caressed her cheek. “Don’t you see, Mike? It’s not that I just want to marry you. I need to marry you. I need you to help me be the man I want to be.”
She smiled softly at him. “I need you, too.”
He hugged her again, gently rocking her.
* * *
“Come in,” Michaela called as she grabbed the last few medical textbooks off her desk in her room.
Elizabeth opened the door and stood there, holding a cup of tea. “I brought you some tea.”
“Oh, thank you, Mother.” She went over to her trunk and placed the books inside, then she closed it. “I finished packing. I’ll have Harrison bring this down in the morning.”
Elizabeth put the cup on her desk. “Well, tomorrow’s the big day.”
Michaela smiled softly.
“How are you feeling?” Elizabeth asked.
Michaela paused a moment. Elizabeth never talked about anyone’s feelings, much less Michaela’s. “Well, I … I’m a little nervous I suppose. But happy. So happy.”
“Good.” Elizabeth gestured at her bed. “Here, sit down.”
“Sit down?” Michaela blurted awkwardly.
“Yes, sit. Let’s talk.”
Michaela sat on the bed, folding her hands.
Elizabeth cleared her throat. “Well, it’s normal to feel nervous. We all do. I had this talk with all your sisters before you and I suppose it’s time we had it now, too. It‘s a little later than I imagined it would be. A lot later actually. But no matter.”
“What talk?” Michaela blurted, shifting a little.
“Michaela, there’s, well, certain things expected of a wife in all good marriages. Certain things expected to help foster peace and harmony.”
“What things?” Michaela asked blankly.
Elizabeth was about as uncomfortable as Michaela had ever seen her. Elizabeth Quinn always had more confidence and poise than any woman Michaela had ever met. But now she just looked pained.
“Oh, for heaven sake. I’m talking about the, the wifely duty.”
Michaela stared at her. “Um, oh,” she murmured at last.
Elizabeth looked away and cleared her throat. “You may not always feel, well, up to it. But your role now is to be David’s wife and with that comes certain responsibilities. He does his part by supporting you and the family, and you, well, you‘ll do your part. A good wife, she holds the family together. And that‘s one way, the best way, to hold the family together. Do you understand?”
“I…. I think so,” Michaela said softly, although truthfully she wasn‘t sure. Michaela really knew nothing about what to expect on her wedding night. Twenty-four hours from now she and David would be married and starting their honeymoon. Surely he would want to make love as soon as they were alone. He talked about it sometimes, always in a way that was polite. He talked about how much he wanted them to be together like married people were together. But she wasn‘t sure how to act or what to say or how it would happen. She trusted David, but deep down she felt a lot of fear about this new part of their relationship. They were so perfect for each other, she didn’t know if she wanted to add some complicated component to it like this. What if it changed things? Or worse, what if he wasn’t happy with her? She had longed for so long to have the kind of relationship with her mother where she could ask her about such things, and now Elizabeth seemed to be opening a door tonight. “Mother, how do you, I mean, is it difficult? What are you supposed to do?”
Elizabeth shifted on her feet. “What do you mean what are you supposed to do? You don’t do anything.”
“You don’t?”
“No, you just, you just … well, you lay there.”
“Oh,” Michaela said softly. “So, I should just-?”
“Yes, just lay there. He‘ll know what to do, all men do somehow,” Elizabeth said, clearing her throat.
“Oh. Good,” Michaela said, biting her lip. She felt like laughing and crying at the same time.
“Goodness, look at the time. You need your rest for tomorrow. And so do I!” She came over to her and gave her cheek a soft kiss. “Goodnight, Michaela.”
“Mother, thank you. Thank you for our talk.” She smiled softly at her.
“Drink your tea,” Elizabeth said, breezing out of the room.
* * *
“Who gives this woman to be married to this man?” the Reverend asked as he held his Bible.
Josef gazed at the gorgeous bride on his arm, taking her all in. Her handsome groom was waiting patiently for her hand a few feet away. Just like he promised, David was standing on his own two feet. And without even a cane. His recovery had been a miracle. Josef laid his hand atop Michaela’s and gently squeezed for a long moment.
“Her mother and I do,” he said softly. He kissed her cheek and then just like that David was taking her arm and guiding her to stand in front of the Reverend and begin the ceremony. Josef joined Elizabeth at their seats and she threaded her arm with his and dabbed at her tears with her handkerchief.
* * *
“Just leave them beside the bed, thank you,” David said as he gave the bellhop a few coins.
“Yes, sir,” the young man replied. He carried their luggage inside and then quickly left.
“Oh, David, look at this room,” Michaela breathed, stepping forward.
“Not yet, not yet,” he said, drawing her back.
“What?” she replied curiously?
He picked her up into his arms. “It’s tradition.”
“David, your leg,” she said with concern.
“It’s fine.” He took a step forward and wobbled slightly.
“David!” she cried.
He chuckled and straightened. “Mike, I’m only fooling.”
She gasped and hit his chest. “David. Don’t do that.”
He gazed at her a moment and then pressed his lips to hers. He kissed her all the way to the large canopy bed where he laid her atop it and began the tedious task of undressing her of her beautiful white wedding gown.
They kept the wedding modest and small. With the war still going on neither one of them felt right about holding the kind of grand high society wedding their families may have wanted. It was a simple affair on a sunny winter day at the Lutheran church David grew up in. Of course it drove Elizabeth, and for that matter, Maureen and Marjorie and Claudette, absolutely batty they weren’t having a proper Catholic ceremony. But David wasn’t all that interested in converting to Catholicism, and Michaela didn’t care as long as they were married.
Their honeymoon was to be unexceptional as well. If it weren’t for the war, they might have planned a lavish, lengthy trip to Philadelphia or Baltimore. But it was dangerous to go anywhere with violence still raging all up and down the coast. So they decided to book a hotel for a few days in the old part of Boston known as the North End, eat at the nicest restaurants and perhaps go to the theater, and they would return to work at the hospital the following week.
Michaela stroked back David’s hair as he kissed her breasts for the first time. It was the first time any man had seen her unclothed before, and it was equally frightening and thrilling. David paused briefly to undress beside the bed, then he got under the covers with her and went back to kissing her breasts, stroking her back and whispering in her ear.
Michaela reached for his eye patch and tried to nudge it off his head.
“No,” he whispered. “No, leave it.”
“It can’t be all that comfortable,” she whispered back.
“It’s fine.”
She touched his smooth, hairless chest. “David, I love you for what’s in here. Not on the outside. It’s all right. You can take it off.” She caressed his cheek. “David, I’m your wife now. There’s nothing you have to hide from me.”
“My wife. That sounds good to my ears,” he murmured.
“To mine, too,” she replied.

He reached up and eased the patch off, putting it on the night table beside her. She smiled softly at him and then lifted her head to kiss him reassuringly.
“God, I love you,” he whispered as their kissing and caressing escalated. When the moment felt right he reached down and guided himself slowly between her legs. It was a sharp, tearing pain at first. She could feel a little warm blood. Then the pain was over and she was filled with the overwhelming realization that she and her husband were finally joined together as a man and woman was meant to be. Both of them were virgins, as most unmarried people in their circles were, or were supposed to be. Neither of them felt fully comfortable about how one should go about something like this. And yet it came naturally to them, as naturally as it should when two people were in love and destined to end up together. He kissed her and ran his hand up and down her long, smooth back, moving his hips in a steady rhythm.
After awhile he braced himself atop her and moved all the faster, suddenly spurred by an instinctual need to release inside her. He sighed several times and closed his eyes and squeezed her hands tightly. At last his movements ceased and he slowly lowered himself to rest atop her, tenderly caressing her cheek and giving her soft little kisses on her face.
“Are you all right?” he whispered at last.
“Mm. And you?” she whispered back. She felt overwhelmed. She hadn’t expected it to all feel so instinctual. Somehow they just knew exactly what to do. And it was the most extraordinary feeling when David finally released inside her for the first time. It was warm and beautiful and she felt so fulfilled. She was glad now they had waited. The moment was all the more special.
He smiled softly. “I think we’ll get the hang of it soon enough.” He shifted over to his side and leisurely caressed her breast in his large hand. He stroked her nipple with his thumb and it grew hard and taught against his loving touch.
“Was I …. was I all right?” Michaela whispered shyly. She wondered what David thought of her, now that he had been with her unclothed for the first time. She never felt all that curvy and she thought her breasts were small. She wasn’t tall and graceful like Rebecca and Maureen. And men didn’t turn their heads toward her like they did when Claudette or Marjorie walked by. She always thought her mother and sisters were much more feminine and striking. She may have inherited her father’s brilliance, but she always thought she had drawn the short straw in the family when it came to her looks. David was the first man who had ever told her she was beautiful. And he truly seemed to mean it.
“Were you all right?” David echoed in disbelief, gazing at her. “Michaela, you were … you are, remarkable.” He leaned over her and kissed her chin, then her lips, then her cheek. “You still, you still want to try to have a baby? Right now, I mean.”
She smiled. The only thing that sounded as wonderful as being married to the love of her life was to have a baby with him.
“Yes,” she murmured. “So much.”
“Good. Me, too.”
“How long do you suppose it’ll take?” she asked shyly. “Do you suppose I’ll get pregnant right away?
“I don’t know, I hope so.” He smiled at her. “We’d better make love as much as we can, for insurance. Good thing I booked this hotel through the end of the week.”
She smiled wryly at him and wrapped her arm around his chest, cuddling against him and kissing his shoulder. “I love you, my husband,” she whispered.
He caressed her hair. “I love you, too, my wife.”
* * *
Michaela snuggled closer to David in the chilly morning air. She slowly opened her eyes, gazing at him lovingly for a long moment while he slept. Gradually she brought her hand up to stroke his smooth, hairless chest.
He opened his eye after awhile and turned his head to look at her. She smiled at him in reply and shifted all the closer to gently peck his lips a few times.
“It’s your birthday,” he whispered. “Happy birthday.”
“It is my birthday. I forgot,” she breathed.
“Twenty-nine. You’d be a spinster if it weren’t for me, Mrs. Lewis,” he teased.
“It’s Dr. Lewis.” She pinched his arm and he let out an exaggerated cry. Then he kissed her deeply a long moment. At last they broke apart.
“Someday, fifty birthdays from now, when we’re old and gray,” she whispered. “When we have a dozen grandchildren at our feet, with creaky bones and crooked backs, we’ll look back on this as the moment when our lives truly began.” She tenderly smoothed a tendril of hair from his forehead.
He smiled at her and put his arm around her, drawing her all the closer and kissing her.
Chapter Four
David held a bright red strawberry to Michaela’s lips and she took a bite with a wry smile. They were having a picnic on the hotel floor in front of the warm fire in the fireplace, both of them in their bathrobes.
“Good?” he said.
“Hm.” She turned a page in the newspaper and pointed at it. “What about Our American Cousin? It’s a comedy. It starts at seven tonight.”
He ate the rest of the strawberry, putting the stem on the plate they shared. Then he rested his hand on her shoulder and rubbed it sensually, gazing into her eyes.
“David, we have to decide soon or we won’t have any time to bathe and get dressed.”
“The only play I want to see is right here,” he said. “Let’s stay in.”
She smiled at him shyly and put the newspaper aside. They had stayed in the past three days, just getting to know each other in a very physical way. Of course she expected a honeymoon was supposed to involve some private time, but they had also made plans to do things together around the city. Plans neither of them cared much about once the honeymoon began.
David was right and they were getting the hang of things. Last night, for the first time, as David sensually rubbed and stroked and bent his head to kiss the most sensitive area between her legs, she felt herself going to a whole other place. Her heart pounded, she was panting, and she felt wonderful warm spasms between her legs and radiating all the way down to her toes. The intensity of it was so overwhelming she found herself crying out with pleasure. She felt embarrassed at first, but David just seemed to like it. Afterward she soon realized what had happened to her, scientifically speaking. But nothing she had ever read in a book had implied it would be like this.
David for his part looked so proud of himself after that she almost laughed. Now he was so determined to bring her there again it was like he was on a mission. And no play was going to stop him.
He stroked her back and then lifted her bathrobe down over her shoulders so she was naked again. Then he kissed her passionately, squeezing her breasts and drawing her close. After awhile he laid them down on their picnic blanket and began planting warm, wet kisses across every inch of her skin.
“You’re right, let’s stay in,” she breathed.
He smiled at her and kissed her belly.
“David?” she whispered as he worked his way back up to her face.
“Hm?”
“Why didn’t we get married sooner?”
He chuckled and kissed her lips. “Darling, I’ve been asking myself that for the past three days.”
She caressed his cheek lovingly. “You make me so happy.”
“Yes, you made that pretty clear last night,” he said wryly.
She smiled shyly again. “I mean truly happy, David. Physically, and emotionally. You, you fill me up.”
He grasped her hand and kissed it lovingly.
* * *
“What?!” David replied as he stood up from his desk chair in his office at the hospital. Michaela ran nearly the entire length of the hospital to find him and tell him the wonderful news. She was out of breath but radiant. “What?!” he cried again. “Oh, Mike!” He ran to her and picked her up, spinning her around.
She screeched with happiness and wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him.
“Oh, Mike, you’re beautiful. You’re so beautiful.” He caressed her cheek and kissed her.
Michaela was ecstatic, felt like she was on top of the world. It had taken three months to get pregnant. Just three months. They hadn’t even really been trying all that diligently. They had been prepared it might take much longer and hadn’t been getting their hopes up. The news was so wonderful she just wanted to shout it from the rooftops of Boston.
She beamed. “Let’s tell my mother and father. Right now. Can you leave?”
“Of course I can, of course. Who cares about the hospital and work? Let’s tell your parents!”
* * *
“Father! Mother!” Michaela cried as she and David burst through the front door of the house she had grown up in on Beacon Hill, holding hands.
The front foyer was strangely quiet.
“Father!” Michaela shouted up the stairwell. “Father, come out here. We have the most wonderful news!”
“Miss Michaela! Cease with all this racket at once! Are you a child?” Harrison suddenly said, quietly but firmly. He walked into the room, lips pursed.
She eyed him impatiently. Ever since she was fourteen years old and defiantly wiped her muddy boots all over the carpet right in front of him, Harrison had not been all that fond of her. She spent three days in her room for that particular lapse in judgment. She did it because he was being a bully and a tattler and she didn’t appreciate it, and she wasn’t sorry about it to this day. Even now that she was a grown woman, married and a doctor, Harrison still treated her like a little girl, calling her Miss Michaela in that patronizing way and bossing her around as he always did. Michaela always thought he had some nerve for a servant. But whenever she tried to complain to her father he would tell her Harrison was a good and loyal employee and they were lucky to have him and she should be grateful and try to get along with him.
“Where’s my father?” she demanded.
Harrison let out a long sigh, unable to answer her. Michaela suddenly wondered if something was wrong. “What is it?”
Rebecca walked slowly into the room, face drawn.
“Rebecca?” Michaela asked.
“Our sister’s husband, he’s dead,” she whispered solemnly.
Michaela’s face fell. Claudette’s husband Charles had been ill for some time with consumption, and had been getting worse over the past few months, or so they heard. Robbie died from the disease over a year ago and the entire family was just devastated, Josef especially. Everyone knew how Charles got the consumption in the first place, from his mistress. He in turn gave it to Robbie, and Josef had never forgiven him for it. In Josef’s vocal opinion, it was as good as murder. Charles lived with that mistress; he had been living with her for years. It had disgraced the family and Josef hated him so much Michaela wondered if he might someday kill him if he had the chance. But instead, the consumption had gotten to Charles first.
Michaela loved Claudette. She loved her despite how nasty Claudette could be to her. As a child growing up she wished she could be as tall, poised and striking, and have such beautiful red hair. Michaela as a child was instead little for her age, terribly awkward, and not pretty at all, at least she never thought so. And as a woman, Michaela had wanted the home life Claudette had with her successful husband and three beautiful children, at least the home life she used to think she had. And she longed for Elizabeth to approve of her as she did of Claudette. If Michaela was Josef’s favorite, Claudette was Elizabeth’s.
“She’s, she’s with Mother and Father,” Rebecca whispered.
Michaela looked toward the parlor and there she noticed for the first time the sounds of her sister’s soft sobs. Slowly, she broke away from David and stood in the doorway. Claudette was collapsed across Elizabeth’s lap, hanging onto her petticoats, as Elizabeth tenderly stroked her hair. Father stood by and kept one hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder in support.
“She loved him,” Rebecca whispered. “Right up until the end she loved him.”
Josef noticed Michaela and gradually walked over. He gazed at her a long, painful moment, then finally swallowed hard. “Now our family can go on, now that that disgusting excuse for a man has left us.”
“Do Mollie and Wills know?” Michaela choked out.
He nodded. “They’re upstairs with Martha.”
“I must go to them,” she whispered.
He nodded in support.
Michaela left David in the foyer to talk to Rebecca and Josef about the arrangements, and she headed upstairs to the nursery. It had been her sisters’ nursery first, then hers, now it belonged to any grandchildren who happened to come over.
They had a little settee in one corner and there Martha sat with eight-year-old Mollie and four-year-old William, holding them tightly to her chest.
“Mollie, Wills,” Michaela beckoned hoarsely.
Her favorite niece and nephew turned around. Their gloomy expressions brightened slightly at the sight of their young, energetic, playful aunt who had always been there for them throughout this long, painful ordeal of losing their brother; who had been there when Claudette couldn’t pull herself out of her grief and comfort them as a mother should when Robbie finally died. Instead, they always turned to Michaela, and they turned to her now.
The children ran to her and Michaela hugged them as she never had before. Martha discreetly left the room, satisfied the children were in good hands.
“Auntie Mike?” Mollie whispered, rubbing her nose with the back of her hand. “Do you think Mama can be happy now? I mean, truly happy?”
“Yes,” Michaela answered immediately, although truthfully she had no idea if that were true. “Yes, my darling.” She caressed her cheek and kissed her.
* * *
“Don’t eat so much, Michaela,” Elizabeth scolded as she sipped at her tea in the drawing room.
“I’m not eating that much,” she said defensively, putting down one of the little sandwiches Martha had made with their afternoon tea. “I‘m just, I‘m constantly hungry. I can’t help it.”
“You’ll never get your figure back, Mother’s right,” Claudette said, pouring herself some more tea. She was dressed in a black gown, traditional mourning garb she had donned as soon as the news of Charles’ death reached her. Fortunately she hadn’t made Mollie and William do the same. They were happily playing nearby in front of the fire.
“Were you this hungry when you were pregnant, Claudie?” Michaela asked curiously.
“Michaela, please, don’t talk about confinement. It’s not polite.”
Elizabeth turned another page in the baby names book. “Now, I have it. Ida.”
“Oh, I love it!” Claudette said. “Well done, Mother.”
Michaela turned her nose a little.
“What?” Elizabeth demanded. “What’s wrong with Ida?”
“I don’t know. Nothing. I’m just not sure I like it, that‘s all.”
“What do you want to call the baby, pray tell?” Claudette demanded. “I can‘t wait to hear this,” she added dryly.
“Well … ” she murmured. “I always liked the name Katherine. We could call her Katie.”
“Katie!” Claudette cried. “She sounds like she belongs down at that poor house you’re always off to rather than on Beacon Hill.”
“Absolutely not. I forbid it,” Elizabeth said. She fanned herself, horrified.
“You’re doing this just to make Mother upset. Typical!” Claudette accused.
“No I’m not,” she protested. “I like the name. It sounds nice with Lewis. Besides, I like what it means. Pure.”
“That hardly amounts to anything,“ Claudette said. “Your name means like an angel and you’ve hardly lived up to that, now have you? More like a devil.”
“Mike, are you ready?” David asked as he slowly came into the room. He was sweating a bit around his hairline and he looked pale.
“Oh. I thought we were staying for supper,” she said.
“Yes, you must,” Elizabeth said. “It’s Good Friday, Martha’s prepared monkfish, you’ll love it.”
“No, I, I need to go home now. I have some things to do.”
“Oh. Well, I’ll meet you later, sweetheart,” Michaela said. “Harrison can drive me home. You go on.”
“Good, all the more food for Michaela,” Claudette remarked.
“It’s all right I leave? Are you sure?” David replied.
“I’m sure.” She got up and kissed him. “Besides, you don’t want to stay for this anyway. We’re fighting over baby names.”
He gave her nose a gentle tap. “Annalise.”
She smiled at him. “We’ll see. Maybe.”
“Maybe?”
“Possibly.” She kissed him once more.
“Michaela, please. Not in front of the children,” Claudette scolded.
Michaela felt David’s forehead. “Are you all right?”
He nodded briskly. “Hm-hm. Fine. I’m fine.”
“Don’t forget Easter dinner Sunday,” Elizabeth said firmly. “You and Michaela are coming to mass then you’re coming here, you promised.”
“Yes, Mother,” David said wryly.
* * *
“David?” Michaela called as she headed up their staircase with a lamp. He hardly ever went to bed early. Then again, he seemed awfully tired and under the weather at her mother and father’s house earlier. She passed the nursery on the right that they had just started decorating. It was in ruins at the moment. David had hired some people to tear away all the drab wallpaper, redo the floors, and install running water and indoor plumbing. It was costing a fortune, she knew it was, but David didn’t let her see the books. He told her to worry about growing the baby and let him handle the renovations.
“David, are you asleep already?” she called softly as she walked into their room. The room was empty, but the washroom door was open and there was a lamp burning in there.
She walked over to it. “Sweetheart, are you all right? Is it all right I come in? I’m home.” She stopped short when she saw David sprawled out on the floor, unconscious.
“David!” she cried. She knelt down beside him and shook his chest. “David! David! Wake up! Oh, my God.” She looked at the sink. Several packets of morphine were torn open beside it and there was a little glass of water. She shook him harder. “No. David!” She pulled back his eyelid. The pupil was small and fixed. She felt his pulse at his neck. It was weak and slow. Frantically, she raced out of the washroom and found his medical bag on the dresser. She rushed back into the room, opening it as she went and pulling out his stethoscope. She tore open his shirt and listened to his chest. “David, wake up!” she cried. “Wake up!”
He moaned softly, much to her relief.
“That’s it, wake up,” she encouraged. She patted his cheek firmly. “It’s Mike. Sweetheart, wake up. David, you can’t leave me! Not now. David, we’re having a baby. You can’t leave us!”
He moaned again, muttering something.
“David, come on.” She grabbed him under the arms and hoisted him upright, groaning with the effort. “Sit up. You took too much morphine, sweetheart. You can’t sleep now.”
“Mike, I, where are we?” he said, slowly blinking.
“We’re at home. You took too much morphine. How much did you take? Did you take all those packets?”
“I was in pain,” he muttered. “I … I don’t know.”
“Over here, sweetheart. Here’s the basin.” She guided him over to their commode. “You have to vomit, David. Sweetheart, I want you to vomit. We have to get it out of your stomach, do you understand?”
He managed a nod, holding onto the basin with one hand.
She rubbed his back with her left hand and searched through his medical bag with her right. She came up with a little packet of charcoal powder.
David was closing his eyes again.
“No,” she said firmly. “Wake up. Wake up and listen to me.”
He weakly stuck two fingers down his throat and that was enough to induce a little vomiting. Michaela kept rubbing his back as she poured the charcoal solution into a fresh glass with one hand. “Good,” she whispered. “Just vomit as much as you can, all right?”
He leaned back against the wall, letting out his breath.
She filled the glass with a little water from the pitcher and handed it to him. “Drink this. Charcoal. It’ll help neutralize the morphine.”
She held it for him and he gulped at it.
“No, slowly,” she encouraged.
He took another smaller sip. “Mike, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. It was an accident.”
“I know it was,” she said tearfully, putting her arm around him and stroking his hair. “Just drink, darling, all right? I love you so much. You’re going to be fine.”
* * *
Michaela was jolted awake just before dawn. She had dreamed she found David unconscious on the washroom floor again. Only this time, she couldn’t revive him. She checked on David. He was sitting up, arms folded, staring at the embers in their fireplace.
“Are you all right?” she whispered.
“Yes.”
She caressed his thigh. “Go back to sleep, darling. It’s early.”
“I can’t sleep,” he murmured.
“David?” she whispered. “David, when did you start taking the morphine again?”
He gazed at her a moment. “I didn’t. Just last night.”
“Is that the truth? David, if you have a problem with this we can help you.”
“There’s no problem, Mike. I don’t have a problem. I don’t need help.”
“But-”
“You need your rest. I’m going to go downstairs and start some coffee, get the newspaper.””
“I’ll come with you.”
“No, you look dog tired.”
She had to admit she was exhausted. She found early pregnancy nearly wiped her out. In fact that had been the first symptom she noticed when she first suspected something was going on, that she was oversleeping every morning, desperately wanted a nap by lunchtime, and nearly dead on her feet by suppertime. David said it was hard work nurturing the tiny life inside her and it was no wonder she wanted to sleep all the time.
He got out of bed and leaned down, caressing her cheek and kissing her. “Go back to sleep. I’m fine now. I promise.” He tucked her in, pulling the covers up to her shoulders.
“You’re sure?” she replied, unable to stifle a little yawn.
“The baby needs her rest. And so does her mommy.” He gave her another soft kiss.
Michaela smiled softly at him. It was the first time she had heard that word in reference to herself. She was going to be someone’s mommy come next year. She was having a child with David. She never imagined she could be this happy. And yet she was so worried about David and what was happening to him because of the morphine. Last night when she saw him on the floor like that she thought he was dead. She thought she was going to have to have this baby by herself and raise her by herself and be alone the rest of her life, and the very idea of it filled her with despair.
David gave her one more kiss and headed out of the room, leaving her to sleep.
* * *
Michaela awoke again about half past eight o’clock. She touched the place beside her. David hadn’t come to wake her yet. He was letting her sleep in as long as she wanted. He attended to her every need and desire the past several weeks. She was overjoyed at the good news of the pregnancy, but her happiness had been tempered by David’s near brush with death overdosing on morphine, not to mention the death of Claudette’s husband and what that had done to the family. She had spent much of her time over at her mother and father’s house or at Claudette’s, wherever Mollie and William happened to be. She and David hadn’t seen as much of each other as usual and she wondered if in her absence that’s when David started using the morphine again.
Mollie was thrilled her auntie was having a baby, and in many ways the news had helped distract her from the death of her father. The red-headed little girl was already calling it her baby and talking about dressing it up and taking it for walks and insisting it was a girl. Michaela thought this was adorable. William just acted disgruntled and demanded to know if she was just going to forget all about them once she had a baby of her own to look after. He had seen this happen before, he claimed. She laughed and told him of course not and that she would need them more than ever to help with the new child and be a sort of big brother and sister to her.
She worried about David. She knew deep down in her gut he was lying to her, that he had resumed taking the morphine and that he had been doing it behind her back for awhile now. He still refused to let her help him, or even acknowledge there was a problem. He had been unconscious on the floor last night and still he wouldn’t admit there was a problem.
She could hear people talking in the streets outside the bay bedroom window. She thought she heard some people crying. Perplexed, she got out of bed, put on her thin lace bathrobe and went to the window. She looked down to see several people gathering in the streets, most of them dressed in black mourning garb, several holding newspapers.
David opened the bedroom door. “You’re awake,” he whispered, his voice hoarse.
“David, what’s happening? Why is everyone in the street?” she asked, turning to face him. She immediately realized he had been crying.
He slowly approached her and held her arm. “President Lincoln. He’s been shot,” he choked. “Last night in Washington.”
“What?” she breathed. “Who? Who would do such a thing? Is he going to be all right?”
“We just got the news. He’s dead, Mike. He died about an hour ago.”
“No,” she breathed. She shook her head. “No!” He drew her into his arms as she wept. “How could this happen? How could anyone? Oh, God, David.”
“He was a great man,” he whispered, stroking her hair. “A courageous leader. We’ll tell our children about him someday.”
She clutched her stomach in one hand. “What kind of world are we bringing our child into? Brothers fighting brothers on our own soil, our president murdered?”
“And a father who can’t face each day without …. without that drug,” David murmured.
“David, that’s not what I meant,” she chastised.
“Michaela, ever since Charles died…and now hearing this terrible news this morning … it made me realize, I am so very lucky to have survived the war, and to now be married to the love of my life and expecting a baby. Our child deserves the best father I can possibly be. And I just don’t think I can be that father the way I’ve been going.”
She stroked his arm tearfully.
“I don’t want to be dependent on the morphine any longer,” he whispered bravely. “I want my life back. Our life. And I’m asking for your help.”
“Oh, sweetheart. Of course I will. Of course I’ll help. David, I’ll do anything.”
He held her again. “I’m frightened, Mike.”
“So am I. But we’ll get you through this. Father and I, we’re going to get you off it and start fresh. I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
* * *
“Cold,” David muttered as he shivered uncontrollably in his hospital bed. “Cold.”
Michaela covered him up with another blanket. Josef had commandeered a storage room at the hospital for them that was hardly ever used, and he converted it into a hospital room fit to work with a patient with a bed, water, and everything they would need to help David through all the withdrawal symptoms of the powerful drug.
Josef came over with his stethoscope and listened to his chest. He opened his watch. “Heart’s still racing.”
“It’s been like that for hours,” Michaela said. “Can he go like this that long?”
Josef met her eyes worriedly. “I don’t know. It’s possible he could have a heart attack.”
Michaela stroked David’s arm worriedly. He was having such terrible withdrawal symptoms, she wondered if his addiction to morphine had been even worse than she had feared. He moaned and winced in pain. “It’s all right, sweetheart,” she soothed. “We’re here. It’s all right.”
“Mike,” he choked. “Mike.” His legs suddenly began shaking violently under the covers. “Mike, please help me.”
“Tremors,” Josef said, touching Michaela’s back. “It’s part of the withdrawal. His body is craving the drug.”
“David, what should I do? What do you want me to do?” Michaela asked. “Tell me how to help.”
“Morphine,” he breathed.
“No,” she retorted. “Sweetheart, we can’t.”
“Wait here, I’ll be right back,” Josef said as he hurried out of the room.
Michaela sat beside him tearfully, watching his legs shake under the covers and trying to soothe him with a soft touch or reassuring words. Josef came back into the room carrying a basin. Inside was a syringe and a little bottle.
“What’s that?” Michaela asked.
“Potassium bromide,” he explained. “A sedative.”
“No, that’s useless,” David protested angrily. “It won’t help!”
“It will, just give it a chance,” Michaela pleaded.
Josef injected it into his trembling thigh. It was an agonizing two minutes until finally his thighs stopped trembling and he relaxed a little.
Michaela stroked his forehead. “You’re all right,” she whispered. “You’re all right. You’ll be all right.”
“Cold. Still so cold,” he choked.
Michaela kissed his forehead and then edged close to him and reclined beside him, wrapping her arms around his chest and rubbing it soothingly. “I’m here,” she whispered. “I’ll keep you warm.”
Josef grasped the basin. “Here, I’ll get some fresh water.”
“I love you, Mike,” David muttered as Josef left the room.
She found his hand. “I love you, too.”
* * *
Michaela was jolted awake in the middle of the night by David’s screams. She rushed to his bedside and Josef awoke from his chair and reached them seconds later.
“They’re going to kill me!” he cried. He looked around the room. He seemed to be looking at something in the room only he could see. “They’re under my skin, they’re killing me!”
“David, I’m here, it‘s all right,” Michaela said tearfully.
He screamed again and pressed his hands to his forehead desperately. “Michaela, do something. Do something. Damn it! Make them stop!” He writhed around in bed.
Michaela looked to her father desperately.
“It’s part of the withdrawal,” Josef said reassuringly, touching her arm. “Delirium.”
David fell back against his pillow, panting hard and clutching his chest. “Morphine. Please, Mike. Please, just a little. Just a little so they’ll go away. Michaela, if you love me you‘ll do this! If you love me you‘ll do this!”
“I won’t,” she said bravely. “No, I won’t.” She stroked his forehead. He was wet with sweat. “It’s all right. Take some deep breaths. It’ll be over soon.”
He gasped for air, his eyes wild. “I’m going to have a heart attack. I’m going to die if I don‘t take it!” he cried.
“You’re going to die if you do!”
He slowly got control of his breathing and seemed to calm down a little.
“That’s it, take deep breaths,” she encouraged. She wet a cloth and bathed his face. Then about a minute later, just when they thought it was over, his legs jerked violently around in the bed. The horrible tremors he had been getting were back.
“Oh, God, it’s starting all over again,” David breathed, glancing at his legs. He growled. “Make it stop!”
“You can do this, son,” Josef spoke up helpfully. “You’re a war hero; you’re the bravest man I’ve ever known. We know you can do this.”
“I know you can. I know you can,” Michaela said as tears slipped down her cheeks. She squeezed his hand hard. “Hold my hand, my love. We’ll get you through this.”
* * *
David ate a small bite of eggs as he sat up in bed. A bright spring sun shone through the little window beside the bed.
“How’s your stomach?” Michaela asked as she sat beside him.
“Good. This tastes good.”
“Good,” she replied with a soft smile. She buttered some toast for him. It had been three long days helping him get through the withdrawal symptoms and it appeared they were over the worst of it. The cold and hot flashes had stopped, he wasn’t experiencing tremors anymore, and this was the first meal that he had eaten since this whole horrible process began.
David paused a moment and caressed her cheek. “I can’t wait to go home.”
“Father says a few more days. We should stay a few more days.”
“You and your father, you’ve done a lot for me. I don‘t deserve it.”
“Why wouldn’t we?” she murmured. “We love you.” She kissed him. “And you do deserve it. You’re a wonderful man. You deserve everything.”
“I have something to tell you.”
“What’s that?”
“I think you’re starting to show, Mike.” He smiled at her lovingly.
She glanced down at her lap. There was a little thickening around her waistline, and when she bathed at night she could see a subtle bit of swelling around her belly, but sometimes she wondered if it was just her imagination. “You think so? Really?”
“Really. And you’re beautiful. I’m looking forward to this baby so much. With you.”
“So am I.”
“Mike?” Josef called softly as he entered the room. “Are you up to assisting with a splenectomy? One just came in. Wagon accident.”
Michaela looked at David.
“It’s all right, I’m doing fine. Go on. I‘m just going to take a nap anyway.”
“I’ll be back in a few hours. Sleep well,” she said, kissing him. She got up and walked over to her father. She smiled at him. “He’s doing so well. He’s eating. Did you see?”
He walked down the hall with her. He nodded.
“He’s well on the mend,” she added.
“Michaela?”
“Yes, Father?” He so rarely used her full name. He was the one who had first started calling her Mike, when she was an infant.
“Everything I’ve heard and read about morphinism …. It’s, it’s a very powerful drug to conquer.”
“I know that. But he’s done it. David’s strong, he can do anything.”’
“He’s done it for now. But I fear the craving for it will always be there for him. Every day he may find himself thinking about it. He might start again at any moment.”
“Not David,” she said firmly. “He promised to quit this for good. He won’t go back now.”
“I pray he won’t,” he murmured.
* * *
“Auntie Mike, look what St. Nicholas got me!” William said as he ran over to Michaela with a toy train engine in one hand and a bright red caboose in the other.
“They’re beautiful!” she exclaimed, handing him another present. “Here, open this one next.”
All her sisters and their husbands were gathered in Josef and Elizabeth’s parlor to watch all the various grandchildren open their presents. The floor was covered in bright wrapping paper and presents of all kinds. Josef had a mug of eggnog over by the fire and David was enjoying a cigar over in an armchair beside Marcus, Edward and Everett.
“A coal car!” William cried, holding up another piece to the train. “I bet I’m getting the whole set!”
“Michaela, do sit down,” Elizabeth encouraged worriedly. “You shouldn’t be bounding all around the room in your condition.”
“But there’s still more presents to be found, Mother. St. Nicholas must have had a hard time getting all of them down the chimney!” she replied. She dug under some paper and found a wrapped book she got for Mollie. It was the children’s first Christmas without Charles and Michaela didn’t want them to be melancholy on this day. She wanted to do whatever it took to give them a special holiday.
David smiled at her lovingly. She smiled back. Not only was it their first Christmas as a married couple, but they had the baby to look forward to in just a few weeks. The dreadful war was finally over. And she was most thankful of all that David was off the morphine, hadn’t the slightest interest in taking it again, and was finally back to the old David she had first fallen in love with. The marriage felt as solid as it possibly could be and she was very happy and content. She came over to him and stroked his hair. “A good Christmas?”
He drew her down to kiss her in reply. “I’m so full I‘m going to burst a button.”
“Really? I’m hungry again already.” She gave him another kiss and then went over to her father. “Do you want some more eggnog? I‘m headed back to the kitchen to bring out some more food.”
“No, I’m all right. Come here.” He put his arm around her and drew her to his chest as he watched all his grandchildren with pride. “I’m ready to leave this year behind. Eighteen sixty-six sounds so much better.”
“Yes it does,” she breathed.
“And just think, next year we’ll have your little one here joining in all this, too.”
She touched her hand to her belly with a smile. “She just kicked me. She must be looking forward to that.” She sighed, her eyes growing distant.
“Something wrong, Mike?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose I’m just worrying again. Wondering what sort of mother I’m going to be. If I’m really suited for all this. I mean, my entire life up until this point has been about being a doctor, going to medical school. Practicing medicine is so important to me, but now suddenly there’s this whole new person to think of.” She rubbed her belly pensively. “What if she doesn‘t like me? What if she thinks her mother is a silly fool going off to some big hospital every day and coming home specked in blood?”
He chuckled. “Mike. The baby’s going to like you. She’s going to love you. You‘re her mother.” He sighed. “You know I used to think that, too? Before you girls came along, I thought there was nothing more important than medicine. I wondered whether you would like me, too.” He gazed into her eyes emotionally. “But there is one thing more important than medicine. And that’s being a parent. It’s the most beautiful thing in the world to be charged to be someone’s parent. It‘s a gift.”
She smiled at him tearfully. She wanted so badly to tell her father that she and David had come to an agreement on the baby‘s name. For the longest time David really wanted Annalise for his grandmother. Michaela wanted Katie simply because she had always liked the name, but David wasn’t fond of it, he said it didn‘t sound very refined. Finally the two of them came across a name they both liked, Josefina, for her father. Michaela liked how exotic it sounded, and she also thought it would be sweet to call the baby Josie when she was little. But she and David promised each other they keep the name a secret until the little girl was born. She pictured the moment when Josef finally would meet his precious namesake and was overwhelmed with happiness.
“Come here,” Josef murmured. He drew her into a warm hug. “Just as you were to me thirty years ago this winter, your daughter is going to be the most wonderful thing that has ever happened to you. That’s a promise. Don‘t worry about anything else.”
“Thank you, Father,” she whispered, holding him a little tighter.
* * *
Michaela felt as big as a barge as David helped her out of bed and guided her to the washroom. She was sure the baby’s head was directly on her bladder and that’s why she was up every hour all night. She hadn’t slept more than ten minutes at a time in as many nights. A snowstorm as raging outside, but inside David had built them a nice big fire in their bedroom fireplace and the room was toasty warm.
David waited in the doorway, closing his eyes tiredly. She even needed help off the commode these days. The baby was two and a half weeks overdue and Michaela was at the end of her rope. They had tried everything to get her labor started and nothing worked. Michaela finally said she was destined to be pregnant forever and given up.
Suddenly he thought he heard Michaela sniffle.
“Perhaps she knows something I don’t know,” Michaela said tearfully. “Perhaps she’s afraid what kind of mother I’m going to be. That’s why she won’t come out.”
David came over, crouching down and stroking her thighs. “You’re going to be the best mother this baby could ever hope for.”
“David, I’m afraid,” she admitted. “What if I can’t do this by myself?”
“You won’t do it by yourself. That’s why we hired Bella to help you.”
She felt both comforted by this and yet a little guilty. David let her make the final decision on who they would hire as their nanny. They interviewed half a dozen women. But something about Bella, a very young girl but capable baby nursemaid who used to work for friends of David‘s family until they moved to New York, just felt right. She was moving into the servant’s quarters tomorrow.
“What if I’m turning into my mother?” she murmured.
David couldn’t help chuckling.
“It’s not funny, David,” she said.
“Just because we have a nanny now doesn’t mean you’re your mother,” he said reassuringly. “Bella’s just here to help, that’s all. Don’t make it anything more than it is.” He gave her a soft kiss. “You want to walk the halls a little?”
“We’ve walked miles. I feel like I’ve practically walked the Oregon trail. This baby’s never coming out. Nothing works,” she said with a discouraged sigh. They really had tried everything short of taking her to the hospital. Rebecca said spicy food had started her last labor, but when David added cayenne pepper to her supper that just made Michaela feel sick. Last week David put together a romantic evening for her with flowers and a backrub that felt amazing and then they made love, optimistic that would surely get it going, but then that didn’t help either. And in between all this they walked. Back and forth they walked the halls until they were dizzy.
He rubbed her belly. “She might this time. You never know. Come on, let’s give it a try.”
She sighed. “All right. If you don’t mind.”
“I don’t mind at all.” He worked his arms under hers and lifted her up.
She suddenly stopped and looked down, panic all across her face. “Wait. Wait, wait.”
“What?” he blurted.
She met his eyes. “Oh, no. Oh, no. David.”
“Mike, what is it?” he demanded.
“I don’t know. I don’t know,” she said tearfully. “I felt something.”
“Something what?” he said louder.
“Something wet. Oh, my God.”
He shifted up her nightgown and sure enough her right thigh was soaked with clear fluid. “I think that’s your water.”
“It is?” she said tearfully. “My water broke?”
He chuckled. “Yes, I should say so.”
“What do we do?” she asked helplessly.
He caressed her cheek. “We go to the hospital and have this baby.”
“I don’t want to do this. Oh, David. I can‘t. I changed my mind. I can‘t.” She sniffled and rubbed at her tears.
“It’s a little late to change your mind, sweetheart,” he said, rubbing her back. “Mike. Mike, look at me.”
She reluctantly met his eyes.
“You’re going to be a mommy,” he whispered lovingly.
She smiled ever so slightly. He mirrored her smile and hugged her tightly.
* * *
“Bear down,” a nurse murmured encouragingly as she helped Michaela lean forward in the hospital bed. “Very good. A little more of your baby’s head now.”
Michaela let out her breath in a gasp and leaned back against her pillow. Another nurse came over with a fresh cloth to bathe her face. David and Josef had been waiting outside all night while she labored in the hospital room. David was a doctor, but he was also the father, and fathers were absolutely prohibited from coming into the room. And as the grandfather Josef wasn’t permitted either. Her labor was long, lasting all of last night when her water first broke, into the following day, and now well into the second night. Rationally she knew this was normal, she knew first babies often meant a long labor. But it was so exhausting and emotionally draining she just felt like she was in a daze now, just trying to get through it minute by minute and trying to focus on the baby and having her in her arms finally.
Since the moment she found out she was pregnant she had pictured this day. It had become so important to her to give birth to her daughter naturally, to experience the miracle fully and to not fill the baby with so much powerful drugs she came out in a foggy, lethargic daze like most babies she had delivered in the hospital as a doctor. Just before midnight everything just seemed to intensify tenfold. She was shaky and she was vomiting and the contractions were excruciating and one on top of the other, and she had had it and started asking about a cesarean section. Then one of the nurses remarked that she was definitely in what they called transition and the baby was surely just around the corner, and so Michaela found it in herself to keep going.
Sure enough shortly after that she really started to feel like she should push. A nurse checked her and smiled at her and told her she was fully dilated and it was time for the real work to begin. She had been pushing for nearly three hours now and had never been so exhausted in her life. But as the sun gradually began to rise the nurses started to tell her they could finally see the baby’s head. She didn’t believe them at first and started crying and told them to stop lying, but then one of them brought over a little mirror and she could indeed see a little bit of wrinkled bloody scalp easing out from between her legs when she pushed. That was enough to keep her going and encouraged.
It was her thirtieth birthday, and she was spending it giving birth to her first child. For a long time she thought she might never marry or have children at all, as much as she wanted to. And she never imagined she would be thirty by the time it ever happened, when most women her age had three or four little ones by now. But the moment was here and as grueling as this whole process was turning out to be, she also had an overwhelming sense of joy and anticipation about starting this new part of her life with David and their precious new baby.
“Oh, there’s another one,” she whimpered.
“All right. Bear down again,” the nurse instructed.
Michaela held her breath and pushed hard. She could feel the baby’s head gradually stretching through, more and more each time, and she gasped with surprise. “I feel like I‘m splitting apart!”
“That‘s all right, that‘s a normal feeling, that means she‘s coming,” the nurse said. She held her leg which had started to tremble.
Michaela held her breath again and strained, gritting her teeth.
“Good, again,” the nurse said. “Don’t be frightened of it, just push through it.”
She took another breath and did it again, groaning through clenched teeth.
“Oh, very good, lots more of it!” the nurse praised.
“What’s going on here?” Dr. Razor demanded as he came into the room in his white coat. He washed up at the basin.
“Doctor. We were about to call you,” the nurse said.
“Get her on her back,” he told them. “I can’t deliver a baby with her like that.”
“Come on, dearie. On your back,” the nurse said as she lowered the bed.
“No, it hurts when I’m on my back, I can‘t,” Michaela protested. “Please, I want to sit up.”
The doctor put her feet in the two metal stirrups the nurses had wanted her to use. When she said she didn’t want to they hadn’t made her. But clearly there wasn’t going to be much room for negotiation with the doctor. She felt something cold and wet swiping across her thighs and between her legs.
“What’s that?” she whispered fearfully.
“It’s fine. He’s just disinfecting,” the nurse told her reassuringly.
“Give her some chloroform,” the doctor instructed.
“No,” Michaela said firmly. “No, I want to be awake.”
“No reason to suffer like some martyr,” he muttered.
She felt like crying. “I want my husband. Oh, please. Please let David come in.”
The doctor was rubbing her belly to stimulate a contraction and it felt just awful. Michaela groaned but before she could protest a contraction indeed started and she had to push again.
“Bear down. Harder than that. Harder,” the doctor told her firmly. “No, you’re wasting all your energy up in your shoulders. No wonder this isn‘t working.”
Michaela let out her breath and closed her eyes helplessly. She didn’t know what he was talking about. She was just doing what her body wanted to do and pushing the only way she knew to push. She thought it had worked for her the past few hours. The baby was moving down, her head was finally starting to crown. But for some reason it was all wrong for the doctor. A few moments ago she had felt so close to meeting the baby. Now she just felt despair.
“I don’t think I can do this anymore,” she whimpered.
She could hear the sound of metal on metal and she suddenly realized Dr. Razor was washing up a pair of forceps.
“What’s wrong?” Michaela demanded, lifting her head a little to watch him.
“It’s not good to let you go for so long. The baby could go into distress. You need a little assistance here. Forceps and I‘ll make a little episiotomy.”
Michaela was so drained she had a hard time comprehending what was happening. “But she’s fine. The heartbeat’s good,” she protested weakly. She thought her labor was going fairly well up until this point, despite David not being in the room to support her. She was delivering the baby at her own pace without pressure from anyone, she was slowly making progress and she and the baby were doing fine. Now all of a sudden the doctor was acting like they had an emergency on their hands. Before she could protest further he was quickly and skillfully inserting the forceps and then yelling at her to push again.
Michaela felt like the baby was being ripped out of her. The pain she had experienced for the past twenty-four hours, while difficult, at least felt like it had a purpose. Every contraction was bringing her baby that much closer. But this pain was violent and relentless. She could hear herself screaming and the nurses were holding her down when she tried to writhe away, but she felt disconnected from her own body.
“Chloroform, give it to her,” the doctor ordered as he picked up a pair of scissors.
“No,” Michaela protested weakly.
A nurse held a cloth across Michaela’s nose and Michaela tried to turn her head away and hold her breath. But a few moments later she finally had to breathe and she took a whiff of the medicine and almost instantly she felt her body go numb. The pain felt like it was floating away, she couldn’t speak or move, and then everything went dark.
Chapter Five
Michaela awoke some two hours later, terribly disoriented and in a fog. She was in a different hospital room, tucked tightly in bed, alone. At first she didn’t know where she was. When she finally recognized the room, she didn’t know why she was here. Then slowly, she remembered going into labor and being so close to finally giving birth to her baby when the doctor insisted she be knocked out.
She looked around the room and she didn’t see David or the baby and she thought instantly that something was horribly wrong.
A nurse came into the room with a pitcher. “Oh, you’re awake then,” she said kindly.
Her throat was so dry she couldn’t speak. She opened her mouth but no sound came out.
“Just rest then. You’ve had quite a day,” the nurse said as she left the pitcher beside her bed.
The nurse left the room and after what felt like an eternity David came in.
“They said you’re awake,” he whispered, coming to her side.
Michaela looked up at him and she was sure the baby was dead. That’s why the baby wasn’t anywhere to be found and that’s why no one would tell her anything. Something had gone wrong and they gave her chloroform and the baby was dead. She felt like she had forgotten how to speak, she couldn’t find the words to ask David anything.
“Congratulations, Mama,” he whispered as he knelt beside the bed. “How you feeling?”
Her confusion deepened. He was congratulating her. He seemed happy. “The baby?” she choked. “The baby’s all right?”
“Oh, Mike. Of course! Everything’s fine. Oh, did you think? Oh, my God.” He chuckled and stroked her forehead. “No, everything is just fine. They say he’s as healthy as they come.”
She burst into a smile. Then she stopped short. “He?”
“You had a boy somehow, my darling. Who knew?”
Tears welled in her eyes. She had just assumed she would have girls like her mother. Girls ran in her family. “How …. It-it’s a little boy?” Her heart swelled and she felt such a joy filling her entire being she was speechless again.
He kept stroking her forehead. “A wonderful little boy.” He leaned down and gave her lips a gentle kiss, then carefully, he got in bed with her and held her to his chest.
* * *
Michaela gazed down in awe at their new child, all nestled warm in her arms and asleep. David sat on the hospital bed beside her, equally awestruck. Twelve hours later a nurse finally brought the baby in to see the two of them and the nurse gave Michaela instructions on breastfeeding. The baby was absolutely fine. His health was perfect. What had seemed like an emergency at his birth was nothing of the sort. Michaela was so amazed and in love with this new little person she didn’t dwell much on how traumatizing his birth had been. It was all a blur now.
The baby pursed his lips and made a few soft noises. He just had a good first feeding, latching on perfectly and drinking his fill. He was drowsy from a full tummy. He had brown hair just like her and David, just like she imagined he would. He had a little button nose and ruddy cheeks and the tiniest pink little fingers and toes. He was so incredibly beautiful and amazing Michaela found herself nearly pinching herself she couldn’t believe this was real.
“What do you think?” David whispered. “Shall we call him Josef?”
Michaela couldn’t hold back her tears anymore. She burst into soft sobs as she gazed at the baby, overwhelmed with emotion.
“Oh, sweetheart,” David said. “It’s all right. Shh.” He kissed her head. “Quite a thirtieth birthday present, hm? Happy birthday, Mike. Shh, don’t cry.”
“I’m all right,” she said tearfully. “I’m just … he’s just so perfect. I can‘t believe this.”
“He is. This is our life. This is it. This is our family. You made us a family, Josef.”
Michaela smiled through her tears and rested her head against David’s shoulder as he tenderly rocked the two of them.
* * *
“One-hundred twelve, right here,” Josef said as he and Elizabeth approached the hospital room. Josef had a box of cigars under his arm, a bouquet of white roses under the other, and a large wrapped present between his hands. “Don’t just stand there, woman. Open the door. Do I look like I have three hands?”
Elizabeth chuckled softly and opened it, guiding him inside.
The room was dim and Michaela was resting on her side in bed, covered warmly with a cozy quilt from their bedroom David brought her so the hospital would seem more like home.
David was in the chair beside the bed, dozing himself. He roused slightly as his in-laws entered the room.
He looked at Michaela then smiled softly at them. “I’m sorry, she’s asleep,” he whispered. “Poor thing’s exhausted.”
“Let her sleep,” Elizabeth said as Josef quietly put the presents down on the table.
David got up and hugged Elizabeth, then he shook Josef’s hand.
“You got the message?” he whispered. “A boy. He‘s in the nursery.”
Josef beamed proudly.
“Josef,” David said.
“Yes?” he replied. David usually called him Dr. Quinn.
“I mean, we call him Josef,” David explained. “Josef David Lewis.”
Josef looked shocked a moment, then simply moved. Elizabeth squeezed his arm tearfully. Josef went carefully over to the bed and gazed at Michaela a moment as she slept. Then he knelt down, gently smoothed her hair from his brow with his hand, and gave her forehead a sweet, gentle kiss.
“Sleep,” he whispered. “You’ve earned it, Mike.”
* * *
“Josef, please, sweetheart,” Michaela said as she sat in the rocking chair with her newborn and tried to get him to nurse. He was red-faced and screaming, completely inconsolable.
David came into the nursery dressed for work. Michaela was still on leave from the hospital. Josef was only ten days old and she wouldn’t be coming back to work for at least another few weeks while she rested and recovered and tended to the new baby. She hadn’t realized all the discomforts that came with having a baby. No one had warned her about this. She had been passing blood and blood clots for days and days, like a very heavy monthly that wouldn’t stop, and everything still felt so sore and raw. She had to sit on a little pillow wherever she sat or she would be in pain. Her breasts felt swollen and engorged and she felt like she had to nurse the baby constantly to get some relief. And emotionally, she was crying about everything. She cried when the baby cried because she felt so sorry for him, and she cried when he was content because she was so in love with him and so happy and he was so incredible. She cried because she never knew what she was doing when it came to him. She cried because she missed the hospital and working. She cried for no reason at all. Bella would pat her hand and sit with her, but David would just look uncomfortable and find an excuse to leave.
David had gone back to work just a few days after Josef was born trusting that their new nanny was perfectly capable of taking good care of both mother and baby. Michaela wanted him to stay home and help her, but she didn’t want him worrying over her either. Instead she didn’t say anything and let him go back to work. Every day around the lunch hour he sent flowers and a little card, telling her how much he loved her and how happy he was with this new family they had made together. That would make her cry, too.
“You want me to fetch Bella?” David asked.
She felt torn. She wanted to help the baby herself. But she didn’t know what else to do. “I, let her sleep, I’m all right,” she reluctantly said.
“Breastfeeding takes patience, remember?” he said, caressing her hair. “Just be patient with it.” He gave her a kiss. “I’ll be home before supper.” He caressed the baby’s head and kissed him. “Goodbye, little man. Mind your mother.”
David left and Michaela shifted the baby to her other breast, hoping a change might help. She guided her nipple into his mouth but he would have none of it and just kept screaming. Josef was a fairly calm baby for the most part. He only cried a few times during the past several nights, and she would get up and nurse him for several minutes and he would go right back to sleep again. This wasn’t like him. It was almost like he was in pain. She got up and paced with him in the early morning light, rubbing his back. That just seemed to make the baby all the more distraught and he screamed all the harder.
“Bella!” Michaela finally called. She went to the doorway. “Bella! I need your help! Bella!”
Bella was up there in less than a minute, buttoning up her bathrobe as she entered the room. She was a pretty young girl, rosy-cheeked and taller than Michaela with straight blond hair she always pulled back in a neat French braid. Her disposition was calm and cheerful and she helped relax Michaela when Michaela was fretting over the baby or going back to work or whatever was on her mind.
“Oh, poor cherub,” Bella said as she took the baby from Michaela.
“He just keeps crying and crying like that. I nursed him, he won’t eat any more.” Michaela folded her arms helplessly. “What’s wrong? Do you think he’s ill?” She felt silly asking the nanny if she thought the baby was sick when she was a doctor herself. But no amount of medical training had prepared her for something like this.
Bella felt Josef’s forehead. “No, I don’t think so. Here, now.” She brought him over to his changing table and lifted up his shift.
“No, it’s not his diaper. I changed it ten minutes ago. That’s when he started crying like this.”
“Ah, there we are,” Bella said. “A pin’s stuck him.”
“What?!” Michaela cried, rushing over to her.
Bella held up the open pin. “Don’t worry. I did it too when I was learning.”
Josef instantly stopped crying and relaxed. He fell into some soft hiccups.
“I did this to him,” Michaela said, guilt in her voice. She stroked his head. “Oh, sweetheart. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Mommy did that to you.”
Bella refastened the pin securely. “There we are. Good as new.” She pulled down his shift and picked him up. She approached Michaela but she backed away. She wasn’t sure if she trusted herself with the baby anymore. She certainly trusted Bella a lot more.
“No, you, you take him,” she said. “I need a bath.”
“Would you like me to draw it for you?”
“No, no, that’s all right. I just want you to look after Josef.”
“All right, Mrs. Lewis,” Bella said softly as she gently rocked him.
Michaela left the nursery and shut the door. She leaned against the wall and burst into quiet tears.
* * *
“Come here, Josef, come here,” David encouraged as he squatted in front of the baby and held out his arms. A couple in a rowboat went past them in the pond in Boston Common on the warm spring day.
The happy, adorable one-year-old sputtered his lips and bounced up and down on his legs as Michaela held his waist to steady him. “Walk to Daddy,” Michaela encouraged. “You can do it, sweetheart. Walk to Daddy.”
Josef pursed his lips firmly and swung one leg out, then the other.
“Let go of him, Mike. He’s going to do it,” David encouraged.
“I’m afraid to. What if he falls?” she replied.
“Children fall. It’s part of learning to make their way. Come here, Josef.” He clapped his hands.
Reluctantly, she let go of his waist and the baby toddled over to David.
“Oh! You did it!” Michaela cried, rushing over to them.
David swept the baby up into his arms. Josef burst into giggles. “That’s my boy!” he said, tossing him into the air.
“David, he did it all by himself!” she exclaimed.
He laughed and put his arm around her, giving her a big kiss. “Of course he did. He’s very advanced for his age.”
She caressed the baby’s cheek tearfully. Nothing in the world had prepared her for how deeply she loved her son. Before he was born, she thought she loved practicing medicine and her career and being married to David. But this baby in her life, this wonderful little person who loved her back and hugged her all the time and whose first word was Mommy, was the most amazing thing that had ever happened to her. A hundred medical degrees couldn’t compare to the life she was building with David and their little Josef, her father was right.
“Mike, you all right?” David asked, gazing at her worriedly.
She smiled tearfully. “Yes. I’m just happy. I’m happy.”
He smiled at her and gave her lips a loving kiss.
* * *
Sully rested his hands on his knees as he sat in the hospital waiting room. Loren was pacing restlessly, occasionally drinking from his flask, and Maude sat near him, her face blank.
Sully could feel Abigail slipping from him every mile they got closer to Denver. He wanted to tell her how much he loved her, the deep feelings he had for her on his heart, but he was never a big talker and he didn’t know how to say it. Gradually he realized deep down she wouldn’t make it. She could see it in Charlotte’s eyes. Abigail stopped breathing as they finally pulled up to the hospital and Sully carried her inside in a rush. The doctors said they would try to save the baby. They would try. Then they slammed the door on him and told him to wait.
It was about three in the morning when a nurse finally came out with Charlotte. Sully had never seen Charlotte looking so wiped out. She had tried so valiantly to save the both of them. She did everything she could. He wanted to tell her that no matter what, he didn’t blame her, but he didn’t know how to say that either.
“Abby?” Loren finally choked.
Charlotte swallowed hard and shook her head.
Maude let loose a guttural scream as only a mother could. It seemed to go on forever. “No! My baby!”
“You did this!” Loren cried, raising one hand and pointing at Sully shakily.
Maude collapsed to the ground in terrible sobs and Loren crouched beside her and held her. She beat against his chest, screaming for her daughter.
Sully noticed for the first time Charlotte carrying a tiny bundle in her arms. Tearfully, she walked to him and laid it in his arms.
Speechless, Sully looked at his new daughter. She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen in his life. She had perfect little features and rosy lips and a shock of dark hair just like her mother. He met Charlotte’s eyes, overwhelmed.
“I … What do I do?” he whispered, baffled.
“You raise her up,” she said as tears flowed down her cheeks. “She’s yours.”
Two Years Later
“David?” Michaela called as she led little Josef by the hand into his office at the hospital. “Oh, where’s Daddy? He’s not here.”
“Papa!” Josef called, putting a little wrapped present on his desk. “Papa, we come see you!”
“Get Daddy’s gift, let’s go see if he’s in the atrium,” Michaela said.
Josef picked up the present again and followed her back into the hallway.
Josef was a beautiful child, three years old and the spitting image of David, though he had Michaela‘s brown eyes and her sensitive, tender heart. And was all serious, just like her. Michaela and David doted on him, as did Elizabeth and especially Michaela‘s father. The past four years had been deliriously wonderful and happy. David’s career was flourishing. He had quickly worked his way up to Chief of Pediatrics at the hospital. And now he had just been appointed Chief of Medicine. He often wondered why he had ever worried his injuries would prevent him from being a doctor. He couldn’t perform surgeries, but he had found his niche in a leadership role. If anything, he was a better doctor than he was before. He knew what it was like to be a patient, and he had incredible empathy for anyone he ever treated.
Things weren’t quite as smooth for Michaela. She was a gifted surgeon and her record was impeccable, but the path to chief of anything at the hospital would be a lot harder for her, she knew that. Mostly, the other doctors tried to steer her toward the simple surgeries, the appendectomies, the hernias. Or they would always call her whenever someone poor and indigent showed up in the emergency wing, someone they couldn‘t or didn‘t want to be bothered with. She didn’t mind treating anyone who needed her help, but she longed to stand in on some of the more complicated procedures, the brain surgeries, the hip replacement experimentations, the heart and lung operations. She wanted to learn and grow in her expertise as most physicians did, and at times she felt very stifled.
David did what he could to try to help them trust and accept her, but she was still a woman, and she was a mother now with a young child, and as much as David was respected, most people still felt his wife had no business being there. Actually, soon to be two children. She was pregnant again and the baby was due in the spring. The chief resident absolutely forbid her from working past her fifth month when everyone could tell she was pregnant and were put off, and so she had very grudgingly gone into confinement, staying at home most of the time with Josef and their wonderful nanny Bella, and supporting David as much as he could in his ambitions.
Josef was getting tired walking the long hall and Michaela paused to pick him up. She gave his soft cheek a loving kiss. “Someday you’ll be racing up and down these halls in a white coat, a stethoscope around your neck, saving lives.”
“When I grow up I’m gonna be a doctor like Daddy,” he announced.
“And Mama. You want to be a doctor like Mama, too, don‘t you?”
“Giwls can’t be doctors!”
“Who told you that?” she demanded.
“Gran’ma,” he said with a sweet smile.
She chuckled softly. “Oh.” Elizabeth never had accepted Michaela‘s career working alongside David and Josef at Boston General. In fact, usually she pretended Michaela stayed at home and looked after the house and did needlepoint. Elizabeth preferred to live in denial, she always had.
Michaela spotted a host of doctors and nurses and other hospital personal gathered around David, shaking hands and pouring champagne.
“Well done, Dr. Lewis,” Dr. Burke said as they shook hands. “You couldn’t be more deserving.”
“To Dr. Lewis,” Dr. Hanson said as he raised his champagne glass.
“Here, here!” everyone shouted.
“Excuse me, Chief?” Michaela said, tapping him on the shoulder.
“May I help you?” He spun around. “Michaela!” He beamed and hugged her. “Darling, what are you doing here?”
“We heard the good news. I wanted to offer my heartfelt congratulations.”
“Here, Daddy. We got a pwesent!” Josef cried, handing him the box.
“Oh, you did, did you now?” He took Josef from her. “You shouldn’t be carrying him.”
“Oh, nonsense, I’m fine,” she replied, rubbing the little boy’s back.
“Your mother’s going to throw a fit she finds out you left the house,” he replied as he tore open the wrapping paper. “Went gallivanting all over the city buying presents.”
“Let her throw a fit. She throws a fit at least daily when it comes to me.”
He opened the box to reveal a stunning silver pocket watch. “Oh, Michaela. Oh, sweetheart. It’s beautiful.”
“Open it,” she said, putting her arm around his waist.
He opened it and held the inscription up to the light. “To the best chief in the world. Love M, J & A.” He looked up. “Who’s A?”
“Annalise, remember? The name you want to call our daughter? You do remember we‘re having a baby? I know you‘ve been busy with all this.”
He chuckled. “Oh, right. Of course. After my grandmother. Does this mean you agree?”
She smiled wryly. “I agree.”
“This is the best present I’ve ever gotten. I’ll wear it always. Thank you, Mike.” He drew her close and gave her a soft, long kiss.
“Ew!” Josef finally cried, covering his eyes.
Michaela chuckled and stroked the little boy’s hair. “It’s naptime for him. Bella’s going to wonder where we are. I should head back.”
“No nap!” Josef cried.
“Let me summon a streetcar,” David said.
“That’s all right. The walk’s good for us. The weather hasn‘t been this nice in months.”
“Mike, don’t be stubborn. As chief of medicine, I insist.”
“As the chief’s wife, I have the final vote,” she replied. She gave him one last kiss and then took Josef back from him.
* * *
“She’s been kicking me all night long,” Michaela said as she rubbed her belly at the breakfast table. “She’s so restless. Josef was never like this.”
“Come here, sticky boy. Syrup all over you,” Bella said as she wiped off Josef’s mouth and hands. “Hm, they say girls move around a lot more than boys.”
“They do? Oh, you think it’s a girl? I hope so.” She sighed. She couldn’t help wanting a girl. With Josef it just never crossed her mind he would be a boy. What with all the girls in her family she just thought she would have one too. When he was born she was so thrilled to be a mother and so in love with him, his gender suddenly didn’t seem to matter. But with this baby she was really praying for a girl. Not that she didn’t want the baby to be healthy, too. But she was longing for a little girl to braid her hair every morning and pick out pretty dresses and do things together like share perfume and talk. In short, she wanted the relationship with her daughter she never really had with Elizabeth. She thought, secretly, that she would be sorely disappointed if this baby was another boy.
“It definitely is. I just know it,” Bella said with a smile.
“Oh, I think she’s kicking my kidneys,” Michaela said with a grimace.
“Stop,” Josef told her belly. “Stop it!”
Michaela chuckled and held out her arm. “Come here. Feel this, sweetheart.” She guided his little hand to rest on the right side of her belly. “You feel your sister? That’s her foot.”
“Hey!” Josef blurted, dumbfounded.
She smiled. “Isn’t she strong?”
“No, I’m strong, Mommy!” He flexed his arm muscles with a scowl and she laughed.
“Little Hercules he is,” Bella remarked as someone knocked on the front door. Michaela started to get up but Bella shoed her down. “Stay put, Mrs. Lewis. I’ll get it.” She scurried off to the foyer.
Michaela leaned forward curiously as she heard a familiar voice.
“But Bella-”
“She’s not to go down there, Dr. Burke,” Bella said. “Dr. Lewis said no more trips to Dorchester until after the baby’s born.”
“I just want to talk to her, that’s all.” He walked into the breakfast room, removing his hat. “Michaela, you must come.”
“William? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong.” He smiled. “Everything’s wonderful. I must show you something.”
“What?”
“A surprise. Just come. Trust me.”
“All right,” she said, unable to contain her curiosity. She got up and Bella started to look frantic.
“Dr. Lewis said you were to stay home and put your feet up!” Bella warned.
Michaela kissed Josef‘s head. “Mind your nanny.” She headed to the foyer and William walked after her.
“But Mrs. Lewis, what am I to tell the master?” Bella demanded, scurrying after them.
“I don’t know. Tell him I went out. I’m tired of being cooped up in here all day like some prisoner, Bella.”
“But you’re not supposed to go out!” she cried.
Michaela couldn’t begin to express how stir crazy staying at home was making her. She loved the time with little Josef and welcomed the opportunity to rest of course, but she was so used to working long hours at the hospital. Staying at home all day every day was so drastically different than her usual routine. David and all the other doctors had insisted she take a long maternity leave, really wouldn’t take no for an answer. That irritated her, too. She wanted to spend some time at home and relax a little before the baby came, but she wanted to do so on her own terms, not because someone was ordering her to.
“There are a lot of things I’m not supposed to do,” Michaela said as she opened the door. She and William went outside and Michaela shut the door on Bella.
* * *
William pulled his buggy up to an abandoned factory building, a big smile on his face. He helped Michaela carefully down to the dirt road.
“There. What do you think?”
“What do I think of what?” Michaela asked, hopelessly confused.
“Of this!” He gestured at the building.
Michaela looked at the building. It was dirty and dusty, the windows were broken and boarded up, and the pipes were rusty. There was a for sale sign outside that had “sold“ painted across it. “Isn’t this that textile factory?”
“Yes. It closed last winter.”
“Someone’s bought it. Who would want to buy an old factory?”
“Someone who saw its potential. Someone who saw rows of hospital beds where all those textile looms used to be.”
“William,” she breathed, her face brightening.
“Welcome to the Dorchester Free Clinic. Attending physicians Burke and Lewis. I want you to be my partner in this, Michaela. True partners.”
She was too shocked to speak. For years and years they had dreamed of a clinic down here. But it had never truly seemed possible. At least until now.
“How did you? I mean, a building like this,” she whispered.
“I mortgaged everything. My house, my practice. I may die penniless but it‘ll be worth it.”
“Oh, William. This is your dream. Your name should be on it, not mine.”
“It’s our dream. You’re as much a part of this as I am. Together we got to this moment, Michaela. And the truth is I need your help. Financial help. I need money. Lots more of it. The building’s got to be restored, cleaned until it’s immaculate. Then there’s the medical supplies, the beds, the linens, the medicine. Yearly operating expenses.”
“How much?”
“Realistically?” He sighed. “Well, two thousand dollars should be a good start.”
She looked through one of the boarded windows. And suddenly she didn‘t see all the dust and oil settling on the dirty gears of the machines. Instead she saw a ward full of patients--children. And she and William going from bed to bed giving them the most excellent, and free, medical care they could ever hope for. “All right. I’ll do it.”
“You’ll do it. Just like that.”
“It’s our dream. We must grab hold of it now.”
“Oh, Michaela!” He hugged her and she laughed.
“Let’s get to the bank. They should just be opening.”
“Come on, let’s go,” he said, grabbing her hand excitedly and heading to the wagon.
“Stop!” someone shouted, coming up behind them.
Michaela and William spun around. Beside them was a young man, a Negro, dressed in tattered clothes. He brandished a knife at them.
William squinted at him and seemed to recognize him. “What are you doing?”
“Back away, Doc.” He got into William’s buggy.
“No, don’t,” Michaela said. “You don’t have to do this.” She stepped toward him and the man slashed the knife at her. William pulled her back by the arm just in time.
The man slapped the reins and sent the horse into a gallop, making off with the buggy around a dark corner.
* * *
David bolted through the busy police station in Dorchester, frantically looking for Michaela. He stopped at an officer’s desk. “My wife, they said she was here. Michaela Lewis. Dr. Lewis.”
He was writing something in a file. “Oh, them. They be down there with the sheriff.”
David looked down the hall and breathed a sigh when he saw Michaela and William talking to another policeman. He ran toward them. “Michaela!” He enveloped her in a tight hug, breathing a sigh of relief. “Don’t you ever do that again? I was worried sick!”
“I’m fine, David. We‘re fine.”
“What on earth happened?” He caressed her cheek and then put his arm tightly around her, gazing at William.
“Oh, it was nothing really,” William explained. “I shouldn’t have left the buggy unattended. Someone made off with it.”
“The officer said something about a knife,” David said as he held Michaela all the closer.
“Michaela, sweetheart, you can’t be running all over a place like this without a care in the world! You could have been killed!”
Michaela just smiled at him. “David, we have wonderful news. The free clinic, we’ve found a place for it. The old textile factory on Washington Street. Isn’t it wonderful? William bought it.”
“Six months and we’ll be open for business if all goes well,” William added with a smile.
David breathed an irritated sigh. “Come on, let’s go home. And you’re going to stay there until the baby’s born where you should be. Thank you, officer.” He led Michaela down the busy hall.
“David, shouldn’t we offer to bring Dr. Burke home?” she said.
“I don’t really feel like offering that man anything right now,” he replied briskly.
“David, it wasn’t his fault. This could have happened anywhere, to anyone.”
“He has no business taking you down there to a place like that in your condition. Eight months along for God sake.”
“Pregnancy is not a condition.”
“And no one steals buggies on Beacon Hill. Michaela, why do you always have to come down here? You make me worried sick. All of us. Bella was crying when she came to get me. She thought you’d been killed when you didn‘t come home.”
“Well, it’s not Beacon Hill. I know that,” she admitted. “But Beacon Hill doesn’t need doctors the way this place does. I want to be where I’m most needed. I have to be. It’s why I became a doctor. Didn‘t you?”
“There’s a place for you at Boston General just like there’s always been.”
“Yes, doing the routine surgeries day after day. Treating the castoffs no one else wants to spend the time on. Constantly having to defend myself and my medical degree. With the likes of Dr. Hanson and Dr. Razor and all of them giving me dirty looks all day.”
“Don’t exaggerate.”
“There’s a place for me here, too. William‘s asked me to be his partner. And I‘m going to accept.”
“And if I don’t want you to accept?”
Her brow narrowed. “I’m not asking your permission.”
He sighed and turned her to face him. “Michaela, I’m sorry. It’s just, the thought of something ever happening to you …. I was frightened, my darling. For you and the baby.” He rubbed her belly. “For little Annalise.”
She softened and placed her hand atop his. As if on cue the baby gave their hands a little nudge with her foot. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten anyone.”
“Promise me, no more coming to Dorchester. Not now or ever.”
She hesitated a long moment. Her calling was here in Dorchester. But David was her husband and she didn’t want to make him unhappy. “I promise,” she said softly. Although in her heart, she really wasn’t committed to any such promise.
“Good.” He hugged her again. “Let’s go home and get you in bed. Come on.”
* * *
“With this new budget just approved, we’re really going to have to take a second look at everything,” David remarked as he sat in bed with Michaela. She was shifting ever so often, trying to get comfortable, as he gently stroked her thigh with his fingers. The baby’s due date was today and she wasn‘t sleeping very well and was getting irritating backaches all the time. She was very ready for it to be over. “Salary cuts for the nurses I’m afraid.”
“But the nurses are what keep the hospital going,” Michaela protested. “They’re our foundation.”
“It’s got to be done. Sometimes the Chief of Medicine must make some hard decisions. Sweetheart, do you want another pillow? Are you uncomfortable? I‘ll get you one.”
“No, I’m all right. What about a salary cut for everyone? Distribute it equally. We can manage a small salary cut. I‘m not worried about us.” She heaved a sigh. “I’m not working anyway.”
“You know you can’t work now,” he said, glancing at her belly. “You need to be home and resting.”
“I could go in for a few hours each day. For the mornings. I wouldn’t overdue it. I promise.”
He turned toward her and caressed her arm. “No. I’d worry about you every moment.”
“I’m not a porcelain doll,” she protested. “With Josef just starting school it’s so lonely here all day. I miss him. And you.”
“You have Bella,” he said. “You like Bella.”
“Of course I do. But she‘s twenty years old. She‘s hardly my peer.” She closed her eyes and drew in her breath.
“What’s wrong?”
“Mm. Just a little cramping again.”
“Is this it? Is it time?”
“No, it’s not a real contraction. I feel it between my legs, not in my belly.”
He gently stroked her arm. “Won’t be long now. You should rest, not get excited about these things. It‘s not good for you.”
She slowly let out her breath as the cramps eased. “I’m not excited. I‘m fine.”
“I want you to keep quiet and take it easy so you’re fully rested when the time comes.”
“David? Speaking of that.” She sighed. “When Josef was born I … well, I wouldn’t exactly say it was a good experience.”
He rubbed her arm sympathetically. “I know, sweetheart. I’m afraid we just had some bad luck. It’ll go better this time around.”
“I felt butchered last time. What if the doctor wants to intervene again?”
“Dr. Razor knows what he’s doing.”
“All due respect to him but I was doing fine. I know I was. Until he came in and insisted on cutting me and using forceps and taking everything out of my hands.”
“Do you want me to ask him not to do his job?”
“David, you’re not understanding me.”
He sighed. “Fine. What are you trying to say?”
She glanced around the room. “Well, we could, we could have the baby here.”
He blinked. “What do you mean here?”
“At home. You’re a doctor, you could help. My sisters and I were all born at home, David. My father delivered us.”
“That was decades ago, things are different now. We know better now.”
“Do we? David, our home is where I feel the safest. I want to deliver our baby where I feel most at ease. And I want her to stay with me after she‘s born, I don‘t want her whisked away to some nursery without me like they took Josef from me. I don‘t want to be separated from her. At home no one would take her from me.”
“Michaela, I don’t understand. First you can’t wait to go back to the hospital now you want nothing to do with it?”
“It’s my baby and my birth. Why can’t I give birth to her where I want to?”
“Because I’m her father and I say no!”
Tears appeared in her eyes and one slipped down her cheek.
“Darling,” he murmured. “Oh, sweetheart, don’t cry. It just frightens me to think you won’t be in the hospital if something goes wrong. Around the best doctors in the country. What if you need an operation? What are we to do then we‘re stuck at home?”
“We’re not far from the hospital. We can make it there in plenty of time if anything happens.”
“No, it’s just too risky. Dr. Razor is the best obstetrician in all of Boston. You’re in excellent care.” He gave her a soft kiss. “Don’t cry. Everything’s going to be fine. You’ll have this little girl in your arms before you know it and nothing will matter.” He squeezed her hand. “All right. All right. I’ll talk to him. I’ll tell your obstetrician you don’t want those things. Those interventions. And I‘ll tell him they‘re not to take the baby from you.”
“You will?”
“For what good it will do, I’ll try.”
* * *
“Daddy!” Josef cried as David came in the front door.
He hung up his jacket, put his medical bag aside and picked up the little boy. “How’s my boy?” He tossed him in the air.
“Pwetty good. Daddy, look at my train. Get on board. Boston and Maine railroad!”
Bella got up from the parlor carpet where they were playing with his train set. “He just had his supper, Dr. Lewis. He ate a good supper.” She folded her hands awkwardly.
“Where’s Michaela?” he asked curiously.
“Mrs. Lewis?”
“Yes, Mrs. Lewis. Where is she? Speak up, girl.”
“Well, she …” She bit her lip. “She said I wasn’t to disturb her. That I was to just tend to Josef. That I shan’t worry.”
“What?”
“Mama’s having my baby sister, Papa,” Josef announced. “She say, go away, Bella, leave me alone!” He wagged his finger.
“Oh, for God sake.” He handed Josef to his nanny and raced up the stairs. Their bedroom door was locked. “Michaela!” he shouted, twisting the knob desperately. “Michaela, I’ll have to break down this door!” When she didn’t answer he barreled his whole body against it once, then twice, and it burst open.
She was on her side in her nightgown in bed, holding back her leg with one hand. She looked thoroughly exhausted and was covered in sweat. She had laid out her medical bag and a few towels at the end of the bed.
“Michaela,” he murmured. He came over to her side and sat on the bed, stroking her forehead. “Michaela.”
“I’m sorry, David,” she muttered. “I just … I wanted to have the baby here.”
“We just talked about this,” he protested. “You agreed.”
Michaela had been up at three o’clock in the morning as usual to use the washroom when her water broke. Excitement and anticipation coursed through her veins and her first instinct was to call to David and wake him up. But then she knew he would drag her to the hospital in the middle of the night and thought better of it. So at seven in the morning when he went off to work and she was having strong contractions five minutes apart, she kissed him goodbye and didn’t mention anything about it.
She was blatantly defying David, she knew she was. It was wrong. And yet the thought of having another baby in the hospital and how awful it had been when Josef was born kept her from doing anything but focusing on her labor here at home in the bedroom. It terrified her to have the same experience again, to put herself at the mercy of Dr. Razor again. When Bella tried to question her she ordered her to leave her be and go tend to Josef, and when Bella persisted further, Michaela locked the door on her.
“I know I did, I just, I couldn’t do it,” she whispered.
“Here, sweetheart. Let me check you,” he said. He sat on the bed, gently looped her leg over his shoulder and shifted up her nightgown. She had passed a lot of discharge and pink fluid onto a towel, and a little blood, a sign the birth was imminent. “Take slow breaths, I’ll try to be gentle.” He slipped two fingers between her legs. After a moment, he breathed a sigh. “I can feel the baby’s head. It‘s engaged. Your cervix is gone.”
She nodded, fully expecting this. “I’ve been bearing down a lot with the contractions. I can’t help it.”
He wiped his fingers off with one of the towels. “All right, we’ll get you to the hospital as fast as we can.” He laid her leg back on the bed.
“David, please, no,” she said. “David, I don’t think I can walk. Please, let‘s just stay here. She‘s about to come out, it burned the last time I pushed. Let‘s deliver the baby here.”
He grew all the more panicked. He knew that was another sure sign the baby was well on her way. “Well, don’t push then for God sake. I’ll get the carriage. We’ll have to carry you. Stay put. Don‘t push!”
The short carriage ride to the hospital felt like an eternity. Michaela was so uncomfortable and in so much pain all she could do was lean against David and squeeze his jacket in her fists and do her best not to push like he told her. He was petrified he was going to have to pull over and deliver the baby on the side of the street, and he kept ordering Michaela to just not do anything.
She could feel the baby’s head incredibly low between her legs, everything felt stretched and distended and on fire, and her body was bearing down completely on its own by the time they arrived in the emergency wing. She could hear herself screaming and groaning as David tried desperately to carry her inside.
They couldn’t make it all the way to the maternity ward, but one of the nurses managed to find them a room close by so she didn’t deliver in the hallway.
David helped her into bed and she got on her hands and knees and immediately started bearing down, as much as he was pleading with her not to do that and wait for the doctor.
“Hurry!” David shouted desperately at one of the nurses. He shifted up her nightgown and bathrobe around her waist, exposing her legs, which were trembling now. “Get the doctor for God sake, don’t just stand there, girl!” He looked between her legs and panicked when he saw the baby’s head crowning. He had never been so scared in his life. He loved Michaela and he wanted to help her, but he wanted nothing to do with delivering the baby. “Darling, she’s here. Don’t push. Wait for the doctor. Don’t push. Stop! Where is the doctor, damnit?!”
Michaela flat out ignored him and just pushed harder, groaning fiercely with the effort. She reached down between her legs to touch the baby’s scalp with her fingers.
“Oh, my God. It’s there. It’s right there. David. The head.”
“I know, honey. Don’t push. Honey, just don‘t push.” A few moments later David was shoed out by the nurses as the doctor breezed in, slamming the door on him.
“Scissors,” the doctor ordered. Michaela absolutely refused to move from her hands and knees on the hospital bed. No amount of persuading, bullying, or the like was convincing her otherwise. The doctor was horribly irritated with her, but the nurses were kinder and kept whispering to her how close she was, that she was just a push away from delivering her precious little one‘s head.
“No,” Michaela whimpered. “No, don’t cut me.”
“I can’t cut you like this, now can I?” he retorted. “Slow it down, not so fast now.”
Michaela couldn’t slow anything down if she tried. She balled up her hands in fists, drew in her breath and pushed as hard as she could. It burned like nothing she had ever felt before, and she could hear herself screaming again, screaming so loud she could barely hear what the doctor and nurses were trying to tell her. Something about how she should pant, not that she cared what anyone had to say anymore. The doctor suddenly put the scissors aside and cupped his hand around the baby’s head as it came out. Bright red blood spilled down around the head.
“All right, you have the head. She’s got her little hand up by her face. Breathe for me, no pushing. Let me suction,” the doctor instructed. He tried to wipe at the blood. “Big tear here. Nurse, more gauze please.”
Michaela instinctively reached down again to feel and gasped when her fingers grazed the baby’s soft little head. Tears welled in her eyes. There was nothing more thrilling than reaching down to feel her baby at the moment she was being born. “Oh, there she is. Oh. Sweet baby girl.”
“Don’t touch, I just sterilized everything!” the doctor cried.
She could feel her belly tightening up again and squeezing down harder than ever on the baby. It took every ounce of her strength to resist the urge to push with her body.
“No, no, no. Breathe. I’m suctioning,” the doctor said.
Michaela was thoroughly fed up with holding back because everyone else wanted her to. She felt the baby shift inside as if very impatient with her, and she screamed again and gave the biggest push of her life. The baby slipped into the doctor’s hands and Michaela gasped with relief.
She looked down between her legs, fully expecting to see a little girl, to see her little Annalise. Instead, she was stunned to discover it was a boy. A red-faced little boy who looked just like his big brother Josef when he was born, only completely bald, without one bit of hair. Michaela felt a wave of disappointment for only the briefest of seconds, then the baby opened his mouth and cried, sprawling his thin little arms out wide and kicking the air, and she was awash with joy.
She burst into tears, overwhelmed. “Oh! It’s a boy! Sweetheart, I thought you were a girl! We thought …. Oh, look at him!”
“Now will you get on your back, please? If that‘s all right with you.” The doctor eyed her impatiently.
Michaela let the nurses guide her onto her back, helping her lift her leg over the cord. She noticed all the bright red blood that had apparently spilled out at once, soaking the sheets and all down the baby’s legs. It was a rather shocking amount. She hadn’t expected so much of it. She could feel more warm blood dripping from the tear down her thigh, and she worried about it for just a brief moment before the baby let out the sweetest little cry again and all of her attention was back on him. She reached down for him shakily and boldly, one of the nurses picked the baby up and placed him on Michaela‘s belly. “There you are, Dr. Lewis. A fine son.”
“Nurse,” the doctor scolded.
“Let her hold him a moment for heaven sake,” she whispered.
Michaela burst into more tears and stroked his soft head as the doctor clamped and cut the cord. “Look at you. Oh. Look at you. I can‘t believe you‘re another boy!”
The doctor was examining her and she winced sharply.
“Oh, bloody hell. Fourth degree tear, all the way down to the rectum. I knew it,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ll need more suturing thread, chloral hydrate and lots of gauze. Let’s just get her over to maternity. Right now, nurse. Looks like a God damned murder scene.”
“Yes, doctor,” she murmured, pushing up the brakes of the bed with her feet as another nurse covered the baby with a warm towel and then wrapped Michaela in a sheet.
“And this, young lady, is why we do an episiotomy,” the doctor scolded.
Michaela couldn’t stop smiling as she admired the new baby. He opened his eyes and looked at her and she saw they were blue, just like David’s. Josef had dark eyes like hers, but this baby had the most striking, brilliant blue eyes she had ever seen. He was so perfect nothing else mattered. “It’s a boy,” she murmured as tears slipped down her cheeks. “We have another son. My son. Oh, you look like Josef. You look like your big brother. Oh, wait until he meets you, he‘s so excited to be a big brother.” The doctor pressed some more gauze to her injuries and she cried out. “Oh, oh, oh. That hurts, that hurts,” she whimpered.
“You have no one to blame but yourself,” he told her. A nurse gently patted her arm.
They wheeled her into the hallway where David was pacing, his nerves nearly getting the better of him. Michaela’s terrible screaming made him so worried he was seriously debating storming back into the room no matter what the doctor thought. It sounded like they were gutting her or something dreadful and he couldn’t stand it. He rushed to Michaela‘s side, looking at the baby in shock.
“My God, we just got here two minutes ago,” he breathed.
“David,” she said, smiling up at him. “David, look. Look. Oh, look.”
“I’m looking, my darling. I’m looking.” He stroked her hair. “She is beautiful! Oh, honey, she looks like you! Oh, you did wonderful!”
“It’s a boy,” she said tearfully. “It’s a boy, David.”
“What?” he breathed. He chuckled. “What? A boy? What are we going to call him? We don‘t have any names for a boy!”
“David, tell my parents. Tell my father,” she said tearfully. “Tell Father. It‘s a boy!”
“Yes, of course. Of course. He doesn‘t have any hair! Look at the two of us and a son of ours is born without hair?”
Michaela just smiled, overwhelmed. “It’s a boy.”
“It’s a boy, darling,” he echoed tearfully. “Oh, you did so wonderful. Oh, darling.” He kissed her gently.
“All right, back away now,” the nurse said gently. “We’re taking her to maternity. You can meet us there.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he murmured. He grasped Michaela’s hand and kissed the back of it. “Well done, Dr. Lewis.”
“David, I have to have stitches,” she whispered. “I need a lot of stitches. Oh, God. I didn‘t mean to, it just, his hand, they said his hand tore me, I just-”
“Shh, shh, it’s all right,” he soothed. “I’ll be there. It‘ll be fine.”
“You will certainly not be there,” the doctor said.
“I’m her husband and I’m going to be there,” he told the doctor firmly.
The doctor heaved a sigh at him. But Michaela just closed her eyes with relief. It was the first time she felt like David had really stood up for her when it came to this doctor.
“That’s it, close your eyes,” David whispered. “We have another son, my darling.”
* * *
“How much longer?” David asked restlessly as he sat up by Michaela’s head in the operating theater and stroked her shoulder.
“It has to be done carefully, don’t rush it,” the doctor scolded. “You want this botched and she ends up incontinent the rest of her life?”
“No, sir,” David whispered. Michaela whimpered again and shivered. “It’s all right, honey. It’s all right, sweetheart,” he soothed. “Won’t be much longer.”
David had seen some birth injuries like this during his obstetrics rotation back in medical school. It just never crossed his mind it would happen to Michaela. He was confident she was now in excellent hands, the best doctor for the job was right here, but he just wished it had never come down to this. What had been a joyous moment when the baby was born was quickly diminished by what she had to endure now. She had been so adamant that she not be separated from the baby at the hospital like she was when Josef was born. David had promised her that wouldn’t happen again. Now he had to break that promise and let the nurses take the baby to the nursery so Michaela could go to the operating theater and the doctor could stitch up what was clearly a severe tear.
Michaela moaned again and gritted her teeth. David tried to come up with some way to distract her.
“Well, Mike, I suppose we can’t call him Annalise,” he said.
She whimpered. “No,” she choked.
“What do you think? Do you have a boy’s name?”
“No. I’m sorry. Do you?” She moaned again and panted and David stroked her cheek.
“Shh, shh,” he soothed. “Stay with me, Mike. Stay with me. Look at me.”
She sniffled and slowly met his eyes.
“I just have one name I can think of while we‘ve been sitting here,” he said.
“You have? What is it?”
“Christopher.”
She hesitated a moment, then she smiled.
“You like it?” he murmured.
“Yes, I adore it,” she whispered. She grimaced. “Oh, oh, oh.”
“It’s all right, honey. You’re so brave.” He bent and kissed her forehead. “It‘ll be over soon and then you can have our Christopher back in your arms.”
* * *
David sat on the hospital bed beside Michaela, cradling their new son tenderly while she looked on. He was asleep after a good feeding, his tiny lips pink and puckered and his little nostrils flailing.
“Are you sorry he’s not a girl?” David whispered.
She smiled softly. “No. I’m happy just the way he is.” She had wanted a girl, dreamed and prayed for a girl, and David knew it. But the moment Christopher arrived and she laid eyes on him and the nurses broke the rules and let her hold him a few moments and kiss him before whisking him off to the nursery, none of it seemed to matter anymore. She instantly forgot about all those nine long months of pining for a girl, and she was as in love as ever with her new little boy. He was beautiful and wonderful and she had given David two sons now, two sons to carry on the proud Lewis name. Two sons to follow in their footsteps and become doctors someday. She had never been so happy. Her husband came up with the name. Neither one of them had ever known a Christopher before. But David thought that Dr. Christopher Abraham Lewis sounded exactly like the name of a physician you could really trust. And Christopher was destined to be a doctor, of that he was sure of. Two generations of doctors before him couldn’t be wrong.
“My goodness you’re a wonder,” David said, gazing at her adoringly.
“Me?” she said shyly.
“You. Oh, Michaela. Do you know what you‘ve done for me?”
She smiled at his happiness and leaned in to give his lips a soft kiss. She wished they were at home, she was tired of hospital food and missed her own bed, but the doctors and David and even her father insisted she needed to stay here until the end of the week to be sure the stitches were taking well and there was no infection and she was at least able to walk a bit first and be well enough to have them take out the catheter. Her mother and father had really gone overboard with the flowers this time, filling the room with bouquets and bouquets of them. Gifts had come, too, from all her sisters. And cards, dozens and dozens of cards, from all their family and friends and colleagues. Michaela told everyone to stop fussing, but Josef scolded her and told her second babies somehow always got neglected and he wasn’t going to let that happen to Chris. Josef already was calling him by that nickname. Christopher had already stolen a special place in his heart.
“What can I get you, my darling?” David asked. “Anything at all you want. Just name it.”
“Well,” she whispered. “There is one thing.”
“What?”
“A big bowl of clam chowder from our favorite restaurant?”
“The Union Oyster House,” he said with an amused smile.
“Yes. I’m starved. I dream about clam chowder. Bowls and bowls of it. Swimming in it.”
“I don’t know if I can carry enough for you to swim in it, but you’ll get your clam chowder, I promise.” He kissed her, carefully gave her the baby, and got up from the bed.
“We’re here!” Elizabeth announced as she and Josef came through the door again. Josef had a box of cigars under one arm and was holding a stuffed bear with a big blue bow around its neck. Elizabeth was holding another bouquet of flowers. “How is everyone?”
“Mother, stop,” Michaela protested. “We’re going to attract a colony of bees to this room.”
“What?” she replied innocently as she arranged the flowers in a glass on a nearby table. “David, how are you doing? Tired?” she asked, kissing his cheek.
“No, it’s Michaela who was up all night with him. I’m only sorry I couldn’t really help.” He put on his jacket and grabbed his hat.
“Oh, precious dear,” Elizabeth crooned, crouching down and kissing the baby. “Asleep all day and awake all night, just like you, Michaela.”
“Where you off to, David?” Josef said. “I just picked up some Cuban cigars.” He opened up the box.
“That sounds wonderful, but we’ll have to do it later. I’m on a mission.”
“A mission?” Elizabeth asked curiously as she sat beside Michaela.
“Yes, a clam chowder mission,” he said with a wink to Michaela as he went out the door.
“Let me see this handsome boy,” Josef said dotingly as he approached the bed and picked up the baby. “It’s your Grandpa Quinn, Chris. Come to start your medical education.”
“Not just yet, Father,” Michaela said, watching the pair of them with a smile. She adored her father, she always had, and seeing how happy he was to see her marry and start a family filled her with pride. She knew her father loved all of his grandchildren. But his relationship with Michaela had always been rather special, and there was something about the way he regarded his youngest daughter’s sons, Josef and now Christopher, that seemed a little different, too. Special in the same way she and her father’s relationship was special.
“Oh, what’s this?” Josef crooned as he held up the bear. “Look, it’s just for you, Chris.”
“How are the stitches, dear?” Elizabeth asked.
“Mother, really,” Michaela protested.
“What? It wasn’t your fault.”
“They’re fine,” she muttered.
“Where are all those useless little nurses?” she demanded. “They should be bringing you cold towels every hour and keeping you comfortable.”
“No, I’m fine. I just want to watch you and Father hold him. That makes me forget any discomforts.”
Elizabeth smiled softly. She too was very proud of Michaela’s family. She had worried and worried for years over Michaela, more than any of the other girls. She worried her unconventional lifestyle would lead to loneliness and spinsterhood. She even worried there was something odd about Michaela, that perhaps she wasn’t like normal young women. Friends in an honest attempt to be helpful had suggested a nervous disorder, and even Elizabeth had started to believe that at one point. But then Michaela reconnected with David and they eventually married and started their beautiful family, and Elizabeth could breathe a giant sigh of relief for her youngest, eccentric daughter.
“It’s so strange being the patient,” Michaela said. “I can’t wait to go back to work and be on the other side again.”
Elizabeth’s smile faded. “Oh, Michaela. Why don’t you quit all that nonsense and stay home now?”
“Elizabeth,” Josef warned softly.
“Mother, we went over this a thousand times when I was pregnant with Josef.”
“Please don’t say that word. And it’s different now. Now you have two children. Who’s going to run your house, who will take care of them?”
“I’ll take care of them of course. When I’m not working. And when I am, Bella’s a wonderful nanny. Josef adores her and I know Christopher will, too. I trust her implicitly.”
“I suppose it can’t be perfect,” Elizabeth muttered. “It’s not exactly what I imagined.”
Michaela chuckled softly. “I’m sorry, Mother. I’m sorry I’m not what you imagined.”
“It’s close enough,” she said, kissing her forehead. “I’m … I’m very proud of you, Michaela.”
That was the first time Michaela could remember Elizabeth ever saying she was proud of her. She squeezed her hand emotively.
“Elizabeth, stop with all the dramatics and come see your grandson,” Josef spoke up. “I think he has your nose, dear.”
* * *
“You got here just in time, Dr. Lewis,” the chef said as he handed him a basket with a heavy cauldron of hot soup inside. “Our last batch.”
David smiled as he handed over a few coins. “I can’t tell you how much my wife is going to appreciate this.”
The chef shook his hand. “Congratulations on the new son. You must be so proud.”
“That I am. Good evening.” He stepped down from the kitchen stoop.
“I trust you’ll bring him here for his first taste of clam chowder when he’s old enough,” the chef called.
David chuckled. “Of course!” He walked down the alley toward his buggy.
“Excuse me, mister, do you have the time?” a man asked.
David turned around. “Yes, it’s-”
The man hit him with a club as hard as he could across his bad leg. David groaned with surprise and dropped the basket, sending hot clam chowder spilling to the cobblestone streets and down a nearby drain. The man ripped David’s watch from its chain, then felt the inside of his coat pockets and pulled out his billfold.
David tried with all his might to muster up strength to fight back. But the shooting pain radiating up and down his leg was paralyzing. He was seeing double and barely able to stay conscious.
“Police,” David choked.
The robber struck him across the head, rendering him unconscious, and ran off down the alley.
Chapter Six
“Mrs. Lewis?” a nurse said as she came into the room. Michaela opened her eyes, disoriented. The hospital room was dark. She immediately checked on Christopher, who was sleeping peacefully in the bassinet beside her. That was another rule she managed to get the hospital to break, to let the baby stay with her at night instead of going off to the nursery alone. There were certain privileges to being the wife of the chief of medicine. She realized David wasn’t there. Had he ever even come back from the Oyster House?
“David?” she called.
“Your husband’s in the emergency wing,” the nurse told her softly. “There’s been an accident.”
She shifted up. “What kind of accident? I want to see him.”
“He broke his leg. He’ll be all right the doctor says.”
“I have to go to him.”
“You’re in no condition,” the nurse scolded.
“I don’t care, he’s my husband!” she cried. “He’s hurt!”
“All right, all right, just wait one moment and let me get you a wheelchair,” the nurse scolded.
* * *
“David?” Michaela said tearfully as the nurse pushed her wheelchair up to his bed. His leg was in a fresh cast and there was a little gash at his temple. “Sweetheart, I’m here. It’s all right.” She found his hand and squeezed it.
“Mm,” David said, wincing in pain.
“David. David, can you hear me?” she said. “David, please.” She glanced at the doctor who was waiting in the doorway. “What’s wrong? Why won’t he come out of it? Why can‘t he hear me?”
“It’s all right, that’s to be expected. We’ve given him plenty of morphine to help him rest.”
“Morphine,” she breathed. “No. You can‘t give him that!”
“He was in pain!”
“Oh, God, please don’t give him that.” She kissed his hand. “David, please wake up, please!”
“Let him rest,” the doctor scolded. “And you need your rest, too, young lady. Nurse, take her back to the maternity ward.”
“No more morphine,” she said firmly. “Whatever you do, I don’t want you giving him anymore morphine. Is that clear?”
“You, Dr. Lewis, are nothing but an attending. In family medicine no more. This is beyond your expertise. Stay out of it.”
“My husband is chief of medicine in this hospital. Your job is in his hands. If you so much as give him a milliliter of that drug again I’ll see you’re let go!”
“Fine, fine,” he muttered. “Irrational woman. I never should have let you come in here.”
“Come on, dear,” the nurse murmured as she wheeled her out. “He’ll be fine. He’ll be just fine.”
Michaela looked back at David worriedly as she guided her into the hallway.
* * *
“Here, Michaela, more ice,” Josef said as he came into the hospital room carrying a basin.
“Thank you, Father,” she said. She was holding David’s hand tightly in hers and stroking his brow, trying to comfort him in his pain without resorting to giving him more morphine. “You’re doing fine. Sweetheart, you’re doing fine. I’m here.” She kissed his hand tearfully.
For his part David was slowly breathing through his teeth, eyes closed and brow set firmly.
“Are you all right?” Michaela whispered as Josef packed his leg in ice again. “Are you all right, my darling?”
“Can’t hardly complain to you when you just had a baby,” he whispered with a soft smile. “I’m sure this is nothing to you.”
She smiled and kissed his cheek. “Not nothing at all. You’re being so brave. I’m so proud of you.”
“He’s a war hero,” Josef remarked softly. “Of course he’s brave.”
Michaela met her father’s eyes with appreciation. He never said anything unkind about David. But he didn’t really go out of his way to say nice things either. It had always been like that, and Michaela had never been completely sure why. Part of it was seeing his last little girl grow up and leave home, she knew that. But she had always wondered if there was something more to it, perhaps something about David that made Josef wary of him. Josef sometimes acted as if he wasn’t really that fond of him and yet even he himself couldn’t exactly pinpoint the reason why. It certainly meant a lot to have his support in this.
“Mike?” David breathed. “Mike, I’m sorry they took my pocket watch. You’re present.”
“We’ll get you another, don’t worry about the watch,” she admonished.
“Dr. Lewis?” a nurse said as she appeared in the doorway. “Dr. Lewis, it’s time for a scheduled feeding.”
“Could I bring him in here?” she asked. “I want to stay with my husband.”
“No, babies aren’t permitted down here. You know they’re not permitted to leave the nursery.”
“It’s my own baby and I’m not permitted to take him where I want to take him,” Michaela muttered.
David gently touched her chin. “You go on, Mike. It’s all right. Christopher needs you. Rules are rules.”
“I’ll be back soon,” she said as the nurse came over to grasp her wheelchair.
“I’ll stay here, Mike,” Josef said, touching her shoulder. “David’s right, the baby needs you.”
“I suppose we’ll have to manage without you briefly,” David said softly. “Us boys. Don’t know what we would do without a woman like you. Christopher‘s so lucky.”
“It’s Chris,” Josef said. “Why not call him Chris?”
“Michaela wants neither of those. Michaela calls him Chrissy,” David said with a wry smile.
“David, rest,” Michaela scolded softly, squeezing his hand as the nurse guided her wheelchair out of the room.
* * *
Michaela was only asleep five minutes when Christopher awoke from the bassinet at the foot of their bed screaming again.
He was six weeks old and a terribly colicky baby. Michaela felt like she hadn’t slept since he was born. And she practically hadn’t. With David in the hospital for the past month and now home and convalescing, she was usually the one who had to get up with the unhappy baby. And all this while trying to recover from her own stitches and discomforts. She felt like she was walking in a fog she was so tired. Bella was as helpful as she could be, but she was busy enough tending to Josef and even though she offered to stay up with the baby and help when he was like this, Michaela didn’t want her exhausted during the day when she was supposed to be taking good care of a three-year-old. At least one of the two of them was getting some sleep.
“I’m coming, Christopher. Mama’s coming,” she whispered, reaching into the cradle and lifting him out.
David watched her from the bed, running his fingers through his hair. “We’re sure there’s nothing wrong with him? We’re not overlooking something?”
“We both examined him a dozen times,” she said as she paced with the baby beside the bed, rubbing his back as he continued to scream. “It has to be just colic, I’m sure of it.”
David got out of bed and grabbed his cane. He paced on the other side, his limp all the more noticeable ever since the accident. It was tragic that after all the hard work he had done when he was wounded in the war to be able to get out of a wheelchair and walk without a cane, now he was dependent on the cane again, probably permanently. At least he had kept his leg.
“Shh, shh,” Michaela soothed, kissing the baby’s head. He was red-faced and balling up his little legs to his chest. “Is it your tummy? Your tummy hurts, my darling? Shh.”
“Try feeding him,” David ordered. “He’s hungry.”
“But I just fed him,” she protested.
“Mike, do it,” he retorted impatiently. “Do it for God’s sake. I can’t take this anymore.”
“All right. I will. It’s all right, David. He’s all right.” She found a seat in the nearby rocking chair and unbuttoned her nightgown, exposing her breast. “Here, Christopher. Here, Chrissy, sweetheart.” She tried to get him to latch on. Surprisingly, the baby took hold and suckled a moment, his crying ceasing.
“Not like that!” David said, walking over to her briskly. “Sit him upright so he doesn’t swallow so much air and get even worse.” He shifted the baby in her arms so he wasn’t lying at an angle. “Michaela, don’t you know how to breastfeed a baby properly? You‘re contributing to this!”
“David,” she breathed, eyes welling with tears.
He sighed and got up, walking to their vanity. He opened his medical bag with trembling hands. She watched in horror as he tore open a small package of powdered morphine, dumped it into a glass and poured a little water from their pitcher, and swallowed it down in a few gulps.
“David,” she pleaded. “Oh. Don‘t take that again.”
The effect was almost instant. He breathed an immense sigh of relief. At last he turned to her again and walked over, much more slowly and calmly. “Is he all right? How’s he doing?”
She glanced down at the baby, then looked up at him. “Please don’t. Please don’t do this again.”
“Shh, I’m fine. I’m fine.” He gazed into her eyes. “I’m sorry I was angry with you, sweetheart. That was my fault.”
“Oh, David, I’m so tired,” she said as tears slipped down her cheeks. “I’m so tired.”
“I know, I know. You’re doing wonderfully. Christopher is so lucky to have you. As am I.” He caressed her cheek and kissed her. “No more tears, all right? He’s better now. He’s nursing. You’re wonderful.”
“David, I can’t do this again.”
“Yes you can. This won’t last too long. He’ll outgrow the colic. He’ll get through this just fine.”
“I mean the morphine,” she choked. “I can’t let you get dependent on that again.”
“No, just a little to help me get by,” he said. “I promise. It’s not like last time. I promise it’s not.”
She wasn’t reassured by that at all, but no amount of arguing with him would get him to relent. “Please, let’s just, let’s go back to bed.”
“Yes, yes of course. You take him with us. You get comfortable in bed and nurse him there, all right? I don’t mind.”
* * *
“The name of the child?” the priest asked as he sat at his desk across from Michaela and David.
“Christopher Abraham Lewis,” Michaela said. She lifted the baby over her shoulder and patted his back as he whimpered. He was four months old and his colic really hadn’t gotten much better. He was constantly fussy. And she was as tired as she had ever been. Worse yet, Michaela felt like David was rapidly growing distant from the baby. He attended and doted on Josef as he usually did, but he didn’t seem very interested in Christopher. He didn’t even seem to like him that much. He would go days without hardly even acknowledging him. When she tried to talk to him about it he just glared at her and stormed off.
“St. Christopher, the saint we all call upon to see us through a terrible storm,” the priest said.
Michaela glanced at the baby and rubbed his back. Her life certainly felt very stormy right now.
“Then at this point we’ll summon the godparents forward. Their names?”
Michaela looked at David. “Well, we haven’t talked about that much actually. I was thinking, William Burke?”
“Dr. Burke?” David repeated, his brow narrowing.
“He’s become my most trusted friend,” Michaela said. “What better person to help us raise our child than our best friend?”
“Your best friend,” David said. “He’s not mine.”
“David,” she breathed, glancing at the priest.
The priest adjusted his spectacles awkwardly. “Well, no decisions need to be made just now.”
David opened his new pocket watch. “I have to go.”
“David, we had this appointment,” Michaela protested. “You said you’d come.”
“I’m late for my shift. You finish here.”
David got up with his cane and kissed her, but he didn’t kiss the baby or even look at him. Michaela watched him go.
“Father, I’m terribly sorry,” she said to the priest. “I-”
“No harm done,” he admonished. “Now then, where were we?”
* * *
“Precious little man,” Bella said lovingly as she laid Christopher in his pram beside his stuffed bear.
Michaela gave Josef a big hug and kiss. They were gathered in her office as they usually did around the noon hour. Some Boston nannies were uncomfortable around their mistresses and would much prefer to just tend to the children on their own. That’s how Martha had been for many years. But Bella was a nanny who liked to have Michaela around. They had become friends, and Michaela felt like Bella understood her and her opinions about raising the children better than anyone, perhaps even David. Bella always brought the boys to the hospital to visit their mother, even if David sometimes complained that it really wasn‘t appropriate.
“You do your lessons with Bella. No skipping them,” Michaela said.
“Mommy,” he griped. “We were going to go feed the ducks!”
“You want to be a doctor someday, don’t you? Lessons first.”
“All wight,” he muttered, grasping Bella’s skirts.
“We’ll see you for supper, mum?” Bella asked. “Roast turkey.”
She opened her pocket watch. “I hope so. Dr. Burke and I are going on more house calls this afternoon in Dorchester. But we should be back before dark.”
“Oh, I hate when you go down there, mum,” Bella said. “It worries me, a nice lady like you wandering a place like that.”
“It’s where my patients are, Bella. The ones most in need anyway.”
“Please be careful.”
“I will. Don’t fret over me.” She kissed Josef one more time. “Mind your nanny. I love you.” She reached in and tickled the baby’s cheek. “You mind, too, Chrissy.”
“Cherubs,” Bella said with a smile as she guided the children out of the office.
Michaela waved goodbye to them and then resumed her seat at her desk. She was updating a medical chart when David opened the door without knocking.
“Oh, there you are,” she said with a smile. “You missed the boys. They were here for lunch.”
“I’m sorry, I couldn’t get out of my meeting.” He came to her desk and spotted a top hat resting on one corner. He picked it up, his brow narrowing. “What’s this?”
She dipped her pen into an inkwell and wrote a little more on a chart. “What’s what?”
“Whose hat is this?”
She glanced up. “Oh, that must be William’s.”
“You call him William?”
“Yes, don’t you?” she replied with confusion.
“Why is his hat in your office?” he demanded.
“He forgot it. He’ll be back later. We’re going down to Dorchester this afternoon.”
He put the hat on her desk and folded his arms. “So he was in here earlier?”
She wrinkled his brow. “David, what’s wrong?”
“Was he in here?”
“Yes, he was here. We were discussing our cases together.” She returned her attention to the medical chart. Michaela had relented two months ago when David said he didn’t want William to be Christopher’s godfather. Instead they selected David’s sister and her husband. He hadn’t said a word about William again, until now.
He circled the desk and in one quick motion, pushed all the paperwork off her desk with his hand.
“David!” she cried. “What are you doing?”
“Why are you spending so much time with him?” he retorted.
“Because we go to Dorchester together, what’s wrong? You know Dr. Burke and I often work together on our pro bono cases. We work well together. We have for years. We‘re opening a clinic there in case you forgot.”
He leaned forward, resting one hand on her desk. “Are you having an affair with him? Answer me!”
Her mouth dropped open in shock. She couldn’t believe David would ask her such a thing. “What?”
“You’re all he talks about. He’s always off with you; I’ve seen your time computation records, both of yours. I have access to them as chief of medicine. You’re always down at the alms house with him!” He knocked some books off her desk.
“Yes I am always with him! You know we’re both passionate about our work there. You could join us if you wanted to. I’ve asked you to come with me many times! Don‘t you think I‘d prefer to go on house calls with my husband? Remember all the dreams we had, working side by side? We work in the same hospital and I never even see you!”
He grabbed her arm tightly. “If you’re having an affair, I’ll find out. Believe me I will! And you‘ll both regret it!”
William came into the room without knocking, wearing his usual cheerful smile. He swallowed awkwardly as he noticed the disarray of her desk. “I’m sorry, I’ll come by later.”
Michaela got up, grabbing her cape off the coat rack and picking up her medical bag. “No, we need to be going. We’ll be late.” She handed William the hat he had forgotten.
David glared at her, but she ignored him defiantly and followed William out of the room.
“We don’t have to go today,” William said softly as they headed down the hall. “We can go another time.”
“Our patients are expecting us.”
“Dr. Lewis? Is … is everything all right?”
She nodded bravely. “Everything’s fine.”
* * *
For the first time in the marriage, Michaela started to wonder if perhaps things weren’t so wonderful and rosy as she had always thought. As she laid in bed tearfully and waited for David to come home from his evening shift, she couldn’t stop thinking about how angry he had gotten earlier, even accusing her of an affair. The allegation was so outrageous, so far from the truth, she was speechless.
Since Christopher was born and was so colicky, David’s patience had become paper thin. And now he was turning to the morphine more than ever. Worst of all, he wasn’t just taking the medication orally. He was actually injecting much larger and potent doses directly into his arm intravenously. His arms were developing nasty dark track marks from all the needle sticks. He always hid them with his shirt, but she was his wife and she saw what his arms really looked like.
“I’m so glad I’m home,” David said serenely as he approached the bed at about midnight. He acted as if nothing had ever happened as he caressed Michaela’s cheek and kissed her.
“Me, too, sweetheart,” Michaela choked.
He smiled at her broadly and unbuttoned his vest and shirt, tossing it aside. He had her undressed a moment later and was holding her breasts in his large hands. Michaela was happy that he had come home in a better mood, but she really wanted to resolve things between them before this. David always wanted to make love first and then talk about whatever she wanted to later. She however thought it was much healthier to talk things out first.
“David, we need to discuss what happened,” she said softly. He laid down beside her and kissed her.
“Discuss what?”
“What happened today William?”
He looked at her like he was in a fog. “William? Dr. Burke?”
“Yes. You remember. David, you know what you said isn’t true. It…it hurts me you would think that. David, don‘t you remember? David, did you just take some morphine?”
“No, no of course not. Now whatever I said, let’s not talk about what a complete fool I am. Let’s just make love.” He wrapped his leg around her waist.
“Can’t we talk about this first?” she whispered, caressing his cheek. But before she could say anything else David was kissing her again and had quickly become fully aroused. She too felt a stirring low in her belly and a warm dampness between her legs. Physically she and David had always been very compatible.
Moments later David had guided himself between her legs and was thrusting urgently, holding her breasts again. After awhile he withdrew and lay on his back, grasping her arm. “Come on.”
“What?” she whispered timidly.
“You get on top this time,” he said. “Mike, come on.”
She swallowed, feeling her cheeks burn. The whole idea of it made her incredibly embarrassed. “David, I don’t know I-”
“Mike, don’t be so nervous and reserved all the time,” he said impatiently. “Just do what I ask.”
“I’m not nervous, I just-” She caressed his chest. “That’s not what we usually do, sweetheart, I, I’m not used to it. I don‘t know if I want to.”
“Don’t you want to please me?”
“Of course I do.”
“Things between us are so monotonous. Let’s do something different.”
It was the first time David had implied perhaps he wasn‘t content with their love life. She always thought relations between them were good, they had been since they were married. Now she was questioning everything. Now she wondered if she wasn’t pleasing David at all. He was the only man she had ever been with and she had no idea what it was supposed to be like, if this was normal. Uncomfortably, she straddled his waist. He reached down and guided himself inside her, sighing with pleasure.
“That’s better,” he murmured. “Come on, Mike. Don‘t just sit there.”
Michaela reluctantly rocked her hips, so uncomfortable and embarrassed she had to bite back tears. She could tell David was on a big dose of the morphine, even though he denied it. He had probably taken it right before he came into the room. He wasn’t himself, he was saying things he wouldn’t normally say, he was bolder. She didn’t like him right now. She wanted the David she had fell in love with, the David who was sober. Perhaps he wouldn’t even remember this night if he had taken enough of the drug. She tried with all her might to relax and enjoy being with him, but deep down she just felt mortified.
* * *
“We just received word from the senator,” Michaela said at the breakfast table with a smile. “He’s coming to the opening ceremony.”
“Hm,” David replied as he read the newspaper.
“David, its wonderful news.”
“Yes, I know it is. Congratulations.”
Bella was at her usual spot at the end of the table next to Christopher’s high chair, trying to feed him his warm cereal. The baby kept shaking his head and getting it all over his little chin, which would make Bella giggle as she tried to lap it up with the edge of the spoon. He held his bear under one arm, the same bear his grandfather Josef had given him when he was born. The baby never went anywhere without his bear.
“Josef, eat your eggs,” David instructed.
“My tummy hurts,” he muttered.
“Your tummy hurts, my darling?” Michaela said as the laid her silverware across her plate and reached out to feel his forehead. “You don’t feel warm.”
David shook the newspaper. “He’s lying. He doesn’t want to go to school.”
“He doesn’t lie,” she said defensively.
“Mike, all children lie. Stop babying him. So it’s a little belly ache. He’ll survive. Josef, sit up. Sit up.”
Josef looked at his father tiredly and straightened in his chair.
“Good boy. Now pick up your fork like a gentleman and eat your breakfast.”
Michaela edged a little closer to him and stroked his hair. “After breakfast we’ll go upstairs and I’ll rub your tummy, all right?”
He smiled faintly and nodded.
“Mike, we don’t want to turn them into little milksops,” David said critically.
She looked back at him defiantly and picked up her silverware again. “This isn’t a military prison for heaven sake. This is our home and these are our children. Very young children.”
“I know how to raise children,” he retorted.
“Oh, you do? When do you ever raise them?”
Bella awkwardly shifted in her seat and helped Christopher take a sip of milk from his cup.
“Bella, please get me my coat and medical bag. I’m going to be late,” David said as he finished off his coffee.
“Yes, sir,” Bella said, eager to make her escape.
“David, you’re going to be at the opening ceremony, yes?” Michaela said hopefully. “On Thursday.”
He smiled faintly and got up. “Yes. Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.” He went over to Josef and kissed him. “Goodbye, son.” He ignored Christopher and headed out of the room.
Christopher suddenly realized Bella was gone and started whimpering. Then he broke into a full-on wail. “Bewa!” the baby cried.
“Hey, he said a word!” Josef exclaimed. “He said his first word! He said Bella!”
“Bewa!” the baby demanded.
Josef burst into a smile. “Mommy, did you hear? Chris is talking. Talking like a big person!”
Michaela didn’t know whether to be happy or devastated. Finally she willed herself to get up and go comfort the baby. She lifted him out of his high chair. “She’s just there in the next room. You’re all right, sweetheart. Mommy has you. Can you say Mommy? Mommy?”
“What was my first word?” Josef asked curiously, his tummy ache forgotten as he got on his knees on his chair.
Michaela swallowed. “It was, it was Mommy.”
“Oh,” he murmured.
“You’d better get off to Dorchester, mum,” Bella said as she came back into the room. “You have a surgery at nine.”
“Oh, yes, I nearly forgot.”
“Bella, guess what?!” Josef cried. “Chris said a word. He said Bella!”
Bella instantly looked very uncomfortable. “Oh, now, I’m sure he didn’t say that.”
“Yes, he did. I heard him. Didn’t he say that, Mommy?” Josef replied.
“Yes, yes, he did,” she murmured. She handed the baby to his nanny. “Could you take him please so I can get ready for work?”
“Yes, mum,” Bella said awkwardly.
Michaela quickly walked out of the room. She stopped at the staircase, fearing she was about to lose it and burst into tears. But instead she took a stoic, deep breath, and headed upstairs.
* * *
“He’ll be here. He wouldn’t miss this,” Michaela said. “Let’s just wait two more minutes.”
William opened his watch. Michaela stood off to the side and looked at the restless crowd. A hundred people were gathered outside the new Dorchester clinic, including the clinic’s most prominent donors, waiting for the ribbon cutting ceremony to begin.
Josef and Christopher were front row with her father, Elizabeth and Bella. Beside them were Rebecca and her husband. So were Marjorie and Maureen and their husbands. And even Claudette had come and brought Mollie and William. But David was nowhere to be found. Michaela would have expected Maureen, Claudette or Marjorie to skip something like this, but not David. But instead her sisters were here, and David wasn’t.
Josef Sr. got up and went over to her. “Everything all right?”
She forced a smile. “Hm-hm. Just nervous about my speech.”
“You’ll do fine. We saved a seat for David.”
“He must have gotten caught up with a patient,” she said.
“Oh, I thought he did the night shift last night.”
“He did. I think he has a double shift.”
Josef eyed her skeptically a moment. Finally he grasped her shoulder and gave her cheek a little kiss. “For luck,” he said softly.
She smiled at him. “Thank you, Father.”
William came over again. “Michaela, the senator can’t stay for long. I’m afraid we’ve got to begin.”
She swallowed hard and nodded.
“Come. To the podium,” he said. He paused a moment. “Michaela, I couldn’t do this without you, you know that? I‘m glad you‘re by my side.”
She cheered up a little. “Thank you, William. Me, too.”
* * *
William spotted Michaela standing off to the side leaning against a banister. It was her father’s idea to host a party at the Quinn home for the donors after the grand opening of the Dorchester Clinic. There was a string quartet and dancing and lots of food and champagne. Martha and Harrison were running around everywhere with horderves and more champagne. The children were having fun too playing croquet out back. Michaela was the only one who wasn’t enjoying herself.
William took a glass of champagne off a tray from Harrison and walked over to her. “Here,” he said.
“Mm. No thank you,” she whispered.
“It’ll cheer you up.”
She reluctantly took it from him.
“Would you like to dance?”
She met his eyes a moment. Then she shook her head. “No, I’m rather tired. I think I’m just going to find Bella and the boys and go home.”
“I’d like you to stay,” he murmured.
David came in the front door and hung up his jacket. “Mike, there you are,” he said. He came over to her and gave her cheek a kiss. “How was it?”
She met his eyes and didn’t answer him.
“David,” William said as he shook his hand. “Well, I, I better make sure we don’t run out of champagne. Excuse me.” He awkwardly went back to the party.
“Your speech went well?” David asked.
“You weren’t there,” Michaela replied.
“Well, I was caught up at the hospital.”
“Caught up doing what?” she demanded.
“Why are you looking at me like that? Like I’m lying to you.”
“Because I don’t know if you are, David,” she said impatiently.
“Well, if you must know we’ve had a very busy day. Every emergency bay was filled all day long. I didn’t sit down for a moment.”
“We waited for you,” she said, shaking her head tearfully. A few of the guests noticed them and were looking at them.
“Don’t do this here. Don‘t make a scene,” he breathed. He guided her to the swinging door to the kitchen and they went inside. “Mike, what is wrong?” he demanded. “You miss things all the time off at the hospital.”
“This was important to me, David. Five years we’ve been dreaming about this clinic. It‘s the only thing I‘ve ever really wanted and you aren‘t there.”
“That clinic means more to you than me? Our children?”
“Of course not. That’s not what I meant.”
“And if William wasn’t your partner in this?”
“If this is about William just say so.”
“I have said so. You just don’t hear me.”
“What do you want me to do?” she retorted. “Just never talk to anyone? Never speak to any other man at all? Don’t you trust me at all? What am I? Am I your property?”
“No, you’re my wife! My wife to honor me!”
She shook her head. “You hurt me, David.” Her voice broke.
“You hurt me,” he whispered. “Every time I see you look at him.” He turned around and walked out of the room, nearly colliding with Josef. “Oh, sir. I’m sorry.”
“David, glad you’re finally here,” he said.
“Yes. Thank you,” he murmured, quickly heading to the party.
“Mike, do you-“ Josef stopped short. “Mike, what is it?”
She quickly dabbed away her tears with the back of her hand. She shook her head.
“Michaela,” he whispered. He walked over to her. “What? Did he say something?”
“No. It was just a little quarrel. It’s nothing.” She tried to smile.
“About what?”
“He was just, he was upset we scheduled the ceremony so early. He wanted it to be later, so he could be there.”
He gazed at her a long moment, slowly folding his arms. “Oh.” He swallowed. “Why don’t you share a dance with your papa? Just one.” She sniffled again and joined him, taking his arm. He patted her hand. “I’m proud of you. This clinic, your heart and soul is in it. That makes a father proud.”
She smiled at him as they headed back to the party.
* * *
Michaela sat on Josef Jr’s bed and peered inside his ear with her otoscope. He whimpered and tried to push her hand away.
“It’s all right. Let me look at the other one just very quickly,” she said as she guided him to his other side.
“How is it?” Bella asked as she looked on worriedly.
“It’s a little better. But it’s still very red and inflamed.” She felt his forehead. “He’s feverish.”
Josef whimpered. “Mommy, my ear huwts.”
“I know. You’re being so brave.” She took out an eyedropper and filled it with a clear solution. “Bella, can you hold his head to the side?”
Bella sat on the bed and grasped his head in her small, warm hands. “There you are, love. Hold your head nice and still for Mama.”
“Sweetheart, I’m going to put a little medicine in your ear. It‘s cold,” Michaela said. She depressed the eyedropper and emptied the medicine into his ear. Josef screamed and tried to shake his head.
“Hold still, hold still, don‘t let it come out,” Michaela said as she crouched over him and helped Bella hold his head.
“No!” the little boy cried. “Huwts, it huwts!”
“I know, baby. I know,” Michaela said, eyes welling with tears. “Just hold still.”
Josef cried for a moment longer and then he relaxed a bit as Bella soothingly stroked his forehead.
“It’s diluted hydrogen peroxide,” Michaela explained, glancing at Bella. “It’ll kill the infection. We’ll give him another dose in the morning.” She wet a cloth in the nearby basin of cold water and folded it. “Here, we’ll hold this to his ear to help soothe the pain.”
“Shouldn’t I heat some water for a hot compress?” Bella suggested.
“No, not for ear infections. Heat dilates the blood vessels, seems to make it worse. Cold compresses are better.”
“Michaela, we’ll be late,” David said as he stood in the doorway and finished tying his tie.
“David, he’s still not feeling better,” Michaela said. “He has a fever now. I just think I should stay home.”
He narrowed his brow and walked over to the bed. He felt his forehead. “Oh, he’s fine. That’s hardly a fever.”
Josef started crying softly and held Michaela’s hand. “You stay wid me, Mommy. Mommy, stay. Mommy.”
David crouched down and stroked his hair. “Josef, Mommy has to come with Daddy tonight. We’ll be back in a few hours. Just a few hours.”
“Mommy, stay,” he cried.
“We’ll give him some hydrogen peroxide before we go,” David said.
“I already did,” Michaela said.
“Then there’s nothing more we can do right now, Mike. He’ll be fine. Like I said, it’s only a few hours. He’ll probably go right off to sleep. Bella can handle him, can‘t you, Bella?”
“Mommy stay. Mommy stay,” Josef whimpered.
Bella cleared her throat awkwardly. If she told her master that she wasn’t comfortable staying with Josef by herself then he might be angry with her. But if she told him the truth that she could look after him just fine, Michaela wouldn’t be able to stay home and she would be the one upset with her. In the end she feared David far more than Michaela. “I, yes, I can handle him. We’ll be all right if it‘s only a few hours.”
“There, you see,” David said. “Chin up, Josef. You’ll feel better soon. Mommy and Daddy will see you in just a few hours. You mind Bella.” He kissed his forehead and got up. “Mike? Come on.”
Michaela hesitated a moment longer. Then she crouched down and held Josef for a long moment, kissing his cheek several times. “I love you, cabbage. I promise I’ll be back before you know it.”
Bella resumed her seat and held the cloth to his ear as Michaela left the room.
Josef lost it. “Mommy!” he screeched. “Mommy, no don’t weeve me! Mommy! Mommy!”
David put his arm around her reassuringly as they headed to the stairs. She swiped discreetly at a tear.
“Oh, Mike. Little boys and girls get sick. It happens. We can‘t put our lives on hold every single time.”
“I know,” she murmured.
“Then stop looking so guilty. You make me feel awful, too. Mike, he’s got to learn he can’t have you every single time he wants. He’s got to learn to be without you sometimes. Bella keeps bringing him over to the hospital whenever he asks for you and it‘s become a bad habit. No wonder he‘s having outbursts. He‘s finally not getting his way.”
“He’s only four, David.”
“I just don’t know if it’s helping him to coddle him that way.”
“He has a fever and a bad ear infection,” she said impatiently. “I think a little coddling is in order.” She grabbed her cape off the rack and headed out ahead of him impatiently.
* * *
“The medical schools across the land must put all their efforts behind training the best doctors they possibly can,” David said from the lectern to the crowd gathered in Faneuil Hall. “Oliver Wendall Holmes said the community must have doctors as it must have bread. And the poorest in our community are in desperate need of those willing to give of their services freely, pro bono.”
Michaela sat restlessly at the dinner table at one side of the room. The dinner of pork loin was excellent, but she was worried about Josef at home with Bella, unable to really enjoy it and there was lots of wonderful red and white wine to choose from, but she couldn’t enjoy that either because she was still nursing Christopher, and he was extremely sensitive to everything she ate and drank. She couldn’t have any alcohol or spicy foods or anything out of the ordinary or the baby tended to get colicky. David didn’t like that she was nursing him, he said he was too old and that every moment of her day was revolving around her schedule with him. But Michaela couldn’t bear weaning him just yet when a good breastfeeding always helped soothe him at bed time. And it was a special, quiet time she enjoyed with him, just her and the precious baby, that she wasn’t ready to part with yet. She was acutely aware that Christopher could be her last baby. She wasn’t in any hurry to see him grow up. She really wanted to start trying to get pregnant again. She wanted another baby. But David didn’t like to talk about more children. It was yet another subject that made him angry and annoyed. When they were engaged they always said they wanted to have at least four, perhaps even five children, depending on how things went. Michaela had always thought the family she grew up in was a good size. Not small by any means but not too big either. But now David acted like just two was plenty enough for him, and Michaela was heartbroken to think she might never have a little girl like she longed for.
David finally concluded his speech to a standing ovation. Michaela glanced at the clock in the hall as she joined them and clapped. It was eight-thirty and she was more than ready to go home.
“How was I?” David asked, putting his arm around her.
“Hm? Oh, you were very good.”
“Thank you, darling,” he said, giving her a soft kiss as they sat down and the next speaker approached the podium.
“You have a gift, David,” Dr. Hanson said from his seat next to him.
“Yes, yes you do, young man,” Dr. Razor said. “What about politics?”
“Oh, no, that’s not for me,” David said, putting his napkin back in his lap and grabbing his wine glass.
“David,” Michaela whispered.
He patted her knee.
“You know what I think? I think you should serve a term as a chair on the A.M.A.,” Dr. Razor suggested.
“Yes, you could do a lot for them, with your passion for the poor,” Dr. Burke spoke up. “You could be the voice of those of us doctors who have that same passion.”
“Well, I never thought of that. That would be something, me on the American Medical Association board.”
“Can’t think of a better man for the job,” Dr. Hanson said.
“Thank you, Dr. Hanson. That means a lot coming from you.” David smiled at Michaela. “Imagine that.”
“David, Josef has that ear infection,” she whispered.
“He’s fine,” he whispered back.
“I just, you said this would only be a few hours.”
David smiled uncomfortably at the other dinner guests. “Excuse us a moment.” He guided her to the side of the room.
“I’m sorry. I’m just so worried about him,” Michaela said. “He was crying when we left.”
“You’ve got to trust Bella, you never trust her,” he scolded. “She knows how to look after him. If you can’t trust a nanny to stay with the boys for one evening why have a nanny at all?”
“It’s not that I don’t trust her that has nothing to do with it. It’s just, shouldn’t I be with them when they’re sick? Not a servant?” She glanced at the clock. “David, you said we’d be home before eight.”
“They’re talking about making me chairman, Mike. And you want to leave now?”
“I’ll go ahead without you. I can manage.” She turned to leave.
“No,” he retorted. “We’re not going to leave separately. What would people think?”
“I’m sorry, all I care about right now is my little boy,” she said impatiently. “I don’t care what people want to think. It‘s none of their business.”
He breathed a big sigh, folding his arms. “Fine. Fine. We’ll leave if you insist. Fine.” He walked briskly over to the table. “Gentleman, my sincerest apologizes. We have a sick child at home.”
“We were just getting started, David,” Dr. Razor protested.
He shook everyone’s hands. “We’ll continue this conversation later, I promise. Thank you for your support.” He walked back over to Michaela, grabbing her arm and squeezing it a little too tightly.
She glanced at him a little fearfully. He was livid and growing more so by the second. He guided her outside and down the steps where their carriage was waiting.
“John, take us home please,” he ordered.
David didn’t speak one word to her on the carriage ride home. He folded his arms and looked out the window and steamed. At last they reached their front stoop and he helped her out and grabbed her arm again, guiding her up the stairs and inside. He took off his coat and hung it up, then grabbed her cape and hung it beside his coat.
“David?” she whispered, folding her hands. “I’m … I’m sorry.”
He walked up to her, staring at her firmly. “Don’t you ever, ever embarrass me like that again.” He raised his hand and struck her firmly across the cheek.
Michaela cried out from the shock and pain of it, clutching her cheek against the biting sting. Tears welled in her eyes as she looked at him again in shock.
“Go tend to your precious Josef,” he muttered, trooping up the stairs.
Chapter Seven
Michaela went to the downstairs washroom a moment to wash her face and compose herself. She was too stunned to cry. David had a temper sometimes, but he had never, ever touched her in their five years of marriage. Until now. And yet she wondered what she had done to deserve this. Josef was her child, he was sick, and he wanted his mother. What mother wouldn’t want to go home and be with her little one? She dried her face, took a deep breath, and headed up to the nursery.
Bella was rocking Josef patiently in the rocker, a cool cloth folded against his ear.
“Bella how is he?” Michaela whispered.
“Oh, mum, I’m glad you’re home,” Bella replied. “He’s been asking after you.”
“Here, I’ll rock him. You can retire.”
“Yes, mum.” She handed over Josef to her, kissed his damp forehead, and headed out of the room.
“Sweetheart, Mommy’s home,” Michaela soothed, cuddling him in her lap in the chair. “Mama’s home.”
He moaned softly and hugged her neck, burying his face against her breast.
“Does the cool cloth help, baby?” she whispered, pressing it against his ear. “Hm?”
Josef hugged her all the tighter, falling asleep cuddled up in her arms.
Two years later
“This vaccination clinic could work in other cities, too,” David remarked as he cut his beef tenderloin across from Michaela. She put the boys to bed early that night so she and David could talk. “Mm, this sauce is delicious. Bella’s really outdone herself.” He patted his mouth with a napkin. “Clinics in New York, Albany, Springfield. You could come with me, help give out the vaccines.”
“What about the boys?”
“They’ll stay here. We can’t expose them to those slums.”
She lowered her eyes and sighed.
“What is it?”
“Nothing,” she murmured. “I just, I didn’t realize when you accepted this term you would be away so much. I miss you.” He had missed Josef’s first communion. After the ceremony they celebrated at her mother’s and she had to endure all her sisters and her entire family whispering the whole time wondering if something was wrong between them. She brushed them off telling them Lutherans just didn’t understand first communions and that everything was fine.
“I miss you, too, darling. But it’s only another fourteen months. Then it’ll be over. Besides, I‘ve never had the kind of opportunities, the funds, to do what we‘ve always really wanted to do. We owe everything to the American Medical Association, for giving me this opportunity.”
“I suppose.” She laid her silverware across her plate.
“Besides, you’re the one always complaining we don’t see each other. Now we can be together more often. When you come with me.”
“David, when are we …. When are we going to have another baby?”
“Why do we have to talk about this again?”
“David, I want a baby. Please.”
“Now’s not a good time for that,” he said dismissively.
“Christopher’s three now and …”
“And what?”
“I’m getting older, David. What if I can’t get pregnant again?”
“That’s ridiculous, you’re thirty-five.”
“I’m thirty-six. I‘ve seen lots of patients in their late thirties who start to have difficulty.”
“Don’t be such a worry-wart. You got pregnant just fine before and you will this time, too. Your mother was nearly forty when she had you.”
“I just … I want a little sister for them,” she whispered. “For Josef and Chris.”
“What you want is a daughter for yourself,” he replied.
“I do. Is that so wrong?”
“There’s plenty of time for another baby. After my term is over.”
She met his eyes apprehensively. “I … I haven’t been using the quinine.”
He slowly lowered his fork. “What?”
“I stopped,” she said bravely. At first she consented to using the contraceptive after Christopher was born because she needed some time to recover and regroup before thinking about another baby. David was very insistent it was the most effective method they knew of preventing pregnancy, flushing things out between her legs with an injection of the powerful drug after they made love. At first he would do it for her, come into the washroom with her to help her with it, but eventually he grew tired of it and left it up to her. And the method worked, presumably, as she hadn’t gotten pregnant again. But the injection was cold, wet and uncomfortable and she didn’t like doing it, especially when she just wanted to be held by her husband after making love and not be sitting in the washroom by herself fumbling around with quinine and a syringe in the lamplight while David slept.
“When?” he blurted. “When did you stop?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. Eight months ago?”
“Eight months ago!” he cried. “Michaela, for God sake.”
Tears welled in her eyes. “Why haven’t I gotten pregnant? David, something’s wrong.”
David was still in shock she would do such a thing behind his back. “Why haven’t you gotten pregnant?” he blurted. “Let’s start with why in God’s name were you doing this without telling me?!”
She bit her lip. “I don’t know. I thought you would be happy if it happened. If I got pregnant. I thought you’d come around.”
He stood up and paced, breathing heavily. “What exactly are we going to do? What exactly were you planning to do if it happened?”
“Have another baby of course. David, it’s lonely without you, you‘re always gone. It’s lonely with Josef at school now, it‘s just the baby and me. The house feels empty.”
“You don’t have babies because you’re lonely,” he blurted. “You’re ridiculous.”
“It’s not ridiculous!” she cried.
“You’re not right in the head! You make a fool of me, Michaela. You make a fool of me every single day! Why can’t you just obey me like every other wife obeys their husband? Why are you always defying me? Is it some sick pleasure you get out of it? Why is every single damn thing an uphill battle with you?”
Michaela wondered if he was right, if she was really always defying him. But bowing to a man’s every wants and desires without question wasn’t who she was, wasn’t the woman her father had raised her to be. Wasn’t the woman she thought David had fallen in love with. Sometimes she defied David without even really thinking about it. “I don’t know,” she whispered at last.
He walked over to her and grabbed her arm very tightly. “You listen to me. You’re to take that quinine from now on until I say different. Do you understand?”
Tears fell down her cheeks and she nodded softly.
“I’m serious about this, Mike. You do what I say or you’ll pay.”
“I’ll pay? What are you going to do? Are you going to beat me until I do what you say?” she replied insolently. She regretted saying that the moment it came out. He grabbed her by both arms, ripped her out of her chair and barreled her against the wall. She screeched with surprise.
“If you get pregnant again, I’ll make you have an abortion. That’s what I’m going to do,” he said vehemently. “I’ll tie you to the operating table and perform it myself!”
Never had they had a fight like this. Never had David said such cruel things to her. She was furious with him. And she wondered how they had gotten to this point. They were once so in love. “You can’t do that, you wouldn’t,” she retorted. “It’s my body and I’ll do what I please!”
He raised his fist as if to punch her, and she squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head, bracing for the impact.
“Mommy?” Josef called softly from the stairs in his nightgown. “Mommy, my knee hurts.”
David slowly backed away and Michaela took the opportunity to escape.
“Growing pains again,” she said as she hurried over to the stairs and picked him up. “We’ll get you your medicine, sweetheart,” she soothed.
“And will you rub it?” he whimpered, hugging her neck.
“I will. Yes, I’ll rub it,” she said. She glanced back at David tearfully and then ascended the stairs, disappearing into the nursery.
* * *
“How’s it coming in there?” Michaela asked as she leaned against the doorframe of the boys’ little washroom and tried to be patient. She folded her arms against her bathrobe.
“Good!” Christopher replied.
“Anything yet?”
“No.”
“No,” she said with a sigh. Elizabeth kept telling her how quickly she and her sisters had been out of diapers. It was all a very easy and painless process, she claimed. But Josef was slow to be out of diapers and now so was Christopher. Not knowing very much about raising boys this was something Michaela hadn‘t expected. Claudette said William and Robbie took ages longer than Mollie ever did to learn and that this must be normal for little boys.
“How about now?” she called. “Christopher?”
“Um … no.”
Bella came into the nursery carrying some sheets.
“Still at the throne?” she asked wryly.
“He will learn this, right, Bella?”
She chuckled. “Oh, yes, miss. I promise.” She put the sheets away in the chest of drawers. “I’ll start breakfast. Take your time.” She left the room.
“Mommy?” Christopher called.
“Yes? I’m here.”
“Some-tin happened.”
“What happened?” She went into the room where he was standing on a stool in front of the commode looking inside it, holding his bear by the leg. “Did you do it?”
“Um, I don‘ know.”
She glanced in the commode and beamed. “You did it! Christopher, you did it!”
“Me did it?”
“You did it!”
“Yea!” He clapped his hands.
She hugged him. “Good boy! Very good boy! I can‘t wait to tell Daddy!” She picked him up. “Now, let’s wash our hands so we can eat a big breakfast.”
“Uh-oh. No more soap,” he said as she sat him on the counter beside the washbasin. “All gone, Mommy.”
“I think there’s another bar in here.” She opened the little cabinet above the washbasin and looked behind a bottle of salve. She stopped short. Tucked behind the salve was a full bottle of morphine. She slowly pulled it out, staring at it.
“Mrs. Lewis? Should I cook up those sausages now or do you want to save them?” Bella asked as she came back into the room.
“Christopher, um, why don’t you run downstairs and have Josef help you wash up down there,” Michaela said, lifting him down to the counter.
“Bella, me did it!” Christopher cried, giving her a hug.
“Oh, you did! You did!” Bella exclaimed, spinning him around. “Prince Christopher, he did it!” She patted his bottom and guided him out the door.
“Bella, come here please,” Michaela said unsteadily. She showed her the bottle. “Did you know this was in here?”
Bella glanced at the bottle and folded her hands. She bent her head.
“Bella, answer me!” Michaela said firmly. But she really didn’t need an answer from the nanny. “In my children’s room for God sake. In their room!” She shook her head tearfully. David was finding all kinds of unique hiding places for his morphine. Anywhere out of sight where she wouldn’t find it and beg him to stop taking it. She kept stumbling upon the bottles in places she had never expected. But never had she seen one in the boys’ room.
“Does he have any more in here?” she demanded. “Bella!”
“No, Mrs. Lewis,” she said, sniffling. “Only that one that I‘ve seen. I haven’t seen others. Not in here.”
“But you’ve seen them elsewhere.”
Bella nodded quietly.
Michaela stared at the bottle angrily for a long moment. Then she uncorked it and impulsively, she poured it all into the commode and flushed it. “I want you to help me gather every bottle of this in the house. Any place you’ve ever seen them I want you to look there. Every last one, Bella. Bring them to me.”
Bella was crying now. “Yes, miss.”
“Now. Go!” she ordered.
* * *
“And if ever I get married, 'Twill be in the month of May,” Michaela sang, her voice sweet and full. “When the leaves they are green, And the meadows they are gay.”
Christopher toddled among the bright white sheets she was hanging up on the clothesline in back of the house, his bear in tow. Josef chased after him, dragging his toy duck on wheels behind him with a string.
Michaela laughed at them. “And I and my true love, can sit and sport and play, On the lovely sweet banks of the roses.”
Josef collided into her, and that just made her laugh all the more.
“Where is he? I’m gonna get him!” Josef cried.
“I’ll get you first,” Michaela said, tickling him.
He smiled up at her. “Mommy? I like when you sing.”
She smiled at him and bent her head to kiss his brow. She used to sing to him all the time. But not as often lately.
Christopher peeked out from behind a sheet. “Ha!” he cried.
“There he is!” Josef chased after him again with his duck.
Michaela smiled happily and grabbed another handful of clothespins, sticking them one by one on another sheet to secure it. “On the banks of the roses, my love and I sat down And I took out my violin to play my love a tune. In the middle of the tune-”
“Michaela!” David shouted fiercely from inside.
Michaela slowly turned around. She knew from the sound of David’s voice he hadn’t come home from work happy and relaxed. He was in a rage again. Only lately the rages had become more frequent and violent.
“I’m out here,” she called apprehensively. “We’re out here.”
He threw open the back kitchen door and stormed down the steps. “What the bloody hell are you doing?” he blurted.
“I’m hanging the laundry for Bella,” she said. “She has a headache and I sent her to rest. Don‘t curse around the boys.”
“What if the neighbors see?” he demanded.
She let out her breath. “So the neighbors see. It’s my house and my laundry. It’s all right, David.”
“I can’t find my medicine,” he said firmly.
She casually stepped a little farther down the line and secured another clothespin. The boys had slowly stopped chasing and now they were peeking out at David apprehensively from behind a sheet.
“I said I can’t find my morphine.” He grabbed her arm.
She shrugged him off. “I poured it down the commode, that’s why you can‘t find it. Let me get you some tea, have you sit down and rest. You‘ll feel better.”
“All of it?” he said, and his jaw twitched. “You poured all of it down?”
“Yes,” she said, gazing at him defiantly. Perhaps she had been mad to do such a thing. But she didn’t know what else to do he was so dependent on that terrible drug. It was ruining his life and hers and their children’s and she didn’t know what else to do.
“Come here.” He dragged her up the stairs and slammed the door behind her. A moment later she was screaming and crying and begging him to stop.
“Mommy,” Josef choked, staring at the door. Christopher covered his ears with his hands. Her crying seemed to go on forever until finally she grew silent.
Josef waited by the kitchen door until he heard David stomp out of the room and slam the front door. He was off to the hospital to replace the morphine she had poured down the drain.
Christopher was so petrified he was squeezing his eyes shut and wouldn’t uncover his ears. He crouched on the ground and rocked. Josef bravely opened the door. He found Michaela slumped on the floor, leaning against the wall, her lip bleeding heavily and bright red marks in various places on her face and cheeks. She pressed her hand to her jaw, fearing he might have broken it. But thankfully she couldn’t feel a fracture and was able to move it normally.
Josef still couldn’t find his voice. “Mommy,” he choked again.
“Josef, get Mommy a towel,” Michaela instructed.
He nodded breathlessly and went to the stove where Bella had hung a clean dishtowel on the handle. He pulled it off.
“Wet it. Wet it with some water.”
He went to the sink and grabbed the pump handle, pushing it down a few times to soak the towel. Then he went back over to her.
“Here,” he whispered. “Here.”
She pressed the towel to her lip, carefully dabbing at the blood and then holding it there to stop the bleeding.
“Where’s your brother?” she murmured, briefly opening her eyes.
“He’s still outside.”
“Don’t leave him out there. Go help him inside.”
He took a brave breath. “Yes, ma’am.” He went outside and grabbed Christopher’s hand.
“No!” the toddler screamed. “No, no, no!”
“Get inside, Chris! Get inside! Mommy said!” Josef told him. He dragged him up the steps and inside.
Christopher took one look at Michaela and ran off to Bella’s room at the other end of the house. He banged on her door with his fists until she let him in.
“Don’t worry, Mommy,” Josef said as he crouched beside her and held her hand. “Don’t worry.”
She opened her eyes and briefly caressed his cheek. “I love you,” she choked.
He sniffled and rubbed at his tears with his hand. “Don’t talk. Keep the towel there so it stops bleeding, you hear?”
She smiled at him softly. Her little doctor in the making. And her hero. She squeezed his hand and closed her eyes, grateful he was there.
* * *
Michaela eased herself as quietly as possible into the pew behind her parents as the priest finished giving out the Eucharist. Christopher was on her hip and Josef held onto her skirts shyly.
“Grandpa!” Christopher said joyfully, holding his bear.
“Shh, shh,” Michaela told him, pressing her finger to her lips. “It’s church. It’s time for Christopher to be very quiet.”
The three-year-old heaved a sigh and looked impatiently at his grandfather, eager for him to cuddle him and throw him in the air as he always did.
“Michaela, where have you been?” Elizabeth hissed as she turned around. “Where’s David?” She suddenly noticed the ugly black and blue bruising just below her eye and the cut on her lip. “What on earth happened to you?”
Michaela shrugged and managed a smile. “Slipped on the front stoop. It was wet.”
“For heaven sake what were you doing out there in the rain?”
Rebecca stared at her much more skeptically, holding onto Marcus’ arm.
“All rise,” the priest said. “May almighty God bless you, the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.”
Michaela bowed her head and crossed herself along with the rest of the family.
“Amen,” the congregation said.
“There he is!” Michaela’s father said the moment the service was concluded, reaching his arms out for the little boy. “Chris!”
“Grandpa, me go to chuwch be vewy quiet!”
“So smart he is. Just like his grandfather,” Josef said. He put his arm around Josef affectionately. “Josef, wait until you see the little spider I caught this morning. We can look at it under my microscope, what do you say?” He suddenly noticed Michaela‘s bruising. “My God.”
“Father, it’s nothing. I’m all right.”
He reached out to gently caress her cheek. “Let me fetch my medical bag from the carriage.”
“It’s fine, it looks worse than it is,” she said, backing away.
“Where’s David?” Elizabeth demanded again. “You’re supposed to come over for Sunday dinner! It‘s tradition!”
“Oh, he picked up an extra shift,” she explained, averting her eyes. “He said he might be along later.” The truth was David was in bed, strung out on a triple dose of morphine after beating her the day before.
“What does it look like you coming to mass without him? How dare he,” she griped.
“Who cares about him?” Marjorie spoke up as she joined them. “If he wants to work himself into his deathbed so be it. Work is all he does.”
“Marjorie, that’s your sister’s husband,” Elizabeth scolded.
“I’ll say what I like about him. Leaving her on a Sunday. It’s supposed to be a day of rest. He’s not Catholic, that’s the problem. I knew it would never work.”
“The Lewis’s are Lutheran. Its close enough,” Josef said.
Little Josef tugged on Michaela’s sleeve. “Mama, can we ride with Grandpa and Grandma to their house?”
“Certainly you may. Go on,” she said. Michaela’s father passed Christopher to Elizabeth and they began walking down the aisle.
Josef lingered back a moment, grasping Michaela’s arm as they rest of the family went ahead.
“All right, what really happened?” he murmured.
“What do you mean? I told you.”
“First there was bruising on your cheek, then your other cheek, then your arms. Now he’s giving you black eyes? Or do you just happen to lose your footing every other week?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Father,” she retorted impatiently.
“I know David doesn’t have an extra shift. I was there this morning checking on a patient.”
“You must have missed him.”
“Mike, if he’s doing this to you ….”
“Father, we … ” Her voice broke. “We’re trying to work this out. I need time to work this out.”
“He’s got to give up that damned morphine,” he said firmly. “It’s ruining him just like it did before.”
“I don’t know how,” she said helplessly. “He has to want to give it up first.”
“I’m watching him,” Josef said firmly. “Believe me, I’m watching him.”
She threaded her arm with his. “Let’s enjoy our Sunday supper. I just want to be with you and Mother and enjoy today. Let‘s not talk about this.”
He patted her hand. “I … I care very deeply about you Michaela. And those boys.” He paused a moment. “The boys. He isn’t …”
“No,” she whispered. “No, never. I promise. Come on. Let’s go enjoy our day,” she said.
* * *
Josef paced back and forth in front of the fireplace in his nightshift and bathrobe. Elizabeth gazed at him from the bed.
“You’re going to wear the carpet thin, Josef. Come to bed,” Elizabeth encouraged.
He stopped and stared at her. “He’s beating her, Elizabeth.”
“What? Who?”
“David, for God sake! He’s beating our daughter.”
“That’s ridiculous! You heard her. She tripped. She always was clumsy. Remember when she was a child waltzing away on her bed and smashing her chin on that table?”
Josef paused a moment. He did remember that well. Five-year-old Michaela came crying to him, blood dripping down her pinafore, that a table had come up and hit her. He might have laughed at the way she made it seem like it was all the table’s fault, if she hadn’t been so injured. But a few stitches had patched her right up and she was back to dancing within a few days.
He slowly came to the bed. “She’s lying to us. Protecting him somehow. Perhaps protecting us.”
Elizabeth sighed and pulled back the covers for him.
“What’s happened to Claudette is happening to her, Elizabeth,” he whispered solemnly. “I know it.”
“No, it’s not,” Elizabeth said resolutely. “I promise it’s not.”
He went to the door.
“Where are you going?” she demanded.
“I need my pipe,” he muttered. “Go to sleep.”
* * *
“Four years old!” William said as he sat Christopher on his desk. “Four years old today?”
Christopher nodded enthusiastically, waving his bear up and down.
“What did you get for your birthday?” William asked as Michaela looked on with a soft smile.
“It’s this buggy thing and you can snap on horses to it of all different kinds. And the wheels move. It‘s from Grandpa and Grandma.”
“My goodness, what a gift. What did you get from your mother and father?”
Michaela sobered. She kept reminding David their youngest son’s birthday was coming up and she wanted to pick out something special for him together, and he kept putting her off. Finally she went shopping by herself, and she felt like crying the entire time.
“Books,” Christopher said. “One’s about a caterpillar named Gus.”
“Watch out the caterpillar’s crawling up your back,” William teased as he ran his fingers up his back. Christopher giggled. “Well, there’s one more gift left.”
“William,” Michaela scolded.
“Four’s a very important birthday, Michaela.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a shiny silver dollar. “You know what this is?”
“A penny?”
He chuckled. “No, it’s a dollar. You go to the toy shop and pick out something you like, all right?” He put it in his hand.
“William, you shouldn’t have,” Michaela said. “Christopher, what do you say?”
“Thank you, Dr. Buwk.”
Michaela picked him up. “William, I’m sorry, I forgot to tell you I can’t go to Dorchester today. Mother wants to have a little party for him at her house.”
“It’s all right. I’m not going anyway. There’s fires to put out here.”
“Oh?”
“Someone’s stealing from the medical supplies again. By the latest calculations, we’ve lost nearly three hundred dollars in inventory.”
“What are they stealing?” she asked as Christopher turned the silver dollar over and over in his hands.
“Morphine, mostly. We haven’t had a problem like this since the war.”
“Morphine?” she breathed. She immediately thought of David and all the bottles of morphine he stashed all over the house. “Who do you … who do you suppose it is?”
He sighed. “Hard to say. A patient I’m guessing. A patient with a serious problem.”
Michaela kissed Christopher’s head just as David came into the room.
“Well, I have to oversee some more inventory,” William said, picking up a clipboard. “Dr. Lewis.”
“Dr. Burke,” David replied.
“Daddy, look what Dr. Buwk gave me!” Christopher said, holding his coin out.
David met Michaela’s eyes distrustfully.
“He didn’t give Josef anything when it was his birthday,” he said softly.
“David, he’s just being kind.”
“Tell him we’re not accepting that.”
“It’s just a dollar.”
“Christopher, sweetheart,” David said, taking him from Michaela. “Run to my office. I have a bowl of candied cashews on my desk. You can have one.”
“Just one, Daddy?” he said in his sweet little voice.
“All right, two then.”
Michaela watched him go. He was so at home at the hospital, greeting some of the nurses and waving at one of the patients going by as he ran off. He was the outgoing one of the two boys. He wasn’t afraid of anyone and would approach perfect strangers and strike up a conversation with them. And could he ever talk. He talked nonstop about whatever he was fixated on at the moment. For the past two weeks that meant his birthday and turning four and being a big boy. The boys were one of the few bright spots in Michaela’s life at the moment and she was grateful for them.
“I want you to tell him we’re not accepting gifts from him. I don’t care if it’s just a dollar.”
“Someone’s been stealing morphine from the inventory,” Michaela said unsteadily. “Do you know anything about that?”
“Don’t change the subject,” he spat.
“It was you, wasn’t it? Why, David? Just tell me why. We have all the money we could ever need and you have to steal?”
He scratched the back of his neck uncomfortably. “It wasn’t me. You see our books. I just buy what I need every few months. For when my leg hurts. Just enough for that, you‘ve seen.”
“Oh, David, what do you take me for?” she breathed, shaking her head at him. “You have it all over the house! Why won‘t you let me help you with this?”
“Since when are you so concerned about me?” he said. “All I hear about is William. William thinks this, William thinks that. William does this. I’m off to Dorchester with William. And I want to know what business our son is to him.”
“William is a colleague and a friend and he’s always been very kind to me and the boys. He could be your friend too if you only let him!”
“He needs to get his own family and his own children and stop interfering with mine!” he retorted. “Mike, it’s just strange. Showing such an interest in Christopher.”
“Maybe he’s kind to him because he sees how much he needs a father!” she said boldly.
“Don’t you say that to me? Don’t you dare?” He grabbed her arm. “All right, is he his?”
“What?” she breathed.
“Is Christopher his? He looks like him.”
“No, he doesn’t. You’re imagining things.”
“He doesn’t look anything like me now that he’s growing up. He doesn’t look like my son.”
Michaela couldn‘t believe how paranoid David was acting. “Don‘t be ridiculous. What are you trying to say, you honestly believe William‘s his father? Do you know how irrational you sound? He looks more like me, that‘s all. That‘s what Mother says. He‘s a Quinn.”
“I’m just saying it all makes sense,” he replied.
“No, you’re the one not making any sense. David, that drug, it’s changing you. It makes you so delusional all the time, can’t you see that? Can‘t you see it‘s ruining your life? Our life?!”
He stared at her angrily and then stormed out of the room.
“David!” she cried desperately.
* * *
“Oh, here’s the cake,” Elizabeth said as she held Christopher in her lap at the table and Martha came over holding a small round cake with four candles.
“It’s chocolate!” Christopher cried.
“Yes, it is. Chocolate cake for the birthday boy!” Elizabeth cried.
“Blow the candles out, sweetheart,” Michaela said.
“Make a wish first. You have to make a wish,” Josef Jr. said.
Christopher glanced at David who was standing at the other end of the table next to Grandpa Quinn, and then at Michaela, who was next to Grandma Quinn. He closed his eyes tightly. “All wight, got it.” He blew hard on the candles, blowing them all out. Everyone clapped as Martha began taking the candles out and cutting the cake.
Christopher motioned Michaela down with his finger. “She made just what I wanted. Chocolate!”
Michaela smiled and leaned in close. “Are you having a good birthday? Hm?”
He nodded. “This is the best biwthday!”
She smiled and kissed his forehead. “What did you wish for?”
He hesitated. “I can’t tell. It won‘t come twue.”
“Oh, you can tell mothers. We’re an exception.”
“You are?”
“Hm-hm. It says so. In the wishing book.”
“Oh. Well …” He bit his lip. “I wished you and Daddy could love each other again,” he whispered hopefully.
Michaela’s smile faded. She didn’t know what to say. She slowly straightened and looked at David.
“Can I have that one, Martha?” Josef asked. “I mean, may I?”
“You may have whichever one you like after the birthday boy picks,” Martha said cheerfully.
“I want the whole thing,” Christopher announced.
“You’ll give yourself a bellyache even paregoric can’t cure!” Josef Sr. said with a laugh.
Michaela noticed David had slipped into the kitchen. He hardly spoke a word at supper with her parents and he kept giving her cool looks. She was through with his paranoia, with his outrageous accusations. She just wanted to enjoy Christopher’s birthday and not have David behaving like a jealous child the whole time.
Michaela opened the swinging door and found him pouring himself a glass of water. It looked a little cloudy to her.
“What are you doing?” she asked impatiently.
“None of your business,” he muttered. He drank the water down in one big swig.
“David, stop. Stop taking that morphine!” she cried. “On your son’s birthday for God sake. Do you have to do this on his birthday?!”
“I’ll do whatever I damn please whether you like it or not. After all, you always do whatever you want, don‘t you?”
She pointed at the door. “Your son is in there thinking his parents don’t love each other anymore and you have to leave the party to take that drug!” She felt tears sting her eyes. “He wished for us to love each other again, David. That’s what he wished for. Our child is four and he thinks his parents don‘t love each other! Do you see what you‘re doing to him? To all of us?”
He threw the glass in the sink and it shattered. Michaela shook with a start.
“Don’t you dare imply this is my fault,” he retorted, walking over to her. “You’re the one with him all the time. With that doctor. You’re the one who turned your back on me, on this marriage.”
“I turned my back on you?” she breathed in disbelief. “Is that how you see it?”
“Yes, God damn it. You turned your back on me for what you want. For your career and your little makeshift clinic in Dorchester and most of all for William Burke and don’t deny it.”
She took a deep breath, staring at him angrily. “At least he remembered his birthday. Which is more than I can say for his own father.”
David stared at her furiously for a long moment. Then in one swift motion he struck her powerfully across the mouth with his hand. Michaela fell back and clutched her mouth, too shocked to make a noise.
“He has a tramp for a mother,” he said, turning around and walking quickly out the back door.
Michaela removed her hand shakily and saw her fingers were soaked with sticky blood. “Oh,” she murmured. She staggered over to the sink and leaned over it to catch the blood, grabbing a towel.
“Mike, don’t you want some cake?” Josef asked as he burst through the swinging door. “Mike, what are you doing in here?”
“I’m all right,” she murmured.
“Michaela.” He rushed over to her, turning her to face him. “My God, what happened to you?” He glanced around. “Where’s David?”
“I … I don’t know,” she choked.
“Sit down. Mike, sit down.” He pulled out a chair at the kitchen table. “Tip your head back.” He grabbed the towel and pressed it to her wound. “Martha!” he called firmly.
“Sir, did you call me?” Martha asked, opening the door. “Oh! Miss Michaela!”
“Don’t just stand there. Fetch some ice,” Josef ordered. “Now, girl!”
Martha ran over to the icebox and pulled out a basin of ice for the punch. She grabbed a few towels and brought it over.
“Get my bag. It’s in my office,” Josef ordered.
Martha scurried out of the kitchen, looking very distraught.
“How bad is it?” Michaela asked softly.
He dabbed at the wound with a fresh towel. “You’ve split your lip open. It’s lucky he didn’t knock out a tooth. You’ll need stitches. Two. Maybe three.”
“Oh, Father,” she breathed.
“What was this about?” he demanded.
“Nothing.”
“Nothing,” he muttered. “Well, he has no right to put his hands on you. I‘m putting a stop to this. I don‘t care what I have to do. If I have to report this to the police, to anyone who will listen.”
“Father, no. Father, we’re working this out. I need time. I need more time.”
“I let this go on with Claudette far too long and I’m ashamed of that,” he told her firmly. “Michaela, we’ll get you a lawyer. The best lawyer money can buy!”
She felt tears in her eyes. “He just wants us to love each other. That was Christopher’s birthday wish. I can’t give up on him, Father. Not yet. I have to keep trying for the children. All he wants is his mother and father to be happy together.”
“How long?” he demanded. “How long will you try?”
“I don’t know,” she murmured. When he eyed her impatiently she sighed. “I don’t know, Father. I’m just not ready to give up. If I see a lawyer about this, it‘s over.”
“Here, lie back,” he instructed as he moved a vase from the table. He guided her to her back. Martha came in with his medical bag and opened it for him. “Martha, my chloroform please.”
Michaela touched his arm. “No, I don’t want to go to sleep. I have to get back to the party.”
Josef sighed at her and laid a cloth across her chest. He opened his suturing kit and selected some fine suturing thread.
“Father?” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t talk.” He reached up and turned the lamp above them as high as it would go, then he began with the first stitch.
Michaela winced and clenched the side of the table with her hand. Martha quickly circled the table to hold her hand.
“Close your eyes, dearie,” Martha soothed, tenderly stroking her forehead.
* * *
Josef went out back, drying his hands off with a towel. David was still waiting there, hands in his pockets.
David turned around. “Josef. Is she all right?”
“Don’t call me that,” he breathed. “Don’t you call me that?” He walked over to him briskly, raised his fist, and punched him hard across his cheek.
David stumbled back, shocked, clutching his mouth. Josef had never laid a hand on anyone, much less him. He was practically a pacifist. Supporting the war had been so out of character for Josef when he previously advocated against any kind of violence just like his brother Teddy Quinn always had.
“There. See how it feels,” Josef said angrily, his face reddening. He pointed his finger at him. “Because of Michaela’s wishes, I’ll let this go once. Once! You touch my daughter again and you’re not my son anymore, you‘re not a part of this family anymore. I‘ll call the police, have you thrown in jail, I‘ll sue you for every penny you’re worth and you will never see her or my grandsons again. Once!”
“Dr. Quinn, I’m sorry,” David whispered. “You’re right. You’re right. I shouldn’t have done that. I lost my temper, I’m sorry.”
“It’s not me you should be apologizing to, now is it?” he murmured.
David swallowed hard and went inside. Elizabeth was helping Michaela on with her cape in the foyer and Martha was helping the boys put on their coats.
“Martha, could you take them to the carriage?” David asked.
“Yes, sir,” Martha said. “Come on, boys.”
“Let me see, darling,” David said, gently touching her chin and examining Josef‘s fine stitch work. He sighed. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened. I just, I’m so ashamed. Mike, forgive me.”
Michaela met his eyes solemnly.
“There, see,” Elizabeth said softly. “I told you he would apologize.”
David clutched Elizabeth’s hand and kissed her cheek. “Thank you for the nice party.”
“Of course.”
David held out his arm to Michaela and she took it and they headed outside.
Elizabeth turned around with a sigh. Josef was standing there, arms crossed firmly.
“He apologized. It’s all right now,” Elizabeth whispered.
“After I told him to,” he muttered. “Elizabeth, if he does it again, so help me-”
“Josef,” she scolded. “Don‘t.”
“I’m watching him, Elizabeth.”
“Stop it. Josef, it was the war. It changed him. It changed so many of these boys. Perhaps seeing what they saw, I don’t know, it must have done something. Something to their heads. Lord knows. David needs our help. Our pity.”
“Pity? I’ve given that boy more pity than he ever deserves. He doesn’t want to love and honor our daughter like he promised when I gave her away. He just wants to take that medicine and do what he pleases and behave however he pleases and Michaela and those children be damned.”
Elizabeth came up to him and touched his arm, but he snapped it away.
“I’m going to bed. Goodnight,” he said coldly as he headed up the stairs.
* * *
“Ahh!” the little girl said as she opened her mouth wide.
Michaela peered inside her patient’s throat with a tongue depressor. “She needs her tonsils out.” The child was Michaela and William’s last patient at the Dorchester free clinic after a very long day.
“What’s that mean? Surgery?” her mother asked worriedly, putting her arm around her daughter.
William stepped forward. “It’s a simple surgery. We can do it right here.”
The woman shifted uncomfortably.
“It’s just a little cut and it’s over with, you’re in excellent hands with Dr. Lewis,” William added reassuringly.
“It’s just, I, I can’t pay for no surgery,” the woman whispered.
“Oh. That’s all right. You don’t have to pay. You just, you donate what you can,” William said. He patted her arm. “How’s Monday morning? Can you bring her here at seven? Don‘t give her anything to eat before.”
“Yes, doctor. Thank you. Come on, baby doll.” She lifted her child down from the examination table and carried her out of the clinic.
Michaela took the sheet off the examination table and put it in a nearby laundry basket. Then she poured some carbolic acid in a basin and disinfected the tongue depressor.
“Well, I have good news,” William said. “With your annual donation we’re just going to break even this year.”
Michaela dried the tongue depressor and put it away. “We won’t be making that donation, William. Not this year.” She washed her hands in another basin.
His face fell in confusion. “What do you mean? You always do.” He walked over to her. “Michaela, what is wrong? What’s troubling you? You haven’t spoken to me in weeks.”
“Nothing’s wrong.” She dried her hands off.
“Is it about David? He told you that you’re not making the donation this year? Michaela, I know how he feels about this but he has no right to-”
“It was my decision, not David‘s.” She sighed. “And you might as well know, I’m not going to be coming here as much anymore.”
“Why?” he breathed, shocked.
“I need to be home with my family, that’s all.”
“Oh, no. You’re not getting away with this that easily. You and I have been talking about, dreaming about a clinic like this since the war. And now that we finally have it you’re just going to walk away. Just wash your hands of it. Well, I don’t believe that. I don’t believe that for a second.”
“Goodbye, Dr. Burke,” she said solemnly, grabbing her medical bag and heading to the door.
“Michaela, wait. Wait!” He hurried over to her. “What are you going to do? Just let that man dictate everything from now on? Who you can see? Who you can talk to? Let me guess, he told you not to talk to me.”
“For your information this was my choice. And this is not about you, William. This is about my marriage. And trying to salvage it.”
“Some marriage.”
“You have no right to speak to me this way.”
“I know he’s been beating you. Do you think I’m stupid? Leave him, Michaela. Or are you too frightened to do that?”
“Leave him, William? He’s my children’s father. They want us to stay together. I have to give him another chance.”
“Oh, Michaela, how many chances does one man deserve?” he said with frustration.
“You wouldn’t understand,” she blurted.
“I understand a man like him could one day kill you. I understand he doesn‘t deserve a woman like you. And if you think he‘s what you deserve … you‘re sorely mistaken.” His voice broke. “You deserve so much better.”
“That’s what I’m trying to do,” she whispered. “Make it better. And that starts with not doing something he‘s made it very clear to me he hates. I‘m sure you can find someone to replace me.” She opened the door and headed outside.
Chapter Eight
Michaela lay quietly in bed next to David, her hands folded across her chest as he slept beside her.
He gradually roused in the morning sunlight and absently stroked her arm. “Mm. You’ll be late for surgery.”
“I’m not late,” she replied.
“Don’t you always schedule your surgeries on Monday in Dorchester?”
“William’s handling it this time,” she whispered.
David looked surprised and intrigued. “Oh.”
“I was thinking you were right,” she said unsteadily. “I’ve put Dorchester first before you and the boys.”
David looked a little guilty. “I know it’s your dream, Mike. I shouldn’t have made you feel like you’re neglecting things here. I’m sorry.”
“David, can we talk about this? About us?” she said softly.
He reluctantly nodded.
“I just, I’ve been feeling so unhappy lately. I’ve never felt this way before.”
“Unhappy about us,” he whispered.
She swallowed hard and nodded. “The truth is you’re not happy either. I can feel it.”
He lowered his eyes and gently stroked her arm with his thumb. “I still love you so much, you know that.”
“I know. But marriage takes more than that. David, I think it’s normal what we’re going through. I mean, I think it’s normal to have ups and downs. But we have to face this together if we’re ever going to recover from it.”
“You’re right. We do.” He caressed her cheek. “I don’t like hearing you’re unhappy. That makes me feel terrible.” He kissed her gently.
“I don’t want to be,” she said tearfully.
“What can I do?”
She closed her eyes. To begin, he needed to get off the morphine. But he was relaxed right now and he was listening to her and she didn’t want to risk upsetting him. “I don’t know,” she finally said.
He drew her into his arms and held her close. He kissed her temple a few times. “You know, I have a birthday coming up. Perhaps we could make it special.”
“Yes, it’s a big birthday. We could have a big party at Mother and Father’s.”
“No, I don’t really want a big party. I just want a nice supper with you and the boys after work. How about that?”
She smiled softly. The truth was that sounded better than the grandest party the Quinn household could possibly throw.
“Just Mommy and my boys, that’s all I want,” he said as he gave her another soft kiss.
She wrapped her arms around him and held him tightly, feeling better.
* * *
The large clock in the dining room seemed to be ticking louder than it ever had before as Michaela sat at the long oak table with the boys. Christopher hadn’t really noticed her upset. He happily ate his dinner and chattered on. But Josef had seen it right off, and he only picked at his food and drank a little milk.
Michaela gazed at the little birthday cake in the center of the table. She rarely cooked or baked. Bella always prepared all the meals. Michaela didn’t like to cook, she wasn’t very good at it, and no one liked anything she made, especially the finicky boys. But she had asked Bella to help her make a cake for David. So it would come out perfectly and it would be special because she made it for him.
“Can me put the candles in?” Christopher asked impatiently.
“No,” Michaela murmured.
“How long are we gonna wait for Daddy?” he asked, resting his elbow on the table and leaning against his hand. “Me want cake.”
“This is your father’s birthday cake,” Michaela told him. “We’re not going to start without him.”
“But I’m starving,” the little boy protested. “Daddy’s biwthday’s gonna be ov-er by the time he gets back!”
“Hush up, Chris,” Josef scolded.
“You huwsh up,” Christopher retorted.
It wasn’t just any birthday. David was forty today. Michaela wanted it to be special. She had never baked a cake in her life, and yet she had baked this one for him. And she and the boys were out shopping all day long trying to find him the perfect present. Finally they settled on a collection of novels by Charles Dickens, his favorite author, beautifully bound in leather with gold lettering. They wrapped them together in pretty blue paper and they helped Michaela tie a ribbon around it. David promised to be home for supper. Another promise broken.
The clock chimed eight o’clock. They had been sitting there looking at the cake for almost an hour.
“All right,” Michaela said far too cheerfully. “All right, it’s time for bed. Josef, you have school tomorrow.”
“Not me. I’m too wittle for school,” Christopher said sadly.
“You still have to practice your letters with Bella while Mommy’s at work tomorrow,” Michaela said. “That’s our deal, remember? We shook on it.”
“I wemember the deal,” Christopher said with a sigh.
“Come here. Give Mama a kiss. Josef.”
Christopher got up and hugged and kissed her. “Night. Love you.”
“I love you,” she whispered.
Josef slowly got up from his chair as Christopher ran off for the stairs.
“Mommy?” Josef whispered.
“Hm?”
“Are you all right?”
She tried to smile as best she could. “I’m fine. Goodnight, sweetheart.”
He stepped forward and held her for a long moment. Then he smoothed her hair ever so tenderly. Michaela held him close, holding back tears. Josef knew exactly how she felt right now, he had always been sensitive like that. And he comforted her the best he knew how. He pulled back and looked in her eyes a moment, then gave her cheek a sweet kiss.
“Goodnight,” he murmured.
“Goodnight. Thank you for your help today.”
“I love you, Mommy. So does Daddy,” he added, swallowing. “You’re the best mommy ever.”
A tear escaped and slipped down her cheek. She managed a nod. “Bed,” she choked.
“Yes, Mommy,” he whispered, heading upstairs.
Michaela dabbed at her tears with a napkin. Then she leaned back in her chair with a dejected sigh. She had given Bella the night off, picturing how nice it would be to have just the four of them eat together and then wash the dishes together and tidy up. Now the prospect of having to clean all of this up all by herself just depressed her. This night was absolutely nothing like she had planned. She had never felt so lonely in her marriage to David.
She heard the lock turn in the door and perked up. As disappointed as she was he had missed all this, she still loved him and was concerned for him and wanted to see him and know he was all right.
David came into the room all smiles, walked to her side and kissed her. “Where are the boys?”
“In bed, where were you?” she blurted. “Are you all right?”
“What do you mean? I’m fine.”
“You were coming home for dinner. David, I was worried.”
He heaved a sigh, glancing at the table. “Oh, Michaela. I completely forgot. I’m sorry. I have good news. Dr. Razor thinks I should campaign for president of the American Medical Association. He’s put his support behind me. And he says he could get more chairmen on board. We were talking all evening about it.”
“President?” she murmured.
“Think of it. Dr. David Lewis from Boston, president of the American Medical Association.”
“But what would that mean?” she asked. “David, you’re gone so much as it is.”
“It’s just for a term or two. Lots of trips to Chicago I suppose. But we wouldn’t move there, I wouldn’t uproot the boys. We‘d manage it, somehow.”
She suddenly felt very angry at him. “You missed it.”
“Missed what?” he asked, taking a seat. “Bella, are you here? I‘d like some wine.”
“I gave her the night off.”
“Mike, why would you do that? No, I need her to press my suit for tomorrow!”
“Because it’s your birthday and you said the four of us could spend it together!” she cried. “We’ve all been sitting at this table for almost three hours waiting for you!”
“I said I was sorry. Things came up,” he retorted.
She looked away with a sigh.
“Michaela. Michaela.” He touched her hand. “Michaela, you’re right. You’re right. I said I would be here and I wasn’t.”
“I can’t do this much longer,” she whispered.
“Do what?”
“Raise our boys without you. Be their mother without you. Be a wife to you when you’re never here. I feel so alone.”
“You’re not alone. You’re coming with me on the campaign trail.”
“I don’t want to do that. I want us all to stay here.”
“Nonsense, it’ll be wonderful. All the big cities, the shopping, the restaurants. You’ll love it.”
“David,” she protested, shaking her head. “David, can we please have a serious talk about this?”
“We are talking. We’re talking.”
“I mean about us. What’s happening to us?”
He stroked her arm. “We’re fine. Mike, we’re fine.”
She shook her hand. “We’re not fine. I don‘t even … I don‘t even know you anymore.”
He sighed, lowering his head. “Well, all marriages go through hard times. This is just one of those times. We’ll get through this together.”
“Why don’t we talk to Father Grogan? He counsels couples. I mean, when they’re having troubles. He could help us.”
“Mike, I’m not telling our problems to some priest who spends all his leisure time with alter boys.”
“David,” she scolded.
“We’ll be fine. I promise we’ll be fine,” he said. “We love each other.”
“Of course I love you. It’s because I love you I want us to get help. If you could just stop using the morphine,” she whispered. “You’re a different person when you’re on the morphine.”
David hated when she brought that subject up and he leaned back, pursing his lips. “It’s perfectly safe, lots of doctors say so. And it helps me. You know how much it helps me.”
“David, let me help you get off it again. Father and I helped you get off it last time. We‘ll do it all very quietly, no one will know. Please, David. Please let me help you.”
“I can’t be doing something like that right now, Michaela. I’m starting a campaign. I can’t just disappear for who knows how long.”
“It’s going to kill you. You’ll overdose and it’ll kill you. It‘s almost killed you before!”
“It was just that one time. That was before the boys were even born for God sake. God damnit, you can never let that go. I know how much I can take now, all right? It‘s safe.”
She swiped at a tear.
“I want to get off it. I do. I just can’t right now. Later, after the election.” He held her hand. “Michaela, look at me. Look at me.” She reluctantly met his eyes. “I just need it to get through this campaign and then I’ll get off it. I promise you. All right?” He caressed her cheek. “All right?”
She reluctantly nodded, lowering her eyes.
“Good. Now, I’ve been thinking.”
“About what?” she whispered.
“I’ve been thinking about the boys, how happy they make us.”
That made her smile slightly. The boys always brought a smile to her face. “They do make me happy. So happy.”
“And you’re such a wonderful mother. So devoted to them. It’s beautiful.”
“They’re beautiful,” she whispered.
“Well, what if we did it again?” he said with a smile. “What if we had another baby?”
Michaela hesitated. She had wanted another baby after Christopher was born. She thought about it all the time. It was a good pregnancy with him and he and Josef were so wonderful and raising them brought her so much joy. She felt ready to do it again and felt deep inside her that their family wasn’t complete just yet, that they should have another child. And that this one was sure to be a girl. But whenever she tried to talk about it with David he told her it wasn’t a good time, that he was on the medical board now and all their obligations with the hospital, a baby would only disrupt all that. She told him again and again she worried that if they waited too long, she was getting older and perhaps they wouldn’t be able to become pregnant as easily as they had before. Their last argument they had about that he went so far as to threaten her with an abortion if she got pregnant. She had gone off by herself to the study afterward and cried there quietly for hours, fearing that it would never happen again and that the daughter she so longed for was lost.
“But you said, you said you didn’t want another,” she pointed out.
“Why would you ever listen to me?” he said wryly. He held her hand. “I know I used to think it just wasn’t the right moment. But now I think it’s more right than ever. Our lives are exactly where I could once only dream we would be at this point. What better thing to do than to bring another child into the world, share all this with her?”
Michaela felt so unhappy right now the only thing that gave her a glimmer of hope was the idea of giving birth again and welcoming another sweet little baby into her life. And maybe a baby would help bring them closer. And she just knew the baby would be a girl this time. She found herself agreeing. “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, all right.”
David leaned forward and drew her into a warm, long hug. “I love you,” he whispered.
“I love you, too,” she choked.
* * *
David planted wet kisses on Michaela’s hand as they lay together in their large, soft canopy bed. She smiled softly at him and stroked his ribs with her free hand.
“Don’t go to work today. Let’s just stay home,” he said wryly.
“David, I have a hernia at nine o’clock,” she protested.
“Forget the hernia,” he said, sweeping across her and laying atop her.
She giggled and caressed his cheek. “Mm. I wish I could.” She kissed him.
David had made great efforts to be attentive to Michaela over the past several months. He wouldn’t be permitted to campaign for president for another four months, and so he could devote more time to matters at home.
Michaela was right and she didn’t get pregnant right away as she had with the boys. But David was supportive and encouraging and helped to keep her impatience at bay. It would happen soon enough, he promised her. They just had to keep trying and not give up. He helped her keep a little calendar on the nightstand of her cycle and he would even take a few days off during the right time of the month for conception. They would send the boys to stay with David’s parents or Josef and Elizabeth, and they would stay home and focus solely on baby making. David never took days off, but he did so now for her, so they could have the baby she desperately wanted.
Having David home this much and all the time the two of them were able to devote to each other Michaela thought was improving things. He was happier, didn’t get angry very often, and wasn’t turning to the morphine every time something upset him. She was happier, too. David said she could go back to work at the Dorchester clinic. He apologized for not supporting her efforts there. But when she wasn’t working there, she was with David and spending time with him and working on rebuilding their relationship together. She wanted a baby of course, but she was beginning to think that even if it didn’t happen, things between them had made a real turnaround. For the better.
“Let’s make love again,” David whispered, smiling at her mischievously and tugging on her nightgown strings.
“Again?” she whispered shyly.
“Now’s the right time in your cycle. As your doctor I highly recommend you and your husband make love as much as possible over the next forty-eight hours. And as your husband, I’m happy to oblige.”
“David,” she scolded with a smile.
Christopher opened their door and scurried inside, stark naked and covered in bath suds.
“Mama, Daddy!” he cried. “Bella’s making me take a bath and I don‘t want to!” He bounded into bed.
“What’s this? Is this Dr. Lewis or is this a duck fresh out of the water?” David teased as he drew him into his lap.
Michaela couldn’t help laughing. “Christopher, you’re soaked!”
He pointed at the door. “Tell her me don‘t have to.”
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Lewis,” Bella called in the doorway. “He got into the sticky buns and it was all over his face and hands and nightshirt.”
“Sticky buns,” Michaela growled, tickling him.
“Only a few,” the little boy protested.
“I think Bella’s right. I think you need a bath,” Michaela said. “You’re supposed to listen to Bella just like you listen to Mommy and Daddy, remember?”
“When has he ever listened to us?” David teased with a smile.
“Once or twice he has,” she said wryly.
David patted his back. “Go take your bath, son. Good boy.”
“All wight, fine,” he muttered.
“Wait, first give your mother a big kiss,” he instructed.
“David, no, I’ll get all wet,” Michaela protested but Christopher was already hugging her and planting wet kisses on her cheeks.
“Bye, Mommy!” he said, bounding out of bed and running to his nanny.
Bella shut the door after them, and David and Michaela looked at each other and burst into laughter.
He caressed her cheek. “He definitely looks more like you. Your Chrissy. Just like you, my darling.”
“And Josef looks like you,” she replied lovingly.
“Our family, it’s wonderful, Mike,” he whispered. “I’m sorry if I haven’t appreciated that as much as I should have lately.”
“But they both have your sweet tooth,” Michaela said. “Always in the sticky buns just like Daddy.”
“Come here,” David growled, drawing her to him and pulling the covers over their heads as she giggled.
* * *
“Would you like me to close?” William asked as Michaela handed a clamp to a nurse to disinfect. They were hovered over a patient in the operating room of the Dorchester clinic.
“That’s all right, I’ll finish,” she said tiredly.
William eyed her knowingly. “Michaela, you’ve been operating for three hours. I don’t mind. Truly. Let me close. You need to get home.”
She breathed a sigh. “Thank you, William.”
“Any time.”
She took off her apron and sleeve protectors and put them in the nearby hamper. She washed up at the basin, then she exited the room and headed to her office.
Just as she sat down David appeared in the doorway, holding a bundle of roses.
“David?” she breathed. He never came down to Dorchester. In fact the last time he had been down here she was pregnant with Christopher and William’s buggy was stolen. David never did like all the time she spent at the free clinic. Part of it was he felt the area was dangerous. But she knew another part of it was William. David didn’t like William and never did want her spending time with him. No matter how many times she tried to reassure him she felt nothing for William, that their friendship was completely innocent, it was as if he never truly believed it. “David, what are you doing here?”
“Can’t a man bring flowers to his wife?”
“They’re beautiful,” she said shyly.
“You’re beautiful.” He walked over to her and laid them across her desk. “Can you leave? A new mother needs her rest.”
Michaela looked up at him, her eyes welling with tears.
“Mike? What is it?” he breathed.
“I need to tell you something,” she said hoarsely.
“What?”
She sniffled and pressed the back of her hand to her upper lip. “Oh, David. I’m not pregnant after all.”
“Oh, sweetheart,” he murmured. He immediately crouched down and drew her into his arms.
“I thought I was,” she choked. “I thought for sure. I was late, I‘m never this late, I … then this morning, I-”
“It’s all right. It’s all right,” he soothed. “It’s going to happen. We have to be patient.”
She hugged him tightly, closing her eyes. “You’re not upset?”
“Mike. Of course not. We waited through a war that was four years long. I’m sure we can wait a few months more to have a baby.”
“David, what if …” She lowered her eyes. “What if it never happens?”
“It will. Look at me.” He caressed her cheek as she met his eyes. “It will.” He gave her a soft kiss. “Besides, there’s good news about this. This means we get to keep trying.” He tapped her nose. “That’s the best part.”
She smiled softly, reassured.
“Ready to go?”
She nodded, grasping his hand and getting to her feet.
* * *
David finished tying his tie in the mirror. Then he grasped his cane and went over to the bed.
“Sweetheart?” he whispered, stroking her arm. “I’ll miss my train.”
Michaela groaned softly and slowly opened her eyes. “David?” She realized he was dressed already and saw his luggage beside the bedroom door. “Why didn’t you wake me? I overslept!”
“You’re too lovely to wake.”
She shifted up a little in bed, holding the sheet modestly across her, and frowned. “I was going to go with you to the train station. I wanted to see you off.”
He stroked her long, naked back. “It’s all right. It’s better to say goodbye here anyway.” He wrapped his arm around her lovingly and kissed her a long moment. At last he paused and held her hand. She looked tearful.
“David?” she whispered.
“Hm?” He caressed her cheek.
“I’m sorry we haven’t had another baby yet. Now you‘re starting your campaign and …. It‘s just not going how I planned. I thought … ” She sighed. “I just was hoping it would happen sooner rather than later. Before your campaign.”
“Mike. Oh. Come here.” He drew her into a loving hug. “I know we’re going to have another baby. Deep down in my heart I just know this is meant to be. So perhaps it‘s going to be later. But it‘s all right, time‘s on our side.”
“I keep having this dream. She‘s in my arms, our baby. I can see her, David.”
“You see? This is meant to be. We’ll start trying again, the moment I get home. The very second.” He gently pecked her lips.
“The second?” she whispered shyly.
He chuckled softly. “Well, perhaps not the very second.”
“Tell Chicago I hate her,” she said with a wry smile.
“I will.” He gazed at her another long moment. He could start campaigning in three days and he wanted to be in Chicago by then. He would start his fundraising there. It was to be a two week trip. Michaela wanted to come with him, but she didn‘t want to go without the boys. Josef was just finishing his first year of school and she was loath to pull him out now, and Christopher had bad allergies in the spring. And so David reluctantly agreed the family would stay behind this time. Two weeks seemed like an eternity. “It’s early. Go back to sleep, sweetheart,” he said, guiding her back down to their pillows. “You look tired.” He tucked her in and sat on the bed, smiling softly at her. At last he pulled out his watch from his vest pocket, examining the time. “Train leaves in twenty minutes. I’ll have to run all the way there.”
Something caught her eye and she grasped his wrist. “David, what’s that?” She turned the watch toward her. Inside he had mounted a photograph of her taken sometime around when they were first engaged. She chuckled. “Look how young I look.”
“You look exactly the same,” he replied. He tucked the watch securely in his vest pocket. “Now I can keep you close to my heart always.”
She looked into his eyes. “I love you.”
“I love you,” he whispered back.
* * *
A week into David’s trip Michaela started recognizing the tell-tale signs of pregnancy she experienced with the boys: tiredness, nausea, tender breasts. She brushed it off, tried not to get her hopes up. Last time had been a false alarm and it was devastating. But a few days later when she started throwing up every morning she finally went to see Dr. Razor, and cried tears of joy when he told her she was indeed in the family way. Then he scolded her and told her she was to march herself straight to the hospital the moment her labor began this time around or he wasn’t interested in having anything to do with her anymore. Michaela was so happy she didn’t care what he had to say. She felt like her marriage was truly turning around. Like David promised, they would get through it. And they had.
She was desperate to tell David. But the only way to do that right away was to send a telegram, and she didn’t want to tell him something like that in a telegram. She wanted it to be special. She wanted to tell him in person. And that meant she couldn’t tell her parents, her sisters, or anyone else. Not until her husband knew. She had to keep the wonderful secret to herself.
David telegraphed the day he was supposed to arrive home that he had been detained and wouldn’t be coming home for two more weeks. That sent Michaela into more tears, this time, tears of despair. Bella didn’t know what to make of her, but she sat on her bed and held her hand and didn’t pass judgment. Michaela knew that Bella probably knew she was pregnant. Bella was there when she first got pregnant with Christopher and tended to her then, holding her hand when she cried and bringing her tea when she was queasy. She was vomiting all day long with this pregnancy and surely Bella knew. But to her credit, the nanny didn’t say anything.
Christopher was sleeping in bed with Michaela when David finally came home not two, but three weeks later.
“Michaela,” David whispered, crouching beside her with a smile and kissing her. “Oh, I missed you.”
“Why were you detained?” she blurted.
“More board meetings. It’s not really important. What’s important is I’m home. And I have wonderful news.”
“What?”
“Nathan Davis. He’s put his support behind me.”
“Nathan Davis?” she said blankly.
“Mike, Dr. Davis. The founder of the Association.”
“Oh, yes, of course,” she murmured.
“Mike, do you see what this means? With his support, I could take this all the way. I could get on the ballot, even win.”
She looked away with a soft sigh and stroked Christopher’s hair.
“What is it? Aren’t you happy? Why‘s Christopher in bed with you?”
“He had a bad dream. Is that all right with you?”
He looked at her with confusion. “It’s all right. What’s wrong?”
“Aren’t you going to ask about us?” she said impatiently. “How we’re doing?”
He caressed her cheek. “Of course. Of course I want to know what’s been happening here. I want to know everything.”
“Well, for one, Christopher’s convinced there’s a monster in the wardrobe. He’s been waking up at two in the morning every night screaming about it. I‘ve been up with him every night.”
“Why don’t you have Bella do it? You need your rest.”
“I don’t want Bella to do it. I want to do it,” she said impatiently. “And he wants his mother, too.”
David stroked his back sympathetically. “He’s four. Nightmares are normal at this age.”
“And Josef fell off the seesaw at recess last week and I had to put two stitches in his chin.”
“Stitches? Is he all right?”
“Yes. He just wanted his father there, that’s all. And so did I.”
“Michaela, you know I had to go. And now that the campaign’s officially starting, I’ll have to go again. Next month I’m doing a tour of New York and Philadelphia and Baltimore, and the capital. All of this won’t be for long, only for the next few months until the election.”
“David, I’m pregnant,” she blurted.
“After that the Midwest, St. Louis.” He paused. “What did you say?”
“I’m pregnant. I’m nine weeks tomorrow.”
“Oh,” he murmured.
“Oh? What does that mean?” she retorted. “Are you happy about this?”
“I’m happy. You just don’t sound like you are.”
The tears suddenly came. “David, I found this out three weeks ago. I thought you were coming home and then you didn’t and it’s felt like an eternity.”
He edged closer to her. “Darling, don’t cry. You’re so pretty when you cry.” He kissed her cheek. “I’m more happy than you can imagine. We’re having a baby. This is what we’ve wanted for so long.” He touched her chin. “I bet it’s a girl. You’re going to have that girl you wanted. She‘ll be as beautiful as her mama.”
“Just hold me,” she whispered. “Just hold me, David.”
“Don’t cry. You’re just emotional because of the pregnancy.“ He carefully laid in bed with her and gathered her into his arms. He held her close and stroked her hair. “I missed you. I missed having you in my arms.”
She closed her eyes and took comfort in feeling him next to her again.
“Michaela? If you still want to, I’ll let you have the baby at home this time. Right here.”
She looked up at him hopefully. “You mean that?”
“I do. You should have this baby exactly the way you want to. I‘ll support whatever you want to do.”
She breathed a sigh of relief and kissed him. “Oh, David. Thank you.”
“This is going to be just wonderful, this new baby. I can’t wait.”
She smiled through her tears. “Me, too.”
* * *
“Don’t use your fingers,” Bella scolded as she tucked Christopher’s napkin into his collar.
“Daddy, in school we have to write an essay about our hero,” Josef said as he dug into his eggs at the breakfast table. “Guess who my hero is?”
“Hm, let’s see. Wild Bill Hickok,” David said as he took a sip of coffee and turned the page in a newspaper.
“Ha. No,” Josef replied.
“I know. Bella!” Christopher squeaked.
“Oh, you silly goose,” Bella said with a chuckle and wave of her hands. “Eat your eggs.”
“How about Jack and the beanstalk?” Christopher suggested.
“He’s not even real!” Josef cried.
“He’s not?!” Christopher exclaimed.
David turned another page.
“You’re all wrong,” Josef said. “It’s you, Daddy. I’m gonna write about you.” He smiled, but David just kept reading an article. “I’m gonna write about how you saved all those soldiers in the war and got shot doing it. You‘re the greatest hero of all of them.”
David slowly lowered the paper and gazed at Bella.
“Is Michaela coming down here or not?” he asked her firmly.
She cleared her throat as she poured Josef some milk. “Um, I don’t think so, Dr. Lewis. I just brought her some tea. She was … well, she was still in the washroom. Poor dear.”
He folded the newspaper at the page he was reading and left the table with it.
“Daddy, where you going?” Christopher called.
“Hush, eat your breakfast,” Bella said softly.
David made his way upstairs and went into the bedroom without knocking. He walked over to their washroom where the door was half open. It had cost him a fortune installing indoor plumbing and a fancy washroom on the second floor of the house when they first bought it. But Michaela loved it and was always in there brushing her hair or getting dressed or whatever it was women did in there. Although lately she was retreating to the room to be sick. He found her crouched over the washbasin, her face pale as she breathed slowly.
“I don’t think I can go into work this morning,” she whispered tiredly. “Perhaps in a few hours. Sweetheart, perhaps you could send Bella with a message. I‘ll watch the boys.”
“Do you want to explain what this is?” David said evenly.
She dabbed at her mouth with a cloth. David hadn’t asked how she was feeling or offered to bring her some tea or rub her back. She had been sick as a dog with this pregnancy and it hurt her feelings that David seemed to always have other things on his mind, things that never had anything to do with her or the new baby. He didn’t seem to care. When she was pregnant with Josef and even Christopher he treated her like she was going to break. He panicked every time she got sick or even so much as felt a twinge, insisted on sitting with her and holding her hair back and rubbing her back. He would pace and worry so much she often had to tell him to calm down, that everything would be fine. He was always at least twice as worried as she was, and she had always thought she was a worrier.
“What’s what?” she murmured.
“This!” he shouted, thrusting the newspaper at her and pointing at one of the society columns. “Dr. Michaela Quinn Lewis of Mount Vernon Street was seen yesterday at the Boston Athenæum in the third row for a reading of radical John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Women. One wonders if her husband Dr. David Lewis, chief of medicine at Boston General and aspiring candidate for president of the American Medical Association, knows of her exploits in her leisure time.”
She took the paper from him and glanced at the article. “I didn’t know there was a reporter there.”
“You didn’t know there was a reporter there,” he muttered. “You didn’t know there was a reporter there!”
She put the paper beside the sink and dabbed at her mouth again. “David, what is wrong? I go to these things all the time. At least I used to before the boys were born. You‘ve even come with me for heaven sake. And he‘s not a radical.”
“Of course he’s not, that’s not the point.”
“What is the point then?”
“Everything you do, everything you say, they’re watching now. Our entire family’s under scrutiny. I can’t have you doing this kind of thing to me.”
“Contrary to popular belief not everything I do is about you,” she retorted. She didn’t know why she said that, but David was making her so furious right now and she felt so sick to her stomach and tired of this pregnancy and not having any support from her husband with it she just wanted to completely give him what for.
David grabbed her arm and pushed her against the wall. “You want me to lose!”
“No, that’s not true,” she blurted. But she wondered if it were true.
David grabbed her neck, startling her. He didn’t squeeze it hard, but he held it enough that she couldn’t move. “You may go to the hospital and come home and if you go anywhere else, if you so much as stop by the post office, you ask my permission. And you‘re coming with me on my trip next week. You‘re campaigning with me.”
“Mommy?” Josef murmured.
David whipped around. Josef was standing in the doorway. “Get out of here! Go finish your breakfast!”
“I don’t want you to hurt her!” Josef cried boldly. “Stop! Get away from her!”
David went over to him and Michaela feared he would beat him, too.
“David, no!” she cried. “Josef, run!”
But Josef didn’t run. He stood his ground. David slammed the door on him and locked it.
“Daddy! Stop hurting her!” Josef cried through the door tearfully. He banged it hard with his fist. “You’re not my hero anymore! A hero would never do this to my mommy!”
* * *
“She’s in here,” Josef Quinn said as he guided two police officers into Michaela’s office at the hospital.
Michaela was sliding a file into her cabinet. She looked up with surprise.
“Father, what’s wrong?” she blurted, glancing at the police in shock.
“Ma’am. Constable Gorgan,” one of them said as he approached her. “We’d just like to ask you a few questions.”
* * *
“I told you, it was an accident,” Michaela said impatiently as a policeman wrote in his notebook, sitting on her desk.
“It was no accident. He beat her,” Josef said firmly. “Those bruises here on her cheek, they’re at various stages of healing. You can tell by the coloring.”
One of the policeman examined them skeptically.
“I’m a doctor, I know what I‘m talking about!” Josef cried impatiently.
“Did you see him do it?” the constable asked, glancing at Josef.
He sighed. “No,” he admitted.
“Have you ever seen him do anything?” the other officer asked.
“Yes! Well, not exactly. Last year at my grandson’s birthday party he beat her and I walked in a moment later. But I know it was him. She’s protecting him! Michaela, why are you protecting him?”
The constable closed his notebook.
“What are you saying?” Josef demanded. “You’re saying if I didn’t see it there’s nothing you can do?”
“We have no proof, Dr. Quinn,” he said. “We can’t press charges without proof. She‘s denying it.”
“This is preposterous. He’s going to kill her and the law will do nothing!”
“Michaela? What’s going on here?” David demanded. He hurried into the room. “Did something happen? Are you hurt?”
“Don’t act like you had nothing to do with this,” Josef said firmly.
“Are you her husband?” the constable asked.
“Yes. Yes, I’m Dr. David Lewis. Is there a problem, officer?”
“Could we speak to you a moment in the hall, please?”
“Certainly,” David said. The police went ahead of him and David paused a moment and stared at Michaela firmly. It gave her the chills. Then he went into the hall and closed the door.
Michaela shook her head at Josef. “Father, I know you’re trying to help,” she said tearfully. “But you’re making it worse.”
“I will not stand idly by anymore, I refuse to do it,” he retorted. “I don’t care if you hate me, if you never speak to me again. I have to do something.”
“He’s going to punish me for this,” she whispered.
“Don’t go with him to Washington next week. Please, Michaela.”
David opened the door again. He shook with the police officers. “So sorry to drag you out here like this, gentleman.”
“Oh, don’t think anything of it,” one of them replied. “That’s our job.”
“Help yourselves to the coffee at the front desk. Just tell them I sent you.”
“Thank you, doctor. Good evening.” They tipped their hats at him.
David went over to Michaela’s desk. “Well, I’m glad we cleared up that misunderstanding!” He bent down and gave her a kiss. “I’m needed in pediatrics. I’ll see you at home.”
“Goodnight,” she murmured.
Josef followed him out of there.
“No!” Michaela cried.
“You stay here!” Josef shouted, pointing at her.
“David,” Josef said, hurrying after him and grabbing his arm. “David, don’t you walk away from me, boy!”
David spun around. “How dare you call the police on me!”
“I’ll call them every single day until they do something.”
“Well, they think you’re a crazy old fool is what they think. They’re not coming out again.”
“We’ll see about that. I’m going to see you thrown in jail if it’s my life’s work. You‘re ruining her life!”
“Maybe you should let your daughter make her own decisions about her life!”
“Not to mention my grandchildren!”
David stared at him coldly. “You call the police again, and I’ll see to it you never see Josef and Chris again.”
David had hit a nerve. Josef faltered a bit.
“I’ll do it, mark my words. You have no rights to them. You’re just a grandparent. You can’t make me let you see them. You could go to every judge in the land and they‘d just laugh at you. The only reason you see them now is because of my good graces!”
Speechless, Josef leaned against the wall and let David go.
* * *
“The bowing’s pathological,” Michaela said as she sat at her desk in the Dorchester clinic. She pointed to a chart with her pen. “See, the angle on the right tibia‘s increased three percent just since last month.”
William came over and looked at the chart a moment. “What do you think? Surgery?”
“Well, we could try breaking the tibia, then apply a cast to keep it straight.” She sighed. “It would mean months of recovery here. Perhaps even more than one surgery if it doesn’t take the first time. And it‘s risky. The chance of infection could be great. On the other hand she might never walk normally if we don‘t do something while she‘s young.”
“And it’ll cost money. Lots of it.”
She flipped a page in a chart. “I’ll see to it. Don’t worry about that.”
“Why don’t we meet with her parents on Monday?”
“Monday. I can’t,” she said.
“Why?”
“David’s going to Washington to campaign on Monday. I’m going with him. You‘ll have to meet with them without me.”
“But surgery like that. I need you here! I need your help!”
She got up and put the chart back in the cabinet, not replying.
“Do you still love him?” he blurted.
She spun around. “I beg your pardon?”
“Is that why you’re going to Washington? Because you love him? Or is he making you?”
“William, it’s important to me. To our marriage. It’s important I go. Try to understand.”
“Is he still an addict?”
She lowered her eyes and opened another file drawer.
“I asked you a question,” he said a little louder. “Michaela, for God sake. Leave him. He deserves it.”
“Just leave him, that’s your solution,” she retorted.
“You can stay with me,” he blurted.
“Oh, William,” she said dismissively.
“I mean it. You and the boys can stay with me.” He walked over to her. “Michaela, all these years working side by side, I care for you. I, I’ve come to love you.”
“Don’t say that,” she replied angrily.
“It’s true. I love you. And you love me.”
“William, don’t do this,” she retorted.
“I can give you a better life than he could ever imagine. I can make you happy.”
“William, we‘re having another baby,” she said tearfully. “I’m pregnant.”
His face slowly fell. He let out his breath in shock.
“I found out a few weeks ago. My obstetrician says I‘m due in March.”
William looked like he wasn’t sure whether to congratulate her or tell her he was sorry.
“I have to give this marriage everything I have left,” she whispered. “For the baby’s sake. So the baby can have a family. So we all can.”
He ever so gently touched her shoulder. “I’d take care of your baby, too. I promise I would. I‘d give it the family it deserves. Michaela let me take care of you and your children. You don‘t have to love me, I just want you away from him!”
“I have to try to make the family I have work,” she said tearfully. She went to the coat rack. “I, I don’t want to tell people yet. About the baby. It’s early. Only David knows.”
He slowly sat on the desk. “Of course,” he murmured.
She opened the door.
“Mike, wait,” William said. He walked over to the door. “Look at me. Please, look at me.”
She met his eyes.
“If you ever need anything. Anything at all. I’m here.”
She paused a long moment. “I know,” she whispered. She stepped outside and quietly shut the door.
* * *
Michaela was sound asleep when David finally staggered into the hotel room at one in the morning.
“Damn politicians, never worth their salt.”
Michaela stirred in bed and opened her eyes. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep. She was trying to wait up for him. She had been worried about him. After dinner when he saw how tired she was, he let her go back to their hotel room a few blocks from the Capitol, and he stayed at the restaurant to talk business with some politicians. He promised her it would only be a few hours. That was almost seven hours ago. They were in an unfamiliar city with unfamiliar people, and she had worried something might have happened to him.
“David, I was wondering where you were,” she whispered, shifting up in bed.
“Dr. Woodworth is a lying, cheating, good for nothing … ” He went over to the vanity and found his medical bag.
“David, don’t!” she said firmly. “Come, talk to me about it, sweetheart. Please don’t take any more morphine.”
“Shut up,” he retorted.
Her face fell. He never talked to her that way. This trip was causing him so much anxiety over his campaign he seemed to be taking it out on her more and more. “Please, just tell me what happened,” she whispered.
He tied a strip of cloth around his upper arm as a tourniquet. “He promised five hundred dollars to my campaign. Now turns out he’s backing one of my opponents.” He tapped his vein, then gave himself an injection of morphine. “Without so much as doing me the courtesy of telling me! I found out through a colleague of his.”
“David, not so much,” she protested softly.
“I’m in pain! Do you want me to just suffer?!” he cried. He ripped off the tourniquet and put the syringe back in his bag. He rested his hands on the vanity and leaned forward a moment, taking deep breaths as the morphine coursed through his system. She could see him relaxing with each exhale. The morphine helped him a great deal, there was no doubt about that. It took away his anxiety, made him relaxed and sometimes even euphoric. It was when he didn’t have his dose of it that he became so cruel and out of control.
Michaela slowly got out of bed. “I’m sorry he isn’t going to give you the donation he promised,” she said softly.
He gazed at her a moment. “It’s all right. It’s not your fault.” He walked over to her and grasped her shoulders. “I’m sorry, there’s just so much pressure to raise all the money I need for a proper campaign. Without money, there’s not much of a campaign. Forgive me?” Before she could answer he bent his head and kissed her. It was a sweet kiss at first, but it quickly grew more intense and urgent. Suddenly he was trying to hitch up her nightgown with one hand.
“David,” she murmured. “David, what are you doing?”
He kissed her neck. “I’m so lucky to have you to come home to.”
She shifted uncomfortably. “Sweetheart, not tonight. It’s so late. I’m tired. And I’ve been nauseous all evening.”
“Oh, you’re fine. It’s all in your head.”
“It’s not in my head,” she protested. “I’ve been so sick this time around.”
He unbuckled his pants and slid them down his waist. “Come on. You know you love it. You never want me to stop. Remember? David, don‘t stop. More, David. Faster.”
“David,” she protested with embarrassment. He never made her feel awkward or uncomfortable. At least not until recently. Their lovemaking was usually so sweet and reserved. And simple, but in a wonderful way. This just wasn’t like David at all. Lately their relations had become so crude and embarrassing.
“No,” she protested softly. “No, I’m not ready yet. David, David, I can’t be ready this quickly, I-”
He drew her against the bed post and hitched up her nightgown further, guiding himself firmly between her legs and moving in and out very fast. She cringed and gritted her teeth. This wasn’t the kind of passionate lovemaking that had helped make their marriage so wonderful in the beginning. This was just David tending to his needs, and she was nothing but an object to serve him. She felt very used, and even a little dirty.
It was over almost as soon as it began. He backed away, catching his breath, and went over to the basin to splash water on his face.
Michaela gingerly sat on the bed, still in pain, and couldn’t even look at him.
“We should get some sleep,” he murmured. “We have that breakfast tomorrow at the Smithsonian with the senator.”
“Oh, David. Not a breakfast. I always feel so sick in the mornings, I can‘t eat anything,” she whispered.
“Then don’t eat anything for God sake. I didn’t say you had to eat something. Isn‘t it fashionable not to eat anyway?” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Why is every damn thing an argument with you, Mike? Do you do this on purpose?”
Tears welled in her eyes. “I’m not trying to argue. Why are you being so cruel?”
“Just go to bed,” he muttered.
* * *
“David,” Michaela whispered, leaning toward him as the speaker continued to talk up at the podium.
“What is it?” he whispered back.
She looked pale and her lips were set in a grimace. She wasn’t able to touch the beautiful breakfast spread laid out at the table, just as she had feared. She just drank a few sips of tea. “I just need some air. Just a little air.” She pressed her handkerchief to her lips.
“I’m up next,” he said. He gently touched her back. He couldn’t deny how green she looked. “All right. But you’ll have to go outside on your own. I can‘t leave.”
“I can manage.” She politely excused herself from the table and made her way out of the conference hall and to the front of the building. Then she walked down the steps to the grassy national mall, holding onto the railing and taking a deep breath at last. Every single smell seemed heightened twofold for her this pregnancy. Smoked salmon and various cuts of meat and even the strawberries were just making her stomach turn all the more. She feared if she stayed at the table a moment longer she would lose it. David would be mortified and then he would really be angry with her.
The fresh air was helping. She could feel the nausea subsiding a bit. She paused as she saw two little boys about the children’s ages saunter past her. They were dressed very finely, not a wrinkle on their clothes or a hair out of place, and their pretty nursemaid trailed behind them pushing a baby carriage. Perhaps they were the children of one of the very same politicians they had been meeting with throughout this trip.
She missed Josef and Christopher. She wished she could have brought them along. But Josef had school and Christopher was so little and wouldn’t have the patience for all this waiting around. She would be dragging them along on a three-week trip for selfish reasons, and she couldn’t do that.
The older of the boys paused near her to tie his shoe. He noticed her staring at him and looked up at her, meeting her eyes. Then he gave her a shy grin, his front teeth missing. Josef’s front teeth were loose when Michaela and David left on this trip. She wondered if he had lost them by now.
Michaela smiled back at him and gave him a little wave as he ran to catch up with his brother. Just one more week. She could hang on one more week and then she would be home.
* * *
“You won’t have to go away again, right Mommy?” Christopher asked as he looked up at her with his big blue eyes. Michaela was rocking him soothingly in the nursery after he woke up that evening screaming about a bad dream again.
“No,” she said, kissing his head. “Not for awhile anyway.” She had missed the boys terribly in the three weeks she was traveling with David to New York, Baltimore and Washington, helping him drum up support for his bid for president of the American Medical Association. The campaign trail was long and rough, and she was sick much of the time and exhausted from the pregnancy. She regretted ever going with him. She absolutely pined for Christopher and Josef, and she longed to get back to the Dorchester clinic and practicing medicine and her normal routine. Bella sent her a telegram that Christopher was crying for her every night and wouldn’t go to sleep, and that just broke Michaela’s heart. But when she tried to tell David she wanted to go home early and tend to Christopher and he go on without her, he forbid it.
“Good, me don‘t want you to go away,” Christopher said, closing his eyes and hanging onto her nightgown with his fist.
“I love you,” she whispered emotively, kissing his head again.
He was asleep when David came into the nursery, beaming.
“Mike, I’ve made the ballot!”
“Shh,” she scolded. “I just got him back to sleep.”
“I made the ballot,” he whispered. “News just arrived by telegram.”
She smiled softly. “That’s good news, David. I’m happy.” But in her heart of hearts, she wasn’t happy at all.
“Why don’t you put him to bed now? Come out and talk.”
She reluctantly got up and put Christopher in his bed across from his brother. She tucked him in warmly, kissed him and stroked back his hair, and then quietly left the room with David.
“What is it?” she said tiredly as they walked into the hallway.
“We need to be in Chicago by the end of the week,” he said. “They’ll be fundraisers to attend all over the Midwest over the next month or so.”
“David, but we just got back,” she protested.
“I know. It can’t be helped. We’ll have to have Bella get us all packed again. She can start tomorrow.” He leaned against the banister rail.
“No,” she said firmly. “No, I’m not going.”
“I’m sorry, Michaela. You have to.”
“I’m not leaving the boys again!” she cried. “Not for a month! David, Chrissy was crying every night!”
“Chrissy. Stop babying him,” he scolded. “He’ll be fine. They’re all right with Bella.”
“I’m their mother,” she retorted. “A very absent mother right now. I’m tired of leaving my children with nannies. And it’s more than that. David, I’m tired. I’m exhausted. I can’t do this anymore. I‘m having another baby and you don‘t even seem to care. And once she‘s born, will we pass her off on the nanny as well?”
“Of course I care. Of course I want you to feel well. Perhaps we could hire a chambermaid to help you, come out with us.”
“No, I don’t want to hire another stranger,” she muttered.
“I can’t do this trip without you. I need my wife with me. It’s more important to my election than you can imagine. Do you know how it looks you staying behind? No, you have to come.”
“I’m not some trophy you can take out whenever you please and parade around for appearances,” she snapped.
“Mike,” he murmured. “Mike, that’s not what I meant.”
“It’s how I feel sometimes.”
“Everything’s going to be fine. You’ve never seen Chicago. It’ll be a wonderful trip. Once you’re there you’ll be fine. Come on now, darling.”
She looked at him squarely and defiantly. “David, let me make this clear. I am not going. I’ve made the decision. I‘m not doing it.” She turned around to walk toward their bedroom.
He grabbed her arm, pulling it hard. “Yes you are!” he shouted. He hadn’t realized how close they were to the edge of the stairs. He had no peripheral vision to his right due to his injuries. The heel of Michaela’s slipper slipped down a step and before he could even blink she toppled backward, falling and rolling down several steps to the landing. She shrieked with surprise.
“Michaela!” David cried in horror. He raced down the steps and knelt beside her. “Are you all right? Are you all right? Is anything broken?” He felt down her arms. Then he grasped his hands gently around her neck to brace it in place. “Don’t move your head, don’t move, sweetheart.”
She gasped and winced, looking down and wrapping her arms around her belly. “David. David,” she choked.
“What is it? Can you breathe?” he demanded. He feared her neck was broken.
“My water. I think my water just broke,” she gasped.
He shifted up her nightgown. To his horror it was soaked with fluid. “Oh, my God. Bella!” David shouted with all his might. “Bella! Oh, God. No.”
The nanny entered the foyer a few moments later in her nightgown and bathrobe. She ascended the first few stairs.
“Hurry and get dressed, summon the carriage and go fetch Dr. Hanson at the hospital,” David ordered. “He’s on duty tonight.”
She pressed her hand to her mouth. “Oh! Mrs. Lewis!”
“Tell Dr. Hanson she’s sixteen weeks along and her water broke. Go, damnit!”
Bella scurried off in tears.
David was beside himself as Michaela kept wincing in pain. “Come on, my darling. I’ll carry you to our bed, come on,” he murmured, ever so carefully lifting her into his arms.
Chapter Nine
“Please,” Michaela choked as she gritted her teeth. “Please, do something.“ She was balled up on her side, her arms wrapped around her belly. She panted hard and moaned as another wave of pain overwhelmed her. “Oh. It’s starting again. Oh.”
A nurse sat beside her with a cloth to bathe her face while Dr. Hanson laid out some instruments on a clean cloth on the bed.
“Let me take your pulse,” he said as he gently grasped her wrist.
Michaela writhed a little and let out a long moan.
“Where is your pain?” he asked patiently. “Lower abdominal? I know it‘s difficult but try to answer my questions so I can help you.”
“Yes,” she said tearfully. “Yes, and my back. My back.”
“Lumbar pain, all right,” he murmured. He sat beside the nurse and as gently as he could nudged her right leg up. “Hold her leg,” he instructed.
“All right, dearie,” the nurse said as she grasped her leg. “You’ll be feeling better soon, then, don‘t you worry.”
Michaela buried her face behind one hand and panted all the harder, moaning a little more. She knew there was nothing Dr. Hanson could do now. Nothing anyone could do. Not for the baby anyway. The baby was probably already dead and would need to come out now. Her body was hard at work to deliver it and the pain was so intense she could barely speak.
Dr. Hanson shook his head ever so slightly at the nurse. He edged a little closer to Michaela. “Mrs. Lewis?” he murmured. He discreetly dried his hands on a towel. “I’d like to give you a little sedative. To help relax you and ease some of your discomfort.”
“Yes, let’s do that, all right?” the nurse said softly.
Michaela felt completely helpless to make any decisions right now. She couldn’t think straight. Unable to form some kind of answer she just kept panting.
Dr. Hanson spoke all the more softly. “Then perhaps the best thing to do now is …. Is a dilation and cutterage. Do I have your permission?”
Michaela cried softly and just closed her eyes.
“Would you like me to talk to your husband?” Dr. Hanson offered.
The mere idea of involving David in these decisions spurred her to try to focus as much as she could. She didn’t care what her husband had to say about any of this. It was her body and her decision and she didn‘t want him to have anything to do with any of this anymore. He was the reason she was even lying here. She took a deep breath. “No. No, I just, just let me … I just need to think.” She took several more deep breaths. Finally, she nodded. “Just do what you think is best. I trust you.”
Satisfied with that, Dr. Hanson gently patted her forearm.
“All right then. You just stay right where you are, we’ll take care of everything,” the nurse said. Another hard pain struck and Michaela tensed up and moaned. The nurse grasped her hand. “Squeeze my fingers if you like, dearie. I’ll hold your hand as long as you need.”
Michaela squeezed her hand hard and closed her eyes, tears slipping down her cheeks.
* * *
Dr. Hanson pressed his fingers to Michaela’s wrist. “Ninety-five beats per minute,” he told the nurse. “A little fast, but still normal.”
The nurse tenderly folded a cool cloth and laid it across Michaela’s forehead.
“You can expect some heavy bleeding over the next few days. Then it should slow down to a stop by the end of the week. If it doesn‘t I need to know,” Dr. Hanson said.
Michaela was so physically and emotionally drained she felt like the doctor was speaking in a language she couldn’t understand.
Dr. Hanson patted her hand. “Just rest. I’ll come by tomorrow to check in on you.”
“Dr. Hanson,” she choked.
“Yes?” he murmured as he put his stethoscope back in his bag.
“Was it a boy or a girl?”
He pursed his lips. “Now, you get your proper rest now. It’s very late.”
“Tell me,” she pleaded.
He exchanged a glance with the nurse and sighed. “Dr. Lewis, you don’t want me to answer that. It’s better you not know. Please trust me.”
“No, I want to know. It’s my baby. I want to know if my baby was a boy or a girl,” she insisted tearfully.
He hesitated further, resting his hands on his knees.
“It’s my child. Tell me what my child was!”
He swallowed hard and ever so gently touched her arm. “A girl,” he finally whispered.
Michaela felt like all the air had been sucked out of her lungs. She couldn’t speak, she couldn’t move. She couldn’t even shed a tear.
“You rest now,” Dr. Hanson soothed. “We’ll take care of everything here.”
* * *
David paced outside the bedroom door, putting his hands in his pockets and then on his waist and nervously running them through his hair. Michaela cried out in pain for hours while Dr. Hanson and his nurse looked after her. David leaned against the wall and perspired and his hands started shaking so badly he drank a double dose of morphine to keep his nerves in control. Bella was with the boys trying to soothe them back to sleep. All the commotion had woken them up and they were frightened.
At last her crying stopped, and at about four in the morning, Dr. Hanson opened the door and he and his nurse stepped outside and shut it quietly behind them.
“Is she all right?” David blurted, walking up to him.
“She’ll live,” he replied. “I performed a dilation and curettage.”
“Then the baby, it’s … ” he trailed off.
“There was nothing that could be done. Not at sixteen weeks. It was inevitable.”
He ran his hands through his hair again. He felt sick. He felt like he had killed the baby. He didn’t know how he could face Michaela.
“How did this happen?” Dr. Hanson demanded.
“She fell down the stairs,” David blurted.
“I know that, I want to know how she fell.”
“I don’t know. It happened so fast,” he murmured. “She just slipped.”
The nurse was staring him down coldly.
“If I find out you had anything to do with this,” Dr. Hanson said sternly. “I will see you’re prosecuted, young man.”
David stared back at him defensively. “Don’t speak to me that way, Dr. Hanson. Lest you forget I’m your superior. This was nothing but an accident and how dare you suggest otherwise.”
“I don’t care what you are. If you lay a hand on that poor girl again you’ll answer to me.”
“Can I see her?” David murmured, desperate to change the subject.
“Go on. But she needs her rest, don’t disturb her too much.”
“Thank you for your help at this hour,” David said civilly. “Bella will see to it you’re compensated, she’ll see you out.”
“Goodnight, Dr. Lewis,” Dr. Hanson said curtly as he and the nurse headed to the staircase.
David tentatively opened the door. The room was dimly lit, the shades drawn, and Michaela was on her back in the middle of the bed tucked in firmly under fresh sheets. Her brow was wrinkled and her eyes were just barely open, as if she were too weak to keep them open all the way. Her face had lost all color and her lips were dry and ashen.
“Sweetheart,” David said tearfully as he approached the bed. “Sweetheart, how are you?”
Michaela very briefly met his eyes, then slowly, she turned her head away from him.
David knelt beside the bed and wrapped his arm around her waist. “Are you in pain? Can you speak? Squeeze my hand, my darling.” He grasped her hand.
“I can speak,” she choked.
He breathed a sigh. “Good. Good. You’ve been so brave, my love.” He sniffled. “I’m so sorry. I‘m so very sorry. Was it terribly painful? I could hear you, my poor darling.”
“Our baby’s dead, David,” she whispered.
He sniffled and kissed her hand. “I know. I know. It was a terrible accident. Thank the good Lord you‘re all right at least.”
“Accident,” she murmured weakly.
He kissed her hand again. “You’re so beautiful. I love you so much.”
She turned her head further away. “David I …. I can’t have you in here tonight. Please. I need you to go.”
He stared at her a long moment. “All right,” he conceded softly. He touched the bell pull. “You ring, you ring if you need anything at all, all right? I‘ll have Bella tend to you.” He leaned over her, smoothed back her hair and kissed her damp brow. “So beautiful,” she said tearfully. “You’re so beautiful. I love you.” He paused. “Mike? I love you.”
She stared off toward the window, not replying.
* * *
“Shh,” Rebecca crooned soothingly as she sat on the bed and held Michaela in a warm hug. “Shh.”
Michaela cried against her shoulder for some time, just letting all her emotions pour out she had been bottling up since she lost the baby. She wouldn’t dare cry around David. She feared it would upset him and send him into a rage again. And she didn’t want to cry in front of the boys. They hadn’t yet told them she was pregnant and she was glad now they hadn‘t. She didn’t want them to know anything was wrong. And thank goodness she hadn’t told Elizabeth and Josef yet. She was certainly about to tell them, she had planned to invite them over to supper this Saturday and give them the happy news then. This miscarriage would have just devastated them and she couldn‘t do that to them.
“It was a girl, Rebecca,” Michaela murmured tearfully. “Oh, God. It was a girl. My sweet little girl.”
“There, there,” Rebecca whispered, rubbing her back. She pulled out her handkerchief. “Here, cabbage. Blow.”
Michaela took the handkerchief and dabbed at her nose and eyes. “Cabbage. You always used to call me that.”
Rebecca grasped her hand and giving it a little kiss. “You were always my little cabbage.”
“Rebecca, thank you for coming out here. I didn’t know who else to turn to. I didn’t want to upset Mother and Father.”
“You always have me. Always,” Rebecca said. “And I’m glad I came out. I want to talk to you. About David.”
“He won’t stop using the morphine. He keeps making excuses. I don’t know what else to do, Rebecca. I feel trapped.”
“There is one thing you can do.”
“What?”
“You could divorce him.”
Michaela sniffled and dabbed at her tears. She had been thinking about divorce more and more as the weeks went on, it was true. It absolutely devastated her to think of giving up on the marriage, leaving David. And the boys, the idea of raising them by herself, what it would mean to them to divorce their father and for them to grow up without two parents who were married and happy, made her feel like an absolute failure. And yet, what kind of life was she giving them in a marriage as broken as this?
“I’ve thought about it, I have,” she whispered. “Oh, Rebecca. I can’t believe it’s come to this. I can‘t believe I‘m thinking about divorcing him. I just never thought … What happened?”
“What happened was you did the best you absolutely could,” Rebecca said firmly. “Don’t you dare blame yourself? You‘ve been incredibly devoted to him and the boys all these years.”
“But what would divorce do to Mother, our family?”
“Nonsense, don’t worry about us. What’s important is that you’re happy. And you can’t tell me you’re happy right now. I just … I just want my baby sister to be happy.”
Michaela fell into tears again and Rebecca held her a moment longer. “Come talk to Marcus. He knows all about how this sort of thing would work. Come over for dinner next week when David’s working. Perhaps he could help the two of you work this out amicably. Perhaps you wouldn‘t have to go to court.”
“Marcus would really help us with this?”
“Of course he will. You’re family. We both want to do whatever we can.”
“Rebecca, I can’t thank you enough. I love you so much.”
“I love you,” she whispered, holding her hand.
* * *
“Where’s David this time?” Elizabeth asked as she and Michaela strolled along the pond. The boys ran ahead of them in their white britches and handsome vests, chasing after some pigeons.
“Working,” she whispered.
“Michaela, you’ve lost weight,” Elizabeth said worriedly, clutching her parasol. “You didn’t have much to lose in the first place.”
“Mother, you know David and I …. We’ve had our troubles.”
Elizabeth took a stoic deep breath. “All good marriages will face troubles. It’s normal. Your father and I certainly had our share of …” She trailed off.
“Mother, I feel I need to prepare you. I’m seriously considering divorcing him.”
Michaela thought she actually heard Elizabeth‘s breath catch in her throat.
“Divorce?” Elizabeth choked as if she could barely say the word.
“I’m meeting with Marcus next week. I‘m sorry what that means for you and Father, our family. I‘m sorry.”
“Never mind me, what about you?” she cried. “Don’t do it, Michaela. Oh good heavens, please don’t do it.” She looked at the children. “They’re so young! You’re going to just leave their father and then what?! You‘ll be a disgrace! All of you! And what if he takes them?! Like Charles threatened to take Mollie and William. And he would have done it too if Josef hadn‘t thrown him out.”
She shook her head. “No, he wouldn’t do that. I know he’s going to let me have the children. David isn‘t Charles. Besides, he never sees them anyway.” Michaela was very private about her problems with David. She hadn’t really let on to Elizabeth and certainly not to Josef what was going on. She didn’t want them to feel burdened with it. And she was stubborn; she thought she could handle this on her own. But it seemed so beyond repair right now it was time Elizabeth knew.
“No, there must be something you can do. Something to salvage it,” Elizabeth said desperately. “Whatever it takes. Talk to the priest, talk to that Lutheran minister if you have to I don’t care anymore. Anything to save it.”
Michaela closed her eyes and relived the searing pain of miscarriage deep in her belly. Her mother didn‘t know that David had caused the death of her newest grandchild, a baby girl. Michaela couldn‘t tell her. “I don’t think there’s anything to be saved anymore,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, Mother.”
Elizabeth let out a deep sigh. “All right, all right. Then at least just live together for appearances. Divide the house up if you have to. Live in separate quarters. No one will have to know. I won’t tell anyone. Just live separate lives and no one will know. As long as you stay married and keep wearing his ring no one will ever have to know.”
“Mother, we’ve been living separate lives since Christopher was born, don’t you see? I just don’t think I can do it anymore. It‘s not healthy for me and it’s certainly not healthy for the boys.”
“But at least you’ll have your dignity intact. You divorce him and things will never be the same, Michaela. Mark my words you will regret it.”
“Grandma, come see!” Josef called as he bent beside the water looking at something.
She waved at him with a smile. “I’m coming!”
* * *
“Mint sauce, Dr. Quinn?” Martha asked as she approached Josef with a bowl and ladle.
“Yes, thank you,” Josef replied as he wrote in a thick file at the dinner table. Elizabeth hated when he worked over mealtimes. But tonight she hadn’t said anything. She hadn’t touched her lamb either and was restlessly folding and unfolding her hands.
“Martha, you may go,” Elizabeth suddenly blurted.
“Mum?” Martha replied, confused. Elizabeth rarely dismissed her. She discussed almost everything in front of her, even the family’s most personal, private problems. Martha couldn’t fathom what could be so serious that Elizabeth wanted even her chambermaid out of the room.
“Go on. Out of my sight,” Elizabeth said firmly.
Martha put the bowl on the table and curtsied. “Yes, mum,” she said awkwardly.
“You’ve got to stop her,” Elizabeth said the moment Martha was gone.
“Martha? Who?” Josef replied.
“Michaela!” she cried. “She’s going to divorce him if you don’t do anything.”
Josef pushed his spectacles up on his nose and kept writing.
“Josef, for the love of God.”
“I’m not going to stop her,” he replied, whisking off his spectacles and staring at her. “In fact, I would encourage it.”
Elizabeth looked horrified. “Encourage it! How could you?! Josef!”
“Believe you me I think divorce is a terrible thing. A method of last resort. But it’s the only choice she has left as I see it. She‘ll stay with us, she and the children. Just as Claudette did. She‘ll be fine.”
“But what will people think?! We‘ll be ruined! We barely managed to come through after Claudette, we‘d never survive now two of our daughters leaving their husbands!”
“Your reputation, woman, is the last thing I care about right now,” he retorted angrily. “And if you could put aside your self-importance and obsession with our societal standing for one moment and think about the safety and happiness of our daughter and our grandsons, you too would see this is what has to be done.” He slammed the file shut and got up.
“You think I don’t want her to be happy?” she breathed. “She’s my daughter, I love her.”
“You might start showing her that for once,” he spat. “Her entire life you’ve made her feel like one big disappointment. Well, I won’t have it anymore. If she wants to divorce him so be it and we’re going to support her every step of the way!” He stormed out of the room.
“Josef!” she cried, standing up. “Josef, come back here!” She watched him go and then a moment later, fell into tears in a rare moment of unchained emotion.
* * *
“It can usually all be done and over within a few months,” Marcus explained as he sat at his desk across from Michaela. “There’s the petition for divorce, obtaining a court date, and then coming to an agreement on financial issues. And custody.”
“I don’t want to take the boys from him,” Michaela said. “I want him to see them.”
“No, of course.” He took a sip of brandy. “We can come up with an arrangement you’re both satisfied with. Share them.”
“Marcus, what about my position at the hospital? A divorced woman. I could lose my job.”
“Yes, I know,” he murmured. “We could obtain alimony from him. He’d be required to pay you a monthly sum to support you and the children. I think I could manage to get an award of at least thirty or forty dollars a month out of the judge.”
Michaela was beginning to realize the entire lifestyle she was accustomed to and took advantage of could be disappearing. She and David’s monthly expenses were far more than just forty dollars. The staff alone cost them forty dollars a month. Josef’s tuition cost them three hundred dollars a semester and Christopher would be starting the same school soon and then it would be six hundred a semester. She wouldn’t be able to afford the private school anymore. She would have to send the boys to the regular public school with the servants’ children and poor children and that would surely make Elizabeth batty. She didn’t even know how much the family spent a month, but it was certainly in the several hundred. And yet she felt oddly calm about it. She had a sense she didn’t really need a lot right now. Just a roof over her head and adequate food, and the boys. She couldn’t do this without being absolutely certain she would get custody of the boys.
“Would we have to go through a long trial?” she asked. “Will I have to testify?”
“Actually, I was hoping not to do it through the courts at all,” he said. “We could negotiate it behind closed doors, just the three of us. I’ll be the attorney for both of you. We’d keep it quiet.”
She felt relief at that. “Yes. Yes, I’d prefer that.”
“That is, if David agrees. Have you talked to him?”
“No,” she admitted. “I’m going to. Soon.”
“I suggest you talk to him as soon as possible. How he feels about all this will have a direct bearing on how I handle this case. If he wants custody … ”
“But, a judge would give me custody. I’m their mother. I’m the one raising them. David hasn’t been here for them in so long. And they’re so little. Surely the judge would prefer they be with their mother.”
He sighed. “And that’s how I think it should be. But unfortunately a successful, reputable doctor like him. A chair on that medical board. With the influence he has, if he wanted to, he could obtain custody. That‘s why I think we should make every effort not to leave this all up to a judge.”
“I’m sorry to disturb you,” Rebecca said as she came in carrying Christopher. He was sleeping against her shoulder. “They’re getting tired.”
Josef came into the room rubbing his eyes. “Mama, we lost a puzzle piece. We couldn’t finish the puzzle.”
“Oh, dear. I’m sorry.” She drew him into her lap and held him close, kissing his head.
“We’ll talk again soon, Michaela,” Marcus said. “Talk to David.”
“Marcus?” she said tentatively. “I want to retain you. I want to do this.”
He and Rebecca exchanged a glance.
“Yes. All right.”
“It’s just, I don’t know how I can pay you,” she murmured. “Unless David will let me pay you. He handles the finances.”
He held up one hand. “Listen to me, you pay me when you can. Don’t worry about payment.”
“It’s the last thing you should worry about right now,” Rebecca added, touching her shoulder.
“What are you paying Uncle for?” Josef piped up curiously.
“Nothing,” she said. “Are you ready to go home? Can you thank Auntie Rebecca for being so kind and looking after you tonight?”
“Thank you for being so kind and looking after me,” Josef said.
Rebecca smiled and caressed his cheek. “Any time.” She looked at Michaela. “You come here any time at all, all right?”
* * *
Michaela was staring into the flames of the fireplace in the dim parlor when David at last opened the door at about eleven o’clock.
“Michaela, you’re still awake?” he called as he hung up his jacket and hat and locked the door for the night. He walked into the parlor. “I’m so sorry, the board meeting ran later than I thought. Elections coming up.” He bent down to kiss her forehead.
“David, we need to talk.”
“Now? It’s late and I have to be at the hospital for my shift at six.”
“We need to talk now, David.”
He gazed at her a little confused. “All right. As you wish.”
“You know the boys and I had supper at Rebecca’s tonight.”
“How was it?”
“I had a long talk with Marcus about the two of us, about everything.”
His face clouded. “What exactly do you mean? What business are we to your brother-in-law?”
She could feel her hands trembling slightly in her lap. “He’s an attorney.”
“Yes, I know he’s an attorney, and he’s a crook. All lawyers are. They’ll be the downfall of all us doctors I hope you realize, all these malpractice suits flying all over the courthouses, suing us until we’re paupers begging for food on the streets, every last one of us.”
“He said he’ll help us file for divorce.”
David looked like he had been kicked in the stomach. “Divorce? What?” he breathed.
“You know how unhappy I am,” she said tearfully. “I’ve told you so many times. And David, the morphine. It‘s destroying our family.”
“Darling, we’ve had a tough year. We’ve just had a tough year, that’s all,” he said, reaching out and caressing her arm. “We can work this out. Don’t talk about divorce, Michaela. Don’t say that.”
“We’ve been trying to work this out since Christopher was born. David, I wish to God I could help you with this. I‘ve been trying to help you for eight years. But this morphine … I‘ve come to realize it‘s not only destroying your life, now it‘s destroying mine, too. And the boys. It’s not just you and me, it’s the children. They deserve better.”
“Better than me, is that what you’re saying?” he retorted.
“Not better than you, better than us, this sham of a marriage! That … that drug!”
“Hogwash. You’re talking mad. I just need a little now and then, just to take the edge off. I‘ll be all right.”
A tear spilled down her cheek. “David, I fell down the stairs and lost our baby!”
He ran his fingers through his hair distraughtly. “I don’t mean to hurt you, Michaela. Oh, God. I don’t mean to. It wasn‘t me doing that, darling, I swear it. I’ll never do it again. I’ll never ever do it again. Please don’t do this.”
“I don’t want to take the boys from you. They need you. They need their father. They adore you. Marcus said he could sit down with us, help us draft a custody arrangement where we could share them.”
“Share them,” he muttered. “Custody arrangement!”
“I thought perhaps I could have the school year, and you could have them on the weekends and for a visit in the summer. We could take turns on holidays.”
“Where are you going to go?” he demanded.
“My mother’s. From there, I don’t know.” She swallowed. “Marcus said we could come to his office tomorrow afternoon.”
He paced a few moments in front of the fireplace. “Do you know what a divorce would mean for me? For my career, political ambitions? Michaela, I’m running for president of the American Medical Association! I’m supposed to be Dr. David Lewis with the beautiful wife who works by his side and our two darling boys who are little doctors in the making. If we divorce now, I’ll never be able to run for office ever again! What am I supposed to do?”
“I’m so sorry. I don’t want it to mean that.” She shook her head. “This isn’t easy for me either. A divorced woman with two young children might as well be a second class citizen.”
“Then let’s work it out,” he said, coming to her side and crouching down. He laid his large hands on her knees. “Please, my darling, let’s start over. I love you so much, so much more than you could ever fathom.”
Michaela expected him to beg and plead and promise her the world. But she had told herself over and over that she couldn’t give in to him this time. It wasn’t fair to the boys anymore. And it certainly wasn’t fair to her. This was the first day of the rest of her new life. “I love you, too, I always will,” she whispered. “But I’m sorry, I have to do this.”
Anger clouded his features. He got up. “I won’t give it to you. I won’t sign anything. Damned if I’ll sign anything!”
He walked briskly toward the stairs. Michaela quickly got up and followed him. “Where are you going?”
“Back away,” he snapped, pointing his finger at her as he went up the stairs. “Don’t you move!”
“David? David, what are you doing?!” she called frantically. She felt her heart in her throat when she saw him open the nursery door. “David!” she screamed.
She could hear Christopher starting to whimper and Josef’s little voice asking a question. David came out of the nursery carrying Christopher over his shoulder and dragging a very sleepy Josef by the hand.
“No,” Christopher protested as David carried him down the stairs. “No, I want Mommy.”
“David, what are you doing?” Michaela shouted. She tried to grab Josef’s arm as they reached the last step but David snatched him away. He grabbed his jacket back off the coat rack.
“Mommy!” Josef cried.
“Where are you taking them?!” she exclaimed. “David, don’t do this!”
“I’m taking them with me until you come to your senses,” David spat angrily. He opened the door to the cool night air.
“David, God, no!” she screamed. She lunged for Christopher but David pushed her away. “No!” she screamed. “David!”
“Mommy! Mommy! No!” Christopher cried.
“If you call the police, I’ll kill them.” David stared at her. “Believe me I’ll do it.” He slammed the door on her.
Horrified, Michaela pressed her hands to the door desperately. “David! David!” She screamed against the door and slammed her hands on it. Finally she slumped to the ground, clutching her stomach and moaning for the children. She feared the worst, that she might never see them again.
* * *
“What do you mean they didn’t come into the hospital today?” Elizabeth demanded from the tea table.
A messenger boy from the hospital stood a few feet away awkwardly clutching his hat. “That’s the message, ma’am.”
“Michaela and David always go into work. Those two work like fiends. Is something wrong?”
“Someone went out to the house, rang for them. No answer,” he said. “And Josef didn’t go to school today. The headmaster contacted the hospital wondering if he was ill.”
Elizabeth looked at Martha for help, who just looked worried.
“Thank you, boy,” Elizabeth said. “Martha, see him out please.”
“Yes, mum.”
“Harrison?” Elizabeth called.
The butler walked into the room.
“Hitch the buggy. We need to go to Michaela’s immediately.”
* * *
Elizabeth rang the bell several times, then knocked on the door. Downstairs it was dark, but she could see a light on upstairs.
“Someone’s here. The lamp’s on,” she said.
“Miss Michaela?” Harrison called. He rapped on the door with the heavy knocker. “Miss Michaela, we’re worried about you. Please answer.”
“That’s it, something’s wrong. Break down the door,” Elizabeth said.
“Ma’am?” Harrison blurted.
“A mother’s instinct. Break it down, Harrison. Now!” she ordered.
“All right. Step back,” he said nervously. He heaved his slight frame hard against the door. Then he did it again all the harder. The door burst open out of the lock and he stumbled inside.
“Michaela!” Elizabeth shouted. She hurried up the staircase toward the light. It was coming from the master bedroom. Harrison followed her. “Michaela, its Mother!” She rapped on the door and opened it. “Michaela, thank goodness!” she cried.
Her daughter was slumped in bed, a handkerchief clutched in her hand and still wearing her nightgown from the night before. She stared off into the distance and didn’t even seem to notice Elizabeth or Harrison. Relief turned to concern as Elizabeth approached the bed.
“Michaela? Michaela, what’s wrong? Talk to me. Michaela.” She sat on the bed and patted her hand. “Michaela, what’s wrong? You’re frightening me. What’s wrong?”
Michaela slowly met her eyes. “He took them,” she choked, her voice hoarse.
“Took who?”
“Christopher and Josef. David took them last night. I have no idea where they are. He just disappeared. He disappeared with my children, Mother. Oh, God.”
“Did you tell him you want a divorce?” she whispered.
She managed a nod.
“Oh, Michaela. I feared this would happen. I told you! What possessed you? Harrison, summon the police.”
“Yes, mum.”
“No!” Michaela cried. “No, he said he’d kill them if I did that!”
Elizabeth gasped. “Michaela, for God sake. I told you not to divorce him. Now look what’s happened!”
“Mother, I might never see them again,” she cried.
“All right, stay calm. Just stay calm. He’s probably just doing this to prove a point. He’ll turn up shortly. He’s just trying to prove a point.”
“Mother … my babies,” she whimpered. “What have I done? Josef, Chrissy.”
Elizabeth gave her a comforting hug in a rare moment of affection. “Shh. Shh. They’ll be found. He’ll bring them back to you. David wouldn’t do this. He knows they need you.” She patted her thigh. “Come, let’s get you bathed and dressed. You’re coming to Mother’s.”
“I can’t leave. I have to stay here in case he brings them back,” she protested.
“You are not going to stay here all by yourself. Absolutely not. We’ll leave him a note. We’ll tell him where you are. You’re coming with Mother. Now.”
Chapter Ten
Josef paced in the sitting room in front of the fireplace. Michaela sat in his reading chair, her face blank from shock and grief.
“All right,” Josef said, resting one hand on the fireplace. “All right, we have to summon the constable. We have to.”
“Father, no!” Michaela cried. “He’ll kill them!”
“He’ll kill them either way! He’s a madman!” he exclaimed.
Elizabeth came in with a tray of tea. She placed it down on the table.
“Father wants to call the police,” Michaela said desperately. “Mother, David said he’d kill them. We can’t. You can’t let him do that.”
“Josef, no, we can’t,” Elizabeth said in agreement. “Josef, it’s like I said, he’s trying to prove a point. So let him prove his point and then he‘ll come to his senses.”
“We’re just going to let him get away with it,” he spat. “We’re going to just sit here and let him get away with it and hope that we see them again! Elizabeth, he has my grandsons. He has Josef and Chris!” His voice broke and he buried his face behind his hand.
Michaela too felt tears well in her eyes and spill down her cheeks. In her daze she hadn’t thought about how this would affect the rest of the family. She was too wrapped up in her own anguish. She realized now that everyone loved Josef and Christopher, especially her father, and everyone was just as devastated.
“Josef, Michaela. We cannot panic,” Elizabeth said firmly. “We must be sensible about this. Keep our heads. And be patient.”
“How long are we supposed to wait?” Josef demanded. “How long is enough before we do something?”
Elizabeth swallowed hard. “Two days. Give him two days before we call the police.”
He heaved a long sigh. “They’re Michaela’s children,” he whispered. “It’s up to her.”
“Michaela, this is the right thing to do,” Elizabeth said. “Trust me. Trust David he wouldn‘t do this.”
Michaela took a deep breath. She hoped and prayed with all her heart she was doing the right thing. “All right. Two days,” she whispered.
* * *
“Michaela, are you sure you don’t want me to stay?” Elizabeth asked as she pulled on her gloves.
“Mother, I’m sure. You can’t just put your whole life on hold,” Michaela said from the breakfast table.
“If it weren’t our first meeting for next year’s flower show I wouldn’t be going,” Elizabeth said.
“It’s all right. You won’t be gone long. And Father said he’s going to try to come home before lunch.”
“Well, all right.” Elizabeth went over to her and gave her cheek a soft kiss. “Try to eat something, dear. Martha, see to it she eats.”
Martha curtsied from the corner of the room. “Yes, mum.”
Elizabeth breezed out and Michaela was left alone with the servants. It was her third morning without the boys, and she had never felt so lonely and dejected in her life. If they didn’t hear from David by tonight, Josef was adamant they were going to summon the police. She couldn’t stop thinking about what she should be doing right now. She should be getting Josef up for school and helping Bella get his breakfast and see him off with his slate and books and a kiss. Then she would make sure Christopher ate a little something. He wasn’t a big breakfast eater, probably because he was always talking at the table, and she was constantly trying to encourage him to eat more. When she was satisfied he ate enough she would clean him up and made sure Bella gave him his bath and got him dressed. Then hugs and kisses goodbye, instructions to Bella, and she would go off to the hospital for her shift. It was the simple routine she missed the most. She wondered if the boys were getting enough to eat wherever they were, and if they were happy and safe.
Michaela pushed her plate away and got up.
“Mrs. Quinn said you need to eat,” Martha spoke up.
“Maybe later. I think I’m going to take a walk, get some fresh air,” Michaela murmured. “I’ll be back shortly.”
“Well, all right,” Martha reluctantly said as she went over to the table to clear it.
Michaela headed to the door. She found her wrap and then opened the door. She was surprised when a small folded sheet of paper fell to the ground as she opened the door. She picked it up. On the front it read “Dr. Michaela Lewis, M.D.” in David’s handwriting.
Frantically, she tore it open.
“Meet me in Louisburg Square at three o’clock,” it read in shaky handwriting. “If you ever want to see the boys again, come alone and tell no one.”
Michaela looked up and down Beacon Street. Not a sign of David or anyone who might have left the note. Just a little girl taking a walk with her nanny and a servant sweeping the front stoop across the street.
“David?” she called.
The servant looked up at her curiously and kept sweeping.
Michaela’s heart was pounding. Discreetly, she folded the note up several times and tucked it under her sleeve. Tell no one, David had instructed. So even though she wanted to run after her mother or go to the hospital and show this to her father, she did as she was told. She went on with her walk as if nothing had happened.
* * *
David spotted Michaela waiting on a bench in Louisburg Square, looking around the small grassy park for him. Her eyes fell on him and stared at him as he approached.
She was pale and there were dark circles under her eyes and she hadn’t even put on any rouge or powder as she always did when she went out. Her hair seemed dull and lifeless and he wasn’t even sure she had bathed since he last saw her. And in the few days since he had taken the boys she seemed to have lost several pounds.
“Mike,” he murmured, taking a seat beside her. “You, you don’t look so good.”
“Where are they?” she said quietly but firmly.
“We’ll talk about that. First we need to-”
“David, where are they?!” she demanded. “Are they safe?”
“They’re safe. Bella’s with them.”
She breathed a giant sigh. “Thank God. David, how could you do this? How could you take them from their mother?”
“How could I do that? How could you do this to me?” he spat, his features darkening. “You tried to destroy me, Michaela!”
“Just give me back the boys. Oh, God, just give them back to me. Please, God.”
“You’re not getting them.”
Tears welled in her eyes. “Tell me what you want me to do. Just tell me what to do so I can see them again. Anything, David. Oh, my babies. Give my babies back to me!”
“You want your babies? Listen to me very carefully,” he said, staring at her. “You won’t file for divorce. You’ll withdraw this entire thing and never speak of it again. Is that clear?”
“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “Yes.”
“You’re not to consult a lawyer. Marcus or anyone. I don’t even want you talking to Marcus and Rebecca period. Not without me present. You’re not to discuss our marriage with anyone ever again. Is that clear?”
“Yes,” she murmured.
“You are my wife and you’re going to live at our house and raise our children and obey me and you‘ll be by my side when I’m elected president of the Medical Association. You are my wife, don’t you forget that.”
“I understand. I’ll do what you say,” she said tearfully. “I swear I will, please.”
“And you won’t tell the boys what happened,” he added. “They just think you had to go away for a little while. That Mommy had to go away and leave them for a little while.”
“I’ll never tell them what their father did to me,” she retorted. “They don’t deserve that. They love you, David. I won‘t do that to them.”
He eyed her angrily a moment. “I’m serious, Mike. I will take them again, and next time, you won’t get them back. I‘ll go to the authorities, I‘ll go to a judge. I‘ll tell them you‘ve gone mad, that you‘re neglectful. That you’re always at the hospital and your clinic in Dorchester and never with them. You know the friends I have at that courthouse. I‘ll get custody of them and you‘ll never see them again. I don‘t care if your lawyer is Marcus or the best lawyer your father and mother can buy, you know I‘ll get custody.”
“Oh, God, David. Please, David.”
“I’ll do it.”
“I understand. I understand. I’ll do whatever you say. Josef. Christopher.”
He eyed her a long moment. Finally he patted her leg. “All right. I think we’ve come to an understanding.”
“Where are they?” she immediately replied.
“The Parker House,” he said. “Room two-hundred fourteen.”
Without waiting a second longer Michaela got up and ran out of the park, holding her hat against the breeze.
“Michaela!” David called.
She quickly hailed a streetcar, not even looking back. “The Parker House. As fast as you can possibly go,” she said firmly to the driver as she opened her purse and handed him some bills.
“Yes, ma’am,” the driver replied, slapping the reins.
* * *
Michaela opened the door to the hotel room and found Christopher and Josef playing on the floor in front of the fireplace with Bella, a small tower of blocks between them.
“Mommy!” Christopher screeched, bolting at full speed toward her. Josef followed a second after, knocking over the blocks with his feet as he ran.
Michaela fell to her knees and enveloped them both in her arms, bursting into tears.
“Thank God you’re all right,” she murmured between sobs. “Oh, thank God. Oh, oh, oh.”
“Mommy,” Christopher said as he began to cry.
“Mommy, you left us! Daddy said you left us!” Josef said tearfully, hitting her back with his fists. “Why did you leave us?!”
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said as the tears poured down her cheeks. She caressed his cheek. “Look at me. Never again. Never, ever again. Do you hear me?”
“Yes,” he choked.
Bella stood up awkwardly, tears welling in her own eyes as she watched the heartrending reunion. Michaela kissed Josef again and again and kissed Christopher and stroked his hair.
“You just left us,” Josef whimpered. “Why did you do that?”
Michaela picked up Josef and that made Christopher just furious.
“No! Hold me, hold me! It‘s not fair!” he begged, jumping up and down.
“I will, I’ll hold you both. I’ll hold you both until my arms fall off but you have to take turns,” Michaela said, drawing him to her side soothingly and holding his hand. “Bella, could you gather their things? The streetcar’s waiting.”
Bella approached her tentatively. “Mum? Is everything all right?”
Michaela avoided her eyes. “Yes, everything’s fine now.”
“I’m sorry, mum. Dr. Lewis, he, he made me.”
“Hush, it’s all right. Just help me get them home, all right? Can you carry Chrissy?”
“Yes,” she said, immediately picking up the younger boy. “Come here, cherub.”
Michaela kissed Josef again. “Let’s go home.”
* * *
Michaela cuddled Christopher in her lap at the breakfast table and reached beside her to help Josef cut his French toast. She couldn’t stop hugging them and kissing them and she didn’t want to waste a moment without them. She slept in Josef’s bed, with Christopher squeezed between them, her arms around the two of them all night long. She planned to keep Josef home from school today. She simply wasn’t ready to have him out of sight yet. She lived in constant fear now that David would take them again. And she gave Bella the entire day off. She had been watching the boys non-stop for three days in that hotel and Michaela could tell she was absolutely exhausted.
“Mama, not so small bites,” Josef protested. “I’m not a little kid.”
“I know you’re not,” she said. “But small bites are good for the digestion.”
“The what?!” Christopher blurted.
She chuckled. “That just means your tummy when it breaks down the food.”
“Oh, I like strawberries for diges-tan,” Christopher said, popping one into his mouth.
She smiled and rocked him lovingly as he munched on the sweet fruit.
David came pounding down the stairs, buttoning his cuffs, a suitcase tucked under his arm.
“Hey, Daddy!” Christopher called excitedly. He seemed rather oblivious to everything that was going on, much to Michaela’s relief.
“Chris,” David said softly. He looked at Michaela. “They need me in Chicago.”
She might have argued with him normally. This time she remained silent.
“Train leaves in an hour. I’ll be back at the end of next week,” he added.
“No. I don’t want you to go again,” Christopher bemoaned.
David knelt down and kissed him. Then he kissed Josef. “Mind your mother. And Bella.”
“Yes, sir,” Christopher muttered.
“Josef, what do you say?” David prompted.
Josef stared at him a moment. “Yes, sir,” he finally whispered.
David gazed at Michaela. “You remember what we talked about?”
She lowered her eyes, at last nodding.
“Good.” He tried to kiss her, but she turned her head so that he just kissed her cheek. “Goodbye, Mike.”
“Bye, Daddy. Don‘t forget to bring me a present, all wight?” Christopher piped up as he left. He sighed, disgruntled. “Daddy’s always leavin’.”
“Eat your breakfast,” Michaela instructed. She was startled when someone knocked on the door. “Oh. Who’s here this early?”
“I’ll get it,” Josef offered, getting up.
Michaela grabbed his arm protectively. “No, no. I don’t want you answering the door.”
“But why?” Josef protested. “You always let me.”
“I said no, Josef. Do you understand me?” she said firmly. “You are not to ever answer that door again unless I say you may. Sit in your chair and don’t move. Sit!”
“Fine,” he muttered, sitting back down and picking up his fork again.
“Watch your brother,” she added, getting up and placing Christopher in her chair.
The knocking persisted. Michaela went to the front door, holding her bathrobe around her modestly, and opened it.
“Yes?” she said as she slowly opened it. “Martha? What are you doing here?”
“Oh, Miss Michaela,” Martha said as she stood in the doorway tearfully.
Michaela knew immediately something was very wrong. Martha hardly ever left Elizabeth‘s side, and nothing seemed to upset her. “Martha, what is it? Is it Mother? Martha!”
“It’s your father,” she managed to choke out. “He … one minute he was fine, talking about some medical conference he was attending, the next he …. He slumped at the breakfast table.”
“Father. Oh, my God,” Michaela breathed. “Where is he?”
“We rushed him to the hospital. Mrs. Quinn sent me to fetch you.”
“Wait for me. I’ll be ready in two minutes,” Michaela said, drawing her inside and shutting the door.
* * *
Michaela found her family all waiting outside the hospital room when she arrived. Martha carried Christopher over her shoulder and Bella held Josef’s hand.
Claudette and Maureen were holding each other and crying, and Marjorie and Rebecca were standing on either side of Elizabeth, their arms around her in support. Their husbands and various nieces and nephews were gathered nearby holding vigil. Elizabeth stared forward blankly, face flushed from weeping. Marcus was quietly talking to a nurse.
“Is he …. Is he dead?” Michaela choked, fearing the worst. She looked to Rebecca.
“It was, a, some sort of hemorrhage,” Rebecca explained hoarsely. “In his brain.”
“A cerebral hemorrhage,” she whispered, closing her eyes in despair. “I have to see him. No, I have to see him right now.”
“Michaela, he … ” Rebecca said.
“Is he dead?” she demanded.
“No, he’s, he’s in a coma,” she whispered tearfully. “He won’t wake up.”
Elizabeth closed her eyes hopelessly and Marjorie kissed her hand.
Michaela opened the door apprehensively. Josef looked nothing like his former self. He was sinking in the middle of the hospital bed, hooked up to all kinds of tubes, his eyes closed and his expression perfectly still.
“Get out of here, no visitation,” a nurse chastised as she changed a catheter bag.
“I’m Dr. Lewis,” Michaela said. “And I want to see my father.”
She glared at her disapprovingly and reluctantly backed up.
Michaela slowly approached the bed. She found Josef’s hand. “Father,” she said tearfully. “Father, it’s all right. You’ll be all right. We‘ll get through this.” She wiped at her tears and squeezed his hand.
* * *
“When’s David coming home?” Rebecca asked softly as they sat outside the hospital room.
“I don’t know. Next week sometime,” Michaela replied numbly.
“You wired him, didn’t you?”
She nodded.
“He didn’t reply,” Rebecca whispered knowingly.
She swallowed hard. “He replied. He’s just not coming.” She took a deep breath, glancing at her sister. Elizabeth was asleep in the chair across from them, Christopher asleep in her lap and Josef resting at her feet. “I’ll stay here for the night. Take Mother home. And the boys. She needs to be in her own bed.”
Rebecca nodded and got up. “Mother. Mother, wake up.”
“What’s wrong?” she murmured groggily.
“Nothing. We’re just going to take you home now, Mother. There’s nothing we can do here tonight. Come on.”
Elizabeth reluctantly got up. Rebecca picked up Christopher and they headed down the long hallway.
Michaela stood up restlessly and opened the door to Josef’s room. He had been there three days, not moving, not making a sound. She walked to the bed and took a seat tiredly, holding his hand and closing her eyes.
Sometime later she awoke when she felt her father’s hand twitching in hers. She wondered if she had imagined it.
“Father?” she breathed, searching his face. “Father, it’s Michaela. Father.”
He slowly opened his right eye. The other only opened half way.
“Mi …” he muttered. Michaela immediately noticed his entire left side appeared to be paralyzed. Only one side of his lips moved. She knelt down close to him.
“I’m here. You’re awake. I’m here. It’s all right.” She stroked his hair tearfully. “You had a cerebral hemorrhage, Father,” she explained, sniffling. “It was … it was a bad one, Papa. But you’re going to be fine now. You’ll be all right.” She willed it to be true.
He muttered at her a long moment, not making any sense.
“I don’t understand,” she said desperately. She drew all the closer to him. “Slowly, Father. Take your time.”
“Mi … Mich-chaela … I wan’ you to … be ’ap-py.”
“I am happy, Father. I’m happy,” she choked. “I’m happy working at the hospital and Dorchester and I have Christopher and Josef and they’re so wonderful. You were right, being a parent is the most beautiful thing in the world.” She realized she hadn’t mentioned her husband’s name when she talked about what made her happy.
He worked hard to shake his head. “Da-vid.”
“Father, we’ll be all right,” she said unsteadily. “We’ll be all right. Please don’t worry over that.” She sniffled. “We’ve just had a rough year but we’re working on it. We’re going to make this work. We love each other.” For the first time, she wondered if she truly loved David anymore. At least like she did when she first married him. Her father was dying and David hadn’t even come home to be with her.
“You mu-must leave him. Prom-ise.”
“Father,” she choked.
“Promise me, before he … kills you. Mi … Mi-la.”
“I promise,” she whispered tearfully. “Oh, Father. I promise.”
* * *
Michaela gazed at her father in the casket, the boys cuddled on either side of her sadly.
“He looks like he’s sleeping. Why can’t he just wake up?” Josef whispered.
“He’s not sleeping, sweetheart. He’s in heaven.” Michaela caressed his head. “You can put your letter in.”
He tucked his envelope in the casket alongside his grandfather’s leg. On the front he had written “Grandpa.“ When Josef died the evening of the third day after his stroke and Michaela went home and had to tell the boys, they got in bed with her and cried and cried and cried. Christopher was instantly all the more attached to his bear, the bear Josef had given him at his birth, and he screamed and kicked and threw an absolute tantrum when Bella had to put it aside to bathe him for the funeral. Michaela was devastated herself naturally, but her focus was largely on the boys and helping to get them through this tragedy. David wasn’t home, had no intentions of coming home anytime soon, and she was determined to be there for them and support them even without him. It was her suggestion they write him a letter, and so they two of them sat down and Josef wrote it for them. Michaela didn’t know what it said. Josef and Christopher said they didn‘t want to show it to anyone, and Michaela said that was all right.
“Do you want to kiss him?” Michaela asked. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”
Josef hesitated a moment, then leaned forward and gave his grandfather’s bearded cheek a gentle peck. “Goodbye, Grandpa,” he whispered.
“Christopher?” Michaela murmured.
The little boy nodded and Michaela picked him up and helped him lean forward to kiss him.
“Hey, Grandpa. It’s Chris,” the little boy whispered, touching his little hand to his lapel. “You’re flying with the angels now.”
Michaela put him back on his feet, choking back tears. Bella came over to gather the boys so Michaela could have a few moments alone.
Michaela gazed in the casket a long moment. She hadn’t just lost a father. She lost her advocate, her mentor, and best friend. All in the same month she lost her baby and now her father, and when she tried to divorce David he took the boys from her and threatened to do it again she ever did anything like that again. It was all too much to bear. Overwhelmed, she knelt down and gave his cheek a soft kiss.
* * *
Michaela stared at the medical journal in her lap, not really reading anything. She was curled up with a blanket on the settee, the fire dying in front of her. The wake and the funeral and all the arrangements had been so exhausting. Elizabeth was so miserable she couldn’t make any decisions; except for perhaps Rebecca her sisters were almost as useless, and so everything had fallen largely on Michaela’s shoulders. She felt like she could sleep for days. And they still had to deal with lawyers and Josef’s will and everything that entailed. She closed her eyes, thoroughly drained.
She suddenly heard some whimpering coming from the nursery.
“Mommy,” a little voice called as the door opened.
“Christopher?” Michaela called, immediately getting up. She put the medical journal aside and hurried over to the banner staircase, lifting the ends of her nightgown and walking up it.
“Mommy,” the little boy called tearfully as he stepped into the hallway.
“What happened? Bad dream?” she said, picking him up and holding him close.
“Don’t leave. Don’t leave me again.”
Michaela felt tears in her eyes. She couldn’t tell Christopher that actually David had taken him away, and that it certainly had been against her will. She wouldn’t degrade his father like that. He and Josef idolized David and no matter how terrible the marriage was right now, she didn’t want the boys to truly know what was really happening if she could help it.
“Never,” she vowed in a whisper. “Never ever again.”
He whimpered and hugged her neck tightly. “Can I stay with you til I fall asweep?”
“Of course,” she whispered. She carried him back down the staircase and resumed her seat. “Close your eyes, sleep, dream good dreams,” she soothed as she tenderly stroked his back.
Someone knocked on the front door a few minutes later. Michaela looked at the clock in surprise.
“Michaela, are you still awake? It’s Rebecca,” her sister called through the door.
“Rebecca. Come in, it’s still unlocked,” Michaela called back.
Rebecca opened the door, folding her umbrella. “It’s raining cats and dogs out there,” she remarked. Her usual cheerful smile was gone. “I’m sorry it’s so late.”
“What are you doing out at this hour?” Michaela asked curiously.
Rebecca came over and smoothed Christopher’s hair. “I wanted to talk. Before David gets back from Chicago.”
Michaela gazed at Christopher a moment. He was back asleep. “Talk about what?”
Rebecca sat across from her with a soft sigh. “Michaela, what are you going to do now?”
“What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean.”
Michaela gazed at Christopher again and her eyes welled with tears. “I don’t know. I don’t know. If I try to divorce him he’ll take the children again.”
“He’s going to kill you,” Rebecca said firmly.
“I can’t do anything, Rebecca. Not now that I have the boys back. He hangs them over my head, uses them to prevent me from doing the slightest little thing he doesn’t like.”
“It works,” Rebecca muttered.
Michaela held Christopher all the closer. “I can’t lose them like that again. I wanted to die when I was apart from them. I’ll never be apart from them like that again. I promised them.”
“Marcus and I were talking.”
“I can’t see a lawyer again, David forbids it,” Michaela protested. “He’ll take them again! If he even finds out you came to see me to talk about this!”
“We weren’t talking about just seeing a lawyer. We were talking about, well, about hiding you and the children.”
“What do you mean?”
“If he doesn’t kill you he’s going to kill those boys. He said he would. If you stay in this marriage he’ll do it, Michaela. I know he will. Call it a sister’s instinct. But he‘s going to do it, sooner rather than later.”
“What do you mean hiding? How?”
“You and the boys will simply disappear. Marcus said it’s what the police do sometimes when there’s been a witness to a murder. They help hide that person to protect them. Change their name, move to a different city.”
“We can’t do that. David would find us. I know him, he‘d find us. He has friends everywhere, he‘d find us.”
“I’m talking about a total and complete disappearance. No trace. No one knows about it but Marcus and myself. And you wouldn’t just move to the next town. You’d move someplace as far away as possible. Utah, California.”
“Rebecca, this is ridiculous. You want me to just leave everything behind and take two little boys to California all by myself?”
“Do we have a choice anymore?” Rebecca whispered.
“I’d never see you again, or Mother. Any of our family and friends and the hospital.”
“Perhaps not,” Rebecca said stoically. “But then again, if he kills you, we’ll never see you again either.” She squeezed her arm. “Just think about it, Michaela. We’ll do everything we can to help if you want to do this.”
* * *
“Sleep,” Michaela whispered as she soothingly stroked Christopher’s back in her bed. “Sleep.”
She was overwhelmed by all that Rebecca said needed to be done for her to leave David. They had to obtain all kinds of false documents including birth certificates for all three of them. They needed train tickets and maps and a detailed itinerary for the trip. And money was the most difficult part of all. She and David had plenty of money saved away in the bank. David had always been very good with their money and they lived well. But he would notice if she suddenly started withdrawing large amounts from their accounts. Marcus was setting up a secret account for her and she was supposed to start putting in very small amounts from their various accounts, too small for David to notice, over the next several weeks, until all those little amounts started to add up.
She heard David come in the front door and ascend the stairs. Perhaps a few years ago, even a few months ago, she would have turned to him in her grief and sorrow over the death of her father and been totally dependent on him. Now she was feeling less and less like she needed him. She was grieving with her family and the boys and she didn’t want to talk about it with David.
“Mike, I got back as soon as I could,” he whispered as he came into the bedroom.
He put his suitcase down and sat on the bed, drawing her into a hug.
Michaela hugged him, but it was a cold, distant hug.
“I’m so terribly sorry,” he whispered. He kissed her cheek. “And I’m sorry I missed everything.”
She gradually withdrew and returned her attention to Christopher. He was asleep. She stroked his back again.
“Another nightmare?” David asked, pulling off his tie.
She nodded.
“Was it a nice service? You got the flowers?”
She nodded again.
David leaned down and gently kissed her lips. Then he kissed her cheek a few times and worked his way down to kiss her neck. Michaela still didn’t say anything. Rebecca had pleaded with her so many times to please not make David angry right now. She had to accommodate him as much as possible so he wouldn’t grow suspicious of any plans to help her run away from him. She had to play along.
David reached for the buttons on her gown and started undoing them. Michaela moaned softly, closing her eyes.
“David, the doctor. The doctor said we should wait six weeks,” she protested. As much as she was trying to just put up with this, making love scared her. It had been so traumatic losing the baby last month and she had been very tired and worn down ever since. She didn’t feel fully recovered yet.
“It’s been a month, it’s all right.” He bent his head and kissed her breasts.
“David,” she pleaded. She glanced at Christopher, who was stirring a bit.
“Let’s have another baby,” he said, caressing her cheek. “It’ll help, Michaela. It’ll help.”
The last thing she wanted to do was get pregnant again. The marriage was so shattered at this point; bringing another child into it seemed terribly unfair on everyone, let alone a baby. And it was more than that. She didn’t want another baby. She only wanted the baby she had lost. She wanted Annalise. She didn’t want someone new.
“David,” she said again. “Just, not just now. Let me put Christopher to bed.”
“Stop making excuses,” he said, anger flickering in his eyes. “You’re my wife, I’m asking you to be a wife to me! We haven‘t been together in months!”
“You were in Chicago for months!” she retorted. “That’s not my fault.”
“And whenever I’m home you always have some excuse. No more excuses!” He hitched up her nightgown and unbuttoned his pants. Within seconds he had worked himself between her legs and was thrusting inside her fast and deep.
Michaela was horrified he was doing this to her with their child sleeping right there next to them, as if he neither noticed Christopher or cared. He just seemed to get more cruel and brazen the worse his addiction got. And the intercourse was so primal, so vulgar. In essence, she felt like he was raping her. And perhaps that’s exactly what this was.
Christopher stirred all the more and rolled over, slowly opening his eyes. He gazed at his parents a long moment, yawning and rubbing his eyes.
“Mommy?” he whispered at last.
David paused a moment, grabbing the little boy’s arm. “Get out of here. Go to your room. You’re too old to be in our bed. Be a man, Christopher.”
He frowned tearfully. “But … Daddy, don‘t hurt Mommy.”
“Christopher, it’s all right, he‘s not hurting me,” Michaela said breathlessly. “Go on, I’ll tuck you in later.”
He stared at them a moment longer, unable to make sense of all this, then reluctantly slid down from the bed and ran out.
“No more, Michaela,” David said firmly. “He’s not to be in here anymore.”
“I won’t turn my back on our son when he’s having a nightmare,” she retorted.
That just seemed to make him all the angrier. “Roll over. On your stomach.”
Petrified of what he was going to do, she just gazed back at him unable to move.
David grabbed her arm and pushed her onto her stomach. Then he slipped himself back between her legs and moved all the harder.
Michaela never thought perhaps David was visiting other women when he was in Chicago or traveling elsewhere. But in the back of her mind she now wondered. Lately he wanted to do things they never did before, things she didn’t even really know about before. She truly would try to be amenable, to not be prudish or boring as David would imply she could be, but it just wasn’t who she was. Lately he was treating her more like his prostitute than his wife.
She bit her lip hard and tried to tolerate this, tried to think of something else. Then at least it was over and he collapsed across her back, roughly kissing her neck and the back of her ear. She waited for him to be sound asleep before she pried herself out of his arms and went to the boys’ room to crawl into bed with Christopher and sleep with him.
* * *
Michaela winced and held her belly as she sat in the washroom. She removed the thermometer from her lips and examined it in the light. She had a good fever, and it burned painfully when she urinated. So much so she cried out when she used the washroom when she first woke up this morning. This had been going on for more than two days now. Of all times to get sick.
“Bella?” she called hoarsely. She got up and washed her face in the basin.
“Did you call me, mum?” the nanny said as she rapped on the door. She opened it. Her brow narrowed. “Mrs. Lewis, I‘m worried about you. You‘ve been like this a long time.”
Michaela dried her face with a towel. “Could you send for Dr. Hanson?”
“Right away,” she said, scurrying out of the room.
* * *
“I think it‘s just, it‘s just a bad yeast infection,” Michaela murmured tiredly as Dr. Hanson guided her to lay back on the bed.
“Why don’t you let me decide that, young lady, and you be the patient,” he replied as he sat on the bed and opened his medical bag.
“I’m not very good at being the patient.”
He smiled ever so softly. He never did approve of Josef grooming Michaela to become a doctor and sending her off to medical school. He looked upon her with scorn for years. But he had softened somewhat after she lost the baby. He stopped glaring at her so disapprovingly. He was certainly a man of his generation, Michaela often thought, but deep down he was a kind man and a compassionate doctor. When she realized she was so sick she had no choice but to call in a doctor, she wanted to call him.
“I thought perhaps, a suppository of cell salts,” she murmured as he nudged her legs open. “I just, I don’t have it here.”
“Wider please. Try to relax.” His brow narrowed and he commenced the exam. Michaela winced again. Then she cried out.
“I’m sorry, is this painful?”
She nodded breathlessly.
He at last withdrew, putting the sheet over her legs. “I told you and your husband to refrain for at least six weeks. You need the time to recover.”
“I know. We are,” she said. She paused, realizing that wasn’t entirely true.
“Then how pray tell did you contract neisseria gonorrhea?”
She felt like her heart was in her throat. “It’s gonorrhea?”
He dried his hands off with a towel and then grabbed a tongue depressor. “Open please.” He looked inside her mouth carefully. Then he gently pulled down each of her eyelids. “You were lucky. Many women are asymptomatic. The disease ravages their insides for months until they’re infertile before they ever even realize. It looks like just a mild case to me. Hasn‘t spread.” He began preparing an injection.
Michaela was completely speechless. She had been trying so hard to ignore the signs that David was having affairs. When he became so demanding of her when it came to their relations she blamed it on the morphine. When he asked her to do things she would never dream of doing, she thought it was just because he was tired of her, even bored. And she didn’t let herself truly believe that on those long trips in strange cities for weeks and weeks and weeks, he would seek out another woman. Women.
“On your side please,” he said gently.
Numbly, she rolled over. He shifted up her nightgown again, cleansed a small portion of her backside and injected the medicine. “Silver nitrate. It should clear it up in a few days. I’ll come back next week to follow up.” He packed up his medical bag and stood up. “Tell your husband to come see me. If you have it, he surely does.”
She managed a nod.
“And don’t let him come near you until you’re both fully cured. He’ll just reinfect you.”
She rubbed away at a silent tear that had fallen down her cheek, nodding again.
He grabbed his hat off the night table. “Dr. Lewis.”
“Thank you,” she choked.
He swallowed hard and left the room.
Michaela rolled over, her mouth dropping open but no sound coming out. She clutched her stomach and cried quietly, never more devastated at what was happening to her marriage. And her life.
* * *
Michaela knocked on Rebecca’s door in the pouring rain. The children cuddled against her under her umbrella.
Marcus opened the door. “Michaela,” he murmured. “Come. Get out of this rain.” He quickly guided them inside. “Rebecca!” he called.
Rebecca came into the foyer.
“I’m sorry this is unexpected I-” Michaela began shakily.
“Hush. And get out of those wet coats,” Rebecca said as she quickly helped the boys out of their jackets. “Josef, Christopher, go into the kitchen and get warm by the hot stove. Tell Ellen I’d like her to put on some cider.”
“Yes, Auntie,” Josef murmured as they took off.
“What’s going on?” Rebecca asked quietly once they had left. “Michaela, you don’t look well. Are you feverish?”
Michaela thought about her father‘s dying words to her, the promise she had made to him. “Rebecca, I…” Her voice broke. “I’ve made the decision. I’m going to take the boys and leave David. And I need your help.”
Chapter Eleven
“It sounds a little better,” Michaela remarked as she listened to her patient’s back. The little girl sat on the hospital bed, eyes wide, as she took deep breaths and cradled her rag doll. Her parents looked on worriedly. Like many of the patients the more senior doctors passed off on Michaela, this family was poor and didn’t speak any English. Michaela wasn’t even sure what they were speaking, but it sounded like some kind of German dialect.
William came over and listened as well.
“Keep her on the steam treatments one more night,” Michaela told the nurse who was writing on the chart. “We’ll see how she is in the morning.”
“Yes, doctor,” the nurse replied.
Michaela left the room quietly, putting her stethoscope in her apron pocket.
William watched her go. “Auf wiedersehen,” he said softly to the parents as he followed after Michaela.
“Dr. Lewis,” he called down the hall as she slipped into her office without turning around. It wasn’t like Michaela to walk around this solemn and depressed. He was worried about her.
He suddenly noticed David coming down the hall in his white coat. “Oh, David,” he said. “You’re back from New York. How was your trip?”
“Tiring. Too much fundraising to do and not enough time.”
William shook with him. “You’ll get there.”
“If you’ll excuse me. I haven’t seen my wife yet.”
“Yes, of course.”
David came into Michaela’s office without knocking. She was standing at the window dabbing at her neck with a little handkerchief.
“What are you doing?” he demanded.
“Welcome home,” she said softly.
He walked over to her and turned her to face him. He felt her forehead, then one of her cheeks. “What’s wrong with you?”
She went over to her desk and sat down. She felt so betrayed by David and was so livid with him she felt like the room was spinning. “I’ve been ill while you were gone,” she said evenly. “I woke up a few days ago with a fever of one hundred and two.”
“What on earth?” he breathed. “Sweetheart, are you all right?”
“Am I all right?” she muttered.
He came over to her desk.
She stared up at him, her cheeks burning. “You should take an injection of silver nitrate. Because I have gonorrhea, David.”
The color drained from his face. He was speechless. “That’s impossible,” he finally muttered. “You’re mistaken.”
“Who was she?” she retorted angrily. “Or is there more than one?”
“There’s no one!” he cried. “How do you know this came from me? Perhaps you got it from your precious William Burke!”
“I’ve never been with anyone else except for you. You’re the only man I’ve ever slept with, that’s how I know!” she cried. “I’ve always been completely faithful and devoted to you. My only mistake was assuming you were the same!” She shook her head in disbelief. “All those trips to Chicago and New York and Baltimore. What a fool I’ve been.”
“I haven’t been with anyone, Mike. I swear it.”
“David, why are you still lying to me?” she said tearfully.
Anger flickered in his eyes. He leaned over the desk. “If you weren’t so terrible in bed maybe I wouldn’t have to be looking elsewhere.” He stormed out of the room and slammed the door, shaking her medical degree hanging on the wall.
Michaela was too numb to cry. She slowly opened her desk drawer and took out a small stack of medical textbooks. In the last one tucked away between the pages, she pulled out three train tickets. She and the boys had three tickets out of here for October first. Marcus just secured them the other day. She held them to her heart a moment, closing her eyes, and then put them back in the book and hid them away in the drawer again.
* * *
Sully held six-year-old Hanna’s hand and led her into the small cemetery. They approached Abigail’s grave with a bundle of wildflowers as they did every week.
“Put the flowers down for Mama,” he instructed.
Hanna obediently laid the Rocky Mountain penstemons in front of her mother’s simple marker. She sighed softly, trying to be patient. She never knew her mother. She didn’t even quite understand what a mother was. Abigail had no meaning to her, and coming to the cemetery week after week to pay their respects to this stranger had little meaning to her as well.
“It’s just not natural,” Olive remarked as the congregation gathered outside church. She gazed at Sully. “Dragging that poor child there every week.”
“Five years he’s been going there,” Charlotte added.
“Isn’t there something that can be done?” Grace asked.
“Leave the man be,” Robert E. spoke up. “He’s not hurtin’ anybody.”
“But he is,” Olive said. “He’s hurting that child. He doesn’t take her to school, to church, he keeps her sheltered away at his homestead all the time. He’s raisin’ her without the influence of a good woman. She needs a mother. Don’t you agree, Reverend?”
The Reverend gazed at the cemetery for a moment. “Well, s’pose it’s always good for a child to grow up with a mother. Especially a little girl.”
“What are you thinking of, Olive?” Loren demanded.
“I’m thinking he should send away for one of those mail-order brides. Denver paper will arrange it all for a fee of ten dollars, I saved the advertisement.”
Loren chuckled. “Sully would never go along with that.”
“No, I think that’s a good idea,” Charlotte said. “We oughta talk to him.”
“Oh, leave him be, of all the hair-brained ideas,” Loren grumbled as the three ladies went off to the cemetery.
“Morning, Sully,” Olive said boldly as she approached the fence.
Sully glanced at them and got up. He picked up Hanna and walked over to them. “Miss Olive. Mornin’.”
“Mornin’ there, pumpkin,” Grace murmured, caressing Hanna’s hair.
“We missed you in church,” Olive remarked. “Hanna would have really liked Sunday school today.”
“I best be headin’ back to my homestead. Chores.”
“Sully, we didn’t come over here just to make small talk,” Charlotte said. “Fact is, we’re worried about you.”
“Worried about me?” he replied.
“The both of you.”
“Well, don’t be,” he said defensively.
“The child needs a woman in her life, Sully,” Olive spoke up firmly. “She needs a mother.”
Sully held Hanna a little closer. “She’s fine.”
“Maybe she was when she was younger, but she’s growing up now,” Olive replied. “You just can’t do this by yourself anymore.”
“We’re doin’ just fine,” he retorted. “Excuse us.”
“Sully, we don’t mean you ain’t raisin’ her up right,” Charlotte spoke up, touching his arm. “But there’s certain things a father just can’t provide to his little girl. Certain things only a mother can. She needs this, Sully.”
He slowly put Hanna back on her feet. “Lots of parents do just fine on their own. Look at you, Charlotte. You get along without your husband.”
She smiled ever so softly. “I try to. But don’t think I don’t lie awake every night wishin’ things were different.”
“Denver paper says you can send away for a mail-order bride for ten dollars. You pick her up in Denver in a couple weeks,” Olive said.
Sully chuckled in disbelief. “Mail-order bride? Some stranger? You think she‘d be better off with a stranger?”
“Sully, now my cousin sent away for a mail-order bride not two years ago and now they’re married and have a child of their own,” Olive said. “And this company promises a good marriage out of it or you get half your money back.”
“Miss Olive, don’t think I don’t appreciate this. It’s just …. ” He glanced at Hanna.
“What? You’re still in mourning?” Olive murmured. “It’s been five years, Sully. How long?”
He gave Hanna‘s head a gentle caress. “Just don’t think nobody could ever replace her ma, that’s all,” he murmured. “I’ll see ya around town.” He walked away from them to his wagon, holding Hanna’s hand.
* * *
“I’m sorry, Mommy,” Josef said as Michaela unlocked the front door. She carried him over her shoulder and Christopher trailed just behind them.
“Shh, it’s all right,” she said as she kissed his head. “I just want you to feel better.”
“My tummy feels a little better now,” Josef said.
“Good.” She kissed his head again and led them inside. The lamps were still burning. She wondered if David had gone to bed. He wasn‘t supposed to be working tonight, though he had declined to go to the play with them. “David? We’re home.”
Christopher pointed at the oriental carpet in the foyer. “Look, Mommy! Aladdin’s magic carpet!”
She smiled at him and nudged him toward the stairs. “Come on, off to bed.”
She had taken the boys to see Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp at the playhouse a few blocks away. She wanted to take their minds off what was happening at home, the breakdown of her marriage to their father. She wanted them to have just one carefree night together. But during intermission Josef complained his stomach hurt. Something must have disagreed with him at supper. Michaela got him to the washroom just before he vomited. So she took them home before the second act so that Josef could take some medicine and go to bed, promising them they would see the play again another time as it would be at the theater all month. Neither of them cried or threw a fit like some children might have. They were both understanding about it. They were both such good little boys, she often thought. She felt like a failure for the kind of terrible home life she was giving them right now in return.
Michaela carried Josef up to bed, gave him some paregoric, and tucked both the boys in with hugs and kisses.
She shut the nursery door after them and headed to the master bedroom. David wasn’t there, but his medical bag was, on the dresser where he usually kept it. David was home, somewhere.
She went back downstairs and looked in his study. “David?” He wasn’t there either. She checked the kitchen and out back where they hung laundry to see if he was smoking out there. She was starting to get a little worried. Last time she couldn’t find David she finally discovered him passed out on the washroom floor, overdosed on morphine.
She went to Bella’s room at the back of the house. She didn’t want to disturb Bella on her rare night off, but she was far too worried about David. She knocked on her door.
“Bella? I’m sorry to wake you but I can’t find David.” She slowly opened the door. “Bella?”
Nothing could have prepared her for what she saw. David and Bella were in her bed together, their clothes on the floor nearby. David was atop her, and when he heard the door open he spun his head around and yanked the covers over him.
“Mike!” he breathed.
Michaela felt like the room was spinning. She was so stunned she couldn’t speak. She couldn’t move. She could only just stand there, staring at them. She didn’t know who she felt more betrayed by, her husband or the children’s nanny. Bella had become her close friend and confidant. She had been there for her through everything. And now Bella was having an affair with her husband.
Bella was quietly crying. “Mrs. Lewis, I’m sorry, I-”
“Get out of my house!” Michaela suddenly cried. “Get your things. Get out of here! I never want to see you again!”
“Mrs. Lewis-”
“Don’t speak to me! Just get out!” she exclaimed. She slammed the door on them and headed back over to the staircase, but she felt too weak to try to walk up the stairs. She panted and clutched the banister and shook her head in disbelief.
About a minute later she heard Bella’s door open and close again. David came over to Michaela, buttoning up his shirt.
He let out a deep sigh. “Michaela, I-”
She spun around. “At least have the decency to take her somewhere else. A hotel, somewhere. Under our roof, David! In our house!”
He ran his fingers through his hair with another sigh.
“How could you do this?!” she screamed. She felt out of control, like animalistic instincts were completely taking over. “How could you do this to me?! Ten years of my life I‘ve spent with you! Ten years, David! Has it all been a complete waste?”
“No!” he breathed. “Michaela, no. I love you, I-”
“Don’t say that to me. Don’t you say that to me?”
He squeezed her shoulder. “Please, darling, let’s just talk.”
“Don’t touch me!” she screamed at him. “Don’t look at me! Don’t touch me!” She gathered her skirts and hurried up the staircase, hot tears stinging her eyes. She went to their bedroom and slammed the door hard after her. She staggered to the washroom and filled up a washbasin, then splashed her face again and again. It was like some kind of horrible, sickening nightmare. Only the more she splashed her face the more real it became.
Michaela patted her face with a towel and saw David’s bottle of morphine on the counter. He had carelessly left it out tonight. He was usually so careful to try to hide it. She picked it up and threw it against the wall as hard as she could, shattering the glass bottle and staining the wallpaper with the liquid.
David appeared in the doorway a few moments later, tears drying on his cheeks.
“No,” she said to him, turning around. “I can’t.” She shook her head. “I can’t talk to you, David. No. Please go away. Please.”
“Please, Mike,” he begged.
“How long?” she demanded. “How long have you been sleeping with her?”
“It’s not like that. It’s not what you think.”
“What am I supposed to think?!” she cried.
“It’s just a few times. Just once or twice.”
Michaela didn’t believe him for a second. She really didn’t. Not this time. She thought about all the times David and Bella had the opportunity to be alone and she felt like she was going to be sick. This could have been going on months, even years. She trusted Bella; it never even crossed her mind this could ever happen. This woman had been looking after Michaela’s boys since Michaela brought them into the world. She fed them, bathed them and tucked them in, hugged and kissed and loved them, all the while carrying on some kind of sick sexual relationship with their father.
“I want you out of here!” she screamed. “I want you out!”
“This is my house! This is my house! You can’t turn me out!” he shouted back. He approached her but she pushed on his chest.
“No!” she screamed. “No, get away from me!” She banged his chest with her fists. “How could you do this to me?! How could you do this to me, to your children! To our family! God, David, I hate you! I hate you!” She screamed a mournful, helpless scream.
“Stop it! Stop! Get a hold of yourself!” He grabbed her arm, slapping her face. She cried out, writhing and struggling to get away from him. She pushed him away as hard as she could and ran out of the washroom.
David caught up with her and grabbed her arm again. “Don’t you run away from me. You want to know why I’m with her? Because she knows what I really need! She’s a real woman! And you, you are a useless, disgusting excuse for a wife,” he spat. “You talk about ten years. Do you know what I’ve put up with for ten years with you?”
Tears fell down her cheeks. “David, don’t do this.”
“Ten years of pure humiliation while you worked in that hospital every day like you’re the man in this family. You don’t stay home and tend to the house and look after the children like everyone else’s wife. You don’t support me in my endeavors. You don’t do what a wife should for her husband. You’re always too tired or you aren’t in the right mood or some other stupid excuse. You are the one who never wants to be with me. You don’t care. You just do whatever you damn please all the time!”
“I do support you. I’ve bent over backwards to support you!” she cried. “I hate politics. I hate that you’re on the medical board. I always have! I‘ve been dragged all over the country supporting you and your ridiculous ambitions! And the boys, they‘ve suffered so much not having you around. They just want their father, they just want you. And when you aren‘t home, you never want to be with us. Why couldn‘t you have come to the play with us tonight? Why couldn‘t we go as a family?” Michaela was struck with the realization that had David simply gone with them to the play like she wanted him to, she wouldn’t have discovered his affair with Bella tonight. Maybe she never would have.
“Don’t you dare imply I’m not all I should be in a father? You’re the one ruining those children,” he retorted. “Josef and Christopher don’t know what a mother really is.”
“How can you say that?!” she cried as the tears fell. “Those boys are everything to me. I’d give my life for them! Would you?” She shook her head. “I want to know how long. The truth, David. I want to know. How long have you been with her?”
He looked into her eyes a long moment. “Since Chris was three years old,” he murmured.
“Get out!” she shouted. “Get out of here. I can’t even look at you!”
“This is my house! Don’t you speak to me that way?” He grabbed her arm, yanking it incredibly hard. She tried to pull away, but his grip was relentless. He pulled so fast and so hard she heard a sudden popping sound and terrible, shooting pain gripped her shoulder and radiated down her arm. She slowly looked down; discovering her arm was limp and she couldn’t move it. She immediately realized he had pulled her shoulder out of the socket. She gasped from the pain and shock of it.
David let go of her arm, stunned. He stammered a moment, then he ran out of the room, slamming the door.
* * *
Christopher woke up as the sun rose, yawning and stretching. He grabbed his bear by the leg and slid out of bed, opening the nursery door and heading to the master bedroom. He often got in bed with Michaela early in the morning when he first woke up. If he had it his way he would sleep between his parents every night, only David wouldn’t let him do that. But usually he could get away with sneaking in beside his mother around about the time his father got up to go to the hospital.
Christopher opened the bedroom door quietly. He stopped short. The bed was empty, never slept in.
“Mommy?” he called. “Mommy, where are you?” He panicked. “Mommy, where are you?!”
He heard a soft groan coming from the other side of the bed. He ran around, finding Michaela on the floor beside the bed, wincing and struggling to breathe. Blood was dried down her lip and her arm was sprawled out across her lap at an odd angle. A little bit of vomit had dried across her bodice.
“Mommy, what’s wrong?” he whimpered. “Mommy, what’s wrong? Mommy, get up. Get up!” He looked toward the door. “Bella!” he screamed. “Bella! Bella! Bella!”
Josef wandered in a few moments later, rubbing his eyes. “What’s wrong? Why you screaming?”
Christopher pointed at Michaela. Josef circled the bed.
“Mommy!” he cried. He crouched beside her. “Mommy, what happened to you? What happened?”
She seemed to be struggling for each breath. “Josef, listen to me,” she whispered. “I need you to run to your Auntie Rebecca’s. Tell her I need help.” She thought about how William had once said if she ever needed anything at all she could go to him. “Tell her to get Dr. Burke. I need Dr. Burke.”
He sniffled and rubbed at his tears. “Let me get Bella, Mommy.”
She shook her head breathlessly. “She’s not here. She’s not here. You have to go get Auntie Rebecca. You’re my brave boy. You can do that. Hm?”
He nodded. “I’ll get her. Mommy, don’t move. Don’t move.”
She grasped his arm. “Josef?”
“Yeah?”
“Just go straight there. Don’t talk to anyone. Don’t stop for anyone.”
He sniffled again. “Yes, Mama.”
“No,” Christopher protested, hugging his bear. “Mama, get up. Just get up and you‘ll be all wight.”
“Just stay with her, Chris,” Josef told him. “Stay here.”
“Josef, huwry. Run fast,” Christopher pleaded.
“Fast as I ever have in my life,” he vowed, hurrying out of the room.
* * *
“Michaela, oh my God,” Rebecca said as she knelt beside her and grasped her hand. “What happened?”
Marcus guided the boys back a few steps. “Here, sons. Let the doctor take a look.”
Dr. Burke knelt beside Rebecca and gently touched his fingers to Michaela’s chin. “That’ll need a few stitches.” He ever so carefully touched her arm. “I think it’s dislocated.”
Michaela managed a nod. “Anterior dislocation,” she whispered.
Dr. Burke gently felt her head. “Did you hit your head anywhere? Do you remember?” He glanced at the vomit on her clothes, worried she might have a concussion.
“No, no I didn’t,” she murmured. “I just, it’s from the pain.”
“Will she die?” Josef whimpered.
“I don’t want Mommy to die,” Christopher added.
“No, no, she’ll be fine,” William spoke up. He took out a pair of scissors from his medical bag and began cutting off Michaela’s blouse.
“Where’s Bella?” Rebecca asked.
“I don’t know. She’s not here,” Josef explained.
“Here, why don’t you two wait outside, let the doctor help,” Marcus said as he guided the boys to the door.
“Uncle, is Dr. Burke as good of a doctor as Mama and Papa?” Josef asked.
He smiled softly. “Well, I don’t know if anyone’s as good as them. But fairly close.”
Josef seemed satisfied with that. “Good. That means he‘ll make her all better.”
“That he will.” He guided them to sit on the carpet outside the room and then shut the door after them.
“Marcus, Rebecca, I need your help,” William said. He had one side of her blouse cut off to expose her arm. “I need to set her shoulder back in the socket. I need you to hold her under the other arm, provide traction.”
Marcus stepped right up and took Michaela’s good arm firmly in both of his hands, bracing it tightly to him. Rebecca shifted over to lift Michaela’s head into her lap.
“Rebecca, I’m sorry,” Michaela choked.
“Shh, don’t talk,” she whispered.
Michaela winced several times as William ever so carefully rotated her arm outward. “Are you ready? I’ll be as quick as I can.” He made a fist with his hand and pushed on her arm, then held her wrist and pushed hard. Michaela whimpered softly at first, then much louder.
Rebecca felt tears in her eyes. “It’s all right, cabbage. It‘s almost over.”
William pushed all the harder and Michaela screamed. A moment later they heard a loud pop and her arm suddenly looked much more normal. William laid it carefully across her chest. Michaela gasped, her mouth falling open with relief. Eight hours of anguish was finally over.
“There,” William whispered. “That should feel a bit better.”
Rebecca stroked her cheek. “You’re being so brave. Oh, Michaela.”
“Let’s get her on the bed so I can stitch her lip,” William said. “Careful, Marcus. Take her legs.”
“How soon until we can move her out of here?” Rebecca asked.
“I don’t think we’ll need to admit her to the hospital. I can treat her here,” William said as they carefully placed her on the bed.
“We’re not taking her to the hospital,” Rebecca said. “We’re taking her to our home. And the boys.” She looked at Marcus for support and he nodded.
William nodded in understanding. “A few hours then. Let me finish stitching her up and put a sling on her arm.”
* * *
Rebecca removed the tray from Michaela lap. “Well, at least you ate a little something.” She put the tray aside.
Josef was asleep cuddled on one side of her and Christopher was asleep on her other. She slowly and tenderly stroked Christopher’s hair, closing her eyes. Rebecca had given her some warm milk with a little rum, an old family recipe, and it was just enough to take the edge off the pain and help her rest and relax.
“How are they doing?” Marcus asked softly as he came into the room.
“As well as can be expected,” Rebecca replied.
Michaela opened her eyes with alarm when they all heard fierce knocking coming from the front door.
“Marcus,” Rebecca said apprehensively.
“Stay here. All of you stay here.” He walked to the front door and looked through the window. David was standing there in his raincoat, hands in his pockets, face set firmly. “David?” he called. “David, back away from the door.”
“Where are they?” he shouted. “Marcus, do you have them?”
“I said back away from the door!”
Reluctantly, David stepped down a few steps and Marcus opened the door, shutting it behind him.
“Where are they?” David spat. “I know they’re here. Let me see them.” He stepped forward.
Marcus grabbed his arm. “No, that’s not possible. Not right now anyway.”
“You can’t keep me away from my own family!”
“Oh, yes I can if I have reason to believe you could hurt them. Already have hurt them!” He glared at him. “Michaela was laying on the floor with a dislocated shoulder all night long! Where were you? Where were you?”
“You don’t know the circumstances of that,” David spat.
“Get off my property,” Marcus retorted. “You’re trespassing. Go!” He shoved him roughly off the porch, then closed the door and locked it.
David came up to the door and banged on it with his fists. “She can’t take my children from me. You have no right to do this! Marcus, you’ll pay for this. You’ll pay!”
* * *
“But I miss Peter and Denzel and all my other friends,” Josef protested. “I want to go back to school.”
“You just can’t right now, Josef,” Michaela said as she finished her coffee at Rebecca’s breakfast table. She was petrified to let Josef go off to school. She feared the moment she let him out of her sight David would take him again.
“Why?” he moaned.
“Because. Don’t worry, you’ll be able to go back.”
Someone knocked on the door and Marcus put his coffee cup aside and got up. “I’ll answer it.”
“But when?” Josef demanded.
“Someday. Soon, I promise.”
“How soon?” he demanded.
“Soon,” Michaela said firmly. “Now I don’t want to hear anything more about it.”
“Josef, what do you say the two of us do another puzzle today?” Rebecca suggested cheerfully.
“I wanna go back to school. This is all your fault,” Josef muttered. He slid down from his chair. “Come on, Chris.”
Christopher finished off his milk and then followed him out of the room to go to the parlor to play.
Michaela watched them go with a sigh.
Rebecca patted her hand. “They just don’t understand, that’s all. This is what’s best for him. Someday he’ll realize that.”
Michaela smiled at her softly with appreciation. “I just want to do the right thing,” she whispered.
“And the right thing is for those two children to stay with you,” Rebecca replied.
Marcus came into the room slowly, holding several pieces of paper and an envelope. His face was solemn.
“Marcus?” Rebecca said.
“We’ve been served with these,” he murmured. He handed them to Michaela.
“What is it?” she asked. She quickly skimmed the papers. “Petition for Divorce? Plaintiff Dr. David Lewis versus Defendant Dr. Michaela Lewis?” She looked up at Marcus in trepidation. “But I told him I wanted to file for divorce. He forbid me from doing it.”
“He’s preempted us.”
She looked at the next page. “Plaintiff seeks full physical and legal custody of minors Josef David Lewis and Christopher Abraham Lewis.” She skimmed further down. “Neglectful … absent for hours, days and weeks at a time … emotionally and physically abusive.”
Rebecca gasped. “What?! Neglectful, abusive? But she’s none of those things! He‘s the one who’s abusive!”
Michaela felt the blood drain from her face. “He says I’ve kidnapped them. ‘Petitioner beseeches the Court order Defendant to forthwith return custody of minors to Plaintiff and grant no visitation with Defendant Michaela Q. Lewis based on Defendant’s history of abuse and neglect and abandonment. Plaintiff further requests a Permanent Restraining Order against said Defendant ordering Defendant not to come within one-hundred yards of Plaintiff‘s place of residence, business, and the minor Josef David’s school.’”
“Absurd!” Rebecca gasped. “Marcus, tell her how absurd this is!”
“Marcus, he can’t do this. He can’t do this,” Michaela pleaded. She closed her eyes. Deep down, she knew David could very well do this. And he could win, too.
“Marcus!” Rebecca cried. “Marcus, say something!”
He paced restlessly. “Rebecca, just let me think. Let me think.”
Rebecca put her arm around Michaela to comfort her as he continued to pace.
“All right,” Marcus finally said. He rested his hands on the table. “We’ll move everything up. We’ll get you out of here tomorrow evening.”
“Tomorrow evening?” Michaela breathed. “But all our papers, everything we’ve arranged is for October first.”
“We can’t wait that long, we’ll just have to move it up,” he said.
“But … ” Michaela looked at Rebecca helplessly.
Marcus walked to her and touched her shoulder. “If we wait, you could lose those children.”
Rebecca squeezed her hand. “Trust Marcus, Michaela.”
She inhaled bravely. “All right. Tomorrow evening.”
* * *
Michaela flipped slowly through the family’s birth certificates, tears in her eyes, as she gathered in the kitchen with Marcus and Rebecca. She gazed at Josef’s birth certificate. It seemed only yesterday she was a young mother in a seemingly wonderful marriage with a beautiful baby in her arms and the rest of their wonderful lives to look forward to. In seven short years everything had changed. Slowly, courageously, she placed each document in the damper of the stove to burn.
“Your medical degree,” Marcus whispered. “It’s got to be burned, too.”
She grasped the stiff piece of paper, folded it, and placed it in the damper.
“I’ve already destroyed all the family photographs,” Marcus said. “He won’t be able to find anything to provide to the police.”
“How did you do that?” Michaela asked.
“David was at work. You shouldn’t leave a key under your mat.”
“Oh.”
Rebecca gave her a billfold. “Here. This is from us.”
Michaela opened it. There were several bills inside. “But … ”
“It’s only sixty dollars,” Marcus said. “A sudden withdrawal of anything more than that looks suspicious. But I’m withdrawing more in a few days. I’ll wire you the money in St. Louis under your new name. Look for a telegram from Richard Smith. That’s me.”
“New name?”
“Yes. Michaela Weston.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out some documents.
“Mother’s maiden name,” Michaela murmured.
“Josef Weston, Christopher Weston,” he said, handing her the documents. “And here’s yours.”
“Michaela Weston, The sixth of May, Eighteen Thirty-three. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The birthdays and birth places are different. It says the children were born in New York,” she said, running her fingers down the documents.
“Yes, it’s just better that way. As many changes as possible.”
“They look real.”
“Well, for twenty-five dollars they better be. Keep them safe.”
She folded them neatly and put them in the inside pocket of her carpet bag.
“We couldn’t liquidate your accounts on such short notice,” Marcus said. “I’m sorry. Sixty dollars isn‘t much to survive on. It wasn‘t what I planned to send you off with.”
“I’ve managed this long. I’ll survive,” Michaela said. “We all will.”
“The train leaves in an hour. We should get the boys,” Marcus said.
Michaela nodded and they headed to the guest bedroom where Christopher and Josef were sleeping curled up together in the bed in their clothes. Michaela wanted to stop time at that moment. Everything from the second she took them out of this house would be changing. As soon as she took them their old life was gone.
“Josef,” she whispered, rubbing his back to rouse him. “Josef, wake up, sweetheart.”
He moaned and rolled over.
“Wake up, baby, come on,” she encouraged, helping him slide out of bed and stand on his feet. “Stand up for Mama. Good boy.”
“What’re we doin’?” he asked hoarsely.
“Shh, we’re going to go on a little trip, all right? Come with me.” She lifted Christopher out of the bed and put him over her shoulder.
Josef reluctantly grasped her hand and she led them back to the kitchen.
“Come. The carriage is waiting,” Marcus said.
Rebecca kissed Christopher’s head, then she hugged Josef.
“What’s wrong?” Josef whispered, taking note of her tears.
“I’ll just miss you, that’s all,” she whispered, giving his cheek a kiss. She held Michaela’s shoulders and gazed at her.
“Tell Mother…tell her I’m sorry,” Michaela whispered. She closed her eyes. They hadn’t said anything to Elizabeth about her plans. Marcus said it was far too dangerous to tell anyone, even Elizabeth. And on such short notice there was no time to see her one more time and say goodbye.
“I’m not sure I know what to say,” Rebecca murmured at least.
“There’s nothing to say,” Michaela murmured. “Except how much I love you. Both of you.”
Rebecca drew her into a long, warm hug. “God protect you. All of you.”
“We’ll see each other again, Rebecca,” she whispered. “I know we will.”
Marcus opened his pocket watch. “Michaela.”
She nodded and followed him out the back kitchen door.
“Where’s your buggy?” she asked curiously, expecting to find it out back.
“Just next door. I didn’t want anyone seeing us leave the house at this hour. They‘re on holiday in Europe.”
He opened the fence leading to the neighbor’s townhouse and they walked over to the buggy. Michaela guided Josef inside and he quickly found a little corner to curl up in and close his eyes.
Christopher roused a bit and looked around. “Where’s Boo?” he murmured. “Mommy, where we going? I want Boo.”
“Shh,” Michaela said. “We’re just going on a little trip.”
As Marcus gathered the reins, Christopher suddenly lost it. “My bear. Boo’s still inside. My bear! My bear! No! I don’t want to go on no trip without Boo!” He burst into tears.
“We have to get it,” Michaela told Marcus. “He can’t sleep without it.”
“We don’t have time,” he retorted.
“He’ll wake all of Boston if he doesn’t have his bear. We won‘t be very inconspicuous then.”
“My bear, my bear,” Christopher bemoaned. “Please. Please. Please. Mommy. Please.”
“All right, shh, shh, we’re getting him. We’ll get Boo,” Michaela said. “Dry your eyes.”
He cried quietly as Michaela got out of the carriage. “Josef?” she called. “Josef.”
The little boy rolled over and slept on.
“He’s all right. We’ll be right back,” Marcus said. He helped her out of the carriage and they went back through the fence and opened the kitchen door again.
Marcus stopped short when he heard talking in the parlor. He held up his finger to his lips.
Michaela immediately recognized David’s voice. He was talking to Rebecca, and quite angrily. She backed up against the counter, pressing Christopher’s head against her shoulder and staring at the door in trepidation.
“My bear,” Christopher whispered.
“Shh. Shh. I need you to be a very brave boy and not make a sound, all right?” she whispered in his ear. “Shh. Shh.”
He sniffled and did his best to keep quiet as she stroked his hair with a trembling hand. Marcus silently moved over to the door to the dining room and opened it a fraction of an inch. Then he went back to Michaela.
“He’s here,” he whispered. “Stay right where you are and don‘t make a sound.”
“Josef,” she breathed. “Josef’s all alone in the carriage! Marcus, Josef. Oh, God, he‘s going to take him. He‘ll take him.”
“Be quiet! Stay where you are and let me do the talking!”
“My bear,” Christopher whimpered.
“Shh, shh, shh,” Michaela soothed. She watched helplessly as Marcus slipped out of the kitchen.
“David, is there a problem?” he asked as he approached him. Rebecca was facing him down bravely, although her face was ashen and her hands were trembling.
“I know you have them!” he slurred, lunging at him and pushing him.
“Marcus!” Rebecca cried.
“We did have them. We did,” Marcus said. “But they disappeared yesterday evening. We haven’t heard from them since. Ever since you filed for divorce she‘s been acting strange and then yesterday they were just gone.”
“That’s a lie.”
“Search the house,” Marcus invited. “Go on, search it.”
“I will,” he spat. He headed to the banister, grabbing onto it. “Michaela! Michaela! I know you’re here! You can’t take my sons from me. I‘ll kill them, I swear I will! I‘ll kill them and make you watch, you whore!”
Michaela’s hand was trembling so hard she couldn’t even stroke Christopher’s hair anymore. The little boy was rigid in her arms, absolutely petrified as he listened to his father rant and threaten and storm through the house. He was breaking glass and overturning furniture and behaving like an absolute madman. She had never been so frightened of him.
Michaela suddenly felt some dampness around the little boy’s bottom. It was warm. “Shh, it’s all right,” she soothed. “Just stay still. We’ll get you some fresh clothes in just a moment. Mama will help.”
Christopher closed his eyes tightly and moaned.
“Shh, you‘re all right,” she soothed, gently rocking him. She stared at the door as she heard footsteps coming toward it. She stopped rocking him and stood frozen. She wondered if this was how it was destined to end, standing in Rebecca’s kitchen with her little boy in her arms and her other son alone in the buggy. All she could think about was leaving Josef without his mother and brother, what that would do to him.
The door swung open agonizingly slow. Michaela held her breath and held Christopher to her tighter than she ever had in her life.
Chapter Twelve
Michaela was awash with relief when Rebecca finally slipped inside the kitchen.
“Marcus is stalling him. He said to get in the buggy,” Rebecca whispered. She glanced up as they heard more glass breaking upstairs.
“Oh, God, Rebecca. Oh, my God,” Michaela whispered.
“Go,” Rebecca whispered. “Go!”
She nodded and hurried out the back door again.
“My bear,” Christopher whispered. “Mommy we didn’t get Boo.”
Tears slipped down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry, Chrissy. We can’t. I’m so sorry.”
“No. No. Pwease. I’ll do anything. I’m sorry I wetted myself, I’ll do anything. Just pwease let me get Boo. I‘m sorry I wetted myself.”
“No, no, that’s not why we’re not getting him. You didn’t do anything wrong. You didn’t.” She opened the fence door and slipped into the neighbor’s yard. “We can’t, Christopher. I know you don’t understand but we just can’t.” She approached the buggy and felt the biggest wave of relief to find Josef still curled up inside asleep with their carpet bag. She stroked his hair and gave him a loving kiss, then she put Christopher beside him and found a clean pair of breeches for him to wear. She quickly helped him out of his soiled ones and into the fresh ones.
A few minutes later Marcus came through the fence again and climbed into the buggy.
“Is he still there?” Michaela asked, glancing at the house. The glass breaking and raving had stopped a few moments ago.
“I had to hit him over the head with a shovel from the hearth. He’s unconscious.”
Michaela didn’t know whether to worry about David or feel relief.
“It wasn’t very hard. He’ll wake up soon,” Marcus explained. “And perhaps he won’t remember any of this.”
“He’s alone there with Rebecca,” she said worriedly.
“Good thing Rebecca’s almost as strong as you are,” he said. He grabbed the reins. “We’re just going to make the train. Let’s go.” He slapped the reins. “G’up, Ansel.”
* * *
The boys were rousing with the sunrise as the train made its way through the rolling hills of Pennsylvania. Michaela stayed awake all night, cuddling the boys against her, looking out the window restlessly and willing the train to put as many miles between herself and Boston as fast as possible.
“Mommy? Where are we?” Josef asked hoarsely, raising his head from Michaela’s lap and looking out the window.
“Pennsylvania. Outside Pittsburgh. Did you sleep all right?” Michaela asked, stroking his hair.
He nodded and shifted up to cuddle against her chest, hugged her waist. “Did you sleep?”
“Yes, yes I did.” No sense in burdening him with the fact that she hadn’t slept sound in almost four years.
“I miss Boo,” Christopher whispered forlornly, opening his eyes. “I want Boo.” He shifted up and leaned against Michaela’s shoulder.
“Hush up about your stupid bear,” Josef scolded.
“He’s not stupid!” Christopher cried.
“He is too. You love that bear more than even Mommy,” Josef accused.
“I do not!” Christopher exclaimed. “Mommy, it’s not true. I love you way more than Boo. I just want him back.”
“You’re making my ears hurt,” Josef griped.
“I just wanna go back and get him, all right?!” Christopher replied. “You don‘t understand!”
“I understand if you don’t shush up in two seconds,” Josef threatened.
“Josef. Boys, stop,” Michaela said. “Please don’t fight. We’re a family. We have to stick together.” She swallowed hard. “We’re the only family we have left.”
“I miss Daddy,” Christopher bemoaned. “I wanna go back to Daddy. I don’t wanna go on no trip.”
Michaela took a deep breath. She couldn’t protect the boys any longer. It was time she tell them what was happening, for their own sakes. She lifted Christopher off her lap to sit across from her, then guided Josef to sit beside him.
“Josef, Christopher. I need to talk to you about something very important, all right? You know how Daddy sometimes takes that medicine?”
“Yeah. The morphine,” Josef said. “He takes the morphine shots and gets mad. He can‘t stop taking it, Mommy.”
Michaela was surprised he knew that much. She had tried so hard all these years to protect them from what was happening, but perhaps the boys were more aware of what was going on than she had bargained for.
“That’s right. A little morphine’s usually fine, it helps take away pain. Doctors use it all the time in the hospital and it’s fine. But you can’t take too much. He took too much of it, he said and did bad things to Mommy. Mommy got very, very scared. So scared I was afraid he’d take so much of that morphine maybe he would even take you away from me.”
“No,” Christopher whispered. “I don’t want him to take us.”
Josef suddenly put two and two together. “He took us before.”
“Mommy, maybe we should go back home and Daddy will say he’s sowry then we can all live together again,” Christopher said optimistically. “And even you say you’re sowry, too.”
“I know perhaps it doesn’t seem like it to you, but we’ve tried that. We’ve tried that so many times. It’s just, I’m sorry isn’t working anymore.”
“So where we going?” Josef pressed.
“Well, we’re going to hide for a little bit. We’re going to hide until Daddy stops taking the morphine and gets better. We‘re going to California.”
“I don’t want to hide in Cal-forna,” Christopher said. “I wanna go home to Daddy and Gran’ma and Auntie.”
“I don’t want to either,” Michaela replied. “Oh, Christopher. Believe me I don’t want to. But we have to be brave about this. And I’m going to need a lot from you two. I’m really going to need you to be big boys and be brave about this and listen to what I tell you to do.”
Josef scratched his neck. “What do we got to do?”
“Well, to start, we can’t talk about Daddy. We can’t talk about him with anyone. I’m going to tell people he got sick and died. And I want you to say the same.”
“But that’s a lie. You say never to lie,” Christopher spoke up.
“I know I said that. But sometimes you have to tell some little lies if you’re going to be in danger otherwise.”
“Can’t we go back to Boston?” Christopher replied impatiently.
“That’s another thing. You can’t talk about Boston. You can’t talk about anything at home. Not your school, not your friends, not Grandma or anyone.”
“What about Auntie Claudette can we talk about her?” Christopher asked. “And Mollie and Wills.”
“Nobody, Chris. Can’t you listen?” Josef scolded.
“Your brother’s right. No one,” Michaela affirmed. “If they ask you say we’re from New York. We‘ve never been to Boston before. And don‘t tell anyone I‘m a doctor. There aren‘t many lady doctors out there and people might find out who I am if we talk about that.”
Christopher cocked his head to the side. “That’s a lie, too, Mommy. You‘re the best doctor there is next to Daddy.”
“You don’t get it, Christopher. You’re gonna mess this all up,” Josef scolded. “Don’t you understand? Daddy’s gonna kill us. Especially if you open your big mouth.”
Christopher frowned and bent his head.
Michaela sighed and drew him back into her lap, rocking him. “It’s all right. I know you’re frightened. I am, too. We’ll help each other with this. It’s going to be all right.”
“Daddy won’t kill us, right?” Christopher whispered.
She kissed his head. “No. Shh.”
“I just want us to be a family again,” he added. “I don’t wanna do this. I wish we could go home and be a family. Are you sure you can‘t just say sorwy?”
“Oh, sweetheart. We’re still a family. We’re a small family, but we’re a family,” she said reassuringly. “I have the two most special people in my life right here with me. That’s all I could ever need. We‘ll make a new home, all right? I can‘t promise it‘s going to be the same. I can‘t promise anything right now. Except that I love you more than anything in the whole world, and I‘m going to try my very hardest to make this all right for you. I‘m going to make it all right.”
Josef joined her and put his arm around her waist, resting his head against her shoulder. “I love you, too, Mommy.”
“Yeah. I love you, too,” Christopher whispered. “More than the whole big world.”
“Oh,” she murmured emotively, holding them closer.
* * *
The front foyer was strangely quiet as Elizabeth came inside from her flower show meeting. “Harrison?” she called. “Harrison, where are you?”
Harrison almost always opened the door for her and took her wrap. Annoyed, she removed her wrap herself and hung it up. If she caught Harrison napping one more time when he should be doing his duties around the house she was apt to fire him. “Harrison!” she called firmly. She went to the parlor where she could usually find Martha dusting.
“Martha?” No one was there. Now Elizabeth was thoroughly fed up. She headed to the kitchen. “Martha! Where is everyone? Come out here at once!”
She opened the swinging door, stopping in her tracks. David was covering Martha’s mouth with his hand and holding her to her chest. The chambermaid looked horrified, whimpering and trembling.
David smiled at her. “Ah, Mrs. Quinn. I know you know where they are.”
“Who?” she blurted. “What are you talking about?”
He pushed Martha aside and approached her. “Mike! She’s gone!”
“I don’t know where she is, she was at Rebecca’s!” she exclaimed.
“You know where she is, I know you do,” he spat. “Where did she run to? Philadelphia? Baltimore? Speak!”
“I don’t know, I don’t know. David, why are you doing this? Where’s Harrison?”
“He tried to stop him, mum,” Martha explained tearfully. “Dr. Lewis hit him across the head, knocked him out.”
“Oh, my God. David, what are you doing?!”
David brushed past her and walked briskly across the foyer to Josef’s office. He began tearing out desk drawers and dumping their contents on the floor. All he turned up were old notes on medical cases and some surgical diagrams. Frustrated, he went back over to Elizabeth and grabbed her arm, squeezing it hard.
“I’m giving you one last chance,” he shouted. “You tell me where they are!”
“I don’t know!” Elizabeth cried. “I swear on my grandchildren I don’t know a thing about any of this!”
He looked into her eyes a long moment, then at last released her arm and stormed out of the house.
* * *
“Rebecca!” Elizabeth shouted. She banged on her front door. “Rebecca! Marcus!”
After what seemed like forever Rebecca slowly opened the door.
“Oh, Mother. What are you doing here?”
“Spare me. Where are they?”
“Who?”
“Stop it, you know exactly what I‘m talking about! I know they’ve disappeared! David was at my house demanding to know where they are!”
Rebecca looked pale. “David came to your house?”
“Yes, David came to my house. And I demand to know why you’ve kept me in the dark about all of this. Do you mean to tell me you are hiding Michaela and those boys without so much as even telling me?”
Rebecca casually walked into the front tea room and Elizabeth followed her. Rebecca sat at the table and filled a cup of tea for Elizabeth. “Here, sit down.”
“I don’t want tea I want answers,” Elizabeth retorted.
Rebecca sipped at her tea. “We had no choice, Mother. Not after he filed for custody.”
“Yes, we do. We hire a lawyer. We spend every cent I’ve ever had on a lawyer and we take him to court! Now where are they? Tell me so I can go get them and bring them to stay with me. You‘re hiding them in some hotel somewhere in the city, perhaps down in Dorchester? Is William involved with this somehow? Speak!”
“You want her to gamble with the boys, go to court and gamble on winning?”
“It’s not gambling! She’ll win, I know she will. She’s a good mother, any judge will see that! She‘ll prevail and get the boys and then we can all put this whole horrible thing behind us.”
“We weren’t willing to take that chance,” Rebecca said. “If she loses we’ll never see those boys again, make no mistake.”
“Rebecca, if you don’t tell me where my daughter and my grandsons are right now,” Elizabeth said angrily.
Marcus stepped into the room.
“You!” Elizabeth cried, glaring at him. “This was all your idea, I know it. I told Josef I had a bad feeling about you from the very moment you asked us for Rebecca‘s hand! If your father-in-law knew what you‘ve done here he‘d roll over in his grave!”
“Actually, it was both our idea,” Rebecca said.
“How could you do this?! Without even saying goodbye!” she cried.
“There wasn’t time, Mother. Things came up. We couldn’t follow our original plans,” Marcus explained.
“Plans? There were plans? How long exactly have you been planning this behind my back?” she snapped.
“It wasn’t behind anyone’s back,” Rebecca said. “It was just better we didn’t tell anyone. Try to understand, Mother.”
“I understand you’ve ripped my family apart at its very core. Your father just died and now you took my daughter and my grandchildren away, too! I’ll never forgive any of you for this! You tell me where they are! New York? Connecticut?”
Marcus came over and touched her shoulder. “Rebecca’s right. It’s better you not know. All I’ll say is, they’re very far away, Mother. So far away David will never be able to hurt them again. That‘s what matters.”
“Where on God’s green earth did you send them?!” she exclaimed. “Siberia?!”
“Come on, Mother. I’ll drive you home,” Marcus said as he took her arm. “Come on.”
He guided her to the door. They stepped outside and Marcus suddenly stopped short. Across the street was David’s buggy. David was standing beside it, watching the house.
Elizabeth glanced at David and the color drained from her face.
“And that, Mother, is why we cannot tell you anything,” Marcus whispered as he guided her over to his buggy.
* * *
“Ya want a little more milk?” Sully asked as he and Hanna finished up their stew at the kitchen table by lantern light.
“Yes, sir,” she murmured. She slurped up a bit of the stew broth from her spoon and some of it spilled down her chin. She wiped it with the back of her hand.
“Here, use your napkin.”
“What napkin?” she asked, glancing at him.
Sully suddenly realized he hadn’t laid out any napkins. He got up and opened a drawer, taking out two. He tenderly tucked one under her collar.
She scraped up the last of the stew from her plate.
“Hanna?” Sully murmured.
“Yes, Papa?”
“Hanna, you like livin’ here with your pa?”
She gazed at him in confusion. “Uh-huh. Why?”
“Ya ever maybe, ya ever maybe want a mama to look after ya, too?”
Her confusion deepened. “I want you, Papa. I want to stay with you.”
“Maybe a ma could do things like braid your hair, sew ya pretty things to wear. Cook us a good supper.”
“I like your supper,” she remarked. “Stew’s my favorite.” She smiled.
She looked so much like Abigail right then he felt like his heart would break. He missed Abigail so much it felt physically painful. And watching Hanna grow up and become this wonderful little person just made it ache all the more. So many times he had cursed God for this horrible fate that had been bestowed on him. He had a beautiful, smart, funny, amazing child, and yet he never felt completely right about being happy as he raised her. It didn’t seem fair to be happy without her mother, without Abigail.
He gave her cheek a gentle caress. “Ya finish your stew?”
“Uh-huh.”
He lifted her out of her chair and drew her into his lap. He had tried so hard to do what was best for his little girl her entire life. He didn’t send her to school because he didn’t want other people interfering with her. As far as he was concerned, he could teach her what she needed. He didn’t bring her to church because he had never seen much use for sitting in a building singing hymns and listening to a sermon when he felt much closer to anything spiritual just by taking her for a quiet walk in the woods. And they didn’t go into town much either. He didn‘t like talking to people and he hated when people would confront him. Now he wondered if he had made a big mistake sheltering her away from town life so much.
Hanna yawned and hugged Sully’s neck.
“Hey. Think it’s time for bed for you, sweet girl,” Sully remarked.
“Can you tell me a story?”
He kissed her head. “Sure I will. Come on.”
* * *
“No, ma’am. There’s no wire here from anyone named Richard Smith,” the banker said.
Michaela looked through the bars at him and shifted Christopher to her other hip. “Are you sure? I’m expecting a very important money wire for Michaela Weston.”
“Mommy, can we get something to eat now?” Josef asked tiredly.
“In a moment.” She caressed his hair.
“Nothing, ma’am,” the banker said as he finished looking through his telegrams. “I’m sorry. There’s no telegrams here for any women at all.”
Michaela sighed with worry. It wasn‘t like Marcus not to keep his promises. Something had gone wrong. Perhaps it had become too dangerous to wire her, even under a fake name. Between the cost of the train tickets and meals for the boys, she was already down to a little under fifteen dollars. She was going to be hard pressed to get them much farther with so few dollars left to their name. Marcus told her to only contact Miriam as a last resort. The fewer people who knew where she was the better. But if she arrived in California with only a few dollars she might not have a choice but to find her best friend from medical school and plead for help.
She heard the whistle blowing from the train station nearby. The evening train from St. Louis was leaving in about an hour for Kansas City and they needed to get back on it.
“Thank you anyway,” she said. She grasped Josef’s hand and led him out of the bank.
“Mama, what’s wrong?” Josef asked.
“Nothing,” she said cheerfully. She approached a vender selling fresh breads. “How about some warm sweet rolls for supper?”
“Sweet rolls for supper?” Josef asked with a smile. “Really?”
“How much for three of them?” she asked the vender.
“Two bits, ma’am,” he said.
She opened her purse and handed him a few coins. He wrapped up the rolls for them and handed them over.
“Here, let’s go over here on the steps,” Michaela said, forcing a smile. “Oh, these are going to be delicious.”
“Can’t we go to a place where you sit down?” Christopher asked quietly.
“Isn’t this more fun?” she replied, sitting him on a step and handing him his roll. “Think of it as an adventure. We’re on an adventure like Robinson Crusoe.”
“And there’s no restaurants on the deserted island,” Josef said.
“That’s right.” She put her arm around him and watched them eat.
“Aren’t you going to have yours, Mommy?” Josef asked.
“You eat what you want first,” she said. “Then I’ll eat what’s left. I’m not that hungry anyway.” She kissed his head and put her other arm around Christopher, holding them protectively as she watched everyone walk by them distrustfully.
* * *
Sully took his tomahawk back from Robert E. and examined the blade in the sun.
“Try it out,” Robert E. said, taking off his gloves.
Hanna was sitting on the fence nearby happily petting a horse’s nose.
“I trust your work, Robert E.,” Sully said.
“Go on, try it.”
“All right.” He walked several feet away and then raised his arm and sent the tomahawk flying into a nearby post. Sully went over to retrieve it. When he turned around, Olive, Charlotte and Dorothy were walking toward him in a group.
“Sully, can we talk to you?” Olive called.
He shifted uncomfortably. He felt cornered again. “What about?”
Olive smiled. “She’s coming on the fourteenth.”
“She?” Sully blurted.
She handed him a letter. “Her name’s Lily.”
“That’s a nice name,” Dorothy said cheerfully.
“Sister Ruth and Kid Cole are comin’ through Denver on the fourteenth with a whole new group of girls,” Olive said. “Sister Ruth said you never met prettier God-fearing young women.”
“I thought I told you I didn’t want one of them mail-order brides,” Sully said in disbelief.
“Sully, we all took up a collection and paid the fee,” Charlotte explained. “We thought maybe if you just gave her a chance. Once you meet this girl. Once you and Hanna … ”
The little girl quietly pet the horse as she listened.
“You were meddlin’,” Sully said irritably. He handed the letter back. “Tell her I’m sorry about the mix-up. But she should go back home where she come from.”
“But they’ve already left,” Dorothy said, pressing her hand to her heart. “I don’t know how we‘d get in touch with them to call it off.”
“Sully, now you can’t leave her just standing there in Denver,” Charlotte protested.
He heaved a sigh. “What time’s their train come in?”
“Nine o’clock,” Olive said.
Sully went over to Hanna and lifted her down from the fence, putting her on his hip. “Guess I got no choice. I’ll have to meet Sister Ruth in Denver and explain.” He brushed passed them and headed over to his horse.
Olive elbowed Charlotte. “See, I told you.”
“What?” Charlotte said. “This was all your idea!”
* * *
“Storms and wind all throughout the West,” the ticket agent announced at the Denver station where Michaela and the boys were waiting to hear news when the next train would leave for San Francisco. He held a telegram. “Anything going North or West of here is cancelled until further notice. Train to St. Louis tonight is gonna be three hours late, but you‘ll get out.” He began writing cancelled on a chalk board next to all the trains due to go out.
“Your luggage is on the train please wait here patiently and we’ll unload it,” a porter said. “Please have your luggage stub ready.”
Passengers talked among themselves, disgruntled at the news. Michaela just felt fear. She didn’t like staying in one place for long, not to mention she was almost out of money.
“How long?” she asked as she approached the ticket agent. “How long will we have to wait?”
“Hard to say, ma’am. At least a day, maybe two.”
Josef sensed her panic. “Mommy, what are we gonna do?”
She attempted to smile. “It’ll be fine. We’ll get a room. We’ve never seen Denver. We can go up to the church steeple and look at the mountains.”
He sighed, not convinced, and rested his head against her side.
“Oh, boy. I wanna go up high,” Christopher said, oblivious.
Michaela glanced at the man seated next to her reading a newspaper. “Excuse me? Where might I find a hotel?” She paused. “A cheap hotel.”
“There’s an inn down the street. Make a right out of the station.”
She nodded. “Thank you.”
* * *
Lightning flashed outside the little hotel window and a huge clap of thunder sounded a few seconds later. Michaela was positioning a bucket in the center of their small, sparse hotel room to catch a steady drip of water. It was almost one in the morning, but the fierce storm was keeping them all awake. She wiped up the floor with some towels.
“Mommy!” Christopher cried, pulling the covers up to his chin as lightning flashed again.
“We’re safe, it can‘t get us in here,” she said.
Even Josef looked uncomfortable in his cot. He always tried to act so brave for Michaela‘s sake, but he was still a very little boy and storms scared him. “It’s so close.”
Michaela finished fiddling with the bucket and went over to Christopher’s cot, gathering him in his arms. “Did you know the Greek philosopher Aristotle thought that thunder was caused by clouds crashing?”
“That’s silly,” Christopher said. “Clouds can’t crash.”
Michaela smoothed his hair. “So smart you are.”
He smiled softly and sniffled.
“So what causes it?” Josef asked curiously.
“Well, lightening we think. It creates a vacuum. A vacuum is sort of an empty bit of space. Then the pressure from the vacuum builds and builds until we hear a big crash.”
“Know what I think? I think God causes it,” Christopher said. “He gets all mad and stomps around. Maybe he‘s mad our train got cancelled!”
Michaela chuckled. “Perhaps you‘re right.”
“I miss my room,” Josef said softly, propping his head up with one hand.
“Me, too. I don’t like this place,” Christopher added.
“We’re Robinson Crusoe, remember?” Michaela said cheerfully. “We’re trapped on the island during a storm.”
“I don’t want to play that game anymore,” Christopher whimpered.
Michaela sighed and kissed his head, drawing him all the closer as they waited for the storm to pass.
* * *
“I don’t understand,” Sister Ruth said as she held a pretty young girl’s arm. “You filled out all the forms, Sully. You paid the fee.”
“That’s just it, I didn’t fill out no forms or pay the fee. Charlotte Cooper and some friends of hers did. They set this all up without my knowin’.” This was about the third time Sully tried to explain to Sister Ruth the mistake that had happened, but she still didn’t seem to be getting it. Sully glanced at the girl uncomfortably. She was from Providence and she dressed very finely and had beautiful curly blond hair swept up into a chignon. Other men folk at the depot were collecting their brides and everyone else seemed happy and excited.
“I picked out Lily for you special. She’s a fine, God-fearing woman. Cooks like nothing you’ve ever tasted, sews, keeps a fine home,” Sister Ruth added.
“I’m sure you do, ma’am,” Sully said. “And I’m sure you’d make a good wife for somebody.”
“She has two little sisters she looked after,” Sister Ruth said. “Sully, I thought she …. I thought she might be good for Hanna.”
Sully swallowed hard. “Maybe she would. But this just ain’t for me.”
Sister Ruth looked at Kid Cole for help.
“We’ll have to just take her on with us,” he remarked as he leaned against the counter. “Don’t know how we’re gonna pay for another ticket though.”
“Least I can do for your trouble,” Sully said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out some bills. “And I’m sorry about the mix-up, ma’am.” He handed the money to Sister Ruth.
The girl looked like she was going to cry. Sully felt sorry for her. “When do you leave? Wanna make sure ya get off safe.”
“Evening train tonight,” Kid Cole said.
“I’ll be there,” Sully said as he headed out of the depot. He went outside and stood in the warm sun a moment. He glanced down the street, narrowing his brow slightly. A woman was walking toward the depot with her two little boys at her sides. They were dressed very finely and looked very out of place, even for Denver, the boys in suits and vests and she wearing a pretty lavender gown and hat. The first thing he noticed was how beautiful she was, her silky brown hair swept up below her hat, her features delicate yet determined. And she walked with determination, too, like a woman who knew her own mind.
Sully blinked in the bright sunlight and the next thing he knew she was face down in a big puddle of mud.
“Mommy! Oops!” Christopher cried.
Josef and Christopher immediately squatted down to help her. Sully started to walk over to help but Michaela was back on her feet within seconds, brushing herself off and chuckling it off. He backed away again and just watched.
“Your chin, Mommy,” Josef said, reaching up with one hand.
Michaela wiped off the mud from her chin with a handkerchief. “I must have just tripped on my petticoat,” she said sheepishly.
“That’s all right. I fall sometimes, too,” Josef said with a cheerful smile.
“Except good thing we don’t gotta wear a petticoat!” Christopher cried.
She smiled down at him. “Come on, let’s get our tickets.”
“Wouldn’t that be funny me and Josef had to wear petticoats, huh, Mommy?” Christopher said. He giggled.
“Yes, yes it would.”
Sully moved aside the walkway to let them pass.
“Excuse us,“ she whispered. She met his eyes the briefest of moments, and he saw right away they were two different colors, one brown and one a pretty hazel. He felt like now that she was looking at him the polite thing to say was good morning or something like that, but for some reason he felt tongue tied. She looked ahead again and walked past him, her arms around her children perhaps a little more protectively than was typical for even a doting mother. Sully watched them go into the depot, folding his arms, then he headed over to a nearby boarding house to get something to eat.
* * *
“But he can sit on my lap,” Michaela said to the ticket agent. “You shouldn’t charge me for a ticket if he isn’t even going to take up a seat.”
“Rules is rules, ma’am. He’s over three. He needs his own ticket.”
“Half price then? What about half price?”
“Are you gonna buy these tickets or not? There’s a line here.”
She sighed and stepped away from the counter, sinking onto a bench with the boys. They seemed to recognize the gravity of the situation. Christopher hugged her waist and Josef just held her hand. After two nights in a hotel, even though it was a cheap hotel, they were almost out of money. She had a handful of dollar bills and a few coins left in her purse. It simply wasn’t money to pay for their tickets from here to San Francisco. She barely had enough to afford food. It would be very dangerous to wire Marcus or anyone right now. It had only been a few days since she left home. Any wires coming from her would be like a map for David to follow and find out where they were.
“Mommy?” Christopher whispered. “Mommy, I’m tired.”
“Where we gonna sleep tonight?” Josef added.
“I liked our hotel last night. Can we go back there?” Christopher asked.
“It had mice,” Josef said.
“Only one,” Christopher protested. “Sides, my bed was soft.”
“How do you know? You slept with Mama all night,” Josef accused.
“I did not. Not the whole night!” Christopher said.
Michaela couldn’t afford that hotel again. They might as well get comfortable on the bench. They would have to stay at the station until she could figure out something else.
She took her shawl off. “Here, put your head in Mama’s lap if you’re tired, Chrissy.”
Christopher edged down and rested his head in her lap. Josef leaned against her shoulder. Michaela covered up Christopher with her shawl and tenderly stroked Josef’s hair. She closed her eyes and rested her head against the wall, a few silent tears slipping down her cheeks.
* * *
Sully was feeling even worse for the girl as Sister Ruth comforted her outside the steaming train. The news that Sully had no intentions of marrying her and taking her home with him had finally hit her and she had been crying for some time.
“Now, you know how men folk are,” Sister Ruth soothed, pulling out a fresh handkerchief and handing it to the girl. “One minute they say they’ll do one thing the next it’s something else. Woman can’t count on them.”
“What will I do? Where will I go?” she said softly as she dabbed at her nose. “Sister Ruth, maybe I should go home. Back to Rhode Island.”
“Don’t talk crazy. Kid Cole and I, you think we’d just send you to the streets?” Sister Ruth said with a smile. “Like we said, we’ll look after you, darlin’, and we’ll find you somebody much better suited for you in California, ya hear?” She glanced at Sully impatiently. “Somebody that won’t leave you standin‘ at the altar again.”
“Sorry for all this,” Sully said quietly as he and Kid Cole sat on the bench.
Kid Cole was quietly polishing his gun with a cloth. “You sure know how to stir up trouble, Sully.”
He rested his hands on his knees awkwardly as a porter loaded their luggage. “Well, ya best get on the train. You have a safe trip.”
Kid Cole tucked his gun into the holster and got up. “After awhile, man just wants to settle down, plant some rose bushes.”
Sully folded his arms. “I had all that once, Kid.”
“You could have it again. Look at me and Sister Ruth.”’
“Maybe it’s not somethin’ I want again.”
“Hope you’re sure about that,” he remarked. “I got lucky. I found Sister Ruth. You wait too long, woman as nice as her might pass on by.” He walked over to his wife and the girl. “Come on, let’s get on board.”
Sully waved at them uncomfortably. Sister Ruth just gave him another annoyed look but Kid Cole gave his black hat a friendly tip at him.
“See you soon,” Kid Cole murmured.
* * *
Michaela awoke sometime later to the ticket agent bending over her. “Ma’am? Ma’am? We’re closed. Time to move along now.”
Michaela opened her eyes and the boys slowly roused. It was dark out, the ticket counter was closed, and an older woman was quietly mopping one area of the floor.
“We’re closed for the night, I’m locking up,” he said a little impatiently.
Michaela got up tiredly, picked up Christopher and their luggage, and slowly walked out of the room to the dark street.
“Can’t we go back to the hotel?” Josef whimpered.
She put the luggage down. “No. Just let me think a moment. We’ll figure something out.” Never in her life had she not had a place to sleep for the night, not had a safe place for her children to lay their heads. It was terrifying. She tried to be practical. Perhaps a church could take them in tonight, or even a poorhouse. But she had never been to Denver and had no idea which direction to head. She sat on the bench outside, trying to gather her thoughts.
“Ma’am, are you all right?” a man asked as he approached them. Michaela met his eyes, a little disconcerted by his appearance. He wore an old shirt and buckskins and had some strange beaded necklaces around his neck that looked Indian to her. But the man was clearly white, with striking blue eyes and sun bleached long brown hair. And he was inexplicably handsome, a strong jaw and forehead, and muscular and tan. Michaela had heard about mountain men before, but never actually seen one. Until now. She had this strange sense she had seen him before, but she couldn’t place it.
“I’m sorry?” she murmured.
“Ain’t exactly a safe place for you and your boys,” he murmured. “Come on. I know a better place.”
“Who are you?” she whispered.
“Sully,” he said.
“Just Sully?“
“That’s what folks call me.”
“I’ve seen you,” she said, wrinkling her brow.
“I saw ya take a pretty good fall. This mornin’.”
“Oh. You saw that?” she said, embarrassed.
“You all right? Ya didn’t get hurt?”
“No, of course not. I’m fine.”
“Come on, let’s head over there.”
“Why should I trust you?” she said skeptically.
“You’re right, maybe ya shouldn’t. Maybe I should go on my way. But it’s gettin’ on toward midnight. Saloon’s gonna close soon. Men usually come by here to hang around, cause trouble. Just didn’t seem right I leave ya here by yourself. Come on.” He picked up their luggage.
Michaela looked into his eyes. They were sincere. And the idea of drunkards coming around her and the children made her want to get out of there as fast as they could. She picked up Christopher who was still out cold, grabbed a very sleepy Josef’s hand, and followed the stranger out of the depot. Sully led her several blocks away, past the saloon, to a little livery that was closed. He took her around back.
“’Fore I met my wife, when I was workin’ the silver mines, other miners and me used to come into town on payday. Owner of this place’s a real kind man, he always left the back door unlocked for us we ever needed shelter.” He led her to a little feed shed and opened the door. Sure enough it was unlocked. It was just a small area, no bigger than their washroom at home. It had stacks and stacks of grain against one wall. But it was clean, dry, and warm.
Sully found a few empty burlap sacks and laid them on the dirt floor. “Here, kids can sleep on these.”
Michaela laid Josef and Christopher down and sat beside them. She tenderly stroked Josef’s hair to soothe him to sleep.
“Ya hungry?” Sully asked.
“Hm? No, I’m all right.”
“Oughta eat somethin’.” He opened his pack and took out some jerky. “It’s good. Eat it.”
She took a bite of the tough dried meat. She was surprised at how good it tasted. She had been eating very little the past few days, trying to save their money and making sure the boys got fed and were full and comfortable before she ate what was left. “Do you live in Denver, Mr. Sully?”
“It’s just Sully. No. No, I live about a day’s ride south, in Colorado Springs.”
“Oh, are you on business here?”
“Business? Yeah, you might say that.”
“What business are you in?” she asked curiously.
He scratched his chin. “Well, I build things from time to time. Do woodwork. I tan hide. And I’m an Indian agent.”
“Indians?” she breathed.
“You ain’t from around here, are you?” he asked with just the slightest hint of amusement in his eyes.
She lowered her eyes. “No.”
“Where ya from?”
“New York,” she said quickly. “What exactly does an Indian Agent do?”
“As little as possible, if the government has its way.” He gestured at her. “Why don’t ya lay down? It’s late.”
“Thank you for your help. You’ve been very kind.” She heard some drunkards outside just as Sully had predicted, laughing on their way home. “Does the door latch after us?” she asked.
He glanced at it. “No.” He paused a moment. “I’ll stay. I’ll stay with ya until mornin’.”
“But don’t you have to get back to Colorado Springs?”
“No, it’s all right.”
“Thank you,” she murmured as she shifted down to rest with the boys.
He slowly handed her another burlap sack to cover herself. “You’re welcome.”
* * *
Michaela was up at sunrise the next morning, anxiety over where they would go next, where they would sleep the next night, and whether she could even properly feed the boys three meals today pressing down on her. She let the boys sleep and eventually sat up, pressing her fingers to her lips and sighing.
Sully was dozing sitting up, leaning against some of the sacks of feed and folding his arms. She quietly opened her purse and fingered the few bills that were left of their money. She didn’t see how she was going to get them any further without stopping here for awhile and trying to find some work and earn some cash.
“You all right?” Sully asked softly.
She quickly met his eyes. “Hm? I’m fine.” She put the money back in her purse.
He watched her skeptically a moment. “Sleep good?”
“Yes, yes I did.” She met his eyes. “All right. I’m not all right. The truth is I need to work. I need a job. And I don‘t know this part of the country at all. I don‘t know how to find one. Would you?”
He shifted up a little. “What can ya do?”
“What can I do?” she blurted.
“Yeah. For a job.”
What she did was doctoring. But she couldn’t do that anymore. “Well, I can … I can do needlepoint. I can sew. I mean, I think I can sew. Usually Bella did most of that.”
“Bella?”
“Oh. She was the boys’ nanny.”
He wrinkled his brow. “Nanny. Well, not much call for seamstresses these days. Times are tough. Folks sew their own clothes.”
“Oh.”
Christopher stirred a little and hugged Michaela’s leg.
“Why don’t you get ’em up? I know a boarding house nearby serves up a real good breakfast.”
“Mr. Sully, I-”
“Sully,” he interrupted.
“Sully. I don’t have any money left.”
“I know,” he murmured. “I know ya don’t. Get ‘em up, we’ll go have some breakfast.”
* * *
The boys were ravenous at breakfast, eating everything in sight from the elaborate spread on the long table in the boarding house. They enjoyed bacon, sausages, scrambled eggs, buttermilk biscuits and lots of fresh milk from the cow out back. Normally Michaela would scold them and tell them to mind their manners and slow down, but she didn’t know where their next meal was coming from. She wanted them to fill up as much as they could.
“More coffee?” the boarding house woman asked as she approached Michaela and Sully.
“Yes, ma’am,” Sully said as he held up his cup.
“Yes, please,” Michaela said.
She refilled both their cups.
“Um, excuse me?” Michaela said. “Do you know of any work around here?”
“Who’s askin’?”
“I am. I’m looking for a job.”
“Only two jobs women do around these parts, dearie.”
“What’s that?”
“Teaching. I don‘t reckon you have a teaching license.”
“That’s only one. What‘s the other?” Josef spoke up.
“I expect you know what the other one is,” she said, nodding across the street. Michaela followed her gaze to a saloon across the street.
“What?” Josef pressed.
“Well … waitressing, she means,” Michaela said as the woman headed back to the kitchen.
“Oh. I don’t think you’d be so good at that, Mommy,” Christopher remarked.
Sully got up with his coffee cup and headed out to the porch. He paced for a long moment outside pensively, gazing at the road. He looked back inside where Michaela was tenderly wiping off Christopher’s hands and mouth of sticky maple syrup. Then she gave him a kiss and he giggled. He had watched her with the boys. She was good with them, seeing to all their needs and treating them like their thoughts and opinions were important and to be valued, and they adored her in turn. He could tell right off what a devoted mother she was, how powerful her bond was with the boys.
Michaela looked out the screen door and started to get curious about what Sully was doing out there.
“Here, wait here,” she told the boys as she got up. She put her napkin aside and joined him on the porch. “Sully? Are you all right?” She glanced at the boys. “I can’t thank you enough for this wonderful breakfast, for taking care of us. I‘ll pay you back, just as soon as I can.”
“Ya don’t gotta pay me back.”
“I want to.”
“I got a little girl at home, little older than Christopher,” he murmured.
“Oh? What’s her name?”
“Her name? It’s, it’s Hanna.”
“That’s a lovely name. I‘m sure she‘s a special little girl.”
“That she is. Hanna, she’s growin’ up without her ma.”
She looked at him in confusion. “I thought you said you had a wife.”
“I did. She died when Hanna was a baby.”
“Oh. I’m so sorry.”
“Truth is, townsfolk been sayin’ lately it might do some good, if, well, they think Hanna oughta have a woman in her life.”
“And you think they ought to mind their own business,” she said softly.
He smiled ever so slightly. That was exactly what he had been thinking, and this woman somehow knew it. “Yeah.” He sighed. “I don’t know if I even want to get married again. Most times, I’m fine with how things are. But I know she’s missin’ out on a lot not havin’ a ma. I been thinkin’, you need a job, and Hanna needs somebody like you around, helpin’ out. A woman.”
“You haven’t even asked me my name, Mr. Sully.”
He blinked. He never was very good at small talk. He would leave out important things, like asking someone‘s name. “I haven’t?”
“It’s Michaela Weston. But everyone calls me Mike.”
“Oh,” was all he could think to say.
“Sully, I appreciate what you’ve done for us but, but I don’t think I can marry you.”
“Marry me?” he blurted. “No, no, that ain’t what I mean.”
“Oh. What did you mean then?”
“Just, I been thinkin’. Maybe ya could come stay with us. Look after Hanna, help her with her schoolin’. Cook the meals. Maybe, make a difference.”
“Oh. You mean a companion for her.”
“Yeah. Yeah, that’s a good way to put it.”
“How much?”
He shrugged. “Dollar a week? Meals, and you and the boys can stay in the bedrooms upstairs.”
“Two dollars a week. And it’s not permanent. Only until I’ve saved enough money to go on to California. A few months at most.”
“Two dollars a week?” he said pensively. “Could you teach her her lessons? She don’t go to school. It‘s better somebody teach her at home.”
“I think I could do that. I went to college.”
“Ya did?”
“My father thought education was important no matter what your gender is.”
“All right. Ya got yourself a deal.”
She extended her hand and they shook on it.
Part II ~ Colorado Springs
Chapter Thirteen
“What’s that?” Josef asked as they passed the saloon in Colorado Springs. He and Christopher were in the back of Sully’s wagon.
“That? That’s a hotel,” Michaela said. She never took the boys to the less wealthy parts of Boston where the saloons were, even though she often went on house calls down there. She didn’t often bring them to see where she worked in Dorchester either. She certainly intended to expose them to Dorchester once they were older, but not yet. They didn’t even know what a saloon was and she wanted to keep it that way.
It was almost dark by the time they arrived in town and Michaela and the boys were very tired. But the boys perked up when they got to town, staring at all the unfamiliar buildings and people with curiosity and asking lots of questions.
“You have a lovely church. Do you like your priest?” Michaela asked.
“We don’t go to church,” Sully said.
“Don’t go to church?” she echoed, confused. She had never known someone who didn’t go to church.
“You don’t believe in God?” Josef asked curiously.
“I got my beliefs,” Sully said. “Just don’t need to be in a church to believe ‘em.”
“Look, Mama, that man has hair longer than you!” Christopher said, pointing at Hank.
Michaela pushed his hand down. Hank smiled at them and tipped his hat from the saloon porch. Michaela looked away.
“Thought Sully wasn’t gettin’ that mail order bride,” Jake remarked.
Loren gaped at Michaela. “That’s the mail order bride?”
“Where do I sign up?” Hank said with a sly grin.
“Aw, it can’t be. Mail order brides don’t come with children,” Loren said.
“Looks like Sully got a lot more than he counted on,” Hank said.
“That’s Grace’s,” Sully said. “She cooks up real good food.”
“Where?” Michaela asked. All she could see was the general store, a boarding house, and a bank.
“Through those trees,” Sully said, nodding behind the building. “It’s a café outside.”
“Oh,” Michaela said, blinking. “Oh, they have those all over Paris.”
“You been to Paris?” Sully asked.
“Well, no, but my father has. Several times.” She paused. It was natural for her to talk about her family. But she wondered if she shouldn’t say anything at all for fear she might accidentally reveal too much.
“I don’t think it’s like Paris,” Sully replied. “But it’s good food. Grace is a friend. She’s watchin’ Hanna.”
“And, um, where’s your home?” Michaela asked as they drove out of town.
“Couple miles down the road.”
“Where’s the railroad? Where would I get train tickets for when we leave?”
“Railroad? There is no railroad,” Sully said.
“No railroad?”
“They did a survey here once, but they picked Soda Springs instead.”
“I don’t understand. How do you get your mail, or travel anywhere?”
“How we always do. Stage. Sides, railroad would only bring trouble.”
“No it wouldn’t. It could bring many wonderful things.”
He gazed at her a moment. “Like what?”
“Well, like medical supplies.” She looked away. “I mean, any sort of supplies. Quicker.”
“Stage usually gets here on time.”
Christopher looked back at the town. “That’s it? Where’s the rest of it?”
“Christopher, don’t be rude,” Michaela scolded.
Sully smiled softly at him. “It’s all right. Boy from New York probably ain’t used to a town this small.”
Christopher bit his lip. He wanted to tell Sully he wasn’t from New York at all but from a much better city called Boston, but he remembered his promise to his mother to keep their secret.
“None of us are I’m afraid,” Michaela spoke up.
Sully slapped the reins. “You’ll get used to it. We’re almost home.“
* * *
“Papa!” Hanna cried as she ran out the front door as the wagon approached.
Sully climbed down from the wagon and met her halfway up the porch stairs. He picked her up, holding her close and pressing his hand to her dark hair.
“Hey, sweet girl,” he whispered. “Hey. Hey.” He kissed her cheek.
“Mm, I missed you, Papa,” she said, clasping her hands tightly around his neck.
“I missed you. So much.”
Michaela watched their reunion with emotion. Father and daughter were obviously very close. And it was so sad that he was doing all this by himself, without a mother for her. Yet she was doing the same thing now, raising her boys by herself without their father. She truly understood now how hard it could be to not have a partner to turn to in the raising of one’s child.
Grace appeared in the doorway, untying her apron.
“Miss Grace. I’m real sorry I couldn’t make it back yesterday,” Sully said.
“No harm done. Supper’s on the stove and everything went fine.”
“Good. Thank you.”
Grace eyed Michaela helping the boys down from the back of the wagon. “Oh. So, you got the mail order bride.”
“No. No, not exactly.” He cleared his throat and stepped down to Michaela’s level. “This is Mike. Her kids Josef and Chris.”
Hanna whipped her head around to look at them. Her brow narrowed skeptically.
Grace looked all the more confused.
“She’s gonna be a companion,” Sully explained. “A companion for Hanna. Teach her things, her lessons. Clean up after us. And cook.”
“Oh,” Grace said, raising her eyebrows. “Well, nice to meet you. Mike. Come by the café, any time.” She walked down to her buggy, eager to get back to Robert E. and tell him all about this particular development.
“Sully? About the cooking, I-” Michaela said softly.
“I don’t want a companion,” Hanna said firmly.
“You must be Hanna,” Michaela said. “I like your dress. It‘s pretty. I loved pretty dresses when I was your age.”
Hanna gazed at her all the more irritated. “Where’s she gonna sleep? Not in my bed!”
“Course not,” Sully said. “We got two bedrooms up there nobody‘s usin’, you know that.” When he built the homestead for Abigail when she was pregnant with Hanna, he built four bedrooms, a master bedroom for Abigail and him and three smaller ones. They had wanted a big family and he expected to fill them very shortly with children. He never counted on two of those bedrooms staying empty for so many years. In some ways, it would be nice to finally fill them.
“I do too use them,” Hanna said. “I play in there. My dollhouse is in there.”
“We’ll move it, don’t worry.”
“Dollhouse?” Christopher blurted. “You play with dolls?”
Hanna glared at him. “What do you like to play with? Probably stupid boy games!”
“I’m not stupid!” Christopher cried.
“She didn’t say you were stupid,” Josef said. “She said your games were stupid.”
“They are not!” Christopher exclaimed.
“Christopher, shh,” Michaela scolded. “Be nice.”
“She’s the one being mean! I’m being nice,” he muttered.
Sully gestured inside. “Why don’t ya come on in, put your things down?”
* * *
It had quickly become very clear Sully wasn’t much of a talker. Michaela had dished up the stew Grace left on the stove for supper. When she insisted they pray, Sully didn’t object, but he didn’t bow his head and close his eyes either. And now he and Hanna were simply eating up their stew, neither seemingly all that interested in carrying on a conversation.
Michaela looked around the room. It was very sparse, with just the dining room table, a cabinet, and a few wingback chairs. There was nothing over the mantle except for a rifle. Not even a doily. There wasn’t one painting on the bare walls. The windows didn’t have curtains. She couldn’t even find a vase in the house to put some flowers in on the supper table. The house looked like a woman had never even been in here.
“I like the stew,” Josef spoke up awkwardly.
Sully glanced at him. “Miss Grace is a good cook. We go there for supper almost every day.” He took a sip of coffee. “I figure now that you’re here, maybe we could have more meals at home.”
“Actually, I meant to talk to you about that,” Michaela said. “I don’t exactly, well, I don’t, I don’t really know how to cook.”
Hanna wrinkled her nose at her. “But you’re a girl.”
“Well, not all girls know how to cook, you see, I-”
“How do ya eat?” Sully blurted, unable to comprehend this.
“Well.” She cleared her throat. “Well, Bella would cook the meals before I got home from work. Bella, our nanny.” She stopped short. She hadn’t meant to say she worked. Sully was sure to think this was unusual for a woman and ask her where she worked and what she did. She would have to lie again. But surprisingly, he didn’t ask. He didn’t even seem curious about it.
“Oh,” was all he said. “Well, maybe ya could learn?”
“I miss Bella,” Christopher whispered sadly.
Michaela patted his hand. “I could try. Perhaps I could get a cookbook at the store.”
“I wish Miss Grace could be my companion instead of her,” Hanna muttered.
“Hey,” Sully said, glancing at her firmly.
“Well, I do,” she replied.
“Maybe it’s time ya head up to bed. Gettin’ late,” Sully said. “All three of ya.”
“Yes, Sully’s right. It’s bedtime,” Michaela said. She pushed out Christopher’s chair.
“Hanna, ya show Josef and Chris their room,” Sully said.
“Do I have to?” she replied.
He gave her a firm look.
“Yes, sir,” she whispered.
“Night, Mama,” Josef said. “Goodnight, Mr. Sully.”
“Ya can just call me Sully,” he said with a soft smile. “Goodnight.”
Christopher gave Michaela a big hug and kiss. “Night-night, Mommy. Love you.”
“I love you. I’ll come up for some cuddles in a few minutes. Get tucked in warm and we’ll have our cuddles.”
Sully watched them go. He looked at Michaela confused again. “Cuddles?”
“Hm?” she replied.
“What’s that mean, cuddles?”
“Oh. Well, usually he doesn’t fall asleep very well unless I sleep with him for a short time.” She hesitated. “Sometimes a long time. Truthfully usually he ends up in my bed.”
“How old is he?”
“Christopher? He’s four.”
“And he still sleeps with ya?”
“Yes, usually.”
“Oh,” he said, taking a sip of coffee.
“What’s that supposed to mean? ‘Oh.’”
He shrugged. “Nothin’.”
“Perhaps I could go into town tomorrow, get some things.”
He refilled his cup of coffee. “What things?”
“Well, some things to make your house feel a bit more like home. A vase for flowers. Curtains.”
He glanced at the windows. “We did just fine without curtains before.”
“And books. Hanna needs school books and school supplies. And I want to talk to the teacher.”
“I told you I don’t want her goin’ to that school.”
“I don’t mean for Hanna. I mean for Josef. He’s already missed so much school coming out here. He’s reading at the second level and doing mathematics at the third level and he loves school. He’s very advanced. Just because you don’t want to send your child to school doesn’t mean I can’t send mine.”
“What about Chris?”
“School? Well, he’s too little for school of course.”
“Folks around here send their kids to school when they’re four.”
“What? Absolutely not. He’s just a baby.”
“Might be good for him.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Ya ask him? If he wants to go to school.”
“Of course not. Of course he always wants to do what Josef does. He doesn’t know he’s not ready yet.”
“He ain’t ready, or you ain’t?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I guess ya can take the wagon. I don’t need it tomorrow,” Sully said.
Michaela hesitated. She had already told Sully she couldn’t cook; she didn’t really want to tell him she couldn’t drive either. He would find out eventually, but she would rather wait on that. “All right. Thank you.”
He got up and started stacking the dishes. Michaela got up too and put her plate atop Josef’s.
“It’s all right, I got it,” Sully said.
“Oh, no, that’s all right,” she said. “I don’t mind.” She knew how to clean up, that much she knew. She wanted to at least show him she could do that.
“I’ll do it, it’s all right,” he said softly. “Ya had a long trip. Ya look tired.”
“All right. It has been a long day.” She headed to the stairs, then paused at the base. “Sully? Goodnight.”
“G’night,” he whispered back.
* * *
“Boo, I want Boo,” Christopher sobbed quietly as Michaela rocked him on the edge of his bed. Josef tried to sleep beside them, covering his head with his pillow.
“Shh,” Michaela soothed. She had been rocking him and trying to get him to sleep for over an hour now. Christopher was nothing like Josef when it came to bedtime. Josef was usually easy to put down to sleep, he always had been. He wasn’t really a crier and he would usually fall asleep as soon as he was in bed. He didn’t require a lot of cuddling or reading or talking to settle him down. Christopher was exactly the opposite. Not only did he need his bear and a certain pillow and have the covers just right and want Michaela or Bella to sit with him, rub his back and help him fall sleep, but even when they could get him to sleep he could never stay in his own bed for long. He was almost always out of his bed in a few hours and crawling into bed with Michaela. His bedtime habits had caused conflict between Michaela and David. Michaela didn’t want to push the little boy when clearly he wasn‘t ready, whereas David thought she was coddling him and babying him and turning him into a sissy to put up with all this nonsense, as he called it.
In some ways it was a relief to be the only one making decisions now when it came to raising the boys. It meant she no longer had to fight with David over every little thing when it came to them. She could rock Christopher as long as he needed her to and David wasn’t here to scold her about it. On the other hand, she felt like she had absolutely no one to turn to when there was a problem with them, such as now.
“Boo,” Christopher bemoaned.
“You know, I think Boo’s on his own adventure just like us,” Michaela said, swallowing hard and biting back tears. “He’s on an adventure striking out on his own back in Boston. He’s probably meeting all sorts of new toys, making friends. Perhaps even a lady friend. Just like we‘re here and we‘re making new friends with Sully and Hanna and having a grand adventure out West.”
“I don’t want him to have no ven-ture,” he cried. “I want him here wid me.”
“I know, but we can‘t get him back, sweetheart,” she choked as she kept rocking him. “You have to try to sleep without him, Chrissy.”
“If I can’t have Boo can least I have Bella back?” he pleaded, looking up at her tearfully.
“Shh,” she replied. “Close your eyes. Shh.”
“I want Bella,” he whispered, sniffling.
Sully appeared in the doorway, his shirt untucked for bed and wearing socks. “He all right?” he whispered.
Michaela met his eyes and nodded. “He’s just homesick,” she whispered. “We left his bear behind. It was an accident.”
“Anything I can do?”
“No,” she whispered. “Thank you.”
He gestured at the bed. “I’ll start on some beds for ‘em in the mornin’. I got some lumber I ain‘t usin‘.”
“Sully, you don’t have to do that. We’re fine. This is a lovely room, this bed’s more than comfortable, we‘re fine, we-”
“It’s no trouble,” he interrupted. “Boy should have his own bed to sleep in. They shouldn‘t have to share.”
Her face paled and her eyes widened. “Sully,” she whispered. “Sully, there’s a coyote in the house. Right next to you.”
He wrinkled his brow. “Huh?” He glanced down. Wolf sat beside him, panting happily. “That ain’t a coyote. That’s just Wolf.”
“It’s a wolf?” she breathed, shocked.
Sully patted Wolf’s head. “He’s real gentle. He’s a friend. Ya want me to leave him with Chris tonight? Might help him feel safe.”
“Oh, no thank you, that’s not necessary.”
He gazed at Christopher a long moment as Michaela rocked him. “Hope he feels better soon. G‘night.”
“Goodnight,” she said as she shifted Christopher over her shoulder, kissed his head and kept rocking him.
* * *
“It’s time to wake up,” Michaela said softly as she opened the door to the boys’ room. They were curled up warm together, Josef’s hand resting protectively on his little brother’s chest as they slept. And beside Christopher there was Wolf, standing beside the bed and resting his head just at the little boy’s feet.
“Sully was right,” Michaela whispered to the animal. “You are a friend, aren’t you?”
Wolf whimpered a little and shifted his feet as the boys stirred.
“Bella?” Christopher called groggily.
Michaela swallowed hard. It was so painfully obvious Christopher preferred Bella over her she wondered why she had never thought much of it before. She knew that was the case, she had known since he was a baby and Bella was his first word. But that was just how it was in Boston; children often grew far more attached to nannies. They were women they could count on often more than they ever could their parents.
Michaela couldn’t blame him. She had left him so often to help David with his campaign, sometimes for long stretches of time. And when she was home she worked long hours and usually couldn’t take him with her. Like many other little boys on Beacon Hill, he had learned to count on his nanny, not his mother.
“It’s me, it’s Mommy,” Michaela said as she rubbed his chest.
“Oh. Where are we?” Christopher asked.
“In Colorado Springs, remember?”
“Where’s that?”
“Far,” Josef spoke up, stretching his arms above his head.
“Far,” Michaela admitted. She leaned over them and kissed them each. “Are you hungry? Let’s get something to eat.”
* * *
Michaela made her way down the stairs holding Josef and Christopher’s hands. She was surprised to see Sully and Hanna already up, dressed, and finishing up breakfast at the table.
“You didn’t wake us,” she said. “I could have helped with breakfast.”
“Mornin’,” Sully said as he took a sip of coffee.
“You could have woken me up, Sully. I’m afraid I’m not used to these early mornings. I don’t have a clock here.” She helped Christopher into a seat and dished him up some eggs. Josef sat beside him and poured himself some milk.
“A clock?” Sully said, sharing a confused glance with Hanna.
“You know a clock. To tell you what time it is,” Josef said.
“Cheyenne would say only a white man needs a clock to tell ya when you‘re hungry,” Sully said.
Michaela wasn’t sure whether he was making fun of her or just trying to help. “Well, perhaps tomorrow you might knock on my door when you wake up. Until I get used to this.”
He shrugged. “Sure.”
Josef picked up his fork.
“Boys, not yet. Let’s say grace,” Michaela said. She held out her hands to them and they clasped them. “Josef, your turn isn‘t it?”
Josef bowed his head. “Thank you Lord for this food. And thank you we have a good place to stay and for all your blessings. Amen.”
“Amen,” Michaela murmured. She released their hands and passed them the basket of biscuits.
Hanna was watching all three of them skeptically. Sully touched her back. “Hey. Say good mornin’ to our guests.”
“Mornin’,” she muttered.
Christopher eyed her distrustfully and crawled into Michaela’s lap. Michaela held him reassuringly. It was such a huge change for the boys staying here; she didn’t blame him for being apprehensive. And Hanna wasn’t exactly warming up to them.
Sully finished up his coffee. “There’s a Bureau conference I gotta go to tomorrow. Up in Cheyenne.”
“But Papa,” Hanna protested. “No.”
“I’m glad you’re here,” he said, gazing at Michaela sincerely. “I’m gonna be gone about a week. It was gonna be a long time to just leave her with Miss Grace. Rather she be able to stay here, at home.”
“I wanna stay with Miss Grace, not her,” Hanna muttered.
“Hey,” Sully scolded her.
“But I don’t want to stay with her, Papa. She smells funny. And Christopher’s a baby.”
Christopher whipped his head around to look at her. “I am not a baby!”
Michaela cleared her throat and put Christopher back in his chair. “Well, this’ll be a good chance for us to get to know each other, Hanna. We’ll have a good time.”
“Maybe ya shouldn’t use so much of that fancy soap,” Sully said gently. “Might start attractin’ flies.”
“What fancy soap? I’m just using the soap I always do,” Michaela blurted.
Hanna wrinkled her nose.
Sully got up and pressed his napkin to his mouth. “I got a few things to do over at the Reservation.”
Hanna got up. “I’ll come with you.”
“No, I want ya to go into town with Mike. After that you‘re gonna do schoolin’ with her,” Sully said.
“School,” she muttered. “I never had to do school before.”
He glanced at Michaela. “Now you got a good teacher. Went to college. You’re lucky to have a teacher smart as her.”
“I think you and Josef both should spend this afternoon doing your lessons, Sully‘s right,” Michaela said.
“When will you be back, Sully?” Josef asked.
He looked at him like no one had ever asked him that before. He wasn’t used to having to keep someone informed of his whereabouts. He was used to coming and going whenever he felt like it. Even with Hanna to look after he usually managed to keep his own schedule. “When will I be back?”
“Yes, should we expect you for supper?” Michaela asked.
“Supper. Yeah, sure. I’ll be back for supper.”
“Have a good day,” Michaela said.
He nodded awkwardly. He kissed Hanna’s head. “Be good,” he whispered to her. Then he headed to the door, grabbed his jacket, and headed out.
* * *
“You like gumdrops?” Brian asked Josef as their mothers shopped in the store.
“Yeah,” Josef said shyly.
“Come over and see Mr. Bray’s candy. He’s got all kinds.”
Josef hung back near Michaela, who was carrying Christopher as she looked through some cookbooks on the bookshelf. “Can I, Mama?”
She glanced down at the friendly, blond little boy just about a year older than Josef. “I don’t see why not. But don’t stick your hands in all the jars. Pick which piece you want first and then take it out.”
He smiled. “You mean I can get a piece?” he blurted.
“You may. One.”
“I want one, too,” Christopher said, squirming in Michaela’s arms.
“All right,” Michaela said. “But stay close to your brother. No running. And no going out of sight.”
“Out of sight. Mama, this store is not that big!” Christopher said as he followed the boys over to the candy.
“Hanna?” Michaela called. The little girl was quietly looking at the toy shelf. “Hanna, do you want some candy, too?”
Hanna just ignored her and picked up a top.
“This one tastes like licorice!” Brian said, climbing up onto the shelf.
“Brian, get down from there, son,” the boy’s mother scolded. “You know what happened last time.” She was looking through some of the yards of fabric with her daughter. “Those your handsome youn’uns?” she asked, shooting a kind smile at Michaela.
“Yes. Thank you,” Michaela said, smiling back.
“Charlotte. Charlotte Cooper.” She extended her hand and they shook. “This is Colleen. And Matthew’s somewhere around here.”
“Gone over to the immigrant camp to see Ingrid,” Colleen said with a roll of her eyes.
“My youngest, that’s Brian,” Charlotte said. “The one with the sweet tooth.”
“I’m Michaela Weston,” she said. “And that’s Josef and Christopher.”
“Hear tell you’re living over at the Sully homestead,” Charlotte remarked.
“Word travels fast.”
“In this town, quicker than scat.”
Michaela pulled out another book helplessly. “I didn’t know he would have so many cookbooks to choose from. I don’t know which one I should get.”
Charlotte selected a brown leather book. “A New System of Domestic Cookery. This is the one I have over at my boarding house. Saw me through many a meal when I was first learnin’.”
“Oh, you cook?”
“I sure do. Every single night. Try the apple pie recipe. Best you ever tasted.”
Michaela added the book to her basket. “I’ll do that, thank you.” She went over to the next shelf and looked over the vases. She selected the prettiest one and put it carefully in her basket.
“So, where’s Sully?” Charlotte asked.
“Sully? He said he had to go to the Reservation.”
“Your first day here and he left you all alone?”
She shrugged. “I’m all right. We‘re fine.”
Loren came down the stairs. “Couldn’t find any more doilies. Sorry.”
“What about this one?” Charlotte asked, grasping the doily that was under the vase Michaela selected.
“That’s not for sale,” he retorted. “That’s for display purposes.”
“Oh, Loren. You can get another doily. Sides, the Sully place needs it.”
“Fine, but I‘ll have to charge you extra,” Loren grumbled, grabbing the doily. “Anything else you need? Miss?”
“Just some of your penny candy,” she said, glancing at the boys.
Loren added up all the supplies in her crate with his pencil. “All comes to twenty-two dollars, forty-three cents.” He didn’t like people he didn’t know touching everything in his store and loitering around a long time. But he did like making a good sale. And this stranger from the East seemed to have no problem spending money.
Michaela opened her purse and took out the cash, counting it out.
“Where’s your buckboard?” Charlotte asked.
“Buckboard?” she blurted.
“Your wagon. We’ll help you carry this out. Colleen, get that crate there.”
“Actually, I, we, we walked,” Michaela said shyly.
“Walked?” Charlotte blurted. “You walked these three youn’uns all the way to town? I oughta wring Sully’s neck. Why didn’t he give you the wagon?”
“He did. But the truth is I don’t know how to drive.”
Charlotte slowly smiled. “Oh. Well, at least that can be fixed.”
“I was going to ask Sully to teach me.” She cleared her throat. “That is, when I tell him I can’t drive.”
“Hey! Get your grubby little hands….” Loren said, storming over to the boys. He lifted Christopher down from the candy jars.
“Hey!” Christopher cried. “Let go of me!”
Michaela spun around. “Let go of him!”
“Nobody’ll want any candy he puts his fingers all over,” Loren said.
“Christopher, I told you not to put your hand in every jar,” Michaela scolded.
“I wanted to smell ‘em,” he said. “How do I know which one to pick I don’t smell ‘em?”
“Oh, for heaven sake. Come on.” She picked him up. “Josef, Hanna. It’s time to go.”
“I’ll give you a ride home,” Charlotte said. “Over here.” She shielded her eyes and looked down the street. “Matthew! You apple-polish that girl anymore you’ll be able to comb your hair in the reflection. Get over here.”
Matthew gave Ingrid a kiss and jogged down the street.
“This is the widow Weston and her young’uns. We need to give them a lift to the Sully place.”
“Yes, ma’am. So you’re the mail order bride.” He climbed up onto the seat and grabbed the reins.
“No,” Michaela said defensively. “No, we’re not getting married. I‘m just helping him out.” She lifted Christopher into the back and Josef and Hanna climbed in. “On a temporary basis.”
“Folks in town ain’t gonna like a woman livin’ over there. Not if you don’t marry him,” Charlotte remarked.
“Oh?” Michaela blurted. “But I’m more sort of a servant. In New York servants always live in the home. Our nanny lived with us.”
“Her name was Bella,” Christopher said. “I miss her so, so much.” He frowned. “Can’t I send her a letter, Mama? You can help me.”
“Hush, we‘ll talk about it later,” Michaela scolded.
“That’s New York, you‘re in Colorado Springs now and here, folks don‘t live together unless they‘re married,” Charlotte said with a raise of her eyebrows. “If you’re livin’ there anyway why not marry him? Sully could use a woman like you.” She smiled softly. “And Hanna.”
“Marry him?” Michaela chuckled. “I don’t think so. No, I don’t think we’d make a good marriage at all. No, this is fine the way it is. Like I said, it‘s temporary. We‘re on our way to California.”
“Can I come with you, Ma?” Brian asked. “I finished my chores.”
“Go on, get in back,” Charlotte said. “Colleen, you stay around here and start the bread for supper.”
“Yes, ma‘am,” she said obediently, heading off to the boarding house.
Charlotte climbed up and sat on the crate next to the seat as Matthew headed the wagon out of town.
Michaela glanced back at the store. “I don’t think Mr. Bray was very fond of us.”
“Oh, that’s just Loren,” Charlotte replied. “He’s a bitter man. You think he doesn’t like you, you should see how he feels about Sully.”
“Sully? What did Sully do to him?”
“Took his daughter away. Loren blames him for Abigail‘s death.”
“Loren was Abigail’s father?” Michaela breathed. “But, that makes him Hanna’s grandfather.”
“That’s right.”
She glanced back at the little girl, who was giggling at a joke Brian was telling them.
“But he acted like he didn’t even know Hanna.”
“And she doesn’t know him. I mean, I think she knows he’s her grandfather. But he doesn’t treat her like a grandchild. Doesn’t even talk to her. Loren never did want Hanna around. She looks so much like her mother; maybe it’s just too hard on him.”
“But Hanna could use family. It must be so lonely all the time with just the two of them out at the homestead. She could use all the family she could get.”
“Well, nobody’s been able to reason with Loren about that. Not even Dorothy.”
“Who’s Dorothy?”
“Loren’s wife’s sister. She moved in to help out Loren after Maude passed on couple years back. You’ll like her. She‘s good to Hanna.”
“So much sadness. No wonder he acts the way he does.”
“You’re the first person ever showed sympathy for Loren. Most folks think he’s just a mean old man.”
“Well, there’s usually a reason when people aren‘t happy.”
Josef pointed at a tree. “Look, Brian. That’s an oak. I learned about it in my book.”
“Charlotte? How do I enroll Josef in school? What forms do I need to fill out?”
“Well, that’s easy. Just bring him over to the schoolhouse in the morning. Miss Olive’ll take him right in. You don‘t need to fill out anything.”
“Good. I want him to start school here.”
“For somebody who ain’t stayin’ long, you sure are puttin’ down a lot of roots.”
“Am I really going to school, Mama?” Josef asked, standing up. “Tomorrow?”
She smiled at him. “Tomorrow.”
“Good, you can sit next to me!” Brian cried.
Michaela smiled. “Your son’s very kind to him. He’s his first friend.”
“Brian’s always been like that. Can’t reckon where he gets it from.”
“From you, perhaps,” Michaela said with a soft smile. “And you’re my first friend.”
Charlotte smiled and patted her hand. “Glad to be it.”
* * *
“Two cups,” Michaela said as she studied the cookbook with a wrinkled brow. She added the flour to the large mixing bowl.
Christopher and Josef sat at the other end of the table, chins on their hands, watching all this in fascination. They had never seen their mother cook before. She hardly ever even went into the kitchen at home.
“A pinch of salt.” She stared at the book. “One finger or two fingers?” She rubbed away the dusting of flour from the page. Then with a shrug she added a good amount of salt. Better to have too much than not enough. “A spoonful of lard,” she read on, gaining confidence. She smiled at the boys and dished up some of the thick fat from a jar, adding it to the bowl. “Cut neatly until pea size.” She brushed off the book again. “Pea size?” She grabbed a knife and pushed around the contents of the bowl a little.
Josef sniffed the air. “Um, Mama? I think something’s burning.”
She glanced at the stove. It was smoking. “Oh!” She abandoned the knife and rushed to the stove, pulling open the hot door with her apron and pulling out the pan. The bread was charred black and smoking.
“Uh-oh,” Christopher said.
Josef couldn’t help letting out a little giggle. Michaela put the bread on top of the stove helplessly.
“I don’t think we’re going to have that for dinner,” she said.
Josef and Christopher looked at each other and burst into more giggles and Michaela joined them. She glanced across the room at Hanna. She was quietly playing with her doll in one of the wingback chairs, refusing to join them.
Sully opened the door and hung up his jacket.
“Papa’s home!” Hanna squealed, running to him.
He hugged her with a smile. Then his smile faded as he looked at the sitting room. The mantle was covered in a beautiful lacy doily, on top of which was a little china doll figurine. Lace curtains had been hung on all the windows. There was a woven carpet on the floor. A pretty lamp and more doilies were on the table between the wingback chairs. There were a few light green pillows on the chairs. And there were paintings on the walls, one of a ship and the other of a young woman reading a book.
“What is all this?” he blurted.
“Sully,” Michaela said cheerfully. “Welcome home. I was just … I was starting dinner.” She put her towel aside awkwardly. “Or trying to at least.”
“Where’d ya get all that?” he asked, coming into the kitchen. The kitchen too was transformed. The shelves were fully stocked with canned goods, and there were two crates full of fresh fruit and vegetables. There was a new lamp hanging above the table and flowers on the counter. In short, the house looked like home.
“Ya found all that at Loren’s?”
“What? Oh. Yes, he had some lovely paintings did you see? All of that for only twenty-two dollars. In New York it would have cost three times that.”
“Twenty-two dollars?” he blurted. “You spent a week of my salary on paintings and doilies?”
Her smile faded. “You said I could buy what I wanted.”
“I didn’t know ya were gonna spend a week’s salary. Is somethin’ burnin’?”
“She’s tryin’ to cook too and she burned the bread,” Hanna announced.
“He had seed, too. I thought perhaps I could start a garden out back. I had a small garden at home,” Michaela went on.
“Soil’s too rough for a garden.”
“Oh, and I met Charlotte Cooper. She was very kind. She said Josef can start school tomorrow. As for Hanna I got her some readers and other school supplies.”
“Charlotte says ya didn’t take the wagon. I saw her in town.”
She shifted uncomfortably. “No, no we didn’t. It was a nice day, I thought the walk would do us good and-”
“Why didn’t ya tell me ya can’t drive?”
She swallowed. “I don’t know. I suppose I …. I didn’t want you to think I was helpless.”
“Far as I can tell ya are helpless,” he muttered.
“I can learn,” she said stubbornly. “I can learn to drive. And I’m already learning to cook. I bought a book. I’ll learn what I need to know.”
“Maybe this weren’t such a good idea.”
“Sully, I need this job. I promise I‘ll do better. Just give me a chance.”
“We’ll have to talk about it later. I gotta catch the train tomorrow morning for Wyoming.”
“You still have to go? Can’t we get rid of her first?” Hanna demanded.
“Get your hat,” Sully told her. “We’ll go into town, get supper at Grace’s.”
Michaela touched Josef’s shoulder. “Boys, go find your jackets.”
Sully looked in the bowl at the mess Michaela had made. He had never seen a woman more out of place in the kitchen. Even he was better suited to the kitchen than she was. He had a lot of practice cooking up simple things for Hanna over the years.
“Sully?” she whispered. “I’m sorry I burned supper.”
He picked up the cookbook a moment, then met her eyes. “Not everything ya need to know comes from a book.” He smiled ever so softly at her, and she knew he wasn’t truly angry at her. “Get your shawl.”
* * *
Michaela felt David’s strong, powerful hands around her neck. He pushed her against the wall and squeezed until she couldn’t breathe. As she lost oxygen, the room felt like it was spinning out of control. She saw Josef and Christopher standing off to the side, stretching their arms toward her plaintively and crying for her, but they were frozen in place. She looked at them helplessly and wanted with every fiber to break away from David and run to them, but his grip was relentless.
Michaela shot up in bed, gasping for air. She looked around the dark room, slowly realizing where she was and that it had all been a nightmare. She rubbed her neck and panted. She looked beside her. Christopher had crawled into bed with her sometime during the night while she was asleep, and he was curled up sound asleep hugging a pillow. She tenderly caressed his back and then leaned down and kissed his shoulder. Then carefully, she got out of bed, put on her bathrobe, and headed into the hallway. The house was dark and quiet, all of the family still asleep.
She went downstairs and walked into the kitchen, quietly taking down a glass from one of the shelves and pumping herself some water. She drank down several gulps of it, then refilled the glass and drank some more. Then finally she put the glass aside and clutched the counter, taking a deep, cleansing breath.
She felt a hand on her shoulder and she bolted around with a startled cry.
Sully gazed at her in confusion. “Sorry. Did I scare ya?”
“No,” she murmured. “No, no. I’m fine.”
He eyed her skeptically a moment. “You all right? You sick?”
She tried to smile. “Oh, no. I was just thirsty.”
He folded his arms and gazed at her a moment longer.
“What are you doing up?” she finally asked.
“Gotta get an early start,” he murmured. “Train in Denver leaves at eight o’clock.”
“Oh, that’s right. I forgot,” she replied, pressing her fingers to her forehead. Sully told her yesterday he was going to leave before sunup that she shouldn’t worry about getting up with him. “I remember now.”
He went over to the kitchen table and she suddenly realized he had laid out his pack and bedroll there. He put on his pack and looped the bedroll rope over his head. “Best get goin’.”
“Good luck at the conference,” she whispered.
He gazed into her eyes a long moment. “Thank you for lookin’ after Hanna.”
“You’re welcome.”
Chapter Fourteen
“This is Josef Weston,” Michaela said as she stood with the children on the school porch.
“Josef, welcome to our school,” Olive said. “I’m Miss Olive.”
“Good morning,” he said politely.
Hanna leaned against the school wall and watched the other schoolchildren playing outside. Christopher poked her and she poked him back.
“I got him some books and some paper,” Michaela said as she handed him his school supplies and lunch. “He’s doing mathematics at the second level.”
“Good. We’re starting division today. Josef, would you like a seat right up front? Next to Brian Cooper.”
He glanced up at Michaela for approval and she nodded with a smile. “Go on. Have a good first day.”
Josef hugged her and went inside.
“Bye, Josef!” Christopher called.
Michaela glanced inside the schoolhouse and watched him find his seat.
“He’ll be fine. School lets out at three,” Olive said.
“Thank you, Miss Olive.” She grasped Christopher’s hand. “Come on, let’s head back.”
Christopher squeezed her hand. “I want that seat right up front, too, Mommy.”
“Not yet. You’ll go to school next year,” Michaela said. She glanced behind her and realized Hanna was still watching the children. “Hanna, come on. Time to go.”
Hanna reluctantly headed after them.
* * *
“Maybe you gotta, I don’t know, talk to it,” Christopher suggested as he stood beside Michaela. She was sitting on the milking stool, the cow’s udder in her hand, squeezing it with all her might.
“Talk to it?” she blurted. She squeezed again, holding her breath from the effort. Not a drop of milk came out.
“Yeah, like this.” Christopher approached the cow. “Now, cow, time to give us some milk. We’re thirsty!”
The cow mooed at him and Christopher jumped a full foot backwards. “We should go back to town and get Mrs. Cooper. She’ll help,” he suggested.
“No, no let’s not bother her. I can do this.”
Hanna walked into the barn with the basket of eggs. She paused and watched mother and son struggle to try to milk the cow.
“Her name’s Bessie,” Hanna said softly.
Michaela quickly looked up. “Oh, Hanna. I didn’t know that. Thank you.”
“Now see here, Bessie,” Christopher said, approaching the cow again. “You gotta give us some milk.”
“What are you doing?” Hanna blurted.
“Talking to her,” Christopher said defensively. “So she’ll give us some milk.”
“That’s not how you get milk, silly. You mean you don’t know how to milk a cow?” Hanna said in disbelief.
“No,” Michaela admitted. “I never did this before.”
“How did you get milk at your house?”
“A tall man with a mustache brings it in bottles. He leaves it on the doorstep,” Christopher explained. “Then we give him back the bottles.”
“Milk from a man with a mustache?”
“Well, he must get it from a farm nearby,” Michaela said. “The farmers milk the cows and fill the bottles and he brings it to us.”
Hanna slowly approached them. “You have to pinch it.”
“Pinch it?” Michaela echoed.
“Yeah, you pinch off the top with your fingers.” She got a little closer. “Here, like this.” She pressed her little thumb and forefinger together across the top of the udder and then squeezed it with her other fingers. A stream of warm white milk went into the bucket.
“Hey, how’d you do that?” Christopher blurted.
Michaela tried to mirror what Hanna did and still not a drop came out for her.
“You have to squeeze off the top really hard,” Hanna instructed further.
Michaela gave it another try and a little bit of milk went into the bucket. She burst into a smile. “I did it! Christopher, I did it!” She squeezed again and more milk came out.
Christopher leaped into the air. “Yea, Mommy! Yea, Bessie!”
Michaela grabbed another udder and boldly milked with two hands. “I’m doing it. Look.”
Hanna let loose a little smile. “You’re pretty good,” she murmured. “I mean, since you just learned.”
“Howdy, everybody,” Charlotte said cheerfully as she came into the barn. She had a cured large side of ham tucked under her arm. Matthew trailed behind her. “We brought over supper. It’s hard to ruin ham.”
“You didn’t have to do that, Charlotte,” Michaela said.
“Josef’s doin’ just fine at school, I stopped by there because Brian forgot his lunch,” she said.
“Oh, good, thank you.”
“Well, let’s get your wagon hitched. Time for a driving lesson.”
“Now?” Michaela blurted.
“Now. Matthew‘ll keep an eye on the youn‘uns. Matthew, you chop up some wood for the widow Weston now, ya hear? That wood pile‘s getting awful low and I don‘t suppose Sully bothered to show her how to use an axe.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Come on, let’s go, Mike. Now,” Charlotte said.
Michaela got up and brushed her hands off. “All right. Now.”
* * *
“You don’t have to hold the reins so tight,” Charlotte instructed. “Let the horse do what he wants.”
Michaela reluctantly eased her grip on the reins as she drove the wagon down the dusty road. “I’m not used to letting anyone do what they want.”
“You’ll get used to it. Things are a lot different out here.”
“Charlotte? How did Sully’s wife die?”
“Abigail? She died giving birth.” She sighed. “I was there. I’m the town midwife.”
“I didn’t know you were a midwife, too.”
“I’ve spanked the behinds of half the children in Colorado Springs, it’s true. But there was nothing I could do for Abigail. What that girl needed was a doctor. By the time we got to Denver it was too late.”
“You don’t have a doctor here?”
“We tried to get one once. Put advertisements in all the papers. Even as far away as back East, Boston even. But nobody ever answered.” She shrugged. “I reckon not much of a living a big city doctor could make out here. Folks out here mostly trade in chickens, sides of mutton.”
“But surely there’s so many needy people out here whom a doctor could truly help.”
“Jake, that’s the town barber; he does most of the lancing and suturing around here. I help out when women have the need. Anything else you have to go to Denver.”
“That’s how Abigail died. She had to go all the way to Denver.” She sighed.
“Little Hanna was fine though,” Charlotte replied. “Never seen a stronger, healthier babe. And so beautiful.”
“What did Sully do? I mean, he had an infant to look after all by himself.”
“That’s a long story.”
“What do you mean?”
“Loren and Maude, that’s Abigail’s ma, they said he should give her up, they would look after her and adopt her. Men just don’t raise babies all by themselves, not out here and I suspect not back East either. But Sully didn’t listen to any of that. He aimed to keep her and took off with her at first. Made Loren and Maude just furious. They put notices in the newspapers for kidnapping, offering a reward.”
“He’s her father. I suppose he can take her where he wants to.”
“That’s probably why the marshal never did pay those notices no mind. Sully finally came back a couple years later. Maude was passed on by then. Turned out he’d been living with the Cheyenne Indians, had to come back to town when the soldiers moved them to the Reservation. Loren hasn‘t spoken to him, or Hanna, since.”
Michaela’s eyes widened. “He lived with the Cheyenne? He and the baby? So that’s how he became so involved.”
“Lord knows how he ended up with them. And it’s a miracle that poor child didn’t turn into a savage herself.”
“No, she’s not a savage. She’s not a savage at all. She’s beautiful and sweet and …” She trailed off. “I just wish she didn’t resent me so much.”
Charlotte eyed her a long moment. “Well, she’ll warm up. Its Sully’s fault for never letting her go anywhere or be with anybody else. No wonder she doesn’t trust anybody. Sides, I don’t think it’s you that‘s really bothering her. I think she just don’t like the idea of anybody else in her father’s life.”
Michaela turned the wagon carefully around a slight bend in the road. “Why does he do that? Keep her so isolated?”
“I don’t know. Sully’s a strange man. Maybe, maybe he feels like when he trusted Abigail to the care of other folks, she died. Folks like me. Ease up on those reins there, good.”
“I’m sure he doesn’t blame you.”
“Maybe he does and maybe he doesn’t. But ever since she died, you can’t get two words out of that man.”
“He is awfully quiet. I thought it was just me.”
“Don’t let that fool you. Just because he’s not talking don’t mean his mind’s not going. He’s got lots of thoughts and opinions up in that head if you can get it out of him. Strong ones at that.”
“Yes, I know that, too. Do you think I can help them? I mean, truly help them?”
“I think you should just worry about yourself. Otherwise you’ll just end up disappointed.”
Michaela sighed and gave the reins a light flick as they headed back home.
* * *
“No,” Christopher said as he crouched under the kitchen table. Josef was doing his homework at the table, ignoring him, and Hanna was playing in the other room.
“Christopher,” Michaela said, squatting down and holding out her hand. “Come on, it’s late. Sweetheart, you have to have your bath.”
“No. Only Bella gives me baths!”
“Mommy’s doing it now.”
“No!”
“You can’t just go without a bath forever!”
“Yes I can.”
“No, you can’t.” She grasped his arms and pulled him out.
He screamed. “No, you’re hurting me! Mommy, you’re hurting me! I want Bella! No!” He kicked his legs fiercely.
“Chris, will you hush up?” Josef said with a sigh.
Christopher kicked harder. “Bella!”
“Stop it! Enough!” Michaela cried. She carried him over to the tub and put him in the water.
Christopher burst into tears. “No. No. I want Bella. I want Bella back. Please, please! Bella. Bella! Bella!”
Michaela felt like crying herself. Her little boy didn’t want her or his father or his grandmother. He was crying for his nanny, for the hired help. She kept remembering David’s words to her just before he dislocated her shoulder, that Christopher and Josef didn‘t know what a mother really was. David was deliberately trying to be cruel and she had tried not to let that get to her. But deep down she wondered.
Defeated, Christopher stopped thrashing and finally let Michaela give him the bath, sobbing quietly the whole time.
* * *
“I know you miss her,” Michaela said softly as she stroked Christopher’s hair in bed. He was curled up on his side hugging his blanket. “But Mommy can do anything Bella can. You just have to give me a chance.”
Christopher hugged the blankets tighter, not replying. Josef was already asleep, exhausted from school. Wolf sat quietly beside the bed. It was almost as if he could sense when Christopher needed his protection most.
“Sweetheart, I promise I‘ll try my very hardest to do everything as good as she did.”
“Go away,” Christopher muttered.
She let out her breath with frustration. “She was just a servant, Christopher. For God sake.”
“You don’t understand,” he retorted.
“I know that’s the life you’re used to. I know. I do understand that,” she said tearfully. “I understand you’re used to Mommy being at work and Bella being with you. And I know perhaps it’s scary for that to be changing. It’s scary for me, too. Chrissy, I promise we‘ll make this work. Somehow. But we have to work together. We have to be on the same team.”
“I wanna go home,” he whimpered.
She let out a sigh and kissed his head. “I love you. I love you so much. Get some rest, all right?”
* * *
“Sound it out,” Michaela encouraged as she sat at the table with Hanna, a first level reader open in front of them.
Hanna stared at the sentence, perplexed.
“It’s all right, you can try,” Michaela said.
Christopher was slowly laying out his alphabet cards on the table, watching this.
Michaela was quickly realizing that Hanna was even more behind than Sully had made her out to be. Arithmetic hadn’t gone very well at all, she didn’t seem to have any interest in a history lesson, and now she was struggling to read even the simplest of sentences. “Well, let’s start small. What’s the first word? How about the first letter?”
Hanna squinted at the book, still not answering.
“Don’t you even know your letters?” Christopher asked. “You’re six!”
“Be quiet,” Hanna retorted.
“You don’t know your letters,” Michaela whispered. “Hanna, why didn’t you tell me?”
“I don’t want to do school and I don’t want to read and I really don’t want you to be my teacher!” Hanna cried. She slammed the book shut and ran outside.
“Even I know my letters,” Christopher remarked as he turned over another card.
“Christopher, we need to be patient with her,” Michaela told him. “Not every child is as lucky as you to have a mommy and a nursemaid teach you things all the time.”
“Didn’t Sully teach her anything?”
“He’s taught her lots of things,” Michaela said. “Just, not this.”
Josef came in the door and Michaela brightened. “Sweetheart, you’re home. How was school?”
He quietly hung up his jacket and put his lunch pail on the table. “What’s wrong with Hanna? She went running off to the barn.”
“She’s mad because she’s dumb,” Christopher explained.
“She’s not dumb,” Michaela said as she closed the reader. “She just, school’s always hard when you’re first starting.”
“Not for Josef,” Christopher announced. “He’s really smart and knew how to read even when he was in your tummy, right, Mommy?” He giggled.
Josef slowly approached her, holding a small piece of paper.
“What’s this?” Michaela asked. He handed it over. Michaela opened it up, quickly reading it. “A fight? You got in a fight? Josef, it‘s only your fourth day of school.”
“You’re supposed to sign it,” he murmured.
“Who did you get in a fight with? What about?”
He shrugged.
“Did you get him?” Christopher asked curiously, sitting on his knees. “Did you get him good?”
“Hush,” Michaela scolded.
“I wanna go to school. I don’t want to miss the next fight,” Christopher said.
“There will be no next fight; do you understand me, Josef Lewis?” Michaela said.
“It’s Josef Weston, remember?” he retorted.
“Josef,” she said sternly. “No more fights.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he whispered.
“Good. Now change out of your school clothes. We need to start supper.”
* * *
“Here’s some people over here,” Charlotte said as she tried to introduce Michaela and the boys to some townsfolk outside church. The townsfolk turned their backs on them. “Oh, well, here’s some over here. Good morning.”
Michaela heard some women whispering about her living with Sully, the fancy dress she wore and the boys’ wool suits.
Charlotte cleared her throat awkwardly. “Well, I brought a big picnic with plenty to spare. Why don’t you join us?”
“Can we, Mama?” Josef asked, eager to spend more time with Brian.
“Thank you, Charlotte. We’d love to,” Michaela said, putting her arm around him. She looked behind her where she thought Hanna was. But to her surprise, the little girl was gone. “Hanna?” she called.
“There she is,” Christopher said, pointing at the cemetery. Hanna was lingering outside the gate.
Michaela guided Josef and Christopher toward Charlotte. “Help Mrs. Cooper set up the picnic, all right?” She walked over to the gate. “Hanna?” she called. “Hanna?”
The little girl turned around.
“We’re having a picnic,” Michaela said. “Are you hungry?”
“I have to do this first,” Hanna said.
“Do what?”
Hanna shrugged. “I don’t know. Just, we have to. We always come here on Sundays.”
“You and your father?” Michaela asked softly, touching her shoulder.
Hanna nodded. “I think he really misses my mama. We always come here and he talks to her.”
“Do you like doing that?” Michaela asked perceptively.
Hanna ran her fingers absently along the fence. “She died when I was little. Papa won’t tell me but … I think maybe, she died ‘cause I got born. Maybe … I killed her.”
“No,” Michaela breathed. “No, Hanna, that wasn’t your fault, you know that don’t you? That just happens sometimes, sometimes things go wrong when a mommy has a baby. It‘s not your fault. It‘s not your fault.”
Hanna sighed.
Michaela tenderly touched her shoulder. “You know, if you don’t want to visit her grave this Sunday, it’s all right. We can just have a fun picnic and visit another time.”
“Really?” she whispered, her eyes lighting up with hope.
Loren came over with Olive, her arm threaded with his.
“Really. Go on,” Michaela said.
Hanna gave her a soft smile and ran off to join Christopher and Josef to play.
Michaela boldly approached Loren. “Good morning, Mr. Bray. Miss Olive.”
“You two done here yet?” Loren asked.
“Loren,” Olive scolded.
“Yes, we’re done. I don’t see why a little girl needs to keep visiting someone she doesn’t even remember. I don’t think it’s healthy for her.”
“Oh, you don’t, do you?” Loren said.
“She’s a wonderful little girl, Mr. Bray. If you just got to know her,” Michaela said. “She doesn’t have a mother, but she still has a grandfather.”
“I knew when Abigail took up with Sully it would come to a bad end,” Loren replied. “Now he’s payin’. Except, I gotta pay, too.”
“And why does Hanna have to pay?” Michaela retorted. “You and Sully are still grieving five years later and forcing her to do the same. She should play with other children her age and spend time with you and your wife and you, Miss Olive, and be carefree.”
“What do you know about grieving?” Loren retorted. “Get out of here. This don‘t concern you.”
“Oh, Loren, she’s just trying to help, she-”
“Come on, Olive,” Loren said firmly. He led Olive inside the cemetery and Michaela sighed, watching them go.
* * *
“Christopher, stop. Don’t pull her hair,” Michaela called across the yard. She was hoeing away at the rough, rocky soil, trying desperately to begin some kind of garden out of it. She looked up a moment later. “Hanna, don’t pinch him!”
“He did it first!” Hanna cried from the porch.
“I did not. She pinched me!” Christopher shouted. They were crouched over the checkerboard with Josef, but Hanna and Christopher were like oil and water and trying to play a game together was just asking for trouble.
Michaela feared she would be refereeing the two youngest children’s squabbles all afternoon if they kept going like this. “Why don’t you help me in the garden? Help get the rocks.”
Sully came galloping up on his horse and Hanna forgot the checkers and her fight with Christopher and raced down the steps.
Sully dismounted and drew her into a big hug. “Missed ya. How‘d it go?”
Hanna looked toward the garden a moment. She remembered earlier today when Michaela let her play instead of visiting her mother‘s grave. “It was … it was all right, Papa.”
“Why don’t ya take him into the barn, huh?”
“Yes, sir.” She grabbed Buck’s reins and led him toward the barn.
Sully spotted Michaela in the garden and walked over to her.
“You’re home a day early,” she remarked.
“I road all night,” he replied.
“You let her handle your horse like that?”
“Hanna? Buck’s real gentle. Wouldn’t hurt a fly. What are those clothes?”
“What clothes?”
He glanced at Christopher and Josef. They were wearing the finest vests and ties he had ever seen. “The boys. Those suits.”
She shielded her eyes. “What? Oh, they’re church clothes.”
“Church clothes? What ya got ‘em in church clothes for?”
“We went to church this morning of course. It is Sunday. The Reverend gave a nice sermon and the children played with Brian and Colleen Cooper.”
“Ya took Hanna, too?”
“Yes, of course I did.”
“She don’t go to church.”
“She does now. She loved Sunday school. How was your trip?”
“She learn anything? You teach her her lessons?” He folded his arms. “Ya get around to doin’ anythin’ I asked ya to do with her?”
She sighed impatiently. “Yes, she learned something as a matter of fact. Why didn’t you tell me she doesn’t even know her letters?”
“I told ya she needed schoolin’.”
“I embarrassed her. I didn’t know she had no idea how to read.” She wiped away a stray hair from her face. “Sully, why won’t Mr. Bray talk to her? She’s his grandchild.”
“You can figure it out. Ya went to college, didn’t ya?” he muttered.
“He can’t possibly put all the blame on an innocent child for his daughter’s death.”
“He don’t just blame her. He blames me, too. He never wanted anything to do with us.”
“We could talk to him. Convince him to talk to Hanna, spend time with her. It would be good for both of them.”
“You can’t change people,” he retorted. “Ya think ya can just go up to them and tell ‘em this is what you’re gonna do and they will, but they won‘t.”
She gazed back at him, faltering. “I don’t know. I don’t know how I was going to do it.”
“How do you know I even want her to see him?”
She looked at him a moment. “I don’t know. I just knew.”
He swallowed, gesturing at the rocky ground. “I told ya soil ain’t good out here for a garden.”
“It won’t be easy but I’m going to plant one,” she said stubbornly.
“It’ll take ya months.”
“I have months,” she replied, hoeing all the harder.
* * *
“It was this big boat called an ark,” Hanna explained as she sat in Sully’s lap in the wingback chair. Michaela and the boys were washing up the last of the supper dishes in the kitchen. “And there were lots of animals inside. Did you know that, Pa?”
“Yeah. Heard somethin’ about that.” He smoothed her hair from her forehead lovingly, gazing at her.
“Papa? What‘s wrong?” she asked.
“Nothin’. Just missed ya.”
“You know who Chris misses? Bella.”
“Bella?”
She fingered the beads around his neck absently. “She’s this lady that took care of him in New York. He cries every day for her like a baby. He doesn‘t even want Mike. He wants Bella.”
He glanced at the kitchen. “Well, it’s all right to miss folks we love.”
Michaela came back into the room. “It’s getting late. I think you children should head up to bed.”
The boys hugged her and Hanna reluctantly gave her a little wave.
“I’ll come up and tuck you in, all right? Brush your teeth.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Josef said as they headed up the stairs.
She took a seat in the other chair. “I want to bring her to Sunday school again next week if that’s all right.”
“Fine,” he replied.
“And I’m not taking her to that cemetery just so she can lay flowers on a headstone for a woman she’s never even met.”
Sully felt anger tighten his chest. “Ya stay out of that.”
“It was six years ago, Sully.”
“She was her mother, don’t you forget that,” he retorted.
“Hanna hasn’t forgotten. How can she? You remind her all the time.”
He got up. “Six years from now, you gonna forget your husband?” he demanded.
She swallowed hard. She glanced at the staircase. “No,” she whispered.
“Then you understand why I gotta take her to her grave,” he murmured.
“I understand no one will let that child have a normal life, least of all you,” she said defiantly.
He pointed his finger at her. “Normal? Look at your kids. They don’t know nothin’ about anything. Waited on hand and foot. And you never even been alone with ‘em until now, always had a nursemaid do everything.”
“That’s not true,” she said angrily, rising to her feet. “Bella was an excellent nursemaid; we had very good servants, that don’t mean we’re helpless.”
“Hanna says Chris misses her every day. What does that tell ya?”
“That tells me he was well cared for! How dare you. You know nothing about any of this!” She narrowed her brow. “Hanna blames herself, did you know that? She thinks she killed her mother.”
“Course she don’t.”
“Oh, yes she does. She told me. You don’t even know your own daughter!”
“You know nothin’ about us,” he said firmly. He spun around and headed briskly out the front door.
* * *
“But he ain’t missed a Sunday since she died. You actually told Sully that Hanna wasn’t going to visit that cemetery anymore?” Charlotte blurted.
“Yes. I suppose I did,” Michaela said.
“I bet my bottom dollar you shook him right up.” She dusted her rolling pin with flour in her kitchen.
“He was angry with me to say the least.” She sighed.
“Sully’s the one who wanted a mother for her. He got what he asked for.”
“I’m not her mother. I’m just helping out.”
“Sounds like Sully don’t exactly like your ideas about what it means to help out.”
“I can’t just sit there and watch that little girl suffer, Charlotte. Her grandfather acts like she doesn‘t even exist, Sully’s always making her mourn some woman she never even knew. No one’s ever talked to her about Abigail’s death and all this time she’s been thinking it was her fault. She doesn’t have any friends or anyone.”
“She’s got a friend now. You,” Charlotte said with a soft smile. “What you said took guts. Man can’t ignore that.“ She handed her a cup. “Tea?”
“Thank you.“ Michaela took the cup and found a seat in a chair. “Charlotte? How did your husband die?”
She took a sip of tea. “He didn’t. Far as I know, he’s alive and kicking somewhere.”
She looked at her in confusion. “They call you Widow Cooper.”
“Well, that’s just the townsfolks’ way of being nice and polite. We had a farm over there in Topeka. Took us four years to get that thing going. Then one day, he just up and sold it. Didn‘t even ask me. He just came in one morning and said, ‘We‘re going minin’ for gold up at Pike‘s Peak.’” She sighed, going back to the counter and wetting a cloth in the basin. “When that mine went bust, my husband, he lost his good sense. He just up and disappeared. With my money sock.”
“I’m sorry, Charlotte,” Michaela whispered.
“Hush. How’d you lose your man?”
Michaela had practiced this story a hundred times. But it still felt unnatural and nerve-wracking. “He, there was a cholera epidemic. He was a doctor, he caught it at the hospital. He was so strong but, it just, he couldn’t pull through.” She touched her wedding ring.
“Hasn‘t been that long, has it?” Charlotte asked.
“Three weeks ago,” she replied softly. “It was hard to be around everything we’ve ever known. I thought I would take the boys to California, give them a change.”
“A big change. Funny, doesn’t matter how you lose ‘em. The pain’s still the same.”
“Charlotte? Raising your children by yourself … is it difficult?”
“Difficult don’t quite begin to describe it. When Ethan left? I didn’t know how I’d get through the next week, let alone raise those three youn’uns into adulthood.” She wiped down the counter.
“Sometimes I don’t know if I’m going to be able to do it. Sully says I‘ve never been alone with them. And he‘s right. I mean, I‘ve been alone with them. But I always knew our nanny was nearby in case I needed help.” She swallowed hard. “The boys prefer her. Especially Christopher. He doesn‘t want me. He said so.”
“Well, he needs you,” Charlotte whispered. “Now more than ever. You‘ll manage somehow. You’ll figure all this out. You got no choice.”
Christopher came running into the kitchen. “Mommy, Hanna pinched me.”
“He keeps trying to pull out my hair ribbon,” Hanna said as she came into the room holding her ribbon.
“Must you two quarrel all the time?” Michaela asked.
“What’s quarrel?” Hanna asked, wrinkling her brow.
“It means fight.” She guided Hanna toward her and retied her ribbon. “Hanna, please don‘t pinch him.”
“But he-”
“And Christopher? Don’t pull out Hanna’s ribbons,” Michaela said. “That’s not nice. Perhaps that‘s why she pinched you.”
Brian came storming into the room, his schoolbooks slung over his shoulder. “Hey, Ma. Hey, Mike.” He opened the cookie jar.
“Brian, manners,” Charlotte said. “It’s Mrs. Weston.”
Michaela smiled at Brian as he pulled out a cookie. She liked him, especially his honesty. “That’s all right. He can call me Mike. Everyone did at home.”
“Well, if it’s all right with you,” Charlotte said. She glanced at Brian’s hands and gasped. “Look at those fingers. You put that cookie down right now and wash up.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He dropped the cookie back in the jar and went over to the basin.
Colleen came in a moment later reading a book and Josef came trudging in after her.
Michaela drew in her breath when she saw his black eye. She leaped to her feet. “Josef! What happened?!”
He shrugged and put his schoolbooks on the counter.
“Gee, look at you!” Christopher cried, running over to him. “What happened, Josef? What happened?”
Charlotte opened up the icebox and found a cut of beef. “Here, put this on it.”
“Steven was makin’ fun of him and so Josef got him good,” Brian explained.
“I told you no more fighting,” Michaela scolded. She lifted him onto the chair and gently touched the bruise. “Are you having any vision problems? Are you seeing double?”
“No,” Josef muttered.
Michaela held up her index finger and guided it in front of his eyes. “Follow my finger.”
“Mommy, I’m fine!” he said, crossing his arms. “It’s just a scratch.”
“That is a black eye, young man.” She took the meat from Charlotte and gently pressed it to his eye. “There, hold that there.” She looked at Charlotte helplessly. “He never got into fights at his old school.”
“Always hard to be the new boy in school,” Charlotte said.
Michaela found herself missing David. If this happened at home they would have talked about it and come to a solution together. She really wanted to know what David thought about this, and she wanted his support. She felt very alone.
“We have to head home and start supper,” Michaela said. “Come on. Christopher, get your jacket. Hanna.”
“Keep that meat for his eye. And you stop by any time,” Charlotte said. “I’ll give you another cooking lesson.”
“Thank you for everything, Charlotte,” Michaela said as they all headed outside and she helped Josef up onto the seat. Christopher and Hanna piled into the back.
“Remember, don’t pull those reins too tight,” Charlotte said, stepping outside. “See ya’ll in church.”
Hanna waved as Michaela headed the wagon out of town.
* * *
“C,” Hanna said as Michaela held up an alphabet card. She held out another. “A,” the little girl said. “T.”
“What does that spell?” Michaela encouraged as she sat at the table with her and the boys.
“Ca- … Cat.”
“Cat, very good!” Michaela exclaimed.
Hanna beamed. “I did it. I spelled a word all by myself.”
Sully came through the front door carrying a crate. He put it on the table and hugged Hanna.
“I spelled my first word, Papa,” Hanna cried. “C-a-t. Cat.”
“Ya did? That’s good. That’s real good.” He caressed her hair but he didn’t look at Michaela. She had a feeling he was still smarting from their fight the other day. He hadn’t said much to her since anyway. “Picked up a few things at the store.” He pulled out two brown wrapped packages, handing them to the boys.
“What’s this?” Christopher asked curiously.
“Open ‘em,” he said. He handed Hanna a little parcel of rock candy. “Here, sweet girl.”
“You didn’t have to get them presents,” Michaela said uncomfortably.
“It ain’t a present. It’s somethin’ they need.”
The boys tore back the paper, revealing handsome red and navy checked felt button-down shirts in their sizes. It was certainly nothing they would ever wear in Boston, but the shirts were like what most of the little boys wore in Colorado Springs.
Michaela had never seen the boys excited about clothes before. They hated getting fitted for their suits when they lived in Boston. They squirmed and protested the entire time. But they were excited about these shirts.
“Gee, just like a cowboy,” Josef said.
“I wanna be a cowboy! Thanks, Sully,” Christopher added.
“Yeah, thank you,” Josef said. He began unbuttoning his starched silk blouse.
“I can buy them shirts if they need shirts,” Michaela said defensively. “I have to pay you back. How much were they?”
“It was no trouble,” Sully said dismissively. “Sides, they need ‘em.”
“They have plenty of shirts,” she said. “Boys, pack those up right now. We‘re returning them.”
“But!” Josef protested. He clutched the shirt to his chest. “I like it. I want to keep it.”
“They don’t got any shirts like these,” Sully said. “You got ‘em in tailored suits all the time.”
“What’s wrong with that?” she blurted.
He stepped a little closer to her and lowered his voice. “Maybe it’ll help Josef fit in. Might as well try to make school easier on him. Three of ya stick out.”
“Stick out? “ Michaela looked at the boys. She hadn’t really realized until now how different they probably looked to the townsfolk. All of their clothes were of finest quality, expertly fitted and very expensive, and didn’t look much like what you could buy out here. David was particular about clothes and she could be, too. She didn’t like that Sully had noticed something long before she did. It made her feel defensive.
Sully was reaching into the crate again, pulling out another wrapped package. “Chris, this is for you.”
“Another present?” he said shyly. He slowly pulled back the paper, revealing a little stuffed brown bear. The material wasn’t as nice as the bear he left behind in Boston, the stitching not as fine, but the little boy instantly loved it. He hugged it tightly.
Michaela couldn’t tell Christopher he had to return this gift. He pined for the bear he left behind and she felt guilty every day about it. She felt tears in her eyes.
Christopher got up and silently hugged Sully. Sully gave the little boy’s hair a gently caress.
“Mommy, look,” he finally whispered, showing her the bear proudly.
She swallowed hard, managing a nod. “Thank you,” she whispered emotively, looking at Sully. She drew Christopher into her lap.
He nodded softly. “I, uh, I got a couple rabbits for supper. My traps.”
“Rabbits?” she blurted. She had little idea how to cook basic meals like a stew or a roast, let alone what to do with rabbits.
“I’ll show ya how. It makes a good stew.”
* * *
Sully pitched the ball to Brian and the little boy connected with it, sending it high in the air toward the cemetery.
“Whoa!” Christopher cried.
“How did he do that?” Josef breathed, shielding his eyes and watching the ball.
“Here, you take a turn,” Brian said, handing him the bat.
“I don’t know how,” Josef said shyly.
“Brian, you hurl,” Sully said, jogging over to Josef. “I’ll teach ya. Ya square up over the plate.” He stood behind him and guided his hands around the bat.
Michaela watched them from the picnic blanket several yards away. Church picnics had quickly become a tradition she rather had come to really enjoy. It was a nice time to socialize with everyone and it was good for Hanna and the boys to get to play with other children their age. Hanna was on the swings with some little girls and having a good time.
“You didn’t like the fried chicken, Mike?” Colleen asked as she finished up her potato salad.
“Oh, it was fine; I just don’t have much of an appetite.”
“You’re lookin’ kinda peaked,” Charlotte remarked as she came over with a plate of cookies and sat beside her.
“No, I’m fine. Just a little catarrh,” she said dismissively.
“So. You got him goin’ to church,” Charlotte said.
“Sully? I didn’t say anything. He just came,” she replied.
“That man hasn’t been inside a church since Abigail died.”
Michaela watched Sully help Josef take a few practice swings. She couldn’t remember the last time David had spent time with the boys like this and taught them something.
“Youn’uns have took to him,” Charlotte remarked.
“Hm? Yes. They have,” she admitted.
“What about you?”
“What about me?” she blurted.
“Well. You take to him yet?”
“Charlotte, this is a job. It’s professional. Besides, I have plans to move on. We’re going to California. Soon.”
“Soon.”
“That’s right.”
Sully helped Josef connect with the ball and it went rolling past Brian toward the outfield.
“Look, I did it!” he cried. He spun around. “Mommy, look! Did you see?!”
She smiled and waved at him. “That was very good!”
He turned to Sully and gave him a big hug and Michaela watched them with a soft smile.
“Soon,” Charlotte said again skeptically.
* * *
“Then Running Ghost, he turned and Cloud Dancin’ could see his eyes were glowin’ like two red hot coals in a fire,” Sully said as he sat beside the fireplace. Christopher was in his lap holding his new bear, and Hanna and Josef sat cross legged in front of him. “Then that ghost buffalo, looked right at him. Cloud Dancin’ said it was like the buffalo could see right into his spirit. And the buffalo turned, and he ran toward the trees, and he just disappeared.”
Josef and Christopher exchanged a mesmerized glance.
Sully caressed Christopher’s hair. “Ya best get to bed. It’s late.” He glanced at the wingback chair where Michaela was dozing.
Hanna kissed him goodnight and then the children quietly headed upstairs. Sully slowly went over to Michaela and touched her shoulder.
“Hm?” she said.
“Ya fell asleep,” he whispered. He thought she looked a little flushed. “You feelin’ all right?”
“Hm? Yes, I’m fine. Just tired.” She clutched her shawl around her.
“I’ll bring Josef to school tomorrow.”
“Oh, no, you don’t have to do that, I-”
“It’s no trouble. You been workin’ hard around here. Ya should rest.”
She shifted up a little. “Sully? How am I doing?” she asked tentatively. “I mean, am I doing better? With the cooking and the chores?”
He shrugged. “Sure. You’re gettin’ there.”
“I’m getting there,” she said with a sigh. “I want to be there already.”
“You’ll get there. Don’t worry,” he said with a soft smile.
She mirrored his smile. “Goodnight, Sully.”
“G’night.”
* * *
“You have your homework?” Michaela called tiredly as Josef gathered his schoolbooks.
“Uh-huh, right here,” he said as Sully helped him on with his jacket. “Bye, Mommy.”
“Go on and get in the wagon,” Sully said. “I’ll be right there.” He went over to the table where Hanna and Christopher were finishing up their oatmeal. Michaela however hadn’t touched hers.
“What’s wrong with your breakfast?” he asked.
“Yeah, what’s wrong? Sully made it, not you,” Christopher said.
Michaela dipped her spoon into it. “Nothing. I’m just not very hungry.”
Sully felt her forehead. “You’re a little warm.”
“It’s just a little catarrh. The weather‘s getting colder, it‘s going around.”
“Let me feel,” Christopher said, getting out of his chair.
“No, you sit in your seat and eat,” Michaela told him.
“Aw,” he muttered.
Sully folded his arms. “Ya best get back to bed. I’ll make ya some tea soon as I get home.”
“I will. After I wash the dishes.”
“Don’t worry about the dishes. Chris, Hanna, you help out Mike, all right? Bring her what she needs. I‘ll be back soon.”
“Yes, sir,” Christopher said.
* * *
Sully knocked on Michaela’s door. He became concerned when she didn’t answer.
“Mike,” he called. He slowly opened it. She was in her nightgown and bathrobe and washing her face at her basin, trying to cool off her burning skin. He put the tea on her night table and walked over to her. He felt her cheek with the back of his hand. “You’re burnin’ up.”
“I’m all right,” she murmured.
He put his arm gently around her. “Come on, let’s get ya in bed.” He guided her over to the bed and tucked her in warmly. He grew all the more concerned when she just turned over on her side and closed her eyes. This wasn’t like her at all. She always had so much energy. She was never tired, not like this.
He gently caressed her shoulder. “I’m gonna go out to the Reservation, get some help. Kids are just downstairs finishing their lunch.”
“Sully, I’m all right,” she whispered. “It’s just a bad catarrh.”
“Maybe it is. But we better just make sure.” He squeezed her shoulder. “You just sleep. I’ll be back soon.”
* * *
Michaela examined the thermometer, sweat around her hairline. A hundred and one. She definitely had a fever. She sat up in bed and dug through her medical satchel until she found her syringe and a bottle of silver nitrate. She carefully filled a syringe with a generous dose of the medicine.
It wasn’t unusual to see a relapse of gonorrhea. Often it would go into remission only to come back a few weeks or months later. She had hoped the infection had been killed the first time around, but now it was clear it hadn’t. She had succeeded in leaving David and starting over, and yet she still felt like he was controlling her life.
She gave herself the injection in her backside and then packed away her medical supplies and put them away in her bottom drawer. Then she got back in bed and fell asleep almost instantly.
* * *
“It’s purple cone flower,” Cloud Dancing explained as he stood beside Michaela’s bed and showed her a small pouch. “Brew it into a tea and drink it three times a day.”
Michaela took the pouch from him and sniffed it. She met his eyes reluctantly. “I’m sorry but I don’t think I can take this.”
Sully was standing in the doorway, leaning against one side of it. “Why, ’cause it’s Indian medicine?”
She glanced at him. “No, because I don’t know the proper dosage, the possible adverse reactions. I can’t just experiment on myself.”
“Why can’t ya just give it a chance?” Sully demanded.
She shifted. “No, I, I took some of my own medicine. I’m sure I’ll be feeling better shortly. Thank you for your help.”
Cloud Dancing headed out of the room.
“Wait,” Sully said, following him into the hall. “You can’t just go.”
“The medicine won’t work if she doesn’t want it to,” he said.
“What’s wrong with her?”
“She has a sickness. This sickness is from the vejo.”
Sully looked confused. “What is it?”
“You should talk to her.” Cloud Dancing handed him the pouch. “If she changes her mind.”
* * *
“It was called the Louisiana Purchase,” Josef said as Sully drove him home from school. “Thomas Jefferson bought it from France.”
“Ya like school out here?” Sully asked.
“Yeah. I like Miss Olive.”
“Good.” He handed him the reins. “Here, you drive.”
Josef hesitated. “But, I don’t know how.”
“Ya just hold the reins. Let the horse go at its own pace.”
Josef carefully took the reins from him.
“That’s right. Good job,” Sully said. “Keep him straight.”
Josef smiled up at him proudly.
“Ya know, when Jefferson bought this land, he sent some explorers named Lewis and Clark to scout it,” Sully explained.
“Lewis?” Josef echoed.
“Lewis and Clark. You know what those explorers found?”
“No, sir.”
“Found Indians on this land. Sioux, some Blackfeet. Crow. Tribes everywhere they went. Thomas Jefferson may of bought this land from France. But Indians were here first.”
“They were? Then why didn’t we buy it from the Indians?”
“I don’t know. We shoulda,” Sully said.
“Yeah. Sully? Nobody ever told me about the Indians. Nobody ever told me they were here first. I wish I knew that.”
Sully squeezed his shoulder gently. He took the reins back from him as they approached the homestead. He pulled the wagon up to the porch and spotted Michaela working in her garden.
Josef quickly climbed down, grabbed his books by the belt strap and ran up to her. “Hey, Mommy! Guess what?”
She was covered in sweat and hoeing a row, out of breath. “What?” she whispered.
“Sully let me drive the wagon home! I drove it all by myself! Mommy?”
Sully walked up to her. “Where are the kids?”
“Inside. I just put them down for a nap. They had a busy day.”
He walked a little close to her, eyes narrowing. “You all right?”
She nodded and kept hoeing.
“You feel better now, Mommy?” Josef asked worriedly. “Maybe you should go back to bed. Remember what you do when I‘m sick? Tuck me in warm with a cool cloth.”
She stopped hoeing a moment to catch her breath, closing her eyes. Suddenly her legs gave way and she collapsed. Sully lunged forward and caught her just before she hit the ground. He hoisted her into his arms easily.
“Mommy!” Josef cried.
“Let’s get her inside,” Sully told him, nodding at the house.
Chapter Fifteen
Sully lifted Michaela’s head from her pillow and held a mug to her lips.
“Here,” he whispered. He guided a little of the tea into her mouth. Then he placed her head back on the pillow. She slowly tossing her head from side to side, eyes closed. Christopher sat at the end of the bed and Hanna sat next to him, watching worriedly.
Sully put the mug on the night table and then unbuttoned her damp blouse. He guided it off her and put it aside.
“Here’s the water, Sully,” Josef said as he came into the room carrying a pitcher.
“Thanks.” Sully took the pitcher from him and filled up a basin with the cool water. Then he dipped a cloth inside and began tenderly bathing Michaela’s neck, chest, and down her arms with the damp cloth.
“Will that Indian medicine make her better?” Christopher asked, voice breaking.
“Gotta give it a chance to work first,” Sully replied. He put the cloth aside and held his hand out to him. “Come on, I’ll get ya somethin’ to eat, we’ll let her rest a little.”
* * *
“Sully?” Christopher whispered, slowly opening the door a crack.
Sully roused slightly from his chair beside Michaela’s bed. It was dark out and he had left one lamp burning softly beside her bed. He got up to check on her. She was still asleep.
He went to the door, opening it a little wider and crouching down. “Chris? Ain’t you supposed to be in bed?”
“I couldn’t sleep.” He glanced at Michaela.
Sully took his hand and led him into the hall. “Worried about your ma?”
“Sully?”
“Hm?” He slowly squatted to his level.
“We don’t have Daddy anymore. What we gonna do we don’t have Mommy neither? Will you take care of us? Pwease?”
“Hey, nothin’s gonna happen to your ma,” Sully vowed.
“You promise?”
Sully shook his hand. “Promise. Let‘s get ya back to bed.” He picked him up. “Heavy,” he said wryly, tousling his hair.
* * *
“David, stop! No!” Michaela screamed. She bolted upright in bed, gasping for air. She was drenched in sweat.
Seconds later Sully was sitting beside her, holding onto her arms.
“Shh, it’s all right. It’s all right. It’s just a dream,” he said. He rubbed her arm.
She looked at him, confused. For a moment she thought she was in Boston. She thought David was about to push her down the stairs and then make off with the boys, kidnap them again. But then she recognized Sully and glanced at the fire and knew she was safe in Colorado.
“Sully, I’m sorry, I-” she gasped.
“It’s all right.” He rubbed her back reassuringly.
“I had a dream, I-I-”
“Mike, it’s all right.”
She rubbed her fingers against her forehead, distraught. “I have to check on the children. I have to see the boys. I have to-”
“The boys are fine,” he said calmly. “They’re asleep right across the hall. They’re fine. Josef and Chris are fine.”
She let out a breath slowly, reassured. “I, I was sick.”
“Yeah, you were. You been sleepin’ on and off a couple days.”
She glanced at the teacup beside the bed. She picked it up, sniffing it and grimacing. “What is that?”
“Cheyenne medicine.”
“You’ve been giving me this?”
He nodded.
She slowly put the cup back down and rested against her pillow tiredly.
“Go back to sleep,” he whispered, covering her back up. “You’re gonna be fine now.”
“Sully,” she whispered.
“Yeah?”
“Will you stay here tonight?”
He pulled his chair up close to the bed. “I’m here.”
* * *
“You have such pretty, long brown hair,” Michaela said as she sat at her vanity behind Hanna and ran her brush gently through the little girl’s long wavy locks.
Hanna fingered the little crystal bottle of perfume beside the comb. “Mike? What’s this?”
“That’s perfume.”
“What’s perfume?”
“What’s perfume?” Michaela put the brush aside and picked up the bottle. She opened it. “Here, let me see your wrist.”
Hesitantly, Hanna held it out. Michaela lathered her wrist with a little of the liquid. “There. Now smell.”
Hanna held up her wrist to her nose. She snapped it away, her eyes widening.
Michaela chuckled. “It’s all right, it smells good.”
Hanna sniffed her wrist again, then she smiled.
Michaela caressed her cheek. She had pictured this so vividly for so long. She pictured having a little girl and braiding her hair and sharing perfume and just doing girl things. She adored the boys, but someone was missing in her life, she had felt that way for some time. Losing the baby and knowing it was a girl, she never thought something could be so painful. She had insisted Dr. Hanson tell her what the baby’s sex was, even though she remembered how adamant he was it was really better she not know. Now sometimes she regretted that.
“Mike, what’s wrong?” Hanna asked perceptively.
Michaela smiled tearfully. “Nothing. I just like spending time with you.”
“I like when you braid my hair,” Hanna said. “Just like yours.”
Michaela nudged her around and picked up the brush again. She eventually saw from the mirror Sully standing in the doorway, leaning against the frame with arms folded and watching them quietly.
“We’ll be down in a minute,” Michaela said at last, meeting his eyes in the mirror.
He cleared his throat, straightening. “Just come to check on ya. Didn‘t expect ya to be up.”
“I’m feeling a lot better.”
“That’s good. Ya look better.”
She turned. “I woke up on my own today. I heard the chickens.”
“Maybe ya don’t need a clock after all,” he replied.
“Papa, do you like my braid?” Hanna asked as Michaela tied it off.
“Yeah. It’s real pretty.”
“Mike did it.” She ran over to him and gave him a good morning hug, then she ran down the stairs. Sully gazed at Michaela a moment longer, unable to turn away.
“You, uh, you wanna take the kids fishin’ today?” he finally asked.
“Fishing? I, I don’t know how to fish.”
“It ain’t hard.”
“Well, all right. I just, I should get dressed.”
“Oh. Yeah, sure,” he murmured. He slowly backed away and shut the door.
* * *
“Ah-ha, here’s one!” Michaela said as she held up a small little worm. She grimaced.
“Half worms don’t count,” Sully said as he worked at tying off her line. The children were playing together several yards down the creek bed.
“Why not?” She put aside his tomahawk.
“Fishin’ rules.”
“Did you know worms are hermaphrodites?”
“What’s that mean?”
“They have both. They reproduce themselves by themselves. They have both male and female parts together in one body. All the parts.”
“Don’t sound like much fun,” he remarked.
She looked away uncomfortably. “Well, it’s very efficient. From a scientific point of view.”
“Uh-huh. Scientific.” He handed her her pole. “Here, put it over there. Big fish over by that rock. So where’d you learn all this?”
“All what?”
“All this useless things ya know.”
“It’s not useless,” she said defensively. “You never know when you might need certain information.”
“Like worms, huh? You sure know a lot of information.”
“I don’t know. I’ve just always remembered everything I’ve ever heard. My father said I was strange that way.”
“They teach ya things like that in college? Worms.”
She cleared her throat. “Hm-hm.”
“What college?”
“What college? Well, it was a women’s college. You probably haven‘t heard of it.”
He gazed at her a moment. “Was it in New York?”
She nodded. “Sully? I wanted to thank you.”
“For what?”
“For taking care of me when I was sick. For helping me get better. You were there for me.” She lowered her eyes. She hadn’t felt this kind of support from David in years. She could count on Sully in a way she hadn’t been able to count on David.
“You’re welcome,” Sully murmured as he gazed at her.
At that moment she felt like she could trust him with anything. “Sully?” she whispered. “It was my husband. My husband made me sick.”
He swallowed hard. “Yeah. I know.” Tears welled in her eyes and he tenderly touched her back. “He’s gone now. He can’t do that to ya ever again.”
She nodded bravely.
“Move your line a little so the fish can see the bait,” he instructed as he grasped his pole.
Christopher suddenly screamed and Michaela spun around in a heartbeat. Josef was slapping him across the head with his hands, crouching over him angrily.
Hanna dropped her fishing pole and stood up, shocked. “Papa!” she cried.
“Josef, stop it!” Michaela shouted. She couldn’t get over to them fast enough. Sully put their poles aside and rushed over, too.
“No! You’re so stupid!” Josef cried as he slapped him again. Christopher screeched and covered his head with his arms.
“Josef!” Michaela cried. She tried to pull him away. Sully stepped in and grabbed him, holding him to his chest.
“Hey, hey!” he said. “Calm down, son. Calm down.”
“You stupid, good for nothin’!” Josef shouted.
Christopher sobbed and Michaela picked him up. “Shh, it’s all right. You’re all right.” She stroked his hair.
“You wanna tell us what this is all about?” Sully asked.
“He took my pole,” Josef spat. “He just took it like he owns it! It’s mine!”
“The fishing poles belong to Sully, it’s not yours as a matter of fact,” Michaela said. “You need to share.”
“He didn’t even ask!” Josef cried.
“That’s no reason to attack him like this! You’re never to hit your brother, or anyone, do you understand?” Michaela said. “If you have a problem with your brother you can come to me and I’ll help you.”
“I don’t have to listen to you!” he replied.
“Josef!” Michaela cried, shocked. She looked to Sully for help.
“Why don’t ya take Chris home, and Hanna?” Sully suggested softly. “Let me talk to him.”
“Are you sure?” She gently clasped Hanna’s hand.
“Sometimes man just needs another man,” he murmured.
Michaela gazed at Josef sympathetically. He missed David desperately, that much she knew for sure. And she couldn’t think of a better man for him to be around than Sully.
For his part Josef seemed receptive to going off with Sully. Or at least he wasn’t resisting it. He stood there and bent his head.
“All right, we’ll see you at home,” Michaela said softly. She disappeared down the path with the younger children.
“Grab your pole,” Sully said.
Josef slowly looked up. “What do you mean?”
“We still haven’t caught our supper yet. We got fishin‘ to do.”
Josef reluctantly picked up his pole and followed Sully down the shoreline.
* * *
“Oeškeso,” Sully said. “That means dog.”
Josef moved his line gently in the water. “Oeškeso?”
“Good. That’s real good.” Sully patted his back.
“Teach me another one.”
“Póéso.”
“Póéso.”
“That’s cat. Good.”
Josef smiled softly. “Who taught you all these words, Sully?”
“Cloud Dancin’. He’s my friend. He‘s closest I have to a father. My real pa, he passed on, just like yours.”
Josef slowly looked up at him. “He did?”
“I was younger than you when it happened. I was a baby. I don’t remember him. But it hurt sometimes growin’ up and seein’ everybody else have a pa, do things with him, have him teach ‘em things. Seemed like I was the only one who was different.” He slowly smoothed back his hair. “You feel different sometimes, don’t ya?”
Josef sighed and stared at the water.
“You ever wanna talk about it,” Sully murmured, “I’m here. You know that?”
Josef nodded ever so softly.
“Hey look, you’re gettin’ a bite,” Sully said as his line bobbed.
Josef drew his line up carefully. On the end was a writhing trout about eight inches long.
“Whoa!” Josef cried. “Look!”
“Ya got a good one!” Sully said.
Josef smile proudly as Sully helped him drag the fish in.
* * *
“Gettin’ late,” Sully remarked quietly as he walked out onto the porch. Michaela was sitting on the porch bench, gazing out at the road. Wolf lay quietly beside her, protective of her. When Wolf laid at someone’s feet, Sully knew the animal had accepted that person. He handed her the cup. “Here.”
“Thank you,” she whispered.
“Is it all right I join ya?”
She slid over slightly on the bench. “Were you able to talk to Josef when you were off in the woods?”
“A little,” he murmured. “He didn’t say much. I think he’s just gettin’ to trust me. It’s all right, he’ll open up when the time’s right. We just spent some time.”
She gazed out at the road again. “He’s been doing that lately, becoming physically violent when he’s upset. The fights at school, now he‘s attacking his own brother?”
“He’s got a little temper, like his ma. He’ll learn how to control it older he gets.” He smiled ever so softly. “When I was the boy’s age, I didn’t know how to solve any problem without resortin’ to my fists.”
“Oh, Sully. Sometimes I wonder if it’s my fault.”
“No, ain’t your fault,” he immediately replied, shaking his head. “You done the best ya can with him.”
“Sully, there’s something I haven’t told you about David.”
“What?”
“Christopher was six months old the first time David raised his hand to me.” She sighed. “I don’t even remember what I did to make him so angry. But suddenly he just, he did it.”
“You sayin’ David hit ya?”
She swallowed hard and nodded. “I never thought I’d be in a marriage, any kind of relationship, where I tolerated a man putting his hands on me. But then … there I was.”
“You stayed,” he whispered.
“Yes. I don’t know why now. Lots of reasons I suppose. Denial at first. I just thought, he didn’t really mean that, it won’t happen again. Then I thought, maybe I could help him. I could help him change. Then it was fear. I was afraid of him. I was afraid what he would do if I left. Hurt me, the children, himself even.”
“But he didn’t stop,” he supplied.
“No. It just got worse.” She sighed. “He never ever laid a hand on the children. He never touched them. It was always me he took his anger out on. I suppose I thought it would be better to try to make the marriage work. After all, the children weren’t being hurt.” Tears welled in her eyes. “Now I think staying in that marriage did more harm to my children than I ever bargained for. How many times did Josef hear him doing that to me? How many times did he come comfort me after a beating? And the things he saw … no child should ever …. ” She sniffled. “That little boy ran two miles to my sister’s house to get me help after David dislocated my shoulder. My boys found me like that, on the floor. Josef had to run to my sister’s all by himself to get help. Christopher stayed with me and held my hand and kept telling me … he kept telling me to get up. Get up, Mommy. But I couldn’t. He was barely four years old. I can’t imagine how terrified they must have been, both of them. Oh, Sully, I have so much guilt about this, it‘s as if I’m carrying around a heavy weight.”
He gently laid his hand on her back. “Don’t. You thought you were doin’ what’s best. Ya can‘t blame yourself for that.”
“Sully, how do I help them? How do I undue this damage? I just want Josef and Christopher to have a normal, happy childhood.”
He gestured at his chest. “Two of us will help ’em. We’ll help ’em together.”
She gazed at him a moment. “You’ve become a dear friend. My best friend here.”
He smiled softly. “You’re my best friend, too.”
* * *
“Oh, no,” Michaela said as she turned the slices of bacon over with a fork. The backs of the strips were burned and tough. Between trying to make biscuits, tend to the eggs and watch the bacon, the bacon had burned. She took the bacon off the heat and sighed.
Sully came in from doing the chores.
“Wait, not yet,” Michaela said.
“Not yet what?” he echoed in confusion, taking off his jacket and heading into the kitchen.
She looked at him with an exasperated sigh. The kitchen was a disaster as it usually was when she went in there, egg shells on the table and a dusting of flour on everything and bacon grease splattered on the stove. He looked at all this with confusion. Michaela usually made oatmeal for breakfast because it was easy for her.
“What are ya doin’?” he blurted.
“Trying to make you breakfast,” she said sheepishly. “But it’s not going very well.”
“I can see that. I can have oatmeal like I always do. Ya cook it good.”
“I know, but I wanted it to be special.”
He rested one hand on the table. “Special?”
“It was supposed to be a thank you. For helping me with Josef. For being so patient with him and what he‘s going through. For what we all are.”
He gazed at her a long moment. Then he came over and gently touched her cheek with his thumb, wiping something away.
“What?” she murmured.
“Flour. Ya got flour on your cheek,” he whispered.
“Oh,” she whispered back. She glanced down. “It’s all over my clothes, too, isn’t it?” She wiped her hands on a towel.
He wasn’t sure why, but he thought she looked sweet all covered in flour. He swallowed and headed over to the egg basket, taking out a few eggs. “Come ‘ere.” He cracked two of the eggs in the bowl and then beat them with a fork. He handed the fork to her. “Stir those up.”
She reluctantly took the fork and gently beat the eggs while he took down a clean cast iron pan and put it on the stove. He added some butter to it.
“My eggs came out chewy,” Michaela said.
“I like ‘em chewy,” he replied.
She smiled softly. “But what if one didn’t want them chewy?”
“Don’t make the pan so hot. Eggs don’t like a lotta heat. Put ‘em in.”
She poured the eggs into the pan and then picked up a wooden spoon. She stirred them vigorously. Sully grasped her wrist, stopping her.
“Not like that. Here.” He stood behind her and guided her wrist. “Ya do it slowly, treat ‘em real gentle. Not everything’s gotta be so rushed.” She felt his warm, soft breath on her neck as he spoke.
“How did you learn all this?” she asked.
“Minin’ camps,” he explained. “Take your time. Slower you take it, better they’ll turn out.”
She shifted a little and her back brushed against his chest. He let go of her wrist and backed up a little, gazing at her hair. She wore it long down her back, and it was the prettiest shade of brown he had ever seen. “You, you wear your hair like that a lot?”
“I beg your pardon?” she blurted.
“Just wonderin’ that’s how you wore your hair in New York?”
“Why?” she asked, very confused.
“I don’t know,” he murmured. He folded his arms. He always had been so awkward with this kind of small talk. He wanted to tell Michaela that he liked her hair, that he liked when she wore it down, but the words wouldn’t come to him.
“Oh,” she said.
He went back to the stove. “Think they’re done now. Take ‘em off the heat.” He grasped a clean fork off the counter and dished up a mouthful of the steaming eggs. He blew on them, then fed it to her.
“Mm,” she said with a smile.
“Good?”
She nodded.
He put the fork down. “Good.”
“Good,” she replied. “I mean, thank you. Thank you for teaching me. I feel silly you teaching me. I’m a woman, a mother. I’m supposed to know this.”
“No shame in lettin’ folks help ya.” He gently touched her shoulder. “I’ll wake up the kids, we’ll all have a good breakfast.”
* * *
“There’s going to be pumpkin pie and rhubarb pie and apple pie,” Grace said as she refilled Michaela’s cup of coffee in the café. “Hot cider. And all kinds of games.”
Michaela was looking through a catalogue with Christopher in her lap. “I know, you could be Oliver Twist. And Josef you can be Fagin.” She pointed at a sketch in the catalogue.
“No, I don’t want to be that. I want to be something scary,” Christopher said.
Hanna listened to them talk shyly.
“Scary? But I want you to be something sweet,” Michaela said wryly.
“I know. I’ll be a goblin!” Christopher said.
“Oh, me, too!” Josef said. “The scariest goblin you ever saw.”
“Please, Mommy?” Christopher begged.
“Well, if that’s what you really want. I suppose we could paint your faces white. And I could draw stitches on your faces.”
“Yeah! And blood!” Josef cried.
“What’re you gonna be, Hanna?” Grace asked.
Hanna shifted in her seat uncomfortably. “I don’t know,” she finally whispered.
“We can get you a costume at the store. Anything you’d like,” Michaela said as she patted her hand.
“But, I-” She sighed.
“But what?” Michaela asked curiously.
She shrugged. “I just, I never went to a party before.”
Michaela glanced at Grace. “I thought you said the costume party was every year.”
“It is,” she murmured. “Sully never took her before.”
Michaela touched Hanna’s arm. “Would you like that? Would you like to pick out a costume and go to the party? It’s all right, you know.”
“You sure?”
“Very sure.”
Hanna slowly smiled. “Then I’ll go.”
* * *
“Another rock, Mommy!” Christopher said as he heaved it into a bucket in the garden. “Do I get a penny?”
“A penny for every rock bigger than your fist, that’s what I said,” Michaela replied with a smile. She was hoeing vigorously at the rough soil. She paused a moment and looked at her right hand. It was red and chaffing.
“I have more rocks than you,” Christopher said as he brushed off his hands and glanced at Hanna.
“No, I have more,” Hanna said. She crouched down and started counting the rocks in her bucket.
“You both have a lot,” Michaela said with a sigh. “You don’t have to quarrel over rocks.”
“I know what quarrel means now. Fight,” Hanna said.
Michaela smiled at her and hoed all the harder.
“Why don’t ya quit tryin’ so hard?” Sully said as he approached the garden, folding his arms.
Michaela looked at him a long moment. “Old habits.”
“Give ‘em up.” He went over to a bucket of water and brought her a ladle.
She drank of the cool water. “Thank you.”
“I’m headed up north with Cloud Dancin’. Black Kettle, the Cheyenne Chief, he’s back. Army says they’re willin’ to negotiate over that land they‘re fightin‘ over north of East Fork.”
“Do you trust them?”
“No,” he murmured. “That‘s why I gotta go.”
“How long will you be gone?” She swallowed. For the first time, she was worried about him. He was so involved in the volatile affairs between the Cheyenne and the government. She had this nagging feeling it was far more dangerous than he was letting on.
“I’ll be back by next Saturday.”
“Then you’ll be back in time for the town costume party. On the thirty-first.”
“Never did like parties like that.”
“I told Hanna she could go. I suppose I should have asked you first, I‘m sorry.”
He hesitated a moment and watched his little girl dig up another rock with determination. Perhaps before he met Michaela he would have been adamantly against Hanna participating in something like that. But now it didn’t seem like such a bad thing anymore. Especially if Michaela and the boys were there. He thought she might have fun. “It‘s all right, she can go,” he murmured.
“Sully? Thank Cloud Dancing for me. I mean, for the medicine. I feel a lot better.” She reached her hand up and brushed away a stray hair from her eyes.
“I’m glad you’re feelin’ better. I’ll tell ’im.”
“Be careful,” she added softly.
He nodded at her silently and headed to the barn.
* * *
“Most folks don’t care too much what becomes of the tribes around here,” Charlotte said. She was stitching some bright red fabric at her kitchen table where she and Michaela were enjoying some tea.
“How can people turn their backs on this? Are we going to just keep pushing them farther and farther West until there’s no place else to go but the ocean?” Michaela asked.
“Lord knows.”
“I know what it’s like to leave home. To go somewhere you‘ve never been, know nothing about. I know how that feels.”
“Well, at least you had a choice in the matter,” Charlotte remarked.
Michaela swallowed. She really hadn’t had much choice in the matter. It was either flee Boston, or David might take the boys or worse yet kill them. She took a sip of her tea.
“You worried about Sully up there?” Charlotte asked perceptively.
“Sully? No, no I’m not worried.” She avoided her eyes.
“Not at all, hm?”
“There’s so much to do here I don’t have a moment to worry,” Michaela said.
“Hm. Well, there we are,” Charlotte said as the tied off the last stitch. “What do you think?” She held up a black cape and a red blindfold and horns. “It’s Brian’s costume. A devil’s costume.”
“Charlotte, he’ll love it. I can‘t believe you made this all by yourself.”
“I make Brian’s costume every year. It’s a surprise. It’s sort of a tradition.”
“I have costumes for the boys. They’re going to be goblins. Mr. Bray had some face paint in his store and they‘re going to wear old rags. But I don’t know what to get for Hanna.”
“You should make her something.”
“Me?”
“Why not?” She tapped her fingers to her chin. “I think I still have the pattern for the costume I made for Colleen when she was her age. She was a princess.”
“Charlotte, thank you.”
“Oh, no trouble at all.” She headed over to her cabinet to look for it.
“No, I mean, for being here for us. For being our friend. My friend.”
Charlotte smiled at her. “Just don’t tell Brian what his costume is!”
“It’s a secret,” Michaela said wryly.
* * *
Michaela finished up washing the dishes and drying them off as the children worked on their schoolwork at the dining room table. She walked into the room and took a seat beside Hanna.
“You three didn’t say much at supper,” she remarked. “How was the stew?”
“It was …. A little salty,” Josef said as he copied down an arithmetic problem out of his book.
“Oh. I‘m sorry.” She turned up the lamp beside him. The first drops of rain could be heard on the rooftops.
“It tasted like Boston Harbor,” Christopher said, wrinkling his nose. He drew in his breath. “Oh.”
“Where’s Boston Harbor?” Hanna asked, looking up from her slate.
“It’s in New York,” Michaela said quickly. “Hanna, you’re making excellent letters.”
“Look at mine, Mommy,” Christopher said, holding up his slate. He had written “Chris” across it very neatly.
“Oh, my goodness. That’s very good,” she said proudly.
“Does this mean I can go to school now? I can write my name,” he said hopefully.
“No, not until you’re five,” she said firmly.
He rested his cheek on his fist dejectedly. “Five! That’s forever.”
“It’s getting late. I think it’s time we head up to bed and have cuddles.”
“I wanna wait up for my papa,” Hanna said.
Michaela glanced at the door. She could never get used to this, Sully not showing up when she expected him to. She didn’t think he was intentionally trying to cause her concern, but clearly he was not very good with time and was used to making his own schedule without thinking others might worry. “No, he could be home very late, especially in this weather. It’s time for sleep.”
“All right,” she whispered, stacking her books together.
Michaela put all three of them to bed and Hanna even let her give her forehead a kiss. Then she went back downstairs and took out the beginnings of Hanna’s princess costume to stitch in one of the wingback chairs. As the hours ticked by, she was getting increasingly irritated with Sully for not showing up like this. He was worrying her and it wasn’t fair to her. She had nearly fallen asleep in the chair when Sully finally came in, soaking wet. He went straight to the kitchen.
“Sully? Where were you?” she called, getting him up and following him over. Thunder sounded nearby and lighting illuminated the room.
He pulled several towels out of the drawer, not answering her. Then he refilled his canteen from the pump.
She pursed her lips angrily. “Sully, I was worried about you! You said you‘d be home by this morning! You just left me here all night with the children to wonder what happened to you.” She folded her arms. “You could show me and those children an ounce of consideration.”
He handed her a few of the towels. “Come here. I need your help.”
“What?”
He went back out the door and Michaela grabbed her jacket and followed after him.
“Sully, what are you doing?” She ran after him over to the barn. He looked around to be sure no one was watching before opening the door.
Inside were three Indians crowded in an empty stall, one of them lying down unconscious, his neck bleeding.
“It’s Black Kettle,” Sully said. “He’s been shot.”
“Oh, my God,” she breathed. She hurried over to him and crouched down, examining his neck.
Sully pressed one of the towels to the wound. “Chivington and his men ambushed the camp, burned it to the ground. Massacred nearly everybody.”
“There’s a bullet lodged in his neck,” Michaela said.
“I can’t take him to Jake. He’ll go straight to the Army. There’s a doctor in Manitou who’s sympathetic to the Indians. I want ya to stay here, try to stop the bleedin’. I’ll ride out there, bring him back.”
“He’ll be dead by then.”
“We don’t got a choice. Here.” He handed her the rest of the towels.
“I can get it out, Sully. Wait here.”
“What?”
“Just wait here.” She ran back inside and hurried up the stairs. She went into her bedroom and opened the bottom dresser drawer, searching through stockings and pantaloons until in the very back she found a small canvas pack. Inside she kept a few essentials in case she or the boys ever needed them: her stethoscope, a small leather case with a variety of scalpels, small forceps, and scissors, gauze, packets of morphine, a small bottle of chloroform, and a few other medicines. She had kept the pack well hidden from anyone. If it were ever discovered, people would realize she had extensive medical training, would be suspicious and ask questions, and with so few women doctors out here her cover could be blown. But now there was a man injured in the barn and she couldn‘t stand idly by and let him bleed to death. She never imagined when she packed up this small emergency kit she would open it for the first time to help an Indian.
She grabbed a basin and some more towels in the kitchen, then ran back outside.
Black Kettle was gasping for breath when Michaela came back into the barn. She knelt beside him with her medical pack and pushed up her nightgown sleeves.
“What is all that?” Sully blurted, dumbfounded.
She touched her patient’s neck again. “The swelling’s constricting his air passages. He can’t breathe.” She took out a scalpel and grabbed a bottle of carbolic acid, pouring some of the clear liquid onto it to disinfect it.
“You gonna cut him with that knife?” Sully asked.
“It’s called a tracheotomy. You make a small incision in the larynx through the neck to help him breathe. The wind pipe.”
Cloud Dancing shouted something at her in Cheyenne.
“How do you know how to do that?” Sully demanded.
Michaela scrambled to come up with an answer that would satisfy him. “During the war I volunteered in the hospital. I learned a lot.”
“So you’re some kinda nurse?” Sully said, still in shock.
“Used to be,” she said softly.
Sully looked at Cloud Dancing and spoke a few words to him in Cheyenne and Cloud Dancing reluctantly backed away.
“You better know what you’re doin’,” Sully said.
She made a small incision in Black Kettle’s neck. Then she turned to Sully and cut off one of his feathers from his necklace. She blew on it to be sure air could go through, then inserted it carefully into the incision. Black Kettle immediately began breathing more easier.
Cloud Dancing exchanged an astonished glance with the other Indian.
Michaela doused a cloth with chloroform and started to put it over Black Kettle’s mouth. The proud chief bravely shook his head.
“It’s to take away the pain,” Michaela explained. “Tell him.”
Sully translated in Cheyenne but Black Kettle shook his head again.
“He’s not afraid of pain,” Sully explained.
Michaela reluctantly put the chloroform aside and selected a pair of forceps. She began working at retrieving the bullet from his neck. A few moments later she came up with it and held it up for them to see. The Indians looked at her with silent deference.
A few hours later they moved Black Kettle into the house and he was resting peacefully in front of the fire. Cloud Dancing and the other Indians sat nearby to wait for the morning light.
“Come sunup, Chivington’s men are gonna be searching for Black Kettle’s body,“ Sully explained as he sat with Michaela at the dining room table. “They don’t find it they’re gonna come lookin’ for him.”
“You can’t move him, he could start bleeding again,” Michaela protested. “Besides, I need to stitch up the tracheotomy as soon as the swelling goes down.”
Sully bent his head with a sigh. “I’m sorry I brought you into this. You got your kids upstairs. Army might come by here. Wouldn‘t blame ya if you were angry.”
“I was just angry you were late,” she said. “You didn’t come home when you said you would.”
He smiled softly at her.
“What?” she asked.
“You’re angry I was a couple hours late, but ya ain’t angry I brought a wounded Indian home and wanna hide him here and put you and your kids in danger.”
“We have to make the kind of world we want our children to live in, Sully. The choices they see us make, good or bad, they may also make someday.”
He gazed at her a long moment, astonished at how similar he too felt about the world. “Never heard it put like that. That’s how I feel about raisin’ up Hanna.” He took a sip of the hot coffee in front of him. “What made ya volunteer in a hospital?”
Michaela felt like she was getting better at lying the more she practiced it. At least people seemed to act like they were believing the stories she told them. “Well, my husband was a doctor. He was a medic during the war and was gone for more than three years. I felt like I just had to do something, so I went to the hospital where he worked and I stayed there day in and day out helping to tend to the wounded until the war was over.” She glanced at the stairs. “And by then we were married and I was pregnant with Josef and stopped working.”
Sully‘s brow wrinkled ever so slightly, as if he wasn‘t completely sure her story made sense. She felt a moment of panic until finally he spoke. “Musta learned a lot all that time in the hospital,” he murmured.
She lowered her eyes. “Yes, Yes, I did.”
“Ya miss it?”
“What do you mean?”
“Workin‘ in a hospital,” he said. “It’s just, tonight. It was like ya never left it. Ya knew exactly what to do to help.”
It was the first time Michaela had really dwelled on how much she longed to be walking the halls of Boston General doing her rounds and helping patients, or over in Dorchester working alongside Dr. Burke with the poorest of Boston‘s residents in need of medical care. One of the most painful parts of leaving David was knowing she would have to leave behind her medical career as well. “Yes,” she whispered.
“How come ya never told me this before?”
She shrugged slightly. “You never asked.”
He realized now he didn’t really know much about this woman who was caring for his little girl at all. “Guess I ain’t always one for talkin’.
Michaela was used to a partner who liked to talk. David enjoyed talking with her. They talked long into the night many nights writing speeches together during their courtship, about the abolitionists and President Lincoln and about their relationship and where they wanted to be. Then when they were married, they had long talks about everything, about the hospital, their patients, the children and having another baby, their marriage. Even their fights were long, arguing for hours and hours, days and days sometimes. David never tired. But Sully was always so quiet. He didn’t ask very many questions, and he didn’t seem to have an opinion about a lot of things. If he did he didn’t say what it was. She wasn’t used to someone so placid like this. And yet she was realizing sometimes there wasn’t a need for words.
“It’s all right,” she said sincerely.
“It ain’t been so long ago your husband died, has it?” he whispered.
“Last month.”
“When I lost my wife, never thought I could feel somethin’ hurt that bad and live through it. You ever wanna talk about it, I‘ll listen.”
She smiled tenderly at him. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” He nodded at her. “Best head up to bed, get some sleep.”
She glanced at her patient. “No, I’ll wait up with you. He could need me.”
“Ya sure?” He had to admit it would be nice to have company.
She nodded. “Positive. I’ll put some more coffee on.”
* * *
“He wants to know how long until we can move him,” Sully said. Hanna was sitting on Cloud Dancing’s knee and gently fingering the bear claw around his neck. They were all gathered in the dimly lighted barn.
“At least a day until the tissue binds,” Michaela said.
Josef and Christopher stood a few feet away, staring at the Indians in fascination.
“Ya better get back to the house,” Sully said. “Here, take Hanna.”
“But I wanna stay with you,” Hanna protested.
“It’s too dangerous. Go back to the house with Mike.”
“Come on, Hanna. Boys,” Michaela said as she grasped the little girl’s hand.
“A real live savage at our house,” Josef breathed.
“Josef,” Michaela scolded.
“What?” he replied, looking up at her?
“They’re not savages. Just because they look different from us, dress differently, have different customs, doesn’t mean they’re savages.”
“I’m sorry, Mommy,” he whispered.
She grasped his hand. “It’s all right. They have names just like we do. That’s Chief Black Kettle.”
“And Cloud Dancing and Walks on Cloud,” Hanna piped up.
“I’ve never seen a real live Indian before, Mommy,” Christopher said.
“Never? There aren’t Indians in New York?” Hanna blurted.
“No, silly!” Christopher cried.
“It’s not silly!” Hanna retorted.
Michaela saw an Army patrol galloping out aonthe road. “Soldiers. Hurry, get inside. Quickly.” She guided the children inside and went over to the fireplace where there were still a few towels and cloths laying out specked with blood. “Josef, Christopher, set the table for breakfast,” Michaela instructed.
“Mommy, I’m scared,” Christopher said.
“Just do it,” she said as she threw the soiled clothes into the fire.
“Papa. They’re gonna get my papa,” Hanna bemoaned, going to the window.
“Hanna, no, don’t cry,” Michaela said. “Go sit at the table and don’t cry, all right? You‘re my brave girl.”
Josef came over with a stack of plates and Christopher carried some napkins.
A moment later a soldier pounded on the door. “Open up! U.S. Army!”
Chapter Sixteen
“Open up!” the soldier shouted again.
“Sit down,” Michaela said to the children. She went over to the door and slowly opened it to two tall, imposing soldiers. “Can I help you?”
“We’re looking for some renegades mighta come this way,” a young soldier said.
The children stared at him fearfully. Hanna looked white as a sheet.
“Injuns? Round these parts?” Michaela replied.
“Sorry, but we got orders to search every house.”
“Help yourself,” she replied, backing up.
Two of the soldiers came inside. They went into the kitchen and one of them looked out the back door. The other one pounded up the stairs.
Michaela went over to Hanna and put her arm around her. The little girl was doing her very best not to cry, biting her lower lip hard.
At last the soldiers went back over to the door and Michaela walked over to let them out. “You see any renegades, send your man to the fort.”
“I don’t have a man,” Michaela replied. “Got killed in an epidemic.”
“Well, send the boy then,” he replied, nodding at Josef.
“Yes, sir.”
“Ma’am,” one of them said as they headed out and Michaela shut the door after them.
Christopher let out a giant sigh of relief. “Did you see those rifles?”
Hanna finally let a tear go and she wiped it away. “I don’t want them to get my papa.”
Michaela hurried over to the back door and looked through a knothole. The children followed her. The soldiers were heading over to the barn to search it.
“I was scared!” Josef said. “I thought they’d shoot us!”
“Me, too. But Mommy wasn’t scared. Mommy was brave,” Christopher said proudly.
Michaela watched in horror as the soldiers struggled with the barn door and then finally it burst open. She held her breath. But a few moments later they came out of the barn empty handed. Sully had somehow escaped with the Indians. The soldiers mounted their horses and the patrol rode off.
“They’re gone,” she breathed.
Hanna gave her waist a big hug. Michaela stood dumbfounded a moment before putting her arms around her soothingly. “They’re gone. He’s safe now. He’ll take Black Kettle away from here and then he’ll be home.”
“Please don’t leave me,” Hanna whispered.
“No. I’m not leaving,” Michaela said as she stroked her hair.
* * *
Michaela watched apprehensively as Horace nailed a wanted poster outside the telegraph office. Five-hundred dollar reward for any information leading to the recapture of Cheyenne Indian Chief Black Kettle, it read. Aiding and abetting said criminal including but not limited to supplying medical treatment is a crime punishable by fine and jail time.
“Horace, who printed that sign?” Michaela asked.
“U.S. government. I’m required to post it.”
“I suppose the U.S. government never heard of the Hippocratic Oath,” she muttered.
“What’s that?” Horace asked.
“Nevermind. Any mail for Sully? He‘s away.”
“No, ma’am.”
“Thank you, Horace. Have a good day.” She headed over to the bank and stepped inside. Preston was writing in a ledger at the counter. “Be with you in a minute.“ He glanced up, then did a double take and looked up again, putting down his pen.
“Michaela, isn’t it?” He quickly circled around the counter. “What can I do for you?”
“That was a fast minute,” Michaela remarked.
He smiled a big toothy grin. “Preston A. Lodge at your service.”
“You might have heard I’m working for Mr. Sully at his homestead. I was hoping to open an account here so I can deposit my salary someplace safe.”
“Absolutely. And my bank is the safest place around, guaranteed. Come into my office. This way.” He guided her around the counter and pulled out a chair for her at his desk. Then he sat across from her, folding his hands. “You’re from back East, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
“I’m from Boston myself,” he said. “Cities out there are growing by leaps and bounds.”
“Boston?” Michaela said uncomfortably. “Oh. I hear it’s lovely.”
“Oh, yes it is. The Charles in the summertime, tree lined banks of all sorts of vivid colors. Harvard crew teams gliding down the water training for the big race. Sometimes I really miss it.”
“So do I,” she murmured. “I mean, I miss living back East.”
“You look like a woman who belongs there, not here,” he said.
“About that bank account?” she reminded him.
“Ah, yes.” He opened a drawer and took out some paperwork. “Shall we?”
* * *
Michaela awoke to heavy knocking on the front door. She slowly sat up in bed, blinking in the bright morning sunlight. Christopher was sleeping beside her. He had crawled into bed with her in the night as he so often did. And beside Christopher was some of the white crinoline from Hanna’s costume Michaela had been sewing late last night in bed. She must have fallen asleep doing so.
The knocking persisted. Michaela got up and put on her slippers, then grasped her bathrobe and put it on as she made her way downstairs.
“Anyone home?” Preston called.
“Mr. Lodge?” Michaela said to herself, confused. She headed to the door and opened it slightly.
Preston glanced at her nightclothes. “Oh. I’m sorry, did I wake you?”
“What time is it?” she asked. She held her bathrobe together modestly with one hand.
“Eight o‘clock.”
‘Oh,” she said. “I thought it was earlier.”
“I thought it might be easier if I came by.”
“Easier?”
“Your paperwork for your financial account at the bank. You forgot to sign the second page.” He held it up.
“Oh.”
“If you’d be so kind.” He handed her the paperwork.
Michaela took it from him, skimming it.
“I assure you it’s all in order.”
She glanced at him. “I’m sure it is. It’s just my father taught me never to sign anything without reading the fine print very carefully.”
“Your father sounds like a fine man.”
“Yes, he was,” she murmured. “He passed away this year.”
“My condolences.”
She finished reading the paperwork. “I’ll be right back.” She smiled shyly. “I would invite you in, but as you can see I’m not dressed.”
“Not at all, take your time,” he said as he folded his hands behind his back and waited on the porch.
Michaela came back a few moments later. “There you are.”
Preston took the paperwork from her and looked at her.
Michaela looked back in confusion. “Was there anything else I could do for you?”
“Oh, no. Well, actually. Would you like to join me for supper tonight?”
She blinked. “I beg your pardon?”
“Strictly business I assure you. We can talk about investment strategies, how to make the most out of the meager salary Sully’s paying you so you can continue on with your plans to go to California as soon as possible.”
“What Sully pays me is more than fair. At least in this part of the country. And it includes room and board.”
“I always meet regularly with my most important clients. You see normally I would confer with your husband. But seeing as it’s just you, I’m not adverse to meeting with a woman who is the head of her household.”
“I am the head of my household now,” she murmured.
“Good. Then I’ll pick you up at eight o’clock.”
“That’s awfully late. And I’d have to find someone to look after the children. Sully‘s away.”
“Miss Dorothy will do it. I’m an investor in her Gazette and she owes me a favor.”
“All right then,” she said reluctantly. “Eight o’clock it is.”
* * *
Josef and Christopher exchanged a baffled glance as they watched Michaela pin up her hair in front of her mirror.
“But why?” Josef said, perplexed.
“Well, it’s nice to go out to supper sometimes, that‘s all,” Michaela replied.
“Can I come?” Christopher piped up.
“No, you’re staying here with Miss Dorothy.”
“Aw.”
Hanna leaned shyly against the door frame to Michaela’s room and folded her arms. “I don’t want you to go either.”
Michaela turned around, surprised. “Why?”
Hanna shrugged. “I don‘t know. I guess I don’t want you to marry Mr. Lodge.”
“Marry him? Hanna, sweetheart, I’m not going to marry him for heaven sake. Whatever gave you that idea?”
“Will he be our new daddy?” Christopher piped up.
“Of course not, don’t be ridiculous.”
“What’s ridi-cous?” Christopher asked curiously.
“It means silly,” Josef said as he looked out the window as Preston pulled up. “Mommy? I don’t think Mr. Lodge thinks this is ridiculous or silly. He’s got flowers.”
Christopher and Hanna hurried over the window to look.
“Don’t worry, this is business,” Michaela said. She bit her lip. “At least it‘s supposed to be.”
* * *
“You were at that speech?” Michaela said as she and Preston dined on beef tenderloin by candlelight at the café.
“Not only was I at it, I helped organize it. I was part of the Young Men’s Republican Union at Harvard. We helped to sponsor it. I knew right then Lincoln would be president.”
“My cousin went to that speech, too. He talked about it for months afterward.”
“You have a big family, Michaela?” He cut his beef and took a bite.
She hesitated. “No. No it’s rather small.”
“It is all right I call you Michaela, isn’t it?”
“Well, I-”
“More coffee?” Grace said as she approached the table. She had the slightest look of annoyance on her face like she knew exactly what Preston was up to.
“Thank you, Grace,” Preston said as he held up his cup.
“Don’t burn your tongue,” Grace said as she topped it off. “Then you wouldn’t be able to talk and Lord knows we can‘t have that,” she added under her breath as she walked back to her stove.
“Mike,” Michaela said.
“I’m sorry?” Preston replied.
“Most people call me Mike. My father started it.”
“Tell me about your father.”
She hesitated further. She wasn’t sure how safe it was to reveal very many details about her life before. Preston was a smart man and he might pick up on something amiss. “He was a good man. A doctor,” she said vaguely. “Weren’t you going to tell me about some investment strategies?”
“Oh, yes, of course, let‘s talk money,” he said as he smiled at her across the table.
* * *
Hanna awoke early as she usually did and headed downstairs. She went into the kitchen to get the milk bucket and headed to the door. She stopped when she spotted Michaela asleep in one of the wingback chairs, her sewing basket beside her and a pretty sparkling white little dress in her lap.
“Mike?” she whispered. “What’s that?”
Michaela slowly opened her eyes, disoriented. She looked out the window, surprised to see it was morning already. “Hanna. I fell asleep.”
“What is that?” she asked again, pointing at the costume.
“Oh. I finally finished late last night.” She held it up. “It’s your princess costume. For the party tonight. What do you think?”
“For me?” Hanna whispered.
Michaela nodded.
Hanna shyly touched her hand to the crinoline. “But why?”
“Why?” Michaela asked, confused.
“Why did you make me this?”
Michaela thought a moment. “Because I wanted it to be special. Because … you’re special, sweetheart.”
Hanna hesitated a moment longer, then she gave Michaela a big hug.
Michaela smiled and rubbed her back. “You’re special,” she whispered, kissing her head.
* * *
“Don’t squirm so much, Chris,” Josef said as he drew a scar on his brother’s cheek with a charcoal pencil. “It’s all messed up.”
“It tickles,” Christopher said as he sat on the dining room table in his goblin costume. Michaela had slicked back the boys’ hair with some grease and painted their faces white. She drew blood down their lips and dark circles under their eyes.
“Let me just get the buttons,” Michaela said as she nudged Hanna around. The little girl’s princess costume had turned out ravishing. It was sparkling white with lace and crinoline all around the waist. There was a pretty veil headband with little sequins, and Michaela had curled her brown hair in long ringlets. Hanna wasn’t used to dressing up and she looked so shy and apprehensive, like she wasn’t sure it was right to enjoy this. Michaela had decided to be a witch. She thought it would go well with her two goblins. She wore a black gown, a witch’s hat and had a broom.
“All set. Here, don’t forget your wand,” Michaela said as she handed her a little wooden dowel with a star on the end.
“What do I do with it?” Hanna asked.
“You cast spells,” Josef explained.
“What kind of spells?”
“Well, you’re a princess,” Michaela said. “So good spells. Like stopping the rain or making people fall in love.”
“Oh,” Hanna said pensively.
“Mama, you do it,” Christopher said as he squirmed. “He keeps tickling me.”
Michaela smiled and took the charcoal pencil from Josef. She drew a few more scars on Christopher’s face. “There, you look truly frightening now.”
Christopher raised his hands and growled menacingly.
Michaela chuckled at him.
“Mommy, don’t laugh,” Christopher said. “Be scared!”
“Oh, I’m sorry.” She pressed her hand to her mouth. “Don’t get me. I’m shaking in my boots.”
“You’re not wearing boots,” Josef remarked.
Michaela smiled and lifted Christopher down from the table. “Come on, get your pumpkins and your sacks for treats. It’s time to go to the party!”
* * *
Christopher lifted his head out of the tub of water, coughing and blinking as water dripped down his face. A shiny red apple was in his mouth. “I goth one! I goth one!” he cried. He spit it into his hands.
The crowd around him clapped and Michaela rushed over with a towel. She wiped off his face. Everyone in town had come out for the costume party. There was a band playing lively music, pumpkins and gourds everywhere, hay bales to sit on, and all kinds of hot delicious food cooking in Grace’s café. If Michaela thought about what her family would think of such a rustic party like this she might have laughed. They would certainly think it was the strangest thing they had ever seen. And yet, she couldn’t remember ever seeing the children have so much fun. Not in a very long time.
“Mama, I got it!” Christopher exclaimed.
“You certainly did,” she said with a chuckle. His makeup was running all down his face but he was so proud of himself he didn’t seem to care.
“He gets a blue ribbon for finding the biggest apple,” Dorothy said with a smile as she pinned it to his chest.
“Mommy, look! I won! I won!” Christopher cried, thrilled.
Michaela hugged him, overwhelmed with emotion. This was all she had hoped for the boys and more when she left David that they could have a life full of carefree and happy times just like this one.
“I won. Look,” he said as he fingered his ribbon.
Michaela bent down, caressed his cheek and kissed his nose. He giggled.
Hanna and Josef came over eating roasted corn on a stick.
“Can we get our fortune told, Mommy?” Josef asked. “It’s a penny.”
Michaela glanced at the booth set up. Grace was inside in her fortune teller costume with a crystal ball and tea leaves. She opened her purse and fished out a few coins. “All right. You may.”
“I’m getting mine telled, too,” Christopher said as he raced after them.
Michaela smiled at them and shook her head. She leaned against a fence post to wait for them.
“Good evening, Michaela,” Preston said as he came over wearing a vampire costume.
“Oh. I didn’t know you were here, Preston.”
“I wouldn’t miss it.” He grasped her hand and gave it a kiss. “And you, you look bewitching.” He smiled. “Punch?”
She withdrew her hand. “Yes, please.”
He walked off to the punch table and she blinked, baffled.
“Nice party,” a voice said.
“Yes, it is,” she murmured. She turned around. “Sully?”
He was standing there in his regular clothes, his jacket on. He looked tired, like he had been riding all day.
“Is Black Kettle-?”
He held up one finger. “Shh. He’s safe. They all are. Up north.”
“The Army came looking for you. They came to the homestead. Asked us questions.”
His brow narrowed. “You all right?”
“Oh, we’re fine. We didn’t tell them anything and they left.”
“Cloud Dancin’ said to thank you. For what you done for them.”
“Cloud Dancing helped me when I was ill,” she murmured. “The least I can do is help him.”
“You got the courage of a warrior.”
“Cloud Dancing said that?”
“No, I did.”
Hanna came out of the fortune teller’s tent. Sully brightened when he saw her. Then he looked surprised. Her costume was so beautiful. He had never seen her like this. She looked like something out of a storybook. He went over to her.
“Papa, you’re home!” she cried.
“Look at ya,” he murmured. He picked her up. “You’re a princess.”
“Mike made it.”
Sully touched his hand to her chest. “You’re beautiful.”
She smiled at him tenderly and clutched the lapel of his jacket. “Papa, I got my fortune told.”
“Did ya?”
She bit her lip. “But she couldn’t tell me if I was gonna get a new mommy. I cast a spell on Mike with my wand. A spell to make her my mommy. To make her fall in love with you, Pa, so she can be my mommy. But I don‘t think it worked.”
“Hanna, Mike ain’t your ma. It ain’t somethin’ ya can just change with a spell.”
“She’s Christopher and Josef’s mama and I wish she could be mine, too.” She rested her head against his shoulder. “Nobody ever made me something so pretty like this. Except Mike.”
Sully rocked her a long moment and smoothed her hair. He met Michaela’s eyes, who was watching them tenderly.
* * *
Sully carried Hanna into her bedroom, careful not to wake her, and ever so tenderly laid her in her bed. He could hear Michaela in the next room, quietly putting the boys to bed, too. The children were having so much fun at the party they all stayed late into the evening. All three of the children fell asleep in the wagon on the way home, exhausted but happy.
He removed her little sparkling headband and put it on her night table, then he gently slid her wand from her fist and put it beside the headband.
“Papa?” Hanna said hoarsely, slowly opening her eyes.
He pulled the covers up. “Shh, go to sleep. It’s real late.”
“Papa, can I ask you something?”
He sat on the bed beside her. “Sure. What’s on your mind, sweet girl?”
“Promise you’ll tell the truth?”
“I promise.”
“Did my mama die because of me? Did I kill her?”
Sully let out his breath and his heart ached for her. To think his little girl would believe such a thing for even a moment filled him with guilt. Michaela was right, Hanna had been wondering about this. He felt like a fool for not seeing it long before Michaela did.
“No. No, Hanna,” he whispered. “Mama just died. It weren’t because of you.”
She bit her lip pensively, digesting this.
He rubbed her arm. “You know what an accident is, right? It was just an accident. It just happened.”
“Mike says sometimes mamas die when they have a baby.”
“Sometimes.” He swallowed hard and smoothed her hair from her brow. “It was just a real sad accident, all right?”
“You miss her lots, huh, Papa?” she remarked.
He hesitated. “Yeah, I do,” he murmured.
“You loved her a real lot.”
“She loved you,” he said. “She talked about ya so much I thought she wouldn’t have any voice left by the time you come along.”
“She loved me?” she whispered, a little smile coming to her lips.
He smoothed her hair from her forehead. It was the first time he had had a really candid conversation with Hanna about her mother. He always thought it would be far too painful to talk about it with her. Now it just seemed natural. He realized now he had never told Hanna how much Abigail had loved her and was looking forward to her. “You bet she did. A whole lot,” he affirmed.
“Did she like parties?”
“She liked parties a whole lot. She woulda really liked this costume party.”
“I like costume parties. I‘m just like her.” She smiled a little wider and a little dimple appeared on her cheek.
“Ya sure are.”
“Papa, is it all right we don’t always have to go to her grave every Sunday? You miss Mama, but I just don’t like graves.”
“Ya know, I been thinkin’? We don’t have to always go to Mama’s grave for her to know we’ll always miss her and love her.”
“Yeah,” she said in agreement.
He bent down again and drew her into a warm hug. “Think ya can sleep now? Ya had a big night. Close your eyes.”
“Goodnight, Pa.”
“G’night, princess,” he whispered.
* * *
Michaela placed a handful of tomato seeds gently into the soil, then covered them up with soil with her trowel. She looked up as Sully approached her, arms folded.
“My wife had a garden,” he remarked.
All the opposition Sully had to her garden suddenly made sense. “I didn’t know that.”
“After she died, I just ignored it. Didn’t water it, weed it. Everything died in a couple weeks.”
“You had a new baby to care for. That’s understandable.” She rose to her feet. “This homestead you built her, you must have loved her so much.”
“She never lived in it,” he murmured.
“She didn’t?” she replied, confused.
“When she got pregnant I started buildin’ it. We had a little cabin not far from town. New baby on the way, thought we needed a bigger place. Old homestead’s where it happened. Where things went wrong when Hanna was born. After that, I just moved here with the baby. Start fresh.”
“What about your old homestead?”
“It’s still standin’. But I ain’t been back there.”
“You haven’t?”
He shook his head. “Not since it happened. Guess I can’t. We had a lot of dreams. Abigail and me,” he murmured. “We were young and in love. We got this big piece of land, we were gonna have a big family, maybe raise horses on all this land someday.” He swallowed. “It’s good to have you and the boys in those bedrooms. Abigail woulda wanted to see ’em filled.”
“David and I had dreams once, too,” she whispered. “I just wish … I wish the boys could remember what things were like before.”
“Before?”
She swallowed hard. “David was addicted to morphine, Sully.”
“You never told me that. I seen … I seen how Dorothy‘s son was when he was on that. It made him crazy.”
“Dorothy has a son? She never mentioned him.”
“The morphine killed him. He took too much. It was a couple years back. The doctors gave it to him in the war and he just couldn‘t stop.”
“That’s how David became addicted. He was wounded during the war when we were engaged. He was sent to a hospital in Baltimore. By the time I got there he was already dependent on it. He eventually let my father and I help him get off it. And we were successful. He didn’t touch it after that. Until … ”
“Until?” Sully prompted.
“Christopher was one day old. David left the hospital to bring me clam chowder from my favorite restaurant. He was robbed on the way home and they broke his leg. When he got to the hospital, the doctor gave him morphine. That’s all it took and he was addicted again. Just one little dose. After that he …. He took it every single day. Sometimes more than once a day. He couldn‘t stop. He wouldn‘t. That‘s when things changed. That‘s when our relationship changed.”
“I seen what whiskey can do to the Cheyenne. Men who were good men, honorable, they start drinkin’ and become different people.”
She gazed at the house. “I love Christopher so much. I was so certain I wanted a girl, but then he was born and I just, I fell madly in love with him. But a part of me …. Sully, he represents the new David. The David after he started taking morphine again. Things just weren’t the same after Chris was born.” She wiped at a tear. “I’ve never been able to give him the kind of life he deserves. A mother and a father who love him and raise him together. He’s never seen a normal marriage. When he‘s grown how is he going to ever know how a man and woman can be in a healthy relationship and raise children and just be … be normal?”
“Because you’re teachin’ him,” Sully said reassuringly. “Every day he watches how you treat folks. How you helped Black Kettle, anybody that needs it. How you love him and his brother and Hanna. And he’s learnin’ how to grow up and do right by others and love folks. He‘s gonna be just fine.”
She sniffled. “I hope so. I hope you’re right.” She smiled softly. “I’m glad he has you to look up to now. You’re good for him, Sully.”
He shrugged modestly. “I don’t know about that. I don’t think things through before I do things. Like bringin’ those Indians back here.”
“No, you did exactly the right thing.”
“Before I left, Black Kettle gave ya your Cheyenne name.”
“He did?”
“He calls ya Medicine Woman.”
She sighed, moved. “What will Chief Black Kettle do now?”
“What he never wanted to do. Fight.” He stepped toward her. “Can I help with this?”
“The garden?”
“Yeah.”
She was taken aback. Sully had been so against her garden. “Well, you can, you can dig holes a few inches deep for the tomato seeds.”
He grabbed a trowel and started a row beside her. She smiled at him softly and together they planted the first garden the homestead had seen in six years.
* * *
Sully examined the wanted poster outside the telegraph office. Then, impulsively, he tore it down and crumpled it up. He tucked the two letters that had come in deep into his pocket. One was from the Bureau of Indian Affairs in Washington and one was from Superintendent Hazen and they were both full of bureaucratic rhetoric about how it was his job to oversee the red man’s welfare and guide them to follow government policy as peacefully as possible.
He headed down the street toward the store. Government policy was to get rid of the Indians as quickly and quietly as possible, that much he had figured out.
“Sully,” Preston called as he stepped down from his bank. He carried a small bundle of flowers. “Is Michaela in town?”
Sully eyed him skeptically. “No.”
“Where is she?”
“Home with the kids.”
“Oh, I was hoping to give her these,” Preston said, holding up the flowers.
“Flowers?” Sully blurted. “What for?”
Preston smiled smugly. “Oh, just a little thank you for the nice dinner we had last week. While you were gone.” He smiled wider.
“Two of you had supper?” He shifted his feet uncomfortably.
“Yes, over at Grace’s. Candles, fine china. It was quite lovely. She’s used to the finer things in life, being from back East, from New York. I knew a woman like her would have taste. Perhaps she‘s available Saturday. I was thinking perhaps I could take her to Denver this time. Perhaps see a pla-”
“She ain’t free,” Sully said firmly.
“How do you know?”
“’Cause she lives with me and she ain’t free.” He brushed past him and walked all the faster toward the store.
* * *
Sully cut his eggs forcefully and ate them quickly. He buttered a biscuit and then took a bite of it, staring at Michaela irritably.
Michaela resumed her seat across from him apprehensively. Sully had been giving her strange looks like that for a day now and she had no idea why.
“Bye, Mama,” Josef said as he headed out the door with his schoolbooks.
“Goodbye, I love you,” she called.
“Can we play outside?” Christopher asked as he finished off his milk.
“We’ll do schoolwork soon,” Hanna said. “We promise.”
“You may while I clean up breakfast. But don’t get too dirty,” Michaela said. She gazed at Sully curiously as the children ran out the door. “Is something wrong?”
He glanced at his plate and took another bite of eggs. “What’s the harm in kids gettin’ dirty?”
She blinked. “What?”
“Kids get dirty sometimes. Ain’t gonna hurt nothin’.”
“I suppose not but there’s no reason for them to be rolling around in the mud like barn animals.”
“You seein’ Preston now?” he said suddenly, putting down his fork.
“Seeing Preston? What on earth are you talking about?”
“Ya don’t gotta pretend. I know ya are. He told me. You‘re seein’ each other. Had supper while I was away.”
She casually took a sip of coffee. “I saw Preston. But I’m not seeing Preston. Not in that way anyway. He‘s helping me.”
“With what?”
“What do you think? He’s a banker. He’s helping me with my financial matters. I‘ve never really had to manage my own money before. My husband wouldn‘t let me touch it.”
“Reckon he‘ll help ya for free you go to supper with him.”
“I didn‘t go to supper with him for heaven sake. It was a business meeting.”
“Ya always do business over candles at supper?”
“Why do you care what I do anyway? Is that your rule, I‘m not allowed to have supper with any other man? Just you?”
He took a sip of coffee, annoyed. “I got no rules. You can have supper with who ya want.”
“Sometimes an employee likes a night off once in awhile. It was a nice night off and we had a good meeting and I feel very good about my account at his bank if you must know.” She took a bite of her eggs intrepidly.
“You need some time off just say so,” he retorted.
“No, I don’t need time off. I didn’t say that. I’m fine.”
“He wants to see you again.”
“Preston? He does?” she asked, surprised.
“Saturday. I told him you’re busy.”
She lowered her fork, appalled. “You had no right to do that! My socializing is none of your business. What I choose to do on my night off is none of your business.”
“What‘re you sayin’? You wanna see him again?”
“Well, and what if I did? Are you going to stop me? What am I, your indentured servant?”
“No,” he muttered. “You drive yourself to that supper with him?”
She sighed with exasperation. Sully asked her the oddest questions sometimes. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Ya need the practice.”
“Oh, I do, do I?”
“Yeah. Maybe ya could drive me over to the Reservation today.”
She hesitated a moment. It wasn’t like Sully to involve her in the things he did. Usually he was fairly quiet about his job as an Indian agent. But after she helped Black Kettle when the chief was shot, she found herself more and more curious about the Reservation and what was happening there. “All right.”
Sully looked at her a moment, surprised she had agreed so quickly. “Ya ain’t gonna argue?”
“No. Not about that. You’re right. I need the practice. And, I want to see the Reservation. I want to see what you do.”
“Good. We’ll leave the kids with Grace. Come on.”
* * *
“What?” Michaela asked, glancing at Sully as she held the reins tightly.
“Nothin’,” he replied.
“Tell me.”
“Well, it’s your drivin’ again.”
“What’s wrong with it now?”
“You could give the horse a little more rein.”
“Are you saying I’m driving too slow?”
“No. I’m just sayin’ ya could let the horse go at its own pace if you wanted to.”
“Well, I don’t.”
“Figures. A woman who doesn‘t like to be told what to do. Knew that the first time I saw you.”
She drove in silence for a long moment, then let out a soft sigh.
“I say somethin’ wrong?” Sully murmured at last.
She glanced at him. “No.”
He thought he noticed her eyes welling ever so slightly with tears.
“Somethin’s on your mind. Tell me,” he encouraged.
“It’s just … David used to say that. He used to say I didn’t like to be told what to do. He hated it.”
“It ain’t always such a bad thing, knowin’ your own mind.”
“It was to David. I defied him when it came to everything. It was as if I was always doing the opposite of what he wanted. I don’t know why I did it sometimes. Sometimes I wonder if I was deliberately trying to upset him.”
“I know that ain’t true.”
“I thought marriage was supposed to be like two people working together for a common goal. Instead somehow David and I ended up on opposite teams. Maybe I just wasn‘t suited for it. I‘d always been on my own. Maybe it was a terrible mistake, getting married.”
“It weren’t a mistake. Josef and Christopher were meant to be.”
She smiled softly. “You‘re right.”
“You know, the Cheyenne say everything happens for a reason. That people come in and out of our lives for a reason.”
She gazed at him, intrigued.
“You were meant to have David in your life. Because you were meant to have Josef and Chris. Cheyenne say the spirits pick who a child’s ma is gonna be. It ain’t just chance. Spirits picked you for Josef and Chris for a reason.”
“I’m glad they thought so highly of me,” she said.
“But now David’s gone and now it’s time for the next part of your life. Where ever that takes ya.”
“That’s just it, I don’t know where I’m going.”
“Well, maybe someday, you’ll meet somebody else.”
She sighed. “I just can’t imagine myself with anyone other than David. What about you? Do you think you’ll marry again, Sully?”
He gazed out at the road. “I don’t know. I ain‘t sure. It ain’t just about me anymore. It would have to be somebody right for Hanna, too.”
“Then it would have to be a very special woman indeed,” she replied.
He looked at her a moment, swallowing. “Yeah, she is. I mean, she’d have to be.” He glanced out at the road. “Reservation’s just up ahead.”
Michaela pulled the wagon through the gates where soldiers were guarding. She did not expect to see the rows and rows of shacks lined up.
“Where are the teepees?” she asked.
Sully helped her down from the wagon. “They ain’t allowed to have teepees anymore.”
A group of Indian children nearby stopped to stare at her. Michaela smiled at them kindly and some of them giggled.
“Snowbird,” Sully called as he walked over to her hut. She was outside grinding up some maize with a mortar and pestle. “Cloud Dancin’ back yet?” he asked quietly.
She shook her head. “The spirits say he could be gone many days. But he is safe.”
“This is Mike,” Sully said.
“Agent Sully!” a soldier shouted. He walked briskly over to them. “Sergeant wants to see you. Another fight yesterday. Arapaho was killed.”
“I told you ya gotta keep the Arapaho on the other side of the ridge,” Sully said angrily. He touched Michaela’s arm. “Wait here.”
Michaela watched him go off with the soldier, overwhelmed by all this.
“Was it always like this?” she asked Snow Bird softly.
“No,” she murmured. “You live with Sully now.”
“No. Well, that is, I stay at his homestead.”
“This is good. Sully needs a wife. He has been many moons without a wife. Too many.”
“No,” she said firmly. “I mean, I’m not his wife. I work for him.”
“When Cloud Dancing took me into his teepee I became his wife.” Snow Bird watched her perceptively.
Michaela suddenly noticed a little cut across her finger. “That looks infected,” she said with concern. She crouched down beside her. “May I see?”
Snowbird reluctantly gave her her hand.
“It should be washed and bandaged so the infection doesn’t spread.” She looked around a moment and spotted another soldier patrolling. “Excuse me? Where’s the medic assigned to your unit?”
“Only one medic for the whole unit and he’s stationed twenty miles north of here,” he called back. He spit tobacco juice to the side.
“Well, where’s your quartermaster? Where’s your supplies?”
“Down that way, but-”
“I’ll be right back,” Michaela said. She took off for the Army camp boldly.
“Wait a minute, where you goin’?” the soldier called after her.
Michaela quickly found the supply tent and went inside. Several soldiers watched her in disbelief. She searched through food rations and gunpowder and ammunition until she found a small stash of medical supplies. She found a canvas bag and gathered as much of it as she could, then headed out.
“Where you goin’ with that, little lady!” a private shouted at her. “Them’s government provisions! Not for the taking!”
Michaela ignored them and made her way back to Snowbird. The quiet Indian woman was watching all this with amusement. She held out her hand again and Michaela skillfully cleansed the wound with some carbolic acid. Then she put some salve on it and wrapped it up tightly with a bandage.
“You should leave that on for the next few days. I’ll come back to change the bandage.”
“So what they call you is true. Medicine woman,” Snowbird said.
“Oh, no, I just used to volunteer in a hospital,” she said modestly.
“You, you help my baby?” a younger woman asked tentatively, a tiny infant cradled in her arms.
Michaela got up. “What’s wrong with him?” She immediately realized how small and thin the baby looked. “How old is he?”
“Three months,” she explained.
Michaela picked him up and ran her finger gently down his cheek. If she didn‘t know any better she would guess this infant was starving. “Is he getting enough milk? Are you nursing him?”
The young woman nodded and Michaela noticed how tired and gaunt she was looking herself. “What are you eating?”
“Rations.”
Michaela looked to Snowbird for help. “From the Army? What are your rations?”
“Dried beef. Half a pound of flour and corn.”
Michaela looked inside the baby’s mouth, gently holding it open with her fingers. “That should be enough for an adult female.”
“Sometimes they don’t give us what they say.”
“I’ll talk to the soldiers about giving you more,” Michaela said to the young woman, handing her back her baby. “In the meantime you need to supplement your breastfeeding with infant food. In a bottle. Do you understand?”
The young woman just looked confused.
Michaela touched her arm reassuringly. “I’ll get it for you in town, all right? I‘ll bring you what you need.” She turned around to see a small line forming of parents and their children. The soldiers were watching all this distrustfully but so far no one was trying to stop her.
“You help him?” a man asked as he guided his lethargic little boy forward.
Michaela held out her hand to the little boy. “Yes. I’ll help him. What‘s your name, sweetheart?”
* * *
“A dozen cases of scurvy,” Michaela said as she drove Sully home. “Almost all the women are anemic. And one of the babies has what looks like rickets.”
“What’s rickets?” Sully asked quietly.
“It’s a disease in children where the bones become soft, can break easily. I saw it in the hospital, in babies from poor families. It’s caused by poor nutrition. That‘s what causes all these disorders.”
“They never get enough food,” Sully said. “I already know that.”
“I don’t understand. I thought the Reservations were supposed to help them. Teach them how to be productive members of society. Education and farming and learning trades. They‘re supposed to be a positive step in the right direction.”
“That what they tell you in New York?” he muttered.
“Sully, I don’t support this if that’s what you’re thinking. I had no idea about any of this.”
He softened a little. “I know.”
“Is the Army starving them, Sully?” she whispered. “I mean, intentionally?”
He slowly let out his breath. “I don’t know. Maybe. A lotta folks in Washington think things might be a lot easier if this Indian problem just went away.”
“Sully, could I come with you again? When you come out here.”
He gazed at her a moment. He had to admit it would be nice to have someone along when he was at the Reservation. He often felt like he was the only one fighting against something so big and powerful he didn’t know where to begin.
“I’d like that,” he said softly.
“Sully? You were right,” she replied.
“Right about what?”
“Preston. I wasn’t really going to see him again. Not like he wants anyway.”
He gazed out at the road. Women could be confusing, Michaela particularly so. She was furious at him for telling Preston she wasn‘t going to see him again, and yet all along she never intended to see him. “Guess you were right, too. Your socializin’ ain’t my concern.” He took the reins from her. “Want me to drive the rest of the way?”
She relaxed back in her seat and ever so gently clutched his arm with her hand as they headed home.
Chapter Seventeen
“Hunting?” Michaela said skeptically as she took one of Hanna’s aprons down from the clothesline and put it in the basket. “You want to take them hunting? Why?”
“Why? Because, that’s what boys do. Hunt.” Sully stood across from her, looking over the line.
“Not all boys. Henry David Thoreau gave up his gun when he went to live in the woods in Concord.”
“Never heard of him. Sides, it ain’t with guns. With bows and arrows.”
“I just don’t like the idea of them learning to kill something.”
“How do you think our meat gets on the table every night? Somebody’s gotta kill it. Cheyenne say animals were put here for us to fill our bellies help make us strong.”
“That’s what the Catholics say, too.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
Michaela moved a little farther down the line. The truth was it scared her to see Sully spending so much time with the boys and becoming so close. They were more like a family every day. She didn’t like feeling like they were building something together. She was still married, she had a family already. It didn’t seem right to make a new one with Sully. Without David.
Christopher came running up with a little bow in his hand. “Look what Sully made us!”
Michaela glanced at the boy and then looked at Sully disapprovingly. “You already made them their own bows?”
“My bow’s too big,” he said with a shrug.
“We’re gonna bring home a deer, Mommy,” Christopher said.
“All right, fine,” she said with a sigh. “Fine, you can take them. You’ve set me up to be the mean one if I say no.”
“No I didn’t,” he blurted.
“Yes, you did,” she retorted, yanking down a pair of stockings from the line.
He glanced at the house. “Hanna, she’s always wanted to learn to stitch. Maybe ya could teach her. She don’t like huntin’.”
She followed his gaze, then gave him a little nod.
* * *
“Where’s Sully and the boys today?” Dorothy asked curiously as she worked on filling Michaela’s list at the store. She took down some canned goods from the shelves. Olive was nearby looking through some new paint sets while Loren made himself busy dusting a back corner.
“Hunting,” Michaela said as she and Hanna looked through some needlepoint patterns at the counter. “They were so excited they couldn’t sleep.”
“Oh,” Dorothy said with a soft smile.
“I’m glad,” Hanna said. “I can have Mike to myself.”
Michaela smiled and put her arm around her. “Do you want this one? It‘s an easy one so it‘s good to start with.”
“Yeah.”
“Oh, that’s a very good choice,” Dorothy said as she brought the basket over to total everything up.
“I can’t say as I’m happy about teaching them to hunt,” Michaela said. “But Sully backed me into a corner. He had already made them bows and arrows.”
“Backed you into a corner, did he?” Olive said, amused. “Hunting’s good for boys. I got Matthew a revolver for his birthday last year. Every boy should know how to use one.”
“No one in New York has a revolver.”
“Maybe nobody you know.”
“Miss Olive? What are those?” Hanna asked curiously, touching one of the paint sets.
“Oh. They’re watercolors. Loren donated them to the school.”
“I didn’t exactly donate them,” Loren protested. “They just ain’t sellin’ so I let you have them.”
“Whatever you want to call it, it was a nice idea,” Dorothy said.
“Oh, Josef’s going to like that. He took a painting class once back at home,” Michaela remarked.
“Painting class?” Dorothy echoed. “Goodness, we don’t have things like that out here.”
“I wish I could try them,” Hanna said.
“You can. You can come to school,” Olive said, leaning over the counter.
“Can I, Mike? Can I go to school?” Hanna looked up at her.
“Well, but your father wants me to teach you at home,” Michaela replied.
“I know. And I like learning at home. But I wish I could go to school with Josef.”
“Well, I suppose I could talk to Sully.”
“Three dollars,” Dorothy said.
Michaela paid her just as they heard gunshots and a woman screaming outside.
“Jake! Somebody get Jake!” Hank shouted.
“What’s goin’ on?” Olive cried as she circled the counter. They all rushed outside where Hank was carrying a saloon girl down the street. There was a nasty gash down her leg and it was bleeding profusely.
“Jake!” Hank shouted again.
“Jake’s gone,” Loren said. “He’s in Denver until tomorrow.”
“Customer stabbed her,” Hank said, panting.
“Let me see. Let me see,” Michaela said, pushing her way through all the people. She quickly examined the wound. “What’s your name?” she asked the girl.
The saloon girl winced. “Myra.”
Michaela glanced at Hank. “She’ll need stitches. Right away or she could bleed to death.”
“Somebody get a wagon!” Hank shouted.
“Wait, I can do it. I’ve stitched up people before,” Michaela said.
“You?” Hank blurted.
“I was a volunteer at a hospital back East during the war. I learned how.”
“You never stitched something like this,” he said dismissively.
“No, I’ve stitched far worse. Jake must have suturing thread in his shop. And alcohol to disinfect. Let’s take her over there.” She looked at the girl and gently touched her arm. “Just stay calm, Myra. You‘re going to be all right.”
Myra nodded breathlessly.
“Guess we got no choice,” Hank muttered.
“Hanna, you stay at the store with Miss Dorothy and Miss Olive, all right?” Michaela said, giving her a kiss.
Hanna nodded fearfully.
Michaela quickly followed the crowd over to the shop and they broke in and carried Myra inside.
* * *
“There, look at that. That’s a deer’s tracks,” Sully said as he squatted along the path and pointed in some mud.
“I see it, Sully!” Christopher cried excitedly, holding his bow in one hand.
“Come on, this way,” he said as he led them down to the creek bed. “He probably come down here for a drink.”
Josef followed after them with his bow.
“It gets a little warmer I’ll take ya down here for a swim,” Sully told them.
“I don’t want to swim,” Christopher said. “I don’t know how.”
“You swam in the Hudson, didn’t ya?”
“The Hudson? What’s that?” Christopher replied.
“Ah! It’s cold,” Josef said, dipping his hand in the water.
“Go on, take a drink,” Sully said. “It’s good.”
Josef held his hands together and dipping them into the water, then drank out of them. “You’re right, tastes good!”
“Look, Sully! A hawk!” Christopher said, pointing up at the sky.
Sully shielded his eyes and saw a soaring eagle. It screeched piercingly, its cry echoing across the sky.
“That’s an eagle. Cheyenne believe eagles carry our prayers up to the sky.”
“But you don’t pray,” Christopher pointed out. “At supper you don’t close your eyes.”
“I pray sometimes. Just in a different way.”
“What’s your prayer, Sully?” Josef asked. “For the eagle.”
Sully caressed his head. “I guess it would be I never lose somebody I love again.”
Josef bent his head. “My prayer is I wish I could see my daddy again.”
Sully drew him close as the eagle soared higher and higher. “Look, Josef. He’s takin’ our prayers up.”
“He is, Sully. He is,” Christopher said.
Sully saw the dark eyes of a deer looking at them from several feet away. He put his finger to his lips and withdrew an arrow, arming his bow.
Josef and Christopher quietly drew their bows as well.
“What’s wrong with it?” Christopher asked.

Sully withdrew his bow and walked over to the deer. He had a bad gunshot wound to his left shoulder that was oozing blood. “Looks like somebody shot him.”
The boys joined him and Josef stroked the deer’s neck gently. “It’s all right. It’s all right.”
Sully withdrew his knife and said a few words in Cheyenne.
“What’s that?” Christopher demanded.
“I’m askin’ the deer’s permission to take his earth life.”
“No! He doesn’t give his permission!” Christopher said firmly.
“He’s just hurt!” Josef added.
“He’s in pain. I can’t let him stay that way, Josef,” Sully said. “Cheyenne say if you inhale the deer’s last breath you can keep his spirit alive.” He drew the deer’s head toward him and inhaled. He looked at the boys. “Go on, do it.”
Josef shook his head.
“No, I don’t want to,” Christopher said solemnly.
“He’s not gonna live, Chris,” Sully said. “He can’t run, some coyote could-”
“Mommy could fix his leg!” Christopher cried. “She fixed Chief Black Kettle and he’s as good as new.”
“Chris.”
“Put his breath back,” Christopher ordered. “Give him back his spirit.”
“Please, Sully?” Josef added.
Reluctantly, Sully grasped the deer’s head again and blew gently. Then he found a small length of rope in his pocket and tied it around the deer’s neck.
* * *
“Where in tarnation did you learn how to stitch like that?” Charlotte asked, hands on her hips as she watched Michaela work on Myra’s leg. The barber shop wasn’t an ideal place to work on a patient, but it was better than the street. Hank had put Myra on Jake’s bed upstairs and Michaela draped her leg with several clean towels. The thread Jake had wasn’t very fine, but it was suturing thread and it would work. She didn’t have chloroform, but they gave Myra whiskey and it was enough to take the edge off her pain. Michaela’s father had told her many gory stories from when he was a young doctor, operating on patients before chloroform became commonplace. If her father could do it, so could she.
“I practiced on soldiers during the war,” Michaela said as she trimmed off the final stitch. “There was a shortage of doctors so the volunteers had to do it.”
“You musta got a lotta practice. I done some suturing in my day, but nothin’ like this.”
Michaela disinfected the stitches one final time with a little cloth. “Myra? It’s going to be sore for a few days. I want you to rest and keep your leg elevated with a pillow.”
Hank pounded on the door for the third time. “You almost done in here?” He opened the door.
“Do you want it done fast or do you want it done right?” Michaela retorted.
Hank wasn’t used to a woman talking back to him. “Come on, Myra.” He picked her up.
“No activity, Hank. She needs to rest,” Michaela said. “Myra, I’ll come by in a few days.”
“Jake can take it from here when he gets back,” Hank said as he carried her out.
“Mike, I could use somebody like you around. When I do midwifin’,” Charlotte remarked. “Don’t suppose you’ve ever delivered a baby but you sure can stitch.”
The truth was Michaela had delivered hundreds of babies over the years. But she hesitated to tell Charlotte that.
“Why don’t you come with me next time?” Charlotte went on. “Ginny Baker’s due next month. Sweet girl. You come along, see how it‘s done.”
“I … ” Michaela hesitated further. She would love to deliver a baby again. Obstetrics was just one small part of her practice at the hospital and in Dorchester, but it was medicine and she longed to be out there again practicing what she loved and knew the best. She wasn’t exactly unhappy with her new life out here, but she felt like a part of who she was had been left behind.
“You’re gonna be on your own, you should learn a trade,” Charlotte said. “That’s what saved me when Ethan left. I knew I could get by because I knew how to deliver babies and I had a mind to cook and keep the books. So I came out here and started up the boarding house and helped out the womenfolk of this town when they have the need. Midwifin‘ might be just the thing for you.”
Michaela swallowed hard. It was just too dangerous. People knew midwifes. Good ones quickly developed a reputation. She could be setting herself up to be very public. Marcus had stressed to her over and over how important it was she keep quiet and discreet in everything she did. He would certainly never approve of her taking up a trade that was so obtrusive. Helping out one man with his daughter was one thing. Making herself available to help out all mothers in the entire town and in several other towns nearby was quite another. “I just, I don’t think that’s for me. I, you see I‘m not very good with blood.” She dried her hands off.
“You ain’t,” Charlotte said skeptically, glancing at the bloody basin beside her.
“No, not really,” Michaela blurted. “David used to come home from the hospital his collar specked with blood and I’d feel faint.”
“Is that a fact?” Charlotte said all the more suspiciously.
“Yes, I’ve never even been at a birth. Except for my own boys and they knocked me unconscious with Josef.” She felt like the more she kept talking the less believable her lies were sounding, at least to Charlotte.
“I’ll teach you, it’s not hard.”
“Hanna’s been at the store a long time. I should get over there.” She quickly left the room, eager to get away from Charlotte. All this lying was becoming very complicated, especially when she had to do it around people like Charlotte who were getting to know her. She made her way over to the store. Hanna was sitting on a stool at the counter, playing with a little carved wolf. She bounced it along the counter.
“Oh, that looks like your wolf,” Michaela said.
“It is. My papa carved it.”
Dorothy was pouring some coffee at the stove. “Sully sells his carvings in here sometimes. How’s Myra?”
“She’ll be all right. I finished stitching her up and she just needs rest now. Let’s put that back, sweetheart,” Michaela said. “It’s time to go.”
“I wish I could keep it,” she said.
“Mr. Bray? How much is it?” Michaela asked.
“Go on, she can take it,” he muttered. “It ain’t sellin’ anyway.”
“Really?” Hanna asked.
“You heard me.”
“Thank you, Mr. Bray. Thank you.”
“Thank you,” Michaela added.
“Go on. I’m closin’ up.”
* * *
“I don’t think you’re hitting it hard enough,” Hanna said helpfully as she sat on the porch.
“I’m hitting it as hard as I can,” Michaela replied. She braced the log on the chopping stump again and brought the axe down on it. The log just fell to the side.
“There’s Papa!” Hanna said.
Christopher and Josef came running up to them with their bows. “Mommy, can you fix it?” Christopher called.
“Fix what?” she replied.
Sully came up behind them leading the deer by a rope. “Found him in the woods like this.”
“Oh, look at him,” Hanna breathed.
Michaela knelt down and examined the bloody wound from the deer’s shoulder.
“Can you fix him, Mama?” Josef pressed.
“I can try,” she replied.
“Thanks, Mama,” Josef said with a smile.
“Get my medical satchel. I’ll do what I can.”
The boys leaned their bows against the porch and they ran inside with Hanna.
“Ya shouldn’ta told ‘em you could fix it,” Sully said as he stroked the deer’s neck. “You’re askin’ for trouble.”
She stood up. “You’re the one who brought trouble back here. They can talk you into anything.”
The children came back outside and Josef ran over with the satchel, handing it to Michaela. “What should we name it? Is Sully your first name?”
“No,” he replied.
“Well, what is?” he pressed.
He sighed. “It’s not a good name for a deer.”
“I know what it is,” Hanna said.
“Shh,” Sully told her.
“Hey, come on. I promise we won’t laugh,” Christopher said.
“Trust me. It’s not even a good name for a man,” he said.
“Please?” Christopher said sweetly.
He looked at the boys, then Michaela. “Byron,” he muttered.
“What?” Josef blurted.
“Byron,” he said louder.
“Byron?” Michaela echoed.
“Yeah,” he murmured.
Michaela smiled and Christopher approached the deer, stroking its neck. “Hey, Byron.”
* * *
“Well, it’s a deep wound,” Michaela said as she finished tying a bandage around the deer’s shoulder. “But with rest, in time I think he’ll heal.”
She walked out of the barn stall and Sully pulled a rail across it. “This’ll do for now. When he gets a little stronger I‘ll build a pen.”
“I take it he’s not meant to be supper,” she replied.
“Course not.”
“I thought you said animals were here for us to eat.”
He glanced at her impatiently.
“Well, the vegetables in my garden are taking root. We’ll be able to eat those soon.” She looked at him wryly.
“Came through town on the way home. Talk is you saved Myra‘s life.”
It made Michaela uncomfortable to be causing attention in town. Marcus and Rebecca would be furious with her. They would want her to be as quiet as possible. But when Hank was carrying Myra out into the street and she was covered in blood and desperate for help, she simply couldn’t turn away. “She’ll be all right. I know how to suture.”
“You know a lot of things.”
She grappled to change the subject. “Sully, Hanna says she wants to enroll in school.”
He headed out of the barn. She quickly followed him.
“Sully? The new term starts next week. What if we enrolled her?”
“What if we enrolled Chris?”
“What? We’re talking about Hanna.”
He turned around. “Just wonderin’, when ya gonna let him grow up?”
“What are you talking about? He’s hardly grown up!”
“He sleeps in your bed every night, ya won’t let him do anything by himself, you won’t even let him go to school.”
“This is hard for him coming out here all by ourselves. He’s not ready for all that,” she said defensively.
“He ain’t, or you ain’t?”
“You’re changing the subject.”
“You know how I feel about that school.”
“I know how you feel, I just don’t understand why you feel that way.” She pursed her lips.
“She’s doin’ good with you. She’s learnin’ her letters. I want her to learn with you.” He resumed walking.
“Well, I want her to go to school and so does she!” she cried. “I want to enroll her tomorrow.”
“She’s not your daughter,” Sully spat.
“Christopher’s not your son!” she retorted. “He’s not your son to teach baseball and hunting and fishing. I didn‘t ask you to be a father to them.”
He stopped and faced her again. “You want me to back off just say so.”
She drew in her breath angrily. She wanted Chris and Josef to have someone like Sully to look up to. But she also held out perhaps an unrealistic hope that someday David would get better and be the old David and they could be a family again. She didn’t know what to say.
“You enroll her in school, and you ain’t workin’ for me anymore,” Sully said firmly.
“Not acceptable.”
“Well, that’s all I have to say.”
“Fine!” she cried. “Fine, just let her suffer. Like you said, she’s not my child!”
“Don’t you forget that,” Sully said. He headed back to the house again briskly.
* * *
“Howdy,” Charlotte said as she churned some butter on the porch of the boarding house.
“Good morning,” Michaela said with a smile, walking up to her holding Christopher and Hanna’s hands. Her medical satchel was over her shoulder.
Hanna looked toward the schoolhouse with a soft sigh. She could see Josef and the children playing outside and enjoying recess.
“Ya’ll want to help me with the chores?” Charlotte asked.
“What is that you’re doing?” Christopher asked, cocking his head to the side.
“Don’t you know how you make butter?” Hanna blurted.
“No. Bella got it from the icebox,” he said. “It comes from the icebox right, Mommy?” He looked up at her.
“Not exactly.” She guided him to sit beside Charlotte. “Do you think you could watch them?”
“Sure thing. Why?” Charlotte asked.
Michaela glanced at the saloon. “I have some business to attend to.” She kissed Christopher. “You mind Mrs. Cooper, all right?”
“Here, you take a turn, son,” Charlotte said, guiding his hands around the handle. “Now trick is do it nice and steady. Not too fast now.”
Michaela carried her medical satchel across the street to the saloon and walked inside. It was smoky and men were drinking and playing cards. Many of them stopped to stare at her. She saw a back hallway and boldly walked toward it.
“I’m gonna have to ask you to leave, miss,” Hank called from the bar.
She briefly turned around. “And I’m going to have to refuse.” She kept walking.
He whistled at her. “Ladies ain’t allowed.”
“I’m not a lady,” she retorted. Several of them men laughed and she made her way down the hall. A few girls were lingering in the hall talking.
“Where’s Myra’s room?” Michaela asked.
“That one. Why?” replied one of the girls.
Michaela knocked on the door. “Myra? It’s Mike.”
Myra opened the door. She smiled at her. “You came to see me.”
“Of course I did. And you shouldn’t be on your feet, remember?” She guided her to lay back on the bed. “How’s your leg feeling?”
“Oh, a lot better.”
Michaela cut off the bandages and carefully examined the stitches. She opened her medical satchel.
“I heard what you said out there about not bein’ a lady.”
“I don’t approve of male hypocrisy.”
Myra looked confused a moment. “Oh. Me neither.”
“It’s healing well, Myra. The stitches can come out now.”
“That gonna hurt?”
“No, it shouldn’t.” She took out some scissors and a pair of small forceps from her satchel and set to work. Gradually a few other girls gathered in the doorway to watch this, mesmerized. At last Michaela finished and she carefully cleaned her leg and wrapped it with a fresh bandage. “I want you to rest still. At least another week, all right?”
“Hank ain’t gonna like that.”
The girls in the doorway were staring at her as she packed up her things.
“Um,” one of them said. “You wouldn’t know about, I mean …”
Michaela got up and guided her into the hall. “Is something wrong?”
“Well, I … ” She clasped her hands. “I got, a …”
“Female problem?” Michaela said softly.
She smiled awkwardly. “Yeah.”
“Have you ever been examined before?”
She shook her head.
“Where’s your room?”
* * *
Michaela approached the bar. “Hank, Myra needs to rest another week. And I don’t want Lucy working for two weeks. No activity.”
“What the hell’s wrong with Lucy?”
“I can’t tell you that. It’s confidential.”
“Confidential,” he muttered. He poured a glass of whiskey. “Drink?”
“No, thank you.”
“Don’t see why Myra can’t go back to work. She’s good as new. Already lost a week’s work out of her.”
“Don’t you care about her wellbeing?”
He met her eyes. “’Course I care.”
“If you really care about her, about all these girls, I’d like to talk to you about them. The way you‘re running things here is unhealthy for them, not to mention immoral.”
“You got a name, miss?”
She paused. “Yes.”
“Well, what is it?” He drank down the whiskey.
“It’s, it’s Mike.”
“Mike,” he echoed. “Sounds like a boy’s name to me.”
“It’s short for Michaela.”
“You Sully’s mail order bride. Michaela?”
“Why does everyone keep saying that? I’m just working for him.”
He looked surprised. “Oh. So ya ain’t gonna marry him.”
“I’ll marry ya, darlin’,” a man called from one of the poker tables and the other men laughed.
She let out her breath and stared at Hank. “I‘m helping out his daughter. No, I‘m not going to marry him, not that it‘s any of your business.”
“So you’re just gonna live with him. I like that.“
“Yes. No!“ she cried.
“So, you some kind of widow?”
“I don’t really see what this has to do with anything.”
Christopher pushed open the swinging doors. “Mommy, I made my own butter! Come see!”
Some of the men laughed at him and Christopher looked crushed.
“We’ll continue this discussion later, Hank,” Michaela said. “Excuse me.” She walked quickly over to Christopher. “Christopher, Mommy doesn’t want you coming in here, it‘s not for children,” she said as she guided him outside.
“Why did they laugh at me?” he asked, embarrassed.
“Well. Because they think you’re so sweet, that’s why.” She picked him up and kissed him. “And so do I.”
He giggled. “Come see my butter.”
“All right, let me see your butter!” she said, giving him another kiss as she carried him back over to Charlotte’s.
* * *
“This one’s goin’ to Washington,” Sully said as he handed a telegram across the counter to Horace. “This one to Kansas City. This one to Denver.”
“You wanna send all these telegrams at once, Sully?” Horace asked.
“That’s right.” He took out some bills from his pocket. “This cover it?”
Horace nodded and went over to his telegraph machine to begin tapping.
“Thanks, Horace,” Sully said.
“Mornin’, Sully,” Dorothy said with a smile as she headed into the telegraph office with a letter to post.
“Miss Dorothy,” he replied. He stepped out of the office, nearly colliding with Preston who was holding a package to mail.
“Oh, good morning, Sully,” Preston said with his usual smirk. “Where’s Michaela?”
“I don’t know.”
“Oh, that’s right; she’s not your wife. She’s just a guest.”
“She’s stayin’ with me, that’s right.”
“A woman like her compromising her reputation just to help someone like you out. Hard to believe isn’t it?”
Sully just stared back at him, not replying.
“Isn’t that what you mountain men do?”
“What do ya mean?” Sully asked.
“Most of you don’t live near civilization so there’s no Reverend around to marry you. So you just take in a woman anyway. Is that what this is? It‘s just surprising someone like her would go along with it. Maybe she‘s not as refined as I thought.”
Sully felt anger boiling up in his chest. Michaela came out of the store with her basket. She spotted Sully and Preston and waved at them cheerfully as she headed over.
Preston waved back. “Oh, there she is now.”
Sully glared at him and then began stepping down the platform.
“She's really something. Spirited, fiery,” Preston went on.
Sully paused in his steps.
Preston grinned. “Yet remarkably sensual.”
Sully turned around and in one smooth motion punched Preston squarely in the mouth. A few women waiting for the train nearby gasped and Preston fell backward, nearly tripping on the steps. Michaela looked very disconcerted and she began jogging over to them.
Preston pressed his hand to his mouth. “I’ll call the sheriff on you!”
Sully ignored him and went back down the steps, heading back into town.
“I’ll have you arrested!” Preston shouted at him.
Michaela ran up to Sully.
“What on earth was that about?” she exclaimed.
“Nothin’,” he said.
“Nothing?!” she cried. “Is he all right? Sully, you hit him!”
“I’m sure he’s fine.” He kept walking past her and went over to the livery to see Robert E., leaving her standing there completely baffled.
* * *
“It’s getting cold,” Michaela remarked as she came down the stairs. “I put some extra blankets on the children’s beds.”
“Wind comin’ off the mountains,” Sully replied quietly as he sat in front of the fire and whittled at some wood. “Might get our first snow tonight.”
“What do you do for Christmas here?” Michaela asked, taking a seat in her usual spot in the wingback chair.
“Christmas?” he echoed, narrowing his brow.
“Yes. It’s coming up in a few weeks.”
He shrugged, running his knife down the wood. “Nothin’ special I guess.” The truth was he had never made a big ordeal over any holiday. Abigail always loved Christmas and birthdays and any reason to celebrate. It reminded him of her.
“Oh,” she murmured. “Well, in New York my husband and I put out stockings for the boys and stuff them full after they go to sleep. And we’d go to the park and find the fullest most beautiful evergreen tree and chop it down. We‘d decorate it with dozens and dozens of shiny ornaments.” She was starting to get homesick thinking about the holidays. He slowly met her eyes. Her voice grew softer. “And on Christmas Eve we had this wonderful tradition where we each get to open one present. And then my father would read Charles Dickens.”
Sully looked at her blankly. “Who’s he?”
“Charles Dickens? Oh. Well, he wrote a book called A Christmas Carol.”
“Oh. It about singin’?”
“No,” she said with a soft chuckle.
Sully bent his head, embarrassed.
Michaela regretted laughing. “It’s just, it’s about a man who learns to love Christmas. It‘s beautiful. Perhaps, we could read it. I mean, I could read it to the children.”
“If ya want.”
Sully hadn’t spoken to her very much in many weeks, not since he refused to let Hanna go to school. They weren’t exactly on the best terms. Then again, Sully didn’t say much in general anyway. And she still hadn’t been able to figure out why he hit Preston. He wouldn’t say anything about it. She asked Charlotte what she thought, but Charlotte said she had no idea. And yet something about the way she said it suggested to Michaela that she did in fact have a hunch about it, but just didn’t want to say.
Someone pounded on the door, startling them both.
“Who is it?” Michaela called as Sully went to the door.
“Matthew Cooper!” he shouted.
Sully opened the door.
“Ma needs her help,” he said, nodding at Michaela.
* * *
Clayton Baker was on his knees outside his cabin praying with all his might when Michaela rode up with Matthew.
He looked at her desperately and got to his feet as she dismounted. “Miz Cooper, she says you might be able to help. She says you were a nurse back East.”
“I’ll try,” Michaela whispered as she took her medical satchel out of her saddle bag and went inside. She went to the back bedroom where Charlotte was holding a bloody cloth between the young woman’s legs. The girl was pale and shivering and weak, grasping the corner of her pillow.
“She’s losin’ a lotta blood. The placenta was normal. It must be some kind of internal tear,” Charlotte explained. “I’ve never seen somethin’ like this before. Not this bad anyway.” She shook her head. “I didn’t know what else to do. I sent Matthew to fetch you.”
Michaela put her satchel down and took over her seat. “Hold the lamp,” she instructed.
Charlotte brought over a lamp. Ginny whimpered as Michaela began the exam.
“It’s all right, darlin’. Mike’s a friend of mine. She came to help,” Charlotte soothed.
“Where’s the baby?” Michaela murmured.
“Stillborn,” Charlotte said emotively. “Cord was around the neck three times.”
Michaela swallowed hard, noticing the little bundle of towels on the vanity nearby. She tried not to dwell on the bad news and focused on saving the mother’s life. “It’s called a sulcus laceration,” she said a moment later. “You’re right, it’s internal. High up near the cervix.”
“What do we do?” Charlotte asked.
“Stitch it.”
“I never stitched somethin’ I can‘t even see.”
Michaela nodded. “I have. Do you have suturing thread? And I’ll need something to suction and more clean cloths.” She gently squeezed her patient’s knee. “Ginny, it’s going to be all right. I’m going to give you a little chloroform to help you sleep. When you wake up it’ll be over.”
Ginny closed he eyes exhaustedly, too weak to protest.
Chapter Eighteen
“Mommy!” Christopher called, staring at her empty bed in the moonlight. He looked around the room, holding his bear. “Mommy, where did you go? Mommy!” He had woken up as he usually did before dawn to go sleep with her. Only she wasn’t here. He remembered the last time she disappeared. She left him for three long days and he woke up every night in the hotel where he was staying with David screaming for her. The entire ordeal had been very traumatic for him and it all came back in a flash.
“Chris, what is it?” Sully whispered as he squatted beside him tiredly.
Christopher pointed at the empty bed distraughtly.
“Mommy’s safe,“ Sully reassured him. “She’s fine. She’s helpin’ Charlotte with a lady havin’ a baby.”
Christopher breathed an immense sigh. “She is? Oh.” He wiped at his tears with the back of his hand.
Sully sat on the bed and lifted him to sit beside him. “Ya have a bad dream, huh? Wanted your ma?”
“I don’t always come in here,” Christopher said defensively. “Hardly ever. I’m not a baby.”
“No, course not. Nobody said ya were.” Sully smoothed his hair.
“Do you get bad dreams, Sully?”
“Yeah. Sometimes I do.”
“About what?”
He rubbed his back. “I don’t know. Usually I can‘t remember ‘em.”
Christopher sniffled. “If I tell you a secret you won’t tell nobody?”
Surprised by this, Sully nodded.
“Daddy took us. He was mad at Mommy, I don’t know why but he was really mad at her and just took us. Josef and me. Mommy screamed so loud. She made my ears hurt. Mommy tried to pull me back but Daddy was too strong. And we had to stay at this big hotel far away and I was really scared and I wanted to go home. That’s what I dream about mostly.”
Sully soothingly stroked his hair. From what little Michaela had told him of the marriage, he knew it was not a happy one. But to picture that man ripping the children from Michaela like that, to picture Michaela screaming in desperation for her little ones and David using them against her in such a terrible way, was frightening.
“Sully?” Christopher whispered, leaning against his arm.
“What?” Sully whispered.
“I wish I knew why Daddy stopped loving Mommy. Don‘t you love Mommy? Daddy just, he hated her.”
Sully didn‘t know how to answer him. He shifted. “Son, I don’t think he hated her. It’s just, sometimes folks just, things just don’t work out between ‘em. You know your ma loves you, don’t ya? Just ‘cause she and your pa had their troubles … you ain’t thinkin’ … Chris, you know that wasn’t your fault, right?”
“You sure?” the little boy whispered.
“Real sure,” Sully said.
“Sully? Can I sleep with you?” He looked up at him pleadingly.
Sully hesitated a moment, then he slowly got up and gathered him into his arms. “Yeah, for a little bit, all right?”
Christopher smiled with relief and hugged his neck.
* * *
“Clayton?” Michaela whispered as she walked outside and touched the young man’s shoulder. He was still on his knees praying. “She’s all right. Ginny’s going to be all right.”
He sighed with relief and got up. “Can I see her?”
She nodded and he rushed inside.
Michaela leaned against their porch post tiredly, closing her eyes. She felt emotionally drained. Ginny was having trouble remembering anything once the chloroform wore off and she came to. Charlotte had to tell her again that the baby was dead. Her wails echoed in Michaela’s head.
Charlotte slowly came outside. “Baby had a good heartbeat. Everything was going fine,” she whispered. “Then, I just, I lost her.” She sunk into the porch bench.
Michaela slowly turned. “It was a girl?” she choked.
Charlotte nodded.
Michaela breathed a sigh and took a seat beside her. She wondered if there might have been something she could have done had she been here earlier.
“So,” Charlotte murmured. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”
Michaela glanced at her. “Hm? What do you mean?”
“Met a lot of midwifes in my day. Don’t know any that coulda done what you did tonight. Saved that girl’s life. You done that before. How?”
“Charlotte,” Michaela protested. She was too tired to try to conjure up some more lies to appease her at this hour. The truth was she had seen tears like this many times in her practice. She helped stitch one very similar to this before she even became a doctor, when she was nineteen years old and helping her father on a house call. Charlotte thought Ginny would die. But Michaela knew the whole time she could save Ginny tonight, without a doubt.
“And stitchin’ Myra’s leg? You make the doctors in Denver ashamed.” She eyed her perceptively. “Word’s goin’ around somebody took a bullet out of Black Kettle’s neck and helped him escape. Army says whoever did it would be an accomplice. They been interrogating doctors all over the territory. Except, I think they’re overlookin’ somebody. That wouldn’t be you, would it?”
“No,” Michaela said firmly. “That’s ridiculous.”
“You’re a doctor, ain’t you?”
“They don’t allow women in medical school.”
“They do now. Ever hear of Elizabeth Blackwell?” She smiled softly. “I may be just a small town midwife but I know what’s going on back East.”
Michaela knew Charlotte was very intelligent. She had to be to run a boarding house and be a midwife. But intelligence didn’t necessarily mean perceptiveness. Unfortunately for Michaela, Charlotte had both.
“What I can’t figure is why you’re trying to hide it,” Charlotte remarked. Michaela didn’t answer her. Charlotte folded her arms. “Maybe you did something wrong. Caused a patient to die. Maybe they’re after you. No, you‘re too good at this. Or maybe you think nobody will let you practice medicine out here. Maybe you‘re afraid to try.”
“It’s not any of that,” Michaela said. She came up with the best lie she could. “I just, I’ve decided I don’t want to practice medicine anymore after my husband died. David was a doctor too and when he passed away I just …. It’s too painful, Charlotte. Everything we ever did revolved around our practice. We, I fell in love with him working alongside him. All my memories of him are about that. I can’t do it anymore. I want to move on, do something else.” She swallowed hard. “I like teaching Hanna. Perhaps I’ll obtain a teaching license someday.”
“Well, want to or not, I’d say you’ve been practicin’ medicine. At least just now you did.”
“Well, not anymore. This was an emergency. Your town should hire a doctor. One who wants to do this. You should post another advertisement.”
“Lots of doctors want to do this,” Charlotte said. “Not very many are as capable as you.”
“Ginny was very lucky.”
“I s’pose Myra was lucky, too. That didn’t have anything to do with you.”
“As a matter of fact it didn’t.”
Charlotte seemed a little annoyed now. “Good Lord don’t see fit to give everybody a gift like you have. But when He does, and you turn your back on it. It’s like turnin’ your back on God Himself.” She stood up. “I best tend to the girl. I can look after her from here.”
“Charlotte, don’t tell Sully,” Michaela said. “Please. Don’t tell anyone. I want to keep this private. I know you don‘t agree but it‘s my choice.”
“You’re right. It is your choice. But you‘re makin‘ the wrong one,” Charlotte said. She headed back inside.
* * *
“Ya want more pancakes?” Sully asked as he scraped the cast iron pan with a spatula.
“I’m stuffed,” Josef said, hovering his fork over his plate.
“Me, too,” Hanna said. She finished off her milk.
“Sully?“ Christopher said. He motioned for him to come over.
Sully walked to him.
Christopher motioned him further down. “I have a secret to tell you.”
“What’s that?”
He cupped his hand around his sticky mouth. “Your cooking is better than Mommy’s. A lot better!”
He smiled and gave his hair a caress. “Just my blueberry pancakes maybe.”
Michaela came through the front door quietly and hung up her jacket.
“Mama’s back,” Josef called. “Mama, come have some pancakes.”
Sully was relieved she was home. Not that he had worried about her. But he hadn’t slept very well because he was wondering about her and if she was able to help Ginny Baker and how things were going. He found himself thinking about her more and more whenever they were apart. “Ya want somethin’ to eat?” he called softly.
She shook her head solemnly. Sensing something off, he put the pan on the back burner and walked over to her. “How’d it go? She all right?”
“Ginny’s fine,” she murmured. She looked up at him emotively.
“What is it?” he whispered, fearing the worst.
“The baby was already gone when I arrived. I couldn’t save her.”
He slowly let out his breath. He gazed at her with concern. “Are you all right?”
She nodded bravely. “I just, I’m tired.”
“You go on up to bed. Get some rest. I’ll watch the kids.”
“Don’t you have to go to the Reservation today?”
“I’ll go later. It’s more important you sleep.”
“Thank you, Sully.”
“Sure,” he murmured, watching her head upstairs.
* * *
Sully slowly made his way over to Michaela’s door with a cup of tea. She slept all morning and well into the afternoon and he was starting to get worried about her. He knocked quietly on the door.
“Mike?” he murmured. When she didn’t reply he ever so slowly opened it just a sliver. “Mike, you all right? You asleep?” He found her curled up on her side still in her clothes, facing away from him, quietly crying. He came inside, put the cup on the night table beside the bed and carefully sat down, touching her back. “You wanna talk about it?” he whispered.
She drew in her breath shakily, trying to get a hold of her emotions.
“I’m sorry, if ya wanna be left alone I …” He trailed off.
She wiped at her tears modestly and sniffled.
“I just wanted to bring ya some tea is all. It’s right here on the table you want it. I’ll … I’ll let ya sleep.”
He moved to get up but Michaela turned and grasped his shirt.
“No, don’t leave,” she whispered.
He slowly sat back down. “I know ya did what ya could for that girl,” he said reassuringly. “Nothin’ ya coulda done for her baby.”
“Sully, I,” she began unsteadily. “David and I were expecting again. This winter. But she…. I lost the baby. It was just before I came out here.”
He gazed at her in shock. “I didn’t know that,” he said at last. He gently touched her arm.
“We weren’t doing so well. David and I,” she admitted. “But I thought, if we just had another baby. If we just had the little girl we‘d always wanted. We’d be all right.” She smiled softly. “I was so happy when I found out. I thought things had finally turned around.”
He tenderly held her arm, patiently letting her explain.
“And then one night we were fighting again and …” She trailed off. “It was early, I was four months along. But the doctor said …” Her voice broke. “He said it was a little girl.”
He felt his own eyes welling with tears. Instinctively, he drew her into his arms into a warm hug.
“I’m sorry,” she choked as the tears came again.
“Nothin’ to be sorry for,” he said hoarsely. He felt a tear fall down his cheek.
“I’m so glad you’re here,” she replied.
“Right where I wanna be,” he murmured. He tenderly rubbed her back.
“Sully, when I saw that baby last night. Telling Ginny the baby was …. It just all came back.”
“Course it did.”
“Please don’t tell Josef and Christopher. They don’t know about her. I … I wanted to protect them. They‘ve been through so much already. I don‘t want them to feel…feel burdened with this.”
“No, I won’t,” he vowed. He held her for a long moment. At last he pulled back and gave her a handkerchief off the night table. “Hey,” he whispered. “You must be hungry.”
“I don’t know if I can eat pancakes right now,” she said with a soft smile.
“What about a little warm broth, maybe some toast?” he suggested.
She dabbed at her nose. “I think I could try.”
“I’ll get a fire goin’ again in the stove,” he said as he got up.
“Sully?” she murmured.
“Yeah?”
“Thank you.”
He smiled softly at her and shut the door.
* * *
“I thought, seein’ as how it’s just you and Sully and the children alone in that big house for the holiday,” Charlotte said as she kneaded some dough in her kitchen. “I thought you could come over here.”
“We’d love to, Charlotte,” Michaela said. “Truthfully I wasn’t sure where to begin cooking Thanksgiving dinner all by myself.”
“Why don’t you start with a pie?” Charlotte said. “You could make pumpkin and bring it over. It’s not hard. I‘ll take care of everything else.” She sprinkled some more flour over the dough. “They’ll be a lotta folks here, mind you. I always invite everybody that don’t have no place to go. Lots of boarders and the Reverend usually comes. Anybody that wants to is welcome.”
“I thought as much,” Michaela said with a soft smile. She looked out the window a moment. “Charlotte? What about inviting Loren and Olive and Dorothy?”
“The Brays? They usually go to Grace’s.”
“I know, but wouldn’t it be nice if Hanna could share Thanksgiving with her grandfather?”
“You better ask Sully before I do a thing like that.” She covered the dough with some cheese cloth to rise.
“Oh, I’ll tell him. Don’t worry.”
Charlotte brushed off her hands. “Well, as long as it’s all right with Sully. The more folks the better I always say.”
Sully opened the door. “Ready to go? Kids are in the wagon.”
Michaela got up and grabbed her purse off the counter. “Thank you, Charlotte. We’ll see you Thursday.”
Charlotte watched discerningly as Sully helped Michaela on with her jacket.
“You folks take care, ya hear?” she said softly as they headed out.
“What’s Thursday?” Sully asked as he helped her into the wagon.
“Mama, Sully bought us some chewing gum,” Christopher said as he chomped away.
“Sully, stop doing that. We’ll have to pull out their teeth.”
“Sweet treat won’t hurt ‘em once in awhile. Why we seein‘Charlotte Thursday?”
“It’s Thanksgiving.”
“So?”
“She invited us. All of us. For Thanksgiving dinner.”
“Thanksgivin’,” he murmured.
“I’d like to go, wouldn’t you?”
He sighed as he gathered the reins.
“What?” she asked.
“They’ll be a lotta people there. Folks we don’t know. Maybe we should keep it quiet at home. I’ll get us a turkey if ya got your heart set on it.”
She gazed out at the road solemnly. “Quiet.”
“What’s wrong with havin’ a quiet holiday?” he demanded.
“Nothing,” she admitted. “It’s just … well, we always went to my mother’s for Thanksgiving. We had a big turkey and lots of stuffing and mashed potatoes and we’d eat and laugh and talk. All my sisters would be there with their husbands, and the children played with all their cousins.”
“My cousin William and I play bocce ball at Grandma’s,” Josef spoke up.
He gave the reins another slap. “Ya know, if ya wanna invite your family out for a visit, they’re welcome. Any time. Can‘t say as its New York, but the hospitality‘s good.”
If only Sully knew her family didn’t even know where she was. “That’s kind of you.” She paused a moment. “Sully, please can we spend Thanksgiving with Charlotte’s family? It would mean so much to me.”
He gazed at her, sighing. “All right. Guess it’s all right.”
She smiled, relieved. “It’s going to be wonderful.”
* * *
“What time do we leave tomorrow?” Michaela asked as she came over to the table with a cup of coffee.
Sully tied off his bow string at the end of his bow. “We?”
“I’m going with you,” she said cheerfully.
“No ya ain’t,” he retorted.
“Why not?”
“It’s turkey huntin’. You don‘t know the first thing about it.”
“I know. I want to learn.”
“Why?” he blurted.
“Because. I just want to. I want to contribute to the Thanksgiving supper.”
“You’re makin’ pies.”
“I know. But I want to do this, too.”
“No changin’ your mind about anythin’. You better be awake and ready to go at four in the mornin’ tomorrow you wanna come.”
She flinched slightly. Mornings were not her strong suit out here. “All right. I’ll be ready,” she said resolutely.
* * *
“See those tracks?” Sully said as he squatted beside the creek bed. “That’s a lone wolf.”
“Wolves. I thought we were tracking turkeys,” Michaela said.
“We are. A lone wolf’s an older gobbler. Lives by himself. Don’t like the company of other turkeys. This is where he‘s been struttin’, see?”
“Struttin’?” she echoed.
“Yeah, to attract a hen, like this.” He circled around her in a slight crouch and stuck his neck out a few times.
Michaela burst into giggles. “Well, if I were a hen I’d show up. And then what?”
“Then they mate.”
She looked away. “Oh. Can a lone wolf mate?”
“Sure. If he finds the right hen.” He met her eyes, then looked away. “Looks like he come down here for a drink. Let’s go this way, along the creek.”
Michaela followed him a few minutes, then she looked up the creek bank at a small clearing. She glanced at Sully, then gathered her skirts and went up the bank.
“Mike,” Sully whispered. “Mike, where ya goin’?”
“I think he’s up this way.”
“No he ain’t. He’s followin’ the creek.”
She turned around. “If I were a lone wolf I’d get a drink then go hide in those tall spruce trees over there.”
He looked at the tree line. “No, I don‘t think so. We‘re gonna lose him we go that way.”
“Trust me.”
“I been trackin’ turkeys for years.”
“And I’ve lived with three men for years. I know how they are.” She spun around and started walking toward the trees.
“Michaela, we go that way we’re gonna lose him. “ With a frustrated sigh, Sully followed after her. They walked quietly along the edge of the meadow for several minutes until suddenly a quiet gobble stopped them both.
Michaela slowly smiled. Sully looked at her, astonished.
“He’s over there,” she whispered, pointing.
Sully crept a little further, then squinted his eyes and spotted the large male gobbler slowly strolling near some of the tallest trees. He carefully took out an arrow, armed his bow, and pulled it back far. He aimed it and let it go, hitting the turkey square in the chest.
“See? I told you so,” Michaela said as she began walking over to the turkey to collect him.
“See,” Sully muttered as he followed her.
* * *
“Papa, you got it!” Hanna cried as Sully and Michaela came walking up to the boarding house with the turkey in tow.
“Sully’s the best hunter ever,” Josef added as he abandoned his checker game with Brian and all the children came over to admire the bird.
Charlotte stepped out onto the porch, drying her hands off.
“Charlotte, here ya go,” Sully said as he handed it over to her.
“Thank you, Sully. That’s one fine turkey. I knew I could count on you.”
He glanced at Michaela. “Ya got Mike to thank. She tracked him.”
“You tracked this turkey?” Charlotte said in disbelief.
“Mommies can’t track turkeys,” Christopher protested.
“This Mommy can,” Sully said wryly.
Michaela smiled at him shyly.
“How in tarnation did a city girl like you track down a wild lone wolf like this?” Charlotte demanded.
Michaela shrugged. “Oh, let’s just say it was women’s intuition.”
Charlotte chuckled. “Come on inside, I got hot coffee on the stove.”
* * *
“The gift of life itself, the gift of love, and the gift of friendship, which brings us together today to share in this bounty,” the Reverend said. “For all of these things we thank you. Amen.”
“Thank you, Lord, Amen,” Charlotte said from the head of the table. “Now let’s eat!”
Everyone started digging into all the dishes and passing them around.
“Loren, would you carve?” Charlotte offered, handing him a knife and fork.
Loren got up bashfully and took the utensils from her.
“Could I have a drumstick, Mr. Bray?” Brian piped up.
“Hold your horses, young man,” Charlotte said. “Guests first.”
Someone knocked on the door. “Come on in!” Charlotte called. “It’s open!”
Michaela and Sully walked in followed by the children, bundled up from the cold.
“There you are. Happy Thanksgivin’!” Charlotte cried.
“I’m sorry we’re late,” Michaela said as she put her pie on the counter. “There was a problem with the stove.”
“You mean you forgot to put a fire in it,” Josef said.
“Shh,” she scolded.
“Well, get out of those coats and take a seat. We just started,” Charlotte said.
Loren glared at Sully. “What’s he doin’ here?”
“Loren,” Dorothy scolded.
“I didn’t invite him to no Thanksgivin’ supper!”
“No, I did,” Charlotte retorted. “Can’t you two sit down together for one meal in peace?”
“The Bible teaches us to forgive,” the Reverend said. “To love one another.”
“It’s all right, we’ll leave,” Sully said, grabbing his coat again.
“No,” Michaela said. She looked at the table and all the wonderful food and she was so homesick for something like this she felt like crying. “No, please, I want to stay. Please, Sully.”
“Loren, carve the turkey before it gets cold. Go on,” Olive said.
Loren muttered to himself and began slicing the turkey again.
Charlotte got up and walked over to them. “Children, go get a seat by Brian. Eat up.”
“Thanks, Miz Cooper,” Hanna said sweetly as they ran off.
Charlotte took their coats and hung them up. “Go on. It’s my table and I want all of you at it.”
* * *
Matthew waltzed around with Ingrid. Loren and Dorothy danced nearby and Charlotte danced with the Reverend as one of Charlotte’s young boarders played a fast gig on his fiddle. Michaela had Christopher in her lap and clapped his hands. The fiddler finished up the song and everyone laughed and clapped some more.
Charlotte pressed her hands to her heart. “Oh, I ain’t danced like that in years!”
“Remember all the reels we used to do at the Sweetheart’s Dance every year?” Dorothy said. “We’d spend weeks practicin’.”
“Big John on his banjo and Loren played the harmonica,” the Reverend said.
“Oh, that was a long time ago,” Loren said modestly.
“We’d have competitions,” Dorothy said. “And Loren, you and Maude took first place that one year. What was it, Eighteen fifty-eight? We must still have that ribbon somewhere.”
“Loren played a mean harmonica in his day, I remember that like nothin’ else,” Charlotte said.
Brian ran to the cabinet and pulled out a drawer. “Here, Mr. Bray. You can play mine!”
“I don’t wanna play no harmonica,” Loren muttered.
“Why not?” he demanded.
“I never even heard a harmonica,” Josef spoke up. “Please just one song, Mr. Bray?”
“Go on, Loren,” Charlotte encouraged. “Just one for the youn’uns.”
Hanna watched him curiously as he reluctantly took it from Brian and slowly polished it on his vest. Then he pressed it to his lips and blew a chord. Finally he began playing Beautiful Dreamer with lots of vibrato. The fiddler joined in after a few bars, harmonizing with him.
Michaela rocked Christopher to the tune and looked across the room at Sully. He was leaning against the wall with a cup of coffee. He met her eyes a moment, then he quietly slipped outside.
Loren finally finished the tune and everyone was so moved no one made a sound.
“One more,” Charlotte said softly. “For old time’s sake.”
“Well,” Loren murmured. He brought the harmonica back to his lips and began playing another familiar ballad. Michaela kissed Christopher’s head and got up, placing him in Charlotte‘s lap. She grabbed her shawl and went outside. She found Sully on the bench.
“You’re missing the pretty music,” she murmured.
“I can hear it out here,” he replied.
“Is it all right I join you?”
He moved over on the bench.
“Sully? What happened between you and Loren? When Abigail died?” she asked softly, sitting beside him.
He glanced at her. He never talked about this. Not to anyone. He hadn’t even told Hanna. She just knew her mother died when she was a baby, little else. But for the first time, he wanted to talk about it.
“I don’t know,” he murmured. “He just decided it was my fault. Wouldn’t talk to me anymore.” He sighed. “This all started long before Hanna was ever born. He had somebody picked out for his daughter to marry. This fella was gonna work in his store. Martin Anderson. It was a good match, at least Loren thought so. Then I come through town. I was workin’ a silver mine couple miles from here. Abigail and me, we fell in love right off. She married me instead. And Loren closed his door on her.” He folded his arms. “Broke Abigail’s heart he wouldn’t give her away.” He swallowed.
“My father didn’t really like David,” she murmured. “I know how that feels not having your father’s approval. I never talked to him about it, but … it hurt me so deeply.”
“She thought …” His eyes welled with tears. “Abigail thought if we could give him a grandchild, he’d come around. She wanted to call her Hanna. It was Loren’s ma’s name. When she told him we was gonna have a baby that was first time I ever saw Loren smile.” He bent his head. “Then she died and Hanna lived and Loren just had somebody new to blame.”
She touched his back reassuringly. “How did you do it, Sully? All on your own with a newborn?”
“Sometimes I don’t know. Charlotte just put her in my arms and said she was mine. Don’t think I ever felt so scared. I had to heat up infant food for her all the time, but she wouldn’t take to it so good. She just kept spittin’ it up. Don’t think I slept at all those first couple months.”
She remembered many a sleepless night with the boys when they were infants. But at least she had David and Bella to help her. And she nursed the boys, she never had to resort to some kind of prepared food. She had never come across an infant food she thought was very good when it came to her patients who had difficulty breastfeeding.
“When she was about three weeks old, still wasn’t eatin’ very much, she weren’t gainin’ weight. I thought she was losin’. I got so scared I just wrapped her up and started drivin’ to Denver, was gonna take her to the hospital. I didn’t know if she was even gonna make it all that way. Two hours outside town I busted a wheel. That’s when I met Cloud Dancin’.” He smiled softly. “First thing he done was take me back to the tribe. The women just took Hanna in like she was their own. I think Hanna musta been fed and looked after by every young woman in that tribe at least once. Cheyenne women all help out each other when a baby is born. If a mother ain’t givin’ much milk or she’s tired, or … she’s passed on … another woman looks after her baby.”
“The Cheyenne nursed your baby?”
He nodded. “They saved her life. And mine.”
“I owe them,” she whispered.
She gently clutched his arm as they enjoyed the cool night air. Charlotte quietly opened the door after awhile, carrying Christopher. She watched them a long moment.
“Mike? Chrissy’s fallin’ asleep,” she finally said.
“Oh. It’s getting late anyway. We should head home,” Michaela whispered. She got up and took the little boy from her, laying him over her shoulder. Sully followed her back inside to get their things.
“Take a big deep breath from way down in your belly,” Loren instructed as he sat beside Hanna and held the harmonica to her lips. “Now blow hard as you can.”
Hanna puffed into the instrument and a thick chord came out. She squeaked. “I did it!”
He chuckled softly. “You got big lungs in there.”
“Thanks, Mr. Bray.”
“Hanna, it’s time to go,” Michaela said softly.
“Did you see I made a sound on the harmonica?”
“I definitely saw. And heard.”
Hanna hugged Michaela, and Sully nudged a sleepy Josef away from his checker game with Brian and put on his coat.
“Thank you for a wonderful Thanksgiving, Charlotte,” Michaela said.
Sully shook her hand.
“Ya’ll come back soon now,” Charlotte replied.
* * *
“I see the one I want, Sully!” Christopher cried as Sully boosted him onto his shoulders.
Michaela followed after them holding Hanna and Josef’s hands. They were bundled up warm and had made their way deep into the woods. Michaela feared they were going to get lost if they went any farther, but Sully seemed to know this area better than even a map could tell them.
“Which one?” Sully asked.
“Up ahead, keep going!” He pointed straight.
“Christopher, not that one. It’s too big!” Michaela cried as they reached a giant spruce tree at least as tall as the homestead.
“Aw,” he said. “But I want this one.”
“Don’t think it’ll fit in the house,” Sully said with a grin.
“How about this one?” Josef exclaimed, running over to a much smaller spruce.
“Oh, I like that one,” Michaela said. “It’s lush and green and it’s not too big.”
Sully lifted Christopher off his shoulders and handed him to Michaela. Then he took out his tomahawk. “Take the kids a few steps back.” He chopped at the base of the tree with it, sending little bits of wood flying.
Michaela guided them all back and out of the way.
“Mike, what do you do with a Christmas tree?” Hanna asked.
“Well, you decorate it. With strings of popcorn and cranberries and lots of ornaments. And then St. Nicolas puts all the presents under it when he comes on Christmas Eve. We can all help trim it when we get home. I’ll show you.”
Hanna smiled, pleased. “All right.”
Michaela watched Sully as he worked, the strength in his muscles and the look of determination on his face mesmerizing her.
“Mommy. Mommy.” Christopher tugged on her skirt. “Mommy!”
“Hm?” she murmured, startled out of her reverie.
“I said isn’t this gonna be the bestest Christmas?”
She swallowed hard and drew him close to her. “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, I think so.”
* * *
“What you gawking at?” Loren asked as Sully gazed at a beautiful long green gown.
“Nothin’,” Sully said.
Dorothy was hanging some tinsel as Hank came in.
“My whiskey come in yet, Loren?”
“No, I told you yesterday it’s gonna take a week. Stage won’t come out here in bad weather.”
“Times like this I wish that railroad had picked our town,” Dorothy remarked as she climbed a ladder.
“Sully,” Hank said.
Sully nodded at him and headed out of the store.
“Where you headed?” Hank asked as he followed him.
Sully untethered his horse. “Just home. Why?”
“So, that Michaela sure is a little spitfire.”
Sully suddenly felt very defensive of her. He stared at Hank, irritated. “Mike knows her own mind.”
“Well, what do ya plan to do?” Hank asked.
“What do you mean?” Sully asked.
“You gonna light her match? You plan on marrying her?”
“No,” Sully said. “I got no plans.”
Hank folded his arms. “Then if she ain’t gonna marry you and you ain’t gonna marry her, reckon she’s a free woman.”
“Reckon she is. Why?”
Hank tipped his hat with a smile. “Just curious.” He headed back to the saloon.
* * *
Grace handed Christopher an apple slice. “What do you want for Christmas, young man?”
“Candy,” Michaela said with a chuckle as she put her arm around Hanna.
“No, I want a dog, Mommy,” Christopher said. “Like Wolf.”
“A dog?” she breathed. “Oh, I don’t think Santa thinks that’s a very good idea.”
Grace gave another apple slice to Hanna. “Sully used to eat here every day. You must be packing him his lunch.”
“Well, yes, I usually pack him something, but I don’t know if it could compare to your lunches, Grace,” Michaela said modestly.
“Well, I see less and less of him these days.” She smiled softly. “And it’s a good thing.”
Michaela smiled shyly.
Hank came over to them holding his tin cup. “Grace, I been waiting ten minutes to get this filled up.”
“Hold your horses, just let me get these pies in,” Grace said, giving him an annoyed glance.
Hank smiled at Michaela. “Morning.”
“Good morning, Hank,” she said politely.
“You, uh, wanna get some coffee?“
“I beg your pardon?” she blurted.
“We could have that talk now.”
“What talk?”
“You know, back at the saloon. You said we weren’t finished talking.”
She glanced at the children. Hanna was playing with a tin of cinnamon and Christopher had picked up another apple. “Well, I suppose if Grace could watch the children a minute.”
Grace slid a pie into her oven and grabbed the coffee pot off the stove. “I s’pose so,” she muttered. She filled up Hank’s cup and another one for Michaela and handed them to Hank.
“After you,” Hank said, guiding her toward his table.
Awkwardly, she went over to his table.
“Lord, how did that happen?” Grace asked.
“What?” Hanna asked.
“Never mind. Here’s another apple.”
Hank held out her chair for her and she took a seat.
“So, you’re from New York?” Hank asked.
She nodded.
“I’ve been there. Took a boat ride on the Hudson River. It’s real pretty.”
Sully came over to Grace and snuck up on Hanna, covering her eyes. “Guess who it is?” he asked.
“Papa, I know it’s you,” Hanna said, pulling his hand away. She turned around and hugged him.
“Hey, Chris,” Sully said.
“Hey,” Christopher replied, his mouth full with a big apple slice as he sat on the table.
“Where’s your ma?”
“Over there with that man who works in that place Mommy won‘t let me in,” Christopher said, pointing.
Sully spotted Michaela and Hank. He narrowed his brow. She was smiling at Hank and he was pressing his hand to hers flirtatiously.
“Aren’t you gonna do something?” Grace pleaded.
“Mike can have coffee with who she wants,” Sully said stubbornly.
“You know, lotta men in town are talking about her,” Grace said.
“Is that so?”
“You don’t make her your wife pretty soon and she’s gonna find somebody else to pack lunches for.”
Sully narrowed his brow all the further. “Come on, let’s wait in the wagon.” He picked up Christopher and grasped Hanna’s hand, leading them away.
Michaela pulled her hand away from Hank‘s awkwardly. “Well, I wanted to talk to you about Myra. About all the girls. It’s really quite dangerous their line of work. They should be taking certain precautions. And it would be nice if you supported them in this.”
He smiled. “You know a lot about the kinda girls I got working for me, huh?”
“I know how disease spreads. It takes just one man who’s infected to pass it to all of them. Lucy was lucky, I know how to treat her. But not everything going around has a cure, Hank, in fact certain diseases could even kill them-”
“Wait a minute. Are you one of them temperance females?” Hank demanded.
“No. No, not exactly. But I know what people in your line of work do to families. Hank, how can you in good conscience employ those girls knowing what they do breaks families apart?”
Hank eyed her perceptively. “So that’s what it is. Your husband had a woman. A girl.”
Her face fell. “How dare you,” she breathed.
“It all makes sense, you being wound so tight an’ all,” he said, nodding at her.
“If you aren’t the most rude, tactless-”
“What was I thinking?” he asked, glancing up at the sky. “Any man has to be loony to put up with your harpin’.”
“Well, I never!” she cried. She got up.
“Maybe that’s the problem,” he said, leaning back in his chair.
She breathed an exasperated sigh and headed toward the wagon.
“What were ya doin’ with Hank?” Sully asked as he reached his hand down to lift her up.
“Nothing,” she retorted, taking a seat beside him. “Let’s go.”
“Sure you should be havin‘coffee with somebody like him?”
“You‘re not my husband. You can’t tell me who to have coffee with.”
“That’s right, I’m not.”
“Well, you could remind everyone in town of that. Everyone keeps thinking I’m going to marry you. I‘m not going to marry you, Sully.”
“Good, I don’t want ya to,” he replied, gathering the reins. “It’d never work.”
“No, it wouldn’t. Good.”
“Good,” he replied.
* * *
“Good morning, Mr. Bray,” Michaela said cheerfully as she guided Christopher and Hanna inside the store. “Dorothy.”
“Oh, morning, Michaela,” Dorothy said as she worked at her desk on an article.
“I have a list, Mr. Bray,” Michaela said.
“Out of flour again already?” Loren asked as he took the list.
“Mommy messed up the bread again,” Christopher announced.
“Well, let’s just say it came out a little tough,” Michaela said.
“Look, Mike. Look at all the hair ribbons,” Hanna said as she went over to where the fabric was and admired some hair ribbons of all different patterns and colors strung up.
“That’s silk, imported,” Loren remarked as he took down a sack of coffee. “Fifty cents apiece.”
“Which one do you like?” Michaela asked, putting her hand on her shoulder.
Hanna looked up at her with surprise. “You mean, we can get one?”
Michaela smiled. “Think of it as an early Christmas present.”
“Hey, that’s not fair,” Christopher interjected. “What do I get?”
“You can pick one, too, Chris,” Michaela said.
“Mommy,” he protested. “Don’t joke.”
She chuckled. “You may pick out some candy, all right, sweetheart?”
He smiled, relieved.
“There is such a thing as spoiling children,” Loren muttered.
Michaela ignored him and went over to the bookshelf. “We need some new readers, too. Hanna’s moved up to the second level already.” She took down a few books.
Dorothy smiled. “She has! Well, maybe I‘ll publish something about that in the Gazette.”
“Miss Dorothy,“ Hanna protested. She smiled shyly as she tried to pick out which ribbon she wanted.
A troop of three soldiers entered the store decidedly. Hanna slowly lowered her hand as she stared at the men, her face paling.
“Hanna, what’s wrong?“ Michaela asked. She turned around to see what the little girl was looking at..
“What can I do for you, soldiers?” Loren asked.
They looked at Michaela and walked over to her.
“You the widow Weston?” the sergeant asked.
Michaela exchanged a glance with Dorothy, reluctant to answer them.
“Ma’am, I asked you a question and I’d appreciate an answer,” the sergeant said. “Is your name Weston?”
“Yes, I‘m Michaela Weston,” she said unsteadily.
“You’re under arrest.”
“What?” she breathed.
“You’ll need to come with us now,” he replied coolly.
“On what charge? No, I won‘t go. My children are here, I’m not leaving them.”
“Mommy,” Christopher choked fearfully.
“Christopher, don’t move,” she said firmly. “Stay there!”
He started to walk toward her. “Momm-”
“Chrissy, stay there!” she shouted.
“Ma’am,” another soldier said quietly. “Now no need to make a scene.”
“I want to know what I’m being charged with! You can’t just arrest me without cause!” she cried.
“We got orders to detain you and bring you back to camp for questioning by the corporal,” the sergeant explained. “In connection with the escape of Chief Black Kettle. You’re bein’ charged with aidn’ and abetting a crime, conspiracy and treason again the U.S. government.”
“Treason?!” she cried. “Your soldiers already searched my homestead. Without a warrant I might add. I don’t know anything. We don’t know anything. Now if you‘ll excuse me I have some shopping to do.” She tried to step away from them but the sergeant grabbed her arm tightly.
“Private, handcuff her,” the sergeant ordered.
“Sergeant,” he said apprehensively. “Sergeant, she’s a lady.”
“I don’t care what she is. She’s our prisoner now. Put those God-damned handcuffs on and detain her!”
“Yes, sir,” he said reluctantly. He gently grasped Michaela‘s arms and held them behind her back. “Just cooperate, ma’am,” he said softly. “It’ll be easier on everybody, trust me.” He secured a pair of silver handcuffs lightly around her wrists.
“Mike, no,” Hanna said tearfully. “Don’t take her. You can’t take her!”
“Dorothy, the children,” Michaela said frantically as the soldiers grabbed her arms and led her out of the store.
“Mommy!” Christopher screamed. “No, you can’t take her!”
Dorothy immediately rushed over to hold him and Loren went over to stand with Hanna.
“Don’t worry about the children,” Dorothy called. “Michaela, we have them. The children are safe with us.”
“Dorothy, tell Sully. He‘s out checking his traps,” she called.
Dorothy nodded. “Course we will, second he gets back to town we will.”
Chapter Nineteen
Sully walked into the store, confusion all across his face. Dorothy and Loren were sitting with all three of the children over by the stove. “Charlotte said the kids were here, what’s wrong?”
“Sully, the army came in here this morning, took Michaela,” Dorothy explained. “They arrested her, Sully, they-”
Sully didn’t waste a second. He ran back outside, mounted his horse bareback and galloped at full speed out of town, Wolf trailing after him.
* * *
“Wake up,” Sergeant O’Connor shouted at Michaela.
She opened her eyes and shifted in her chair in the middle of the army tent. Her hands were still handcuffed behind her. She looked up at the sergeant decidedly.
“Where were you on the morning of October twenty-fourth?” he demanded.
“Where’s the corporal?” she asked. “They said I was going to see the corporal.”
“I do the askin’ here, not you. Now where were you on the twenty-fourth?”
“Home,” she said simply.
“Where’s that?”
“Mr. Sully’s homestead.”
“What time did Chief Black Kettle arrive?”
She stared back at him, not answering.
“I asked you a question. Talk!”
“I want an attorney,” she retorted.
“A what?” he blurted.
“An attorney. A lawyer. If I’m being charged with something I want a lawyer.”
He chuckled. “You want a lawyer.” He looked at the soldier guarding the entrance to the tent. “You hear this hogwash, private? This lady here wants a lawyer.”
The other soldier laughed.
He pulled an overturned crate over and sat on it. “You don’t need a lawyer. We’re just talking here, just havin‘ a friendly conversation.”
“Then I’m going to exercise my Fifth Amendment rights,” she retorted.
“Your what? Get a load of this. This lady’s got book-learnin’. College and everything sounds like it to me.” He grabbed Michaela’s neck tightly and she shrieked with surprise. “You listen to me. You don’t start talking right now I’ll see you’re thrown in jail with the two Arapaho I arrested last week and let them do what they please with you. Then after that, then maybe I’ll get a turn, what do you say? You’d like that. Ma’am, I know you helped Chief Black Kettle escape. We got a confession out of one of the Injuns that was there. So talk!”
Michaela looked up at him resolutely and suddenly she decided that she was proud of what she did and she wasn‘t going to hide it. “Yes, I helped him. I took a bullet out of his neck. A man was dying and I took the bullet out and saved his life.”
He stood up. “That’s a crime against the U.S. government!”
She stared at him furiously. “A crime against the government? What have they done for these people? They’ve taken away everything they’ve ever known. Their homes, their land. They’ve separated families. Forced them to live in shacks in filthy and unsanitary conditions. Exposed them to diseases and made many of them very sick, and denied them proper rations and medical supplies and access to medical professionals. Our government? Our government is killing them. Murdering them. Our government has blood on its hands. That‘s the crime here.”
“Private, wait outside,” Sergeant O’Connor ordered.
“Sir?”
“Wait outside, that‘s an order!”
“Yes, sir,” he said as he went outside the tent flap.
The sergeant stared at Michaela a long moment, then he raised his gloved hand and struck her across the mouth. Michaela felt her lip split and immediately tasted salty blood. She tried to stand up to get away from him. He struck her across the cheek and she fell to the ground and bashed her forehead against the overturned crate.
“Get up,” he ordered. “Get up!” He kicked her ribs. She didn’t move.
Sergeant O’Connor bent down and rolled her over. Blood oozed from her forehead and she was unconscious. He took off his glove and patted her cheek, trying to revive her.
“Smitey!” he called. “Get back in here!”
“Sir?” the private replied. He looked at Michaela. “Jesus H. Christ.”
“Go get the medic.”
“Jesus, what the hell happened?” he cried.
“She was trying to escape that’s what happened! I had no choice. Go get the doc!”
* * *
“O’Connor!” Sully shouted as he galloped up to the Army camp. The sergeant was sitting in front of a campfire polishing his gun.
“Where is she?” Sully demanded as he jumped off his horse.
The sergeant ran a cloth down the barrel of his gun. “Who?”
“You know exactly who I’m talkin’ about.”
“Mrs. Weston is a prisoner of the U.S. Army now. She’s none of your concern.”
Wolf growled at O’Connor.
“Shh, stay,” Sully told him. He looked at the soldier again. “I’m the Indian Agent here. I got a right to know what goes on here.”
“You got no such right. This is outside your jurisdiction, Mr. Sully,” O’Connor retorted.
“You can’t hold her like this. Ya got no proof,” Sully retorted.
“I have a confession from an Injun there. And now from her. That’s good enough for the Army tribunal.”
“What’re ya gonna do? Throw a lady in jail? She’s a mother, how’s that gonna look?”
“I can’t have anybody interfering with the military, lady or not. Although this lady is a might bit easier on the eyes than most, wouldn‘t you say?” He ran the cloth down the barrel again. “Might bit easier.”
“You don’t wanna waste your time with her, you don’t really care about her. Please, just let her go.” Sully stared at him a long moment. “All right, what do you want?”
O’Connor slowly gazed up at him.
“What do you want? Just tell me what you want to let her go.”
O’Connor put his gun aside. “Now we‘re getting somewhere, Agent Sully. You‘re right, I don‘t care about her. It‘s you that‘s the real problem here.”
Sully swallowed. “Me?”
“Ever since I came here you’ve been trying to block my path every step of the way.”
Sully shifted a little. “I’m just tryin’ to do what’s best for the Cheyenne.”
“Tell Hazen you want a reassignment.”
“Reassignment?”
“Tell Hazen to reassign you to some other Reservation. Not this one. And I’ll let the prisoner go.”
Sully slowly let out his breath. Cloud Dancing, Snowbird, and all the Indians who had saved Hanna’s life when she was a baby were here. They were his friends, his family. “I can’t do that, I-”
“Then she’s bein’ transported to Fort Collins in the morning to stand trial.”
“Fort Collins,” he breathed. “No. Ya can’t take her.”
“I can take her tonight.”
Sully gazed at him in confusion. “Why don’t you just ask me to quit?”
“Because,” he remarked, picking up his gun again and polishing it again. “I don’t want you to quit. I want you forced out of here. I want the government to wash their hands of you once and for all. I’m building my case. I know you were there that night, too, I just don‘t have all the evidence yet. I’m just waiting for the right moment and then … ” He pointed his unloaded gun at a nearby tree and pulled the trigger.
Sully took a deep, brave breath. “I’ll ask to be reassigned.”
O’Connor gazed at him skeptically.
“I’ll wire him today, ya got my word,” Sully said.
O’Connor’s lips curled up into a satisfied smile. “I’m a man of my word, too. She’s yours now. She’s in the medic tent.”
“The medic tent, why’s she in there?” Sully said frantically. He didn’t wait for O’Connor to explain. He ran at full speed across the camp to the medic tent. He pulled back the flap and rushed inside where the Army medic was taking Michaela’s pulse. She was unconscious on a cot covered with a thin wool blanket.
“They said she was in the infirmary, what happened?” Sully demanded.
“Hit her head,” the doctor explained.
“How?” he retorted.
He got up and wiped off his hands. “Sergeant O’Connor was doing the interrogating. That might give you an inkling.”
Sully walked up to him frantically. “Is she all right, is she-?”
“I think she’ll be fine, son. Her pulse is normal, pupils aren’t dilated, it’s just a little concussion.”
Michaela stirred a little on the cot. Sully rushed to her side and sat beside her.
“Sully?” She looked up at him in confusion and lifted her head slightly from the pillow. “Sully.”
“No, no, don’t try to get up,” he told her, gently pushing her chest back down.
She looked around the medical tent a long moment. “I fell,” she whispered.
“Yes, you did, young lady. You were unconscious about ten minutes,” the medic explained as he poured some water into a nearby basin.
“Sully, they arrested me, they-”
“I know. They’re lettin’ ya go.”
She looked all the more confused. “Why? But the soldier, he said he’s throw me in jail, he-”
“Shh, shh, just rest.” She gradually closed her eyes tiredly. Sully grasped a cloth nearby and gently dabbed at her damp forehead. “Just rest.”
“She should spend the night so I can monitor her, just to be on the safe side,” the medic said quietly. “You can take your wife home in the morning.”
Sully glanced at him and was about to correct him, tell him Michaela wasn’t his wife by any means, she was just a friend, but then for some reason he hesitated and didn’t say anything. “Should we get her somethin’ to drink?” he asked instead.
The medic headed to the tent flap. “I’ll go over to the canteen and get her some tea.”
* * *
Sully sat in a chair in the soft lamplight, gazing at Michaela protectively as she slept on the cot. Wolf rested quietly on the ground between them. The army camp had settled down for the night. The poker games and drinking had petered out and the men had all gone to bed for the night.
He thought back to the four short months he had known Michaela. She had turned his life upside down, disrupted all his usual habits and routines, caused him to rethink and reevaluate everything, even including how he raised his own daughter. Oftentimes all this confusion had left him very angry and annoyed at her. At least, that’s always what he thought he was feeling. Now he wondered if what he had been feeling about her wasn’t annoyance at all, but something else. Something for Michaela, something a man feels for a woman.
He leaned forward a little in the chair. The Army medic mistook Michaela for his wife. Perhaps it was the way they looked at each other, their ease with each other, the way Sully had so tenderly bathed her forehead with a cloth and reassured her when she awoke from her concussion. The way Michaela immediately felt safe and relaxed with Sully finally there. Perhaps Sully did care about her and treat her in much the same manner a husband did his wife.
For the first time, Sully pictured having a wife again, getting married, having a mother for Hanna, perhaps even future children. And when he did so, he couldn’t picture anyone else beside him in that role other than Michaela. She was as kind a woman as he had ever known. She gave of her whole pure heart to everything she did, including caring for and loving her children and now Hanna. She was fiery and passionate, beautiful and remarkably intelligent, and valued everything that he had always thought was most important just as strongly as he did. For the first time, he felt ready to embark on something more with her. Something more than a simple friendship.
He thought back to his younger days, when he first met Abigail. Now he couldn‘t even really remember how he went about things with her. He was so out of practice with something like this, with having some kind of relationship with a woman. He hadn’t even talked to any women in years, other than brief conversations with Charlotte or Grace or a few other women in town.
Michaela shifted a little in the cot and pulled the blanket up. Sully edged forward a little and sat on the cot, drawing the blanket around her warmly.
She opened her eyes and gazed at him.
“Ya cold?” he whispered. “Here, take mine.” He grabbed the blanket the medic had brought him off the back of his chair and spread it across her.
“Is it morning?” she asked.
“No, not for a couple more hours.” He gently touched her arm. “Don’t worry, we’ll be home before the kids even wake up. Christmas Eve tomorrow. We’ll go home and have a good Christmas and this’ll all be behind us.”
* * *
“‘May that be truly said of us, and all of us. And so, as Tiny Tim observed, God bless us, everyone,” Michaela read. “The end.’” She closed the book from her seat near the fire.
Hanna and Christopher were in Sully’s lap, both of them asleep. Josef sat off by himself next to the tree, hugging his knees to his chest.
“All right, it’s bed time,” Michaela murmured. “It’s bedtime so St. Nicholas can come.”
“I’ll take ‘em up,” Sully murmured. He nudged Christopher awake and put him on his feet. He carried Hanna to the stairs and held a very sleepy Christopher by the hand. “Josef, come on.”
“I’m coming,” he murmured. But he didn’t move from his seat.
Michaela put the book aside and walked over to him. She crouched down. “Didn’t you like the story?”
“It’s all right. I know it.”
“I know you do. We read it every year.”
He sighed softly. “It’s so different this year.”
Michaela swallowed hard. This was their first Christmas without David. Not to mention they were spending the holidays far out West away from everyone who had ever been important to them. Christmas Eve had always been a bustling, wonderful evening on Beacon Hill at her parents’ house. Michaela was feeling a lot of homesickness herself right now.
“It is very different, you’re right,” she admitted.
He sighed again and rested his chin on his knees.
“You miss your father?” she whispered, smoothing back his hair.
“I don’t know. Sometimes,” he whispered back. “Do you think he misses me?”
“Josef, I’m sure he does. You and Chris both.”
“Do you think he’s still taking that bad medicine that made him so mean?”
“I don’t know,” she answered truthfully. “I hope not.”
“Last year I couldn’t fall asleep,” he said. “And Daddy let me peek.”
“Peek?”
“At my stocking. Just Daddy and I snuck downstairs and we peeked in my stocking. I saw all the presents inside and then after that I could sleep.”
She smiled at him. “Daddy didn’t tell Mommy that.”
“We shook on it. We promised we wouldn’t tell.” He smiled softly at her. “I know it’s you and Daddy that put the presents there. I saw one time. But Daddy said not to tell Chris. Let him think it’s magic. He said there‘s not a lot of magic left. What‘s that mean?”
“Well, I think he just means, there are few things in life we don’t know everything about. We don’t always have to know everything about everything. Sometimes it‘s nicer not to know.”
Josef seemed to understand what she meant perfectly. “Oh. Do you believe in magic, Mommy?”
“Yes, I do.” She smoothed his hair. “It was magical the moment I met you for the first time.”
“Did you like me?” he asked curiously.
She smiled. “Oh, very much. You made us a family, Josef. I‘ll always remember Daddy saying that.” She kissed his forehead. “Time for bed. Come on.”
They got up together and clasped hands, heading upstairs.
* * *
“Choo-choo!” Christopher shouted as he guided his little train set around the Christmas tree. Wrapping paper was everywhere and their presents were scattered in front of them on the floor. Christmas morning the children were up with the sunrise and waking up Michaela and Sully. They were thrilled when they discovered the plethora of presents under the tree and three very full stockings hanging on the mantle.
Michaela came back into the room in her nightgown and bathrobe with two mugs of coffee. She handed one to Sully.
“There’s one last present I see hiding under the tree,” Michaela spoke up as she took a seat. “Who could it be for?”
Josef hurried over and dug around some wrapping paper. “Where?”
“Keep looking. I know it’s there somewhere.”
Hanna helped him. Finally she came up with a small box. “Here it is!”
“That looks like something for Hanna,” Michaela said, exchanging a smile with Sully.
Hanna sat cross-legged on the floor and untied the string. She pulled off the paper revealing a little box. Carefully, she opened it up. Inside was a crystal bottle. “What is it?” she murmured.
“It’s a magic potion that turns you into a frog,” Christopher said.
Michaela chuckled. “No, come here.” Hanna walked over shyly. Michaela took out the bottle. “It’s perfume.” She took off the top and dabbed a little on Hanna’s wrists.
Hanna sniffed it. She smiled. “Mike, it’s just like yours.”
Michaela caressed her cheek lovingly.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” she whispered, drawing her into a hug.
“That ain’t the last present,” Sully said. “Wait here.”
“Sully?” Michaela replied. She watched in confusion as he headed upstairs. They bought most of the Christmas presents together last week while the children were at Charlotte’s playing with Brian. She wasn’t aware he had something else up his sleeve.
Sully came back downstairs about a minute later carrying a small crate. He put it on the table.
“What is it?” Josef asked.
“Come here,” he invited. “It’s for all of us. Chris, you open it.”
Christopher climbed up on a chair and took off the top. His eyes lighted up. “A puppy! Mama, we got a puppy!”
“Sully, we didn’t talk about this,” Michaela said hesitantly.
“St. Nicholas brung it,” he murmured.
Sully helped Christopher lift him out. It was the most adorable fluffy little pup that looked just like Sully’s dog Wolf. He whimpered pleadingly.
“Thanks, Sully!” Josef cried. “Aw.”
Christopher cradled the pup like a baby. “Mommy, look!”
Michaela had to admit the puppy was sweet. “But who’s going to look after him?”
“We will!” Hanna said.
“Yeah, we will!” Josef added.
“You promise?” she said skeptically.
The pup licked Christopher’s cheek and he giggled. “We promise!”
* * *
“More coffee?” Michaela asked as she came into the sitting room.
Sully glanced up from the chair. “No, thanks.”
She sat beside him. “It was a wonderful Christmas, Sully. Thank you for making it special for the boys.”
He gazed at her a long moment. He had never experienced a Christmas like this. Not since Abigail died anyway. Seeing Michaela with Hanna, how happy and special the day was for the little girl, he found his feelings for Michaela were growing all the more deeper and meaningful. “It was you made it special,” he murmured.
She shrugged modestly. “I just, I wanted it to be nice for them. I didn’t want them to be homesick.” She looked at the flames, a little uncomfortable under his gaze.
“They’re two different colors,” he murmured at last.
“Hm?”
“Your eyes. They’re different.”
“Oh. David always said it was strange.”
“No, I think it’s pretty.”
“You do? David didn’t think so.” She found herself thinking a lot about David the past few days. Christmas was always their favorite time of the year. She wondered what he was doing today. Surely he was thinking about her and the boys and wondering where they were.
“I, uh, I got ya somethin’,” he murmured. “For Christmas.” He got up and went to the mantel, taking down a little box with a ribbon.
She shifted in her chair curiously as he handed her the box.
“What is it?”
“Why don’t ya open it?”
She reluctantly pulled open the ribbon and opened it up. Inside was a small woman’s timepiece that could be pinned to a bodice. She opened it to reveal a beautiful watch ticking away the time. She thought it must have cost him very dear. It was really too much. But she didn’t want to tell Sully she couldn’t accept it and hurt his feelings.
“It’s beautiful. Thank you, Sully.”
“Figure the way ya always wanna know the time, thought maybe you might want this.”
“You said only a white man needs a watch to tell him when he’s hungry,” she said with a wry smile.
“Guess now you’ll always know.” He gazed back at her a long while. “Do you wanna, you wanna do somethin’ together sometime?” Sully never remembered feeling this unsure of himself when he started to court Abigail. It had taken all his nerve to ask Michaela such a thing.
She closed the watch. “I beg your pardon?”
“I mean, without the kids. Maybe two of us could do somethin’.”
“Why wouldn’t we bring the children?” she asked, dumbstruck.
He shifted in his chair. “’Cause sometimes adults should do things without their kids.”
“But who would watch them?”
He hadn’t thought that far ahead. “I don’t know.”
“Where are we going?”
He hadn’t thought about that either. “I don’t know.”
She shifted awkwardly. “I don’t know, Sully, I just think that might be confusing for the boys. I don‘t know if they‘re ready for that. I mean, for me to be seeing other people.”
“They ain’t ready, or you ain’t?” he whispered.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
He nodded at her hand. “Just wonderin’ when ya plan to take those off.”
“What?” She glanced at her hand. She still wore David’s rings, even though the marriage had been over months, even years ago. “My wedding band?”
“He’s dead.”
“He’s only been gone three months. You visited Abigail’s grave for almost six years.”
“I don’t anymore,” he said defensively.
“Good.”
“Good,” he replied.
She fingered her wedding band restlessly, looking away.
“Mommy?” Christopher cried hoarsely as he came down the stairs carrying the puppy.
“What’s wrong?” Sully asked as he got up.
Christopher frowned. “The pup went in my bed.” His eyes welled with tears.
“I’m sorry, Sully,” Michaela said as she got up. “I shouldn’t have let him sleep with him.”
“Don’t hit Mommy,” Christopher pleaded. “Sully, it was an accident.”
Sully narrowed his brow. He glanced at Michaela. “Son, I … I wouldn’t do that. Man never hits somebody. Especially a woman.”
“You promise?”
He walked over to him and picked him up. “I promise. You don’t like somethin’, ya talk it out. Ya don’t hurt other folks. Now don’t you worry about this pup. He’ll learn in no time at all.”
“You’re not mad?”
“No, course not.” He gave his head the gentlest of kisses.
Michaela walked over to them, her eyes welling with tears. “We’ll get some clean sheets and change your bed.”
* * *
“What do you think he meant by that?” Michaela asked as she and Dorothy shared coffee at a table in the café. Hanna and Christopher were helping Grace stir the hot cider at the stove.
“Well, how did he say it exactly?” Dorothy asked. “I mean, did he seem nervous?”
“Now that you say so I suppose he did seem nervous.”
“Well, I think he meant what he said. He wants to take you out. Alone.”
Michaela took a sip of coffee. “But why would he be nervous about that?”
Dorothy smiled wryly. “Well, I don’t know. Could be maybe he’s got feelings for you.”
“No, that’s not it,” she quickly said, shaking her head. “We fight all the time. We’re so different. How could he have feelings for me?”
“Sometimes differences are exactly what draw a couple together.” She thought a moment. “Something about him, when he went after Preston.”
“You saw that? You saw him hit Preston? You mean last month?”
“Well, it’s just, Preston was sayin’ some things he shouldn’t. About you. I think it just struck a nerve with Sully and he hit him.”
“That’s why he hit him?” she breathed. “Because Preston was talking about me?”
Dorothy nodded.
Michaela looked even more pensive. “He gave me a watch for Christmas. An expensive watch.”
“I know. I helped him pick it out.”
“You did?”
“He was nervous then too if I didn’t know any better. Question is do you want him to take you out? Alone?”
She glanced at Christopher. He was giggling as he helped Grace add some orange slices to the cider.
“They miss their father. So much,” she whispered. “David’s always going to be their father. I can’t replace him. I just don‘t know how Josef and Christopher would feel about me seeing another man.”
“But what about you? How do you feel?”
Michaela met her eyes. She couldn‘t see Sully. She was still married to David. It was simply out of the question. It didn’t really matter how she felt about Sully. “I can‘t do it, Dorothy,” she whispered.
Dorothy patted her hand. “Well, that’s all right if you‘re not ready yet. Things like this take time.”
“They’re my priority right now,” she replied. “Chris and Josef, their happiness is what matters.”
“Sometimes, if you can’t be happy, it’s hard for the children to be happy, too.” She sighed. “Lord knows I learned that one the hard way with Marcus. He was my husband. Marcus, he …” She swallowed hard. “He beat me. Beat me bad sometimes. In front of Tommy and the girls.”
Michaela could still feel the stinging blow across her cheek the night David first struck her. “Oh, Dorothy.”
“I shoulda left him when I had the chance, but I didn’t. Wasn’t until he passed on couple years back Loren took me in.”
Michaela spotted Josef jogging toward the café with his lunch pail. He found his mother and came over to her.
Michaela held out her arms and hugged him. “How was school? What did you learn?”
“Fractions. May I have some pie?”
“You can ask Miss Grace for a small slice.”
Grace had already spotted Josef and was coming over with a pie, the younger children trailing behind her.
“Hey, Miss Grace,” Josef said cheerfully.
She kissed his head. “Sugar. You want a slice of Miss Grace’s apple?”
“Yes, please.”
“It’s all right. You all can have some,” Michaela encouraged as Christopher and Hanna took seats beside her. “Josef, where are your books?” Michaela asked curiously as he dug into his pie. “Don’t you have any homework?”
“Yeah. I have some reading.”
“Well, how are you going to do your homework without your books?”
He bit his lip. “Mommy, it’s just, he doesn’t have any books of his own.”
“Who?”
“Sam. I leant him mine. Just for tonight. He promised to bring them right back. I can do my reading in the morning at school. I‘ll leave real early.”
“Mr. Parker’s son,” Dorothy said. “It’s been hard on them, since his wife passed on. I hear he’s been hitching rides all the way to Denver looking for odd jobs.”
Michaela was so shocked by this she could only shake her head. “But how can a child learn anything without books?”
Grace came back over to pour the children some milk. “Folks around here, things like that come dear. Sometimes it’s a choice between eating and books.”
“If a child’s family can’t afford him the proper books he needs then the town should supply them,” Michaela said. “That should be the law. No child goes without books.”
“Well, it should be. But it isn’t,” Dorothy said.
“Well, who makes the laws then?” Michaela asked.
“The town council,” Grace said.
“Who’s on the town council?”
“Loren is,” Dorothy said. “Jake. He’s our mayor. Horace, the Reverend, and Preston.”
“But none of those men even have children in that school!” she exclaimed.
“You oughta go to the next meeting,” Dorothy said. “It’s tomorrow at the church.”
“Yes. Yes I think I will,” she said pensively. She rubbed Josef’s back. “Is the pie good?”
“Yummy,” he said with a grin.
She kissed his head. “It was thoughtful of you to lend your books to Sam.”
“Mommy? I think a lot of those kids, I don’t know if they have books either. Ben doesn’t even have a slate. It‘s not fair. They want to learn, too.”
“You’re right, that’s not fair. Don’t worry. Mommy’s going to do something about that.”
* * *
“The motion to allow Zeke Harrison’s sheep to graze on town property in the south meadow on the second Saturday of each month for a fee of five dollars each time passes.” Jake banged his gavel. “Any business from the floor? All right then, next order of business-”
“Wait, I have something,” Michaela said as she stood up. The crowd stared at her and whispered to each other.
“Who are you?” Jake demanded.
“It’s the widow Weston, remember?” Loren said. “Moved in with Sully couple months back.”
“I’m Michaela Weston,” she said boldly. “And I wanted to address the council if I may.”
“Sorry, women ain’t allowed to address the council,” Jake said.
“It doesn’t say that in your town charter,” she said as she held up a leather bound manual.
“You actually read that thing?” Preston asked.
“What do you want to say?” the Reverend asked curiously.
She came up to the front. “Gentleman, I came here today because I’m very concerned about the state of our school. My son Josef attends there and he‘s been reporting some disturbing information to me.”
“Olive does a fine job over at the school. Now why don’t you just move along now,” Loren said.
“It’s not the teaching that‘s the problem. It’s that half the children can’t even afford the books they need,” she said. “Let alone slates and slate pencils and paper. The stove barely works, the children are shivering all day in there. And it’s crowded. Josef shares his desk with two other students.”
“That stove should have been replaced years ago,” the Reverend admitted. “She’s right about that.”
“Where do you suggest we get the money to replace the stove?” Preston asked.
“From the town treasury,” she replied firmly.
“Aw, there’s barely enough in there to maintain our roads,” Loren grumbled.
“Well, don’t seem right the children should go cold all winter,” Horace spoke up.
“In my day schoolhouses didn’t have stoves at all,” Loren said.
“Things are different now, Loren. I think she’s right. Those children shouldn’t have to worry about being cold when they’re trying to learn something,” the Reverend said. “I propose we allocate thirty dollars in the treasury to a new stove.”
“Second,” Horace said.
“Thirty dollars!” Loren cried.
Michaela beamed. “Oh, thank you, Reverend.”
He smiled at her.
“Hold on. Hold on. We gotta vote,” Jake said. “And I say we don’t have that kind of money to throw around. All those in favor of the new stove?”
The Reverend and Horace raised their hands. Michaela’s face slowly fell.
“Opposed?” Jake said. Jake, Preston and Loren raised their hands. “Motion fails three to two. You can take a seat, ma’am.”
“But those are our children in that schoolhouse. None of you even have children going there!” Michaela cried.
“You’re out of order. Take your seat,” Jake said. “Next order of business. Preston Lodge’s term is up this week. Any nominations from the council? From the floor? Hearing none, his term is extended another two-”
“Wait a minute,” Dorothy said, getting to her feet. “Wait. I have a nomination.”
“Dorothy, what are you doing?!” Loren cried.
“I nominate Michaela Weston for the seat!”
“You can’t do that!” Preston cried.
“Oh, Dorothy, I don’t think so I-” Michaela began.
“That might not be a bad idea,” Olive said. “You’re right, nobody up there has children in the school. Parents oughta have a voice.”
“You, too, Olive?” Loren exclaimed.
“You could speak for all of us, Dr. Mike,” Ginny Baker said shyly. “The womenfolk of this town.”
Michaela slowly warmed to the idea. She looked at the boys who were sitting there looking up at her so proudly she was nearly moved to tears. “Well. Is it all right with you two?” she asked softly.
Josef nodded enthusiastically.
“Mommy’s gonna be the best,” Christopher said with a big smile.
Michaela faced the council again. “Gentleman, I accept the nomination.”
* * *
“She’s what?” Sully blurted as he unbuckled his saddle in the barn.
“Mommy’s gonna be president,” Christopher said.
“Not president exactly. I’m just going to run for Preston’s seat on the council,” Michaela explained.
Hanna climbed a few rungs of the ladder. “Everybody was clapping, Papa.”
“The women anyway,” Michaela said.
“And we almost got a new stove for the school,” Josef added proudly.
“Ya can’t win,” Sully said.
“Yes, I can. I know I can win,” Michaela replied. “A lot of people aren’t so fond of Preston. He’s given out loans all over town and a lot of people are in debt now because of him.”
“Folks shouldn‘t put all their trust in a bank, take out big loans like that from somebody like him. And case you forgot women can’t vote.”
“They can vote. They just have to own property. The town charter says so.”
“You know how many women in this town own property? Three. Miss Olive, Charlotte, and Miss Dorothy.”
“Well, that’s three votes. And I’ll get the rest I need. Somehow.”
“Ya think of askin’ me before you go doin’ something like this?” He lifted the saddle off his horse and slammed it down across the side of the stall.
“Ask you?” She glanced at the children. “Hanna, boys. Go wait inside please.”
“Aw, Mama,” Josef said.
“Go on.”
They trooped out of the barn, shutting the door.
Michaela walked up to him angrily. “Pardon me but this is my life. I don’t have to ask you before I do something.”
“Ya don’t.”
“No, I don’t!”
“Well, it ain’t just your life. It’s mine, and the kids’, too. Now everything we do is the town’s business. Maybe I don’t want the town in our business. Ever think about your family, what this is gonna mean to us?”
She paused. It was the first time Sully had said they were a family. He seemed to realize it too and he looked away, embarrassed.
“Sully, it’s not going to be like that. I promise it won’t. This is between myself and the town. If you don‘t want to be involved that‘s your right. But this is my town now too and I want a say in what happens. Sully, those five men run this town the way they see fit without any regard for how people like me feel. The mothers, the parents. The women.”
“Politics is a dirty business. You‘ll regret it.”
“It doesn’t have to be like that. When David was campaigning for the American Medical Association he never let that happen. He never let it become dirty. He kept me and the boys protected from all that.”
“Thought you didn’t like all that campaignin’.”
“I didn’t,” she whispered. “But that was because I missed him. He had to travel so much. The boys and I never saw him.”
“What if we never see you?” he murmured. “The kids, I mean.”
Impulsively, she gently touched his arm. “The children are my priority. I can do both, I promise.” She sighed. “Besides, this is good for them. I want them to know just because you‘re a woman doesn‘t mean you shouldn‘t have a say.”
“I want ’em to know that, too,” he admitted.
“Then support me in this, Sully. I need your help.”
He sighed, folding his arms. “You can do what ya want. But I ain’t gonna support it.” He headed out of the barn.
Chapter Twenty
“He’s furious about all this,” Michaela said as Dorothy and Myra helped her paint a big white sign that read Vote for Mike. They were gathered at a table in the café which had become an informal campaign headquarters of sorts.
“He is,” Dorothy said the slightest bit of amusement across her face. She shared a soft smile with Myra.
“What?” Michaela said. “He doesn’t like politics. He says it’s a dirty business. And he thinks I won‘t have enough time for the children. I suppose he has a right to be concerned. He hired me to look after his daughter.”
“He’s worried you won’t have enough time for the children, or just worried you won‘t have enough time for him?” Dorothy asked.
“What’s that supposed to mean? We see each other all the time.”
“Well, maybe he got used to that,” Myra said. “Maybe he don’t want that to change.”
Taken aback, she stopped painting a moment. But before she could really think much about what the women were telling her she spotted Olive walking Josef over to the café. He had a damp cloth pressed to his eye.
“Oh, no,” Michaela breathed. She put down her paint brush and hurried over to them. “Josef, now what did you do?”
“Another fight,” Olive said.
“Let me see.” She carefully removed the cloth. His eye was swollen shut and had already started to bruise just below his lower eyelid. “Josef!”
“I’m sorry, Mike. I got no choice. I have to suspend him,” Olive said.
“No, please don’t do that. Olive, I’m sorry. I’m working with him. I’m trying. I don’t know why he does this but I’m trying.”
“He’s beat up on almost every little boy in school twice now. I told him it happens again he was suspended. Josef knew what would happen. I gave him fair warning.”
“How long is the suspension?” Michaela asked, putting her arm around Josef.
Olive sighed. “Well, I reckon he can come back next week if he promises never to do it again.”
“This will never happen again, that’s a promise.”
* * *
“Just tell me why,” Michaela said. “Tell me why you’re doing this.”
Josef rested his chin on his folded arms at the kitchen table. Michaela had waited until the younger children were tucked in bed for the night before taking him to the quiet kitchen for a talk.
“I don’t know,” the little boy whispered.
“What?” she replied.
He raised his head slightly. “I said I don’t know!”
“Well, you’re going to sit in your room all day tomorrow and study until you do know, young man.”
“Fine.”
“No fishing and no playing checkers and no friends. All you’re going to do is chores and homework until Monday when you go back to school. Do you understand?”
“Can I please go to bed now?”
“I’m serious about this, Josef. This isn’t a joke.”
“Mommy, I know it‘s not a joke. I know!” He furrowed his brow. “I just want to go to bed, all right?”
She sighed. “All right. Go up to bed. I’ll come tuck you in.”
“No. I don’t want to be tucked in like some baby. I‘m not Chris,” he muttered, sliding out of his chair and trudging up the stairs.
Michaela watched him go. She heaved another sigh, overwhelmed, and rested her brow against her fingers. She never had problems with the boys when they were in Boston. Then again whenever they misbehaved she would find an excuse to pass them off on Bella and let her figure out what to do. She realized she had never even really disciplined them before. Bella did that, or sometimes David. At that moment she so desperately wanted to talk to David about their son she felt like crying.
Sully came in the door from doing the evening chores and quietly hung up his jacket. “Ya have your talk?” he asked as he slowly walked into the kitchen.
Michaela briefly met his eyes and nodded.
Sully found the coffee pot on the stove and poured himself a cup. “Ya want some?”
She shook her head.
He joined her at the table.
Tears welled in her eyes and suddenly spilled down her cheeks. “I’m sorry, I.”
He touched her arm. “Hey. Hey, it‘s gonna be all right.”
“I just feel so helpless. I’m trying to raise them all by myself and I have no idea what I’m doing. This was supposed to be the best thing for us. And all I‘ve done is made his life miserable dragging him out here.”
“That ain’t true. Michaela, little boys get in fights sometimes.”
“Not like this. He’s so angry, Sully. I can think of a dozen things he has every right to be angry about, it’s just, why won’t he talk to me about it?”
“It’s hard for a boy his age to talk to his ma. Was for me sometimes.”
She sniffled. “Is your mother still alive?”
“No,” he murmured. “No, she ain’t. She died when I was ten.”
“Oh. I’m sorry. What was she like?” she asked curiously.
He swallowed. There were two people in his life he didn’t like to talk about, Abigail, and his mother. But Michaela seemed genuinely interested. And for some reason, he felt safe confiding in her.
“Her name was Katherine. She grew up in a little town in England. She was nineteen years old when she and my pa decided to come out here. I was born on a ship couple days before it docked in America.” He smiled softly. “I remember her hair. And I remember her rockin’ me, the way she smelled when she did. Like flowers.”
“She sounds special.”
“She was.” He smiled softly. “I always thought if I ever had a little girl of my own, I’d wanna name her Katherine.”
She slowly let out her breath. “For the longest time that’s what I wanted to name my daughter, too. It‘s so pretty.” She smiled wryly. “But then I just kept having boys.”
“Abigail liked it, too, but she thought it might do more good we named Hanna after Loren’s ma. Seems to suit her.” He gently touched her back. “Why don’t ya go on to bed? Sleep on it. Sometimes good night’s sleep helps clear your head.”
“You’re right.” She got up, drawing her bathrobe close around her modestly. “Goodnight.”
“Night.”
She paused a moment. “Sully? Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For our talk. It helped.”
He smiled softly at her and watched her head upstairs.
* * *
“What is it?” Josef asked curiously as he stood beside Sully in the barn.
“Come here, I’ll show ya,” Sully said. He brought him over to a thick sack of grain he had strung up from one of the beams with heavy rope. “Go on. Give it a punch.”
Josef hesitated. He glanced up at him.
“It’s all right. Punch it as hard as ya can.”
Josef slowly raised one hand, made a fist, and weakly punched the grain sack.
“I’m guessin’ from the look of that black eye ya got you know how to hit a lot better than that.”
“I don’t want to do this,” Josef said.
“That’s all right. You don’t have to.” He squatted down to his level. “But I don’t want ya to be gettin’ in fights anymore at school. You want to hit something, you come out and hit this. Ya understand?”
Josef gazed at the grain sack a long moment, biting his lip. Then he approached it again. He raised both hands in tight fists and punched the bag with his right fist, then his left. He hit it again, much harder, groaning with the effort.
“There ya go,” Sully murmured. “Hit it hard.”
Josef punched it over and over, harder and faster each time. Hot tears appeared in his eyes and spilled down his cheeks. “Why?” he muttered at last. “Why can‘t I see my pa again?!” He growled and hit the bag as hard as he possibly could.
Sully came up behind him and put his arm around him and Josef stopped punching and turned around, hugging his waist tightly and sobbing.
“Shh, it’s all right,” Sully soothed. “You just let it out.” He crouched down and drew him into a tight hug. “Josef, it’s all right to be angry, to cry. Every man feels this way sometimes.”
Josef just hugged him tightly and Sully rubbed his back, patiently letting him release all of his emotions.
* * *
“Hot off the presses. The second printin’,” Dorothy said as she handed Michaela the front page of the Gazette in the store.
Michaela looked at the headline on the editorial, smiling, as she held Christopher’s hand. “Dorothy, you’re endorsing me?”
“If you mean she’s tellin’ everybody to vote for you, that’s exactly what she’s doin’,” Loren said grumpily as he stacked some cans.
“Let me see, Mike,” Hanna said as she leaned against her.
“There, can you read that word?” Michaela said as she pointed to the paper.
“Vo … vote,” Hanna said.
“That seat belongs to Preston,” Loren said.
“The seat belongs to who the town votes for. His term is up now. I think we need somebody new,” Dorothy replied.
“So do I,” Grace spoke up as she looked over some red-checked cloth.
Hank was puffing on a cigar at the counter. “She can’t win anyway so what are we all squackin’ about?”
“Why do you want Preston’s seat anyway?” Loren demanded, walking over to Michaela. “You got not experience. You never been on a town council before. And he’s the banker! You‘re just a … well, you‘re a-”
“She’s my mommy!” Christopher cried, looking up at him proudly.
Loren scowled at him.
Charlotte came into the store and greeted Michaela. She handed her list to Loren.
“Precisely why she should have that seat, Loren,” Dorothy said. “She knows exactly what the women of this town need.”
“Not all women,” Hank said wryly.
Michaela ignored him. “Back home in Boston there were some women who served on the school board and they did a fine job.”
“Boston. Thought you were from New York,” Loren spoke up as he looked over Charlotte‘s list.
Michaela instantly felt her heart in her throat. She was so caught up in the campaign she had slipped up and spoken about Boston. Even Christopher looked uncomfortable. “I am,” she blurted. “I just heard about it, that’s all.”
Charlotte gazed at her skeptically.
Preston walked into the store holding the paper. “Michaela? May I speak with you?”
Surprised, Michaela walked over to him, taking the children with her. “Of course.”
“Over in my office.”
“If this is about the campaign I wanna come to,” Dorothy said, joining them.
“Why?” Preston demanded.
“Well, because … because I’m her campaign manager.”
“You are?“ Michaela asked, smiling at her.
“That’s right. I am!”
“Fine,” Preston muttered. “After you, ladies.”
Michaela and Dorothy headed over to the bank. Michaela guided the children inside and told them to wait on the bench near the door and she and Dorothy went to the back where Preston’s elaborate dark mahogany desk was.
“Please, Michaela, Dorothy. Have a seat. Do you mind if I smoke?” He pulled out a cigar from his desk drawer and lighted it.
“What’s this about, Mr. Lodge?” Dorothy asked impatiently as they sat down. “We got a campaign to get back to.”
“I’ve given this a lot of thought. I’m going to vote for that new stove for the school. If they have my vote that’s enough.”
Michaela looked at Dorothy, surprised. “You will? Why, thank you, Mr. Lodge.”
“What do you get out of this?” Dorothy said skeptically.
“Well, in return, you’ll agree to drop out of the race.”
“No, I’m not dropping out,” Michaela said. “This town needs a woman on the council and I intend to be her.”
“You can’t win,” he replied.
“If she can’t win why did you come to us trying to make deals?” Dorothy asked.
Preston pulled out a drawer and took out his bank note book. “Name your price.”
“My price?” Michaela blurted.
“Yes. How much to drop out of the race?” He opened it up.
“You want to buy your seat?” Dorothy breathed.
“How about a hundred dollars?” He dipped his pen in the inkwell.
“She wouldn’t drop out of this race for all the money you have in this bank, Preston,” Dorothy said firmly. “So if we’re through here, we should be on our way.”
Michaela hesitated a moment, looking at the bank note. A hundred dollars would be plenty to buy train tickets for herself and the boys and be on their way to California like they had originally planned. She wouldn’t have to keep working for Sully and saving every penny so she could eventually go on with their journey. It could all be over with right here.
Preston watched her pensively. “A hundred and fifty dollars. My final offer.”
“Michaela, you ain’t considerin’ this, are you?” Dorothy breathed.
Michaela took a deep breath. Perhaps just a few months ago she would have jumped at the chance for that kind of money. She was a desperate woman then, frightened for herself and terrified for the boys. But now she felt happy, safe, and content. “Dorothy’s right,” she said. “I wouldn’t drop out of the race for all the money you have in this bank.” She stood up, offering her hand. “Good luck to you on Tuesday.”
Preston briefly shook with her. “Yes, well, may the best man, or woman, win.”
* * *
“No husband would let her do a thing like this,” Loren grumbled as he filled Charlotte’s order.
“She doesn’t have a husband,” Grace said.
“Well, if she did he wouldn’t let her.”
Preston came into the store, looking downcast. “I need another cigar, Loren.”
“Help yourself. On the counter.”
Preston opened a cigar box and sniffed one.
“You know, there’s something funny about all this,” Loren said.
“Funny about what?” Charlotte asked.
“The way she says her husband died. Why would she come all the way out here soon as he died? She didn‘t want to stay home?”
“She wanted to get away, that’s all,” Charlotte said.
“Folks grieve in different ways,” Grace spoke up.
“Nobody knows anything about that woman and now she’s about to take your seat,” Loren said.
Preston looked mildly intrigued. “You’re on to something, Loren. We don’t know anything about her. She claims she’s from New York and her husband died but no one knows if that’s true or not.”
Loren came over to the counter. “Maybe she’s in some kind of trouble back East.”
“She could be running from the law,” Preston said excitedly.
“An outlaw,” Loren cried.
“Loren, don’t be ridiculous,” Charlotte scolded. “She’s no outlaw.”
Preston gestured with his cigar. “Perhaps she killed her husband. And she‘s on the run.”
“What? You’re talking foolishness!” Grace cried.
“It was a cholera epidemic. He was a doctor,” Charlotte spoke up softly.
“I’m wiring the newspapers back East,” Preston announced.
“Whatever for?” Grace asked.
“I want to see the obituaries from the summer from The New York Times. I want to see this so-called Dr. Weston‘s obituary.”
“Preston!” Charlotte cried as he took off down the street.
* * *
“We visited almost all the homesteads north of here this week,” Michaela said as she and Sully had coffee at Grace’s. “I think I’ve managed to talk to almost everyone. Well, those who would listen anyway.”
“Ya must be tired,” Sully remarked.
She shrugged. “A little. But I can rest when this is over.”
“Don’t know about that. Once you’re a councilwoman you’ll be even more busy between meetins and votes and things that come up.” He took a sip of coffee.
She gazed at him perceptively. “The family comes first, Sully. I promised, remember?”
He smiled at her softly, reassured. Then, impulsively, he ever so gently laid his fingers atop hers and squeezed her hand. She gazed back at him shyly, the cool breeze lightly ruffling her hair. Sully thought she had never looked more beautiful.
“We finished helping with the pie!” Christopher shouted as he and Hanna ran over.
Sully removed his hand and leaned back, clearing his throat. “Did ya? Good.”
Hanna climbed into Michaela’s lap and Christopher sat on Sully’s knee.
“Know what, Mommy?” Christopher said. “Boys can cook, too. You don’t have to be a girl.”
“You’re right. Anyone can cook if they have the inclination,” Michaela said. “Or try anyway.”
“Chris can cook and Mommy can be president!” Christopher cried.
“Not president, it’s just a council seat,” Michaela said with a chuckle.
Preston and Jake came over to the table with smug grins on their faces. Preston handed Michaela a flyer. “Hot off the presses.”
“What’s this?”
Hanna read the headline. “Liv-ing in sin? What’s that mean?”
Michaela looked up at them. “How did you do this? Dorothy didn’t print these for you.”
“No, printer down in Pueblo had ‘em made up,” Jake said.
Michaela looked at the article. “While she pretends to be a virtuous society woman from New York, candidate Michaela Weston is leading a double life. She tells a pitiful tale of a husband who expired from a grave illness, meanwhile she is carrying on unwed with a widower and his child.” She looked up in shock. “This is libelous.”
“Not if it’s the truth. “ Preston put a large stack of telegrams in front of her. “I wired the newspapers in New York. And the coroner. This isn’t one record of any Dr. Weston dying this summer. And no cholera epidemic. Not in New York anyway.”
“What does my husband’s death have to do with this campaign?” she retorted.
“If you lie about that what else will you lie about?” Preston said.
“I’m not lying!”
“Where’s your proof?” Jake demanded.
“I’m not on trial!” she cried.
“Know what I think? I think you’re running from the law,” Jake said. “Lotta folks feel the same way.”
“This is mudslinging,” Michaela retorted.
“Come on, let’s go,” Sully said as he finished off his coffee and got up.
“See you at the polls tomorrow,” Jake said.
Sully picked up Christopher and guided Michaela out of the café.
“That woman is a fraud!” Preston shouted. Several of the customers were starting to stare. “Do you want a fraud on your council?”
Christopher looked scared and hugged Sully’s neck.
“It’s all right,” he whispered. “He’s just bein’ a bully. Let‘s go home.”
* * *
“You can’t drop out,” Dorothy said as she sat in front of the store stove with Michaela. “We’ve come so far!”
“But it’s become so personal now,” Michaela said. “Now they want to know everything about me, where I came from, my life before.”
“What is it you’re so ashamed of?” Dorothy asked. “You have nothing to hide, do you?”
Michaela hesitated. “Well, it’s just.” She took a brave breath. “My husband beat me, too, Dorothy.”
“Bad?” Dorothy whispered.
Michaela nodded. “I just, I don‘t want to talk about all that with the entire town, Dorothy.”
“And you don’t have to! I say it’s none of their business,” Dorothy said. “I say we don’t have to answer any of their questions.”
Michaela sunk into a chair beside her. “It’s too hard on my family. I promised Sully the family comes first. I’m sorry, Dorothy.”
“This won’t last long. Folks’ll forget. We go on with the campaign and we stick to the issues. And those issues are that stove at the school not working, the children not having all the books they need. The safety of our town. The train and how we’re gonna bring it here. Prostitution, the saloon. And makin’ this town a better place for our children. Michaela, you drop out now and nothing’s gonna change.” She shook her head. “Women like us are gonna keep gettin’ beat by their husbands.”
She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I can’t. I can’t think you enough for all your support. I‘m sorry it had to end like this.” She got up and grabbed her shawl, putting it around her shoulders and heading out.
* * *
“Here’s the pup, don’t forget him,” Sully said as he tucked Christopher’s puppy in bed with him. Christopher hugged his bear under one arm and the pup under the other.
“Sully? When will Mommy be home?” Christopher asked.
“Pretty soon. I’ll send her up to give ya a kiss.”
“Oh, good. Mommy has the most softest kisses ever. Doesn‘t she, Josef? I love when Mommy kisses me. Lots of kisses!”
“Don’t be such a girl, Chris,” Josef said as he slipped off his shoes.
“I am not.” Christopher swallowed hard, hurt.
“Hey, nothin’ wrong with a man wantin’ a kiss goodnight,” Sully told them. “I’ll let ya in on a little secret. You’re never gonna stop wantin’ a good woman’s kiss goodnight. Ain‘t somethin’ ya grow out of. And it sure don‘t make ya a girl.”
“Really?” Christopher said. “Good.”
“What’re we gonna do tomorrow?” Josef asked.
“It’s the big election, remember?”
“Vote for Mike! Preston‘s a fake!” Christopher said. “Except we can’t vote, we’re just kids.”
“Don’t worry, soon as the polls close I figure I could take you boys and Hanna fishin’. What do ya say?”
“Oh, good. We love fishing,” Josef replied.
Christopher looked up at him reverently a long moment.
“What is it?” Sully asked.
“Sully? Can I ask you something?”
“Sure. What?”
“Do you like me?”
Sully let out a soft chuckle of disbelief. “What kind of question is that, son? You know I do.”
“No, I mean, do you like me as much as Josef?”
Sully looked at Josef, confused. “Chris, I, I care about both of ya a whole lot. Why you askin‘ me somethin’ like that?”
He sighed. “Because Daddy didn’t like me,” he whispered. “He didn’t like me as much as Josef.”
Josef looked away solemnly. He too had noticed David’s unequal treatment of his little brother, but at his tender age, he had no idea what to do about it.
“I know that ain’t true,” Sully breathed. But from what he had learned about David, he suspected deep down it very much was true.
Christopher nodded. “It is. I know why, too.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because I’m not good at things like Josef. I’m not as smart or as big.”
“That’s just cause you’re younger, Chris. You’ll catch up to your brother soon enough.”
He sighed again and hugged the puppy.
Sully leaned down and drew him into a warm hug. “I like ya, Chris. Just the same as Josef.” He smoothed his hair. “You’re good at baseball and fishin’. You’re funny. Ya say things that make everybody laugh. Ya already know your letters, don’t ya? That’s pretty smart for a boy your age.” He caressed his cheek. “And there’s somethin’ else you’re real good at. Bein’ there for your ma. She counts on you.”
“On me? But I‘m so little!”
“Little don’t matter, your ma needs ya. And I can count on ya, too.” He smiled at him. “If I had a son, I’d want him to be just like you.”
Chris smiled at him with relief and then gave him another big hug. “Goodnight, Sully.”
Sully gave his hair a gentle stroke. “Your ma would want ya to say your prayers.”
“I will, Sully.”
Sully got up and turned down their lamp.
“Don’t forget to send Mommy up for kisses,” Christopher called.
“I won’t,” Sully said.
“I’m not a girl, Sully,” Christopher added.
He chuckled. “Chris, go to sleep.”
“All right. Goodnight.”
“Goodnight, Sully,” Josef added.
“Goodnight, boys,” Sully whispered as he shut their door.
* * *
“I’m sorry I’m late,” Michaela said as she came in the door and hung up her jacket. “I was talking with Dorothy.”
“It’s all right,” Sully said as he sat at the dining room table with the Gazette.
She walked over to him. “Are the children in bed?”
“Yeah. Put ‘em down about twenty minutes ago.”
“Thank you.” She sighed. “Sully, I told Dorothy I’m dropping out of the race.”
Sully looked surprised. “Why? Because of what Preston did?”
“You were right. Politics is a dirty business.”
“Come ‘ere, sit down,” he said as he pushed out the chair beside him.
She sunk into the chair.
“Michaela, ya can’t let somebody like him get to ya.”
“Sully, David didn’t die in New York. That’s why Preston couldn‘t find any record of it. He died in New Jersey where we had a free clinic.” She hated lying to him. She felt like she wasn’t very good at it, at least when it came to Sully.
He held up one hand. “Ya don’t owe me an explanation.”
“But don‘t you at least wonder about that?”
“I figure if there’s somethin’ ya ain’t told me ya have your reasons.”
She folded her hands on the table with a sigh.
“Hey. Can I ask you somethin’? About David?”
“Yes, of course,” she replied.
“He treat Chris different? Different than Josef?”
She met his eyes with surprise. “How did you know that?”
“Chris told me.”
She pressed her hand to her mouth. “He knows?”
“He thinks it was because he was younger.”
“No, of course not.”
“Why was it?”
She swallowed hard. “David was, the more morphine he took the more suspicious he was. Suspicious of me. When I was volunteering in the hospital there was a doctor, his name was William. I spent a lot of time with him. He was just a good friend, I never had any feelings for him. But the more I was with William the more paranoid David became. He was sure I was … ” She let out a breath. “He thought we were having an affair.” She shook her head in disbelief. “It all seems so incredible now, David so angry at me when all along he …” She shook her head again. “Sully, he was convinced William was Chris’s father.”
Sully had never known a woman more loyal and devoted than Michaela to those she loved. He knew without a shadow of a doubt she just wasn’t capable of betraying her husband like that. “How could he think that of ya?” he murmured.
“I don’t know. The morphine, I don’t know. And I grew very tired of always trying to reassure him I wasn‘t being unfaithful.” She shrugged. “David just never looked at Chris the same. I was just hoping, praying my little boy wouldn’t notice.”
“He noticed,” Sully murmured.
“A man can have as many affairs as he likes and no one blinks an eye,” she remarked. “But when a woman does it. Sully, the complete hypocrisy of my marriage makes me ill.”
“It’s over,” Sully said reassuringly. He ever so gently touched her arm. “It’s over. Ya gotta look ahead now, focus on what ya can change. And what I want to know is why did you want to do this in the first place?”
“What do you mean?”
“Why did you want to run for Preston’s seat?”
“Well, because, because I don’t want other women to have to spend their entire lives fighting to be part of a man’s world like I have. We should be able to vote and own our own property and make our own decisions. A woman should be able to decide if she wants to go to college and who she’s going to marry and how many children she’ll have. And if she has to, she should be able to …. to divorce her husband without worrying she might never see those children again.” Her voice broke. “Sully, I want a better world for little girls like Hanna.” She sighed. “But it doesn’t matter. Even if I stayed in the race I don’t have the votes anyway.”
“How do ya know?”
“Brian Cooper’s been taking a poll. I’m trailing by more than thirty votes.”
“Thirty votes, that ain’t so bad.”
“No, but I’d never be able to secure thirty more votes by tomorrow.” She smiled softly. “Well, it was a nice idea anyway.”
“What if I could get ya those votes?”
“By tomorrow? How?”
“I got a plan. But you gotta stay in this race. Ya can‘t quit. Ya got into this race for the right reasons and ya gotta see it through.”
“Sully?“
“Just do what I tell you, for once?”
“All right, I’ll see it through.”
He nodded at the stairs. “Ya best get some sleep. Big day tomorrow.”
She got up. “Goodnight.”
“Night,” he murmured.
* * *
“Polls closing in ten minutes,” Jake shouted as he stood over by the ballot box
“I suppose you should vote,” Michaela said to Dorothy. “For what good it will do.”
“Come on,” Dorothy said as she threaded her arm with hers and they headed over to the ballot box.
Dorothy took a ballot slip and filled it out, then handed it over to Loren to put in the ballot box.
“Thank you, ladies,” Jake said with a smirk.
“What in tarnation?” Loren muttered, shielding his eyes.
“What do they think they’re doing?” Jake asked.
Michaela and Dorothy turned around. Sully was walking across the bridge, Christopher, Josef and Hanna beside him, and half the women in town walking behind them.
Sully approached the ballot box and signed the ledger, then he took a ballot slip from the Reverend.
“There you are, Sully,” the Reverend said. He glanced at the other women who were lining up. “I’m sorry, but the rest of you, I’m afraid you have to own property to vote.”
“We do, see for yourself,” Ginny Baker said as she handed over a deed to him. The other women pulled out their deeds.
“Mr. Byron Sully deeded a small piece of his homestead to each of us,” Grace said smugly.
“That means sold!” Christopher piped up enthusiastically.
“I know what it means,” Loren grumbled.
“What is going on here?” Preston demanded as he walked over. “You can’t do that!”
The Reverend examined the deed.
“Yes they can,” Sully said with a soft smile as he approached Michaela. She looked at him with a mixture of surprise and gratitude as Christopher came over to hold her hand.
“This appears to be valid,” the Reverend admitted. “Horace?”
The telegraph operator approached the table. “Yep. I registered them myself. They‘re good.”
“I protest!” Preston cried.
“I’m afraid I have no choice, Preston. They all qualify,” the Reverend said as he handed a ballot to Ginny.
Michaela watched all the women vote, a big smile on her face. Finally as the last woman voted, Emily, Sully handed Michaela a deed.
“Don’t forget yours.”
“Mine?” Michaela said.
“You need property to vote, too, remember?” He smiled at her.
Michaela approached the Reverend with her deed and he handed her her ballot slip. With a proud sigh, she checked the box beside her name and then turned the ballot slip over to Jake.
Half an hour later they were all gathered outside the church waiting for the election officials to announce the results.
Sully walked over with Hanna on his shoulders.
“Nervous?” he asked.
“Not in the slightest.” Michaela looked up at him with a wry smile. “Terrified.”
“Don’t worry, win or lose you‘re still the best woman for the job.”
“Thank you for this, Sully.”
“Weren‘t no trouble. Horace had ‘em all drawn up this mornin’.”
“Not just for the deeds. For your support.”
He put his arm gently around her. Christopher titled his head back and smiled at him and Sully ruffled his hair.
“Here they come,” Dorothy said as the Reverend and Horace walked down the church stairs carrying a piece of paper.
“We’ve counted all the votes,” the Reverend said, “and the final tally is Michaela Weston, one-hundred and thirty-one, Preston Lodge, one-hundred nineteen.”
The women cheered and Dorothy let out a cry of joy and hugged Michaela.
“Yea, Mommy!” Josef exclaimed, jumping into the air.
“I demand a recount!” Preston shouted.
“We counted them twice,” Horace said. “You lost by more than ten votes, Preston.”
Preston put his hands on his hips and paced furiously. Several more of the women came over to shake Michaela’s hand or hug her. At last Preston came over.
“Congratulations,” he muttered.
“It was a good race,” Michaela replied.
Annoyed, he headed off with some men to the saloon.
“Congratulations,” Sully whispered as he shook Michaela’s hand. She smiled at him gratefully.
* * *
“Right over here, right here,” Olive directed as several men helped to position the new stove in the schoolhouse.
“Oh, Olive, isn’t it wonderful?” Michaela said.
“Thanks to you,” Olive said kindly.
“Now I can do my schoolwork without shivering,” Josef said with a giggle as Michaela put her arm around him.
Sully carried in some firewood and stacked it beside the stove as the other men began to install the pipe.
“It looks good,” Sully remarked.
“Well, looks like they got it from here,” Olive said. “Why don’t we all head over to the café and get something to eat, celebrate?”
Hanna and Chris were writing on the chalkboard.
“Children, no, don’t do that,” Michaela said. “That’s not yours to use.”
“Oh, it’s all right. No harm done,” Olive said. She walked up to them, examining what they were writing. “Well, would you look at that.”
Hanna had written out two plus five equals seven. Christopher was writing out two plus two.
“Well, you two sure know your figuring!” Olive said.
“Mike teaches us!” Hanna cried.
“Come on, let’s get some pie,” Olive said, putting her arms around them.
Michaela lingered back and gazed at the numbers they had written. “Sully? Why can’t we send Hanna to school?”
He instantly looked annoyed with her. “Ain’t we talked about this already? About ten times?”
“Well, but things are different now.”
“I like the way you teach her. Let‘s get some pie.”
“It’s not just about learning arithmetic or reading. It’s about giving her a chance to be with other children her age.”
“We send Hanna are you gonna send Chris?”
“Christopher has nothing to do with this.”
“We send Hanna then you gotta send Chris, too. He wants to go to school even more than Hanna.”
“You can’t do that. You can’t put conditions on it like that!”
“I just did.” He turned around and headed out of the schoolhouse.
* * *
“You have stuck your hand in a hornet’s nest,” Cloud Dancing remarked as he removed his wooden fishing cage from the water. There were no fish inside.
“Ya think I should let Mike send her to school?” Sully asked.
“It does not matter what I think.” He baited the cage again and laid it back in the water. Then they got up and headed back to the Reservation.
“She won’t let it go. Seems like every day she’s tellin’ me what I should do when it comes to Hanna.”
“You are not really angry about the school,” Cloud Dancing remarked. “You are sharing you life with that of a woman. That is what you are really fighting.”
“Been a long time since I had somebody else around. It’s always been just me and Hanna. Folks helped out where they could, you and the Cheyenne, Grace and Dorothy. But it ain‘t the same as sharin’ your house with somebody. A woman.”
“Man and woman were not meant to be apart.” He folded his arms as Snowbird smiled at them. She was tanning some rawhide outside their teepee. “No fish today,” Cloud Dancing murmured.
“That’s all right. Ya got the rations,” Sully said.
“They didn’t come.”
“They didn’t come? Hazen promised me they’d be here two days ago.” He sighed. “Why didn’t ya say somethin’? I’ll go talk to Hazen right now.”
“All those talks with him mean nothing.”
“Then I’ll go to headquarters if I have to. The government owes you those rations. I won‘t let you and your people just starve.” He headed over to his horse, untethering him.
“Agent Sully!” O’Connor shouted as he walked up to him briskly. “What are you doing on my Reservation?”
“These people are starvin’,” Sully retorted.
He glared at him. “I thought we had an understanding. You’re being transferred.”
“I am. But nobody said I couldn’t still visit my friends here,” Sully said firmly. He mounted his horse and galloped off.
* * *
Olive was ringing the bell at the end of recess as Michaela walked up to the schoolhouse holding Christopher and Hanna’s hands.
“Miss Olive, good afternoon,” she called.
“Oh, Mike. Just the person I wanted to see.”
“Oh?” she replied.
Olive folded her arms. “It’s Josef again.”
“Oh, no. He didn’t get into another fight, did he?”
“No, but he failed his history test.”
“Failed? That can’t be. I studied with him all week. Josef‘s never failed anything.”
“Is there something going on at home?” Olive asked.
“No, of course not. What would be going on at home?”
“Well.” She cleared her throat. “Well, it’s just.”
“Miss Olive if you have something to say to me you can say it.”
“You know the talk in town. About you and Sully. Living there. Together.”
“I work for Mr. Sully. He’s kind enough to allow me to stay in his guest room. Any suggestion anything improper is going on is ridiculous. And none of anyone’s business, frankly.” She glanced down at Hanna. “I came here because we’re thinking about enrolling her in school. That is, I am anyway.”
“I wanna go to school, too, Mama,” Christopher whispered.
“Shh, don’t interrupt,” Michaela scolded gently.
“Well, I can sign Christopher up right here and now. But you’ll have to have Sully sign some paperwork for Hanna.”
“But there wasn’t anything to sign when I enrolled Josef,” she protested.
“That’s different. Josef’s your child. Hanna belongs to Sully and the parent has to agree to it.”
“Sully agrees to it. At least, I know he will.” She cleared her throat.
“I’ll get you the paperwork. Just have him sign.” She glanced at Christopher and smiled. “How old are you?”
“Almost five,” he said proudly. “I know all my letters and I can count to fifty!”
“I got a seat for you right up front,” Olive said kindly.
Michaela held him to her protectively. “Thank you, that won’t be necessary. I’ll just wait here for the paperwork.”
* * *
“Keep your arm nice and straight,” Sully said as he held Josef’s arm in front of the sack strung up in the barn. “Keep it lined up with your wrists.”
“Like this?” Josef asked.
“That’s right. Now your feet a little farther apart. That helps ya keep a good balance.”
Josef shifted his feet.
“Thumb goes over your fingers, not under,” Sully said as he repositioned Josef’s thumb. “Now show me the uppercut.”
Josef sent his fist barreling hard into the sack.
“Good. Keep it straight. Again,” Sully said. He backed up and watched. “Harder.”
Josef groaned with the effort and hit the bag again.
“Use your other fist,” Sully said. “Uppercuts. Go.”
“Josef, what on earth are you doing?” Michaela blurted, an empty basket for the eggs tucked under her arm as she stood in the barn doorway.
Josef lowered his arms and slowly turned around, looking guilty. “I …” he choked.
She walked over to them.
Sully stepped forward. “I was just teachin’ him a few moves. Learn how to defend himself.”
“You were teaching him to fight!” she cried.
“It ain’t like that.”
“Josef, go inside and get ready for school,” Michaela told him firmly.
Josef ran out of the barn, eager to escape.
Michaela shook her head at Sully, dismayed. “I can’t believe this. I just can’t believe this.”
“Michaela, boy like him needs to learn to stand up for himself.”
“You’re teaching him to hurt other people! How long have you been teaching him this? Behind my back this whole time!”
“Just a few days. It wasn’t behind your back.”
“You certainly didn’t mention it!” She was so angry she felt like crying. “My son watched David hit me for four years! You know how I feel about that. You know how I feel about wanting him to know something different than that. And then behind my back you teach him how to fight?”
“You’re right. We shoulda told you,” he murmured with a sigh.
“Yes, you should have!”
He walked up to her and touched her arm.
She pulled away. “No. Don’t.”
“Michaela, I just wanna apologize, I-”
“I don’t want apologies,” she retorted. “I want you to stay out of my life and stay out of the raising of my children!”
“Now you want me out of your life.”
“That’s right. I’m here to look after your daughter and that’s all. Leave my children out of this!”
“Fine, I will,” he said, narrowing his brow.
“Good!” she retorted. She spun around and headed out of the barn.
Chapter Twenty-one
“Wanna come play with us?” Hanna said as she poked her head into the boys’ room.
Josef sighed as he sat on his bed. He shook his head.
Perplexed, Hanna slowly came into the room. “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know,” he muttered.
She sat beside him. “My pa says when we’re sad folks should talk about it.”
Josef sniffled. “I just miss my pa,” he choked. Tears welled in his eyes.
Hanna frowned. “Don’t cry. He’s in heaven, like my mama.”
“No he’s not,” Josef said, swiping the back of his hand across his eyes.
“Yes he is,” Hanna said. “All good people go to heaven.”
“Hanna, can you keep a secret?” he whispered.
“I think so.”
“You have to promise you won’t tell anyone. Not even your pa.”
“All right. I promise. What is it?”
Josef took a deep breath. “My pa’s not really dead. He’s still back at home.”
Hanna wrinkled her brow in confusion. “But. Mike said he got sick and died.”
“I know. I know. It’s because he and Mommy had bad fights and he took some medicine that made him mean.”
“Why?” Hanna breathed, confused.
“I don’t know. He just did. So we had to run away and hide.” He sniffled. “I miss him so much.” He sniffled again. “I just, I want him to know I miss him.”
“Well,” Hanna said pensively. “Maybe you could write him a letter.”
“I can’t. I can’t say where we are. He’ll come find us.”
“You don’t have to say. You just tell him you’re safe in a nice place. You don’t say where.”
Josef thought a moment. “You think so?”
“Bet your papa misses you lots, too. He wants a letter from you. You wish you could get a letter from him, don‘t you?”
Josef started crying again and nodded.
Hanna put her arm around him reassuringly. “A stamp costs two cents. You can have my Christmas penny. Now you have enough.”
“You’d give me your Christmas penny?” Josef said, moved.
She nodded.
Josef hugged her. “Thank you, Hanna.”
Hanna smiled. “Now do you feel better? You want to come play now?”
He smiled softly. “Yeah.”
* * *
“Good morning, Mrs. Weston,” the Reverend said as he shook her hand on the church porch.
The children ran ahead of her to play with Brian.
“It was a wonderful sermon, Reverend,” she said.
“Oh, thank you.”
She walked over with Charlotte and Colleen to share in their picnic.
“Where’s Sully?” Charlotte asked.
“He said he had to go to the Reservation. It’s been weeks since their last shipment of rations.” Michaela looked away uncomfortably. Sully always went to church with them lately, but they had that bad fight the other day about Josef learning to box and it was quite obvious he had been avoiding her ever since, including finding a good excuse not to come to church with the family.
“Those poor people,” Charlotte murmured.
The Reverend approached their picnic blanket. He looked a little nervous.
“Mrs. Weston?”
She looked up at him. “Yes, Reverend?”
“Would you like to go for a buggy ride with me?”
She looked at Charlotte, thoroughly confused. Charlotte just shrugged.
“I mean, to talk about the town council. Some of the ideas I have,” the Reverend said.
“Oh,” she said.
“You wanna go I’ll watch the youn’uns,” Charlotte offered.
“All right,” Michaela reluctantly said. The Reverend offered his arm and she took it as they walked over to his rig.
“Think Mike’ll ever find another husband, Ma?” Colleen asked curiously.
“I don’t know, darlin’,” Charlotte said as she uncovered the bowl of chicken. “Mike’s been through a lot. It’s hard for a body to pick up and start over after what she’s been through.”
“What about you, Ma?” Colleen asked. “What if somebody wanted to court you?”
Charlotte chuckled and put her arm around her. “I got my hands full with you and your brothers! Now get your mind off the birds and the bees and have some of my fine fried chicken!”
* * *
The Reverend pulled the buggy up under the shade of a tree.
“First I’d like to start with a courtship, say, three months,” he went on. “Then would come the marriage proposal followed promptly by the wedding. And then the children. I suppose I’d have to wait at least nine months for those however.”
Michaela smiled awkwardly. “Well, that certainly sounds like a plan.”
He slapped the reins again and started the buggy down a little hill. “Well? Any thoughts on that?”
Michaela cleared her throat. “Well, I thought we were going to talk about the town council.”
“Oh,” he said. “Well, sure.”
“I’ve been giving this a lot of thought. I wonder if there’s something the council could do to help the Indians at the Reservation nearby. Sully’s over there today. He says they haven’t shipped new rations in weeks.”
“Sully’s at the Reservation?” the Reverend said, confused.
“Yes.”
“I thought he transferred.”
“Transferred?” she echoed. “What do you mean?”
“After O’Connor released you. Sully got transferred to Tanner Flats.”
“What?” she blurted.
“I’m sorry, I thought you knew.”
“Reverend, are you saying that was part of the negotiation for my release?”
“I don’t know for sure. Sometimes I help out at the school over there. It’s just what I heard.”
At that moment Michaela spotted Sully galloping toward them. They weren’t anywhere near the Reservation. Why Sully would be all the way out here she had no idea.
“There he is now,” the Reverend said uncomfortably.
“Afternoon, Reverend,” Sully said softly as he slowed his horse. He stared at Michaela a long moment. “Mike.”
“Good afternoon, Sully,” she said politely.
He swallowed and gazed at them a moment longer. “I’ll see ya at home.” He led his horse around the buggy and sent him into a gallop again.
* * *
“Those Indians are starvin’,” Sully said angrily as he rested one hand on the bar.
Hazen downed a shot of whiskey. “I’ll do what I can. I can’t produce rations out of thin air.”
Sully grabbed his arm. “How many are gonna die while you just do what ya can?”
“Agent Sully, you are overstepping your bounds.” He sighed. “I’ll wire headquarters.”
Sully glared at him.
“I’ll wire them today,” Hazen said.
* * *
Michaela found Sully in the barn slowly brushing down his horse. She marched up to him angrily.
“How was your buggy ride?” he asked irritably.
“Did you get transferred to Tanner Flats?” she demanded.
“You seein’ the Reverend?”
She heaved a sigh. “I don’t know. Perhaps I will.”
“How many men you been courtin’ around town now?”
“I haven’t been courting anyone.”
“Coffee with Hank? Supper with Preston?”
“That’s not courting, that was having a friendly conversation.”
“Them two are a little too friendly for me.”
“You’re jealous,” she breathed.
He chuckled. “Jealous of what? Of them? I don‘t think so.”
“Good, then you don’t mind watching the children if I see the Reverend again next Sunday.”
“You love ‘im?”
“How dare you ask me that!”
He put down the brush and stared at her. “Do you love ‘im?”
“Well, I, I’m very fond of the Reverend, yes. Perhaps I’ve been wrong all along about all this. Perhaps my mother was right. A good match is far more important than love. The Reverend’s offered me more of a commitment to myself and my children than anyone else has cared to do since I’ve been out here. He‘s a good man. Perhaps I should have married someone like him, not David.”
“Commitment is all you want,” he muttered, “guess you found him.” He headed toward the barn door.
“Sully, you didn’t answer my question,” she called firmly. “You weren’t at the Reservation today, were you?”
“I was checkin’ my traps,” he said quietly.
“Then you lied to us,” she breathed. “To me.”
“I was protectin’ ya.”
“Protecting me? Did you ask to be transferred off the Reservation?”
He slowly turned around. “Yes.”
“You negotiated for my release, didn’t you? Was that part of the deal?”
“O’Connor’s just been waitin’ for the right moment to get rid of me. Woulda happened sooner or later.”
She walked up to him briskly. “I don’t need you to rescue me.”
“What was I supposed to do, let ‘em haul you off to the fort and stand trial?” He narrowed his brow. “You know what coulda happened to you in that prison?”
She flinched. “Next time, I can handle it myself,” she retorted.
“Is that right?”
“That’s right!”
“That’s the way you see it, from now on you‘re on your own.” He opened the barn door and shut it firmly behind him, leaving Michaela standing there furiously.
* * *
“You have to leave again?” Hanna asked as the family finished eating their supper.
“Got no choice, sweet girl,” Sully murmured.
Michaela silently dished out pieces of lemon cake for everyone. She got the recipe out of her cookbook. “Why are you going this time?” she asked, her voice tense.
Sully finished off his coffee. “Army still won’t ship those rations. Superintendent Hazen’s not doin‘ a thing. President’s ignorin’ my telegrams. Only thing left to do is go to headquarters in Kansas City. Me and Cloud Dancin’ leave in the mornin’.”
“What are rations?” Christopher asked, digging into his cake.
“Food, dummy,” Josef said.
“Hush up!” Christopher retorted.
Sully would usually try to break up the children’s squabbling, but this time he didn’t say anything. In fact he had ignored the boys for most of the supper and really ever since Michaela told him to stop interfering.
“You hush up!” Josef said.
“Boys, stop it,” Michaela finally said.
“No, you hush!” Christopher cried.
“Stop!” Michaela cried.
“I know. We can buy food for them, Papa,” Hanna said helpfully.
“Yeah. At Mr. Bray’s store. Yeah, then you don’t have to go,” Josef said.
“Ew, I got a shell,” Christopher spoke up, spitting some cake back onto his plate.
“I’m sorry,” Michaela murmured. She handed him a napkin.
“Bella never got shells in the cake,” Christopher muttered, wiping his tongue with the napkin.
Sully put his napkin aside and leaned back in his chair. “I already been doin’ that. For the past few weeks. I’m outta money. I have to go. I‘m sorry. I‘ll get the mornin’ train in Denver.”
“It’s an awfully convenient time for you to go,” Michaela remarked coolly.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he muttered.
“Nothing. You just always seem to find an excuse to run away whenever we have a disagreement. What do you do, go off and sulk?”
“You don’t agree with me on nothin’,” he said, staring at her. “I’d never be home at all.”
Christopher tugged on Michaela’s sleeve. “Why can’t we write to Bella and ask her to come out here? Then she can cook the supper and do my bath right.”
“Mommy’s here now,” Michaela said impatiently. “There‘s no more Bella.”
“I don’t want you I want Bella!” he replied stubbornly.
“Well, you can’t have her! She’s gone! Why can‘t you understand that, Christopher?”
Everyone grew quiet and stared at her. Christopher’s lower lip trembled and his eyes welled with tears.
“Excuse me,” Michaela whispered. She got up and grabbed her jacket and went out the door, shutting it behind her.
Josef and Hanna exchanged a glance. They looked to Sully, wondering what he would do. He slowly got up and looked out the window as Michaela headed to her garden. He leaned on the table with a sigh.
“Sully?” Christopher choked. “I … I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”
“I know ya didn’t,” he murmured, coming over to him and squeezing his shoulder. “Your ma knows, too.”
“What’s wrong with her?” Josef whispered.
“I think maybe she’s homesick,” he explained. “Happens to everybody.”
“Did you ever get homesick, Papa?” Hanna asked.
“Sure. Lots of times.” He looked out the window again, then sighed and folded his arms.
* * *
Sully came in the back door from the barn after doing the evening chores and hung up his jacket on one of the hooks on the wall. It was sprinkling outside and his boots were muddy. Perhaps in the past he would have just kept walking through the house. But with Michaela living here now he found himself more aware of things like muddy boots. He took them off by the door and stacked them neatly on the mat.
He headed to the kitchen to pack a few provisions for his trip tomorrow. He would be leaving very early in the morning and wanted to be ready. He stopped short in the doorway when he saw the screen set up in front of the tub and the silhouette of Michaela’s arm as she raised it above her head and ran a soapy washcloth down it.
Michaela said she was going to take a bath this evening, but he thought she would have been finished by now. He hadn’t intended on interrupting her. He looked away modestly, then slowly looked back as he heard her stand up. The screen didn’t quite reach to cover the entire tub and he saw her raise her leg from the screens and rest her foot on the edge of the tub to run the soapy cloth down her pale, graceful calf.
Sully looked away again, swallowing hard, and quietly headed to the sitting room. He sat down in one of the chairs, resting his elbows on his knees and staring at the flames of the fireplace.
He heard Michaela get out of the tub at last. Then he heard her drag the screens aside and then her soft footsteps as she stepped toward the stairs. He glanced back. She had pinned her hair up and she was wearing a warm bathrobe and slippers. Her face was streaked with tears; she had obviously been crying. She seemed surprised to see Sully sitting there. She paused at the base of the stairs, gazing back at him silently. He met her tearful eyes a long, drawn out moment, then he looked away again to stare at the flames.
* * *
“Hanna, pay attention,” Michaela said as she tapped the history book in front of her. The little girl was daydreaming, gazing out the sitting room window.
Christopher too was dragging through his schoolwork beside her, swinging his legs.
“What do you think Josef’s doing right now?” Hanna asked.
“Well, I don’t know. I imagine he’s at recess,” Michaela said. “And I suppose it’s time we had some lunch, too. We can clear away the schoolwork for now.” She got up and headed to the kitchen.
Christopher and Hanna followed her.
“Mike, I want to go to school,” Hanna said. “I want homework and recess. And I want to write on the blackboard.”
“I want to sit right up front!” Christopher added. “And learn ’rithmetic!”
“I know,” Michaela said.
“Please can we go? Please?” Hanna said, walking up to her and hugging her waist. Michaela rubbed her back pensively and looked at Christopher. Sully did say if she sent Christopher, she could send Hanna.
“Come on, it’s time to help me with lunch,” she said.
* * *
“Goodnight,” Michaela said as she put their book aside and hugged and kissed Hanna. “Sweet dreams, sweetheart.”
“Sweet dreams, Mike.”
“Night-night.” Michaela blew out the lamp and then headed back downstairs. She went over to her basket over by the hutch and took out the school enrollment papers. She gazed at them a long moment, pressing her fingers to her mouth. She and Sully had fought endlessly about whether Hanna should go to school. They were both so stubborn in their beliefs she doubted they would ever come to any kind of agreement. But perhaps if Hanna could start school while Sully was away in Kansas City, she would love it so much and do so well by the time Sully got back he wouldn’t object to it anymore. She picked up a pen and opened an inkwell. Then, impulsively, she signed Sully’s name to the school enrollment papers.
* * *
“He did? Good!” Olive said enthusiastically as she smiled at Michaela.
Michaela smiled back uncomfortably. Olive hadn’t given the enrollment papers a second thought. She just took them without hardly looking at them. For a fleeting moment, Michaela thought about telling Olive she really shouldn’t enroll the children after all, that she had made a mistake. But the two children looked so excited she didn’t have the heart to change her mind now. Olive ushered Hanna and Christopher inside after Josef. “Right up front!” she said.
“Wait, don’t I get a goodbye?” Michaela said wryly.
“Oh, oops,” Christopher said as he rushed back outside and hugged her.
Hanna followed suit. “Thank you, Mike,” she whispered.
Michaela hugged her tightly. “I’ll see you this afternoon. Have a good first day. I love you.”
* * *
“It’s time you made a few more friends,” Charlotte said as she threaded her arm with Michaela’s and they headed over to Emily Donavan’s house.
“I have friends,” Michaela said.
“Sure ya do. One. Me. Not much to write home about it.”
Michaela sighed uncomfortably. She and David never did have many friends. They worked a lot and there wasn’t time for socializing, and most women didn’t really understand her or share the interests she had. And she in turn always had difficulty relating to other women. Aside from her college roommate Miriam, who had moved away to San Francisco with her husband years ago, Charlotte was the dearest friend she had ever known. But that wasn’t what made her reluctant to meet new people. It was this idea that she was truly becoming immersed in this town, a member of the town council now, Charlotte’s invitation to join the sewing circle, all the children in school. This was supposed to be a temporary move, and yet with each passing day, it seemed harder and harder to leave.
Charlotte knocked on Emily’s door and Emily opened it.
“Mornin’ everybody,” Charlotte said cheerfully. “This is Mike. She’s done some fine sewin’ with her people back East.”
“I brought a few things I’ve been working on,” Michaela said shyly.
“Have a seat,” Emily invited kindly.
Michaela had never been accepted so effortlessly before. It was as if she didn’t know how to react or what to say. She had spent her entire adult life trying to force her way into groups of people who wanted nothing to do with her. Namely doctors.
“Somethin’ wrong, Mike? Forget how to sew?” Charlotte asked.
Michaela smiled at her gratefully and took a seat. “When’s your baby due?” she asked Emily.
Emily smiled. “Oh, next month.”
“Mike’s a midwife, too,” Charlotte said.
“Oh, no, I’m not, I-” Michaela protested.
“Two midwives for one town?” Emily said. “We are blessed, ain’t we?”
“Sully back from Kansas City yet?” Grace asked curiously.
“No,” Michaela replied. “I don’t think he’ll be back for a long while.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Dorothy remarked.
Michaela looked at her in confusion just as someone knocked on the door.
Emily got up to answer it. “Oh, Olive. Mornin’.”
Olive was standing on the porch with Christopher, who was quietly crying. Michaela immediately got up and rushed over to them.
“What’s wrong? What happened?” she exclaimed.
“Nothing’s wrong. He just missed you,” Olive said. “Thought I’d bring him over during recess to see his mama’s still alive and kickin’.”
“I’m sorry,” Christopher choked. “I got. … h-home ….homesick for you, Mommy.”
“Oh,” she said with a soft chuckle, gathering him warmly into her arms. She rubbed his back and looked up at Olive. “I knew he wasn’t ready for this.”
Olive folded his arms. “Oh, I don’t know about that. First day’s always a little hard. I think he’ll be all right. I thought if he just saw you a minute, it would help.”
Michaela pulled back and gazed at him. “You want to go back to school, Chrissy? You don’t have to. You can stay with me.”
He hiccupped. “Yeah, I’ll go back.”
She caressed his cheek. “Are you sure?”
He took a deep breath. “Yeah. I just needed a hug. I’m brave now.”
She smiled and caressed his cheek. She hugged him one last time. “I’ll pick you up when school‘s over, I‘ll be waiting for you.”
“Come on, soldier,” Olive said as she took his hand. “Let’s go back and work on that penmanship of yours.”
“Olive, thank you,” Michaela said gratefully as she stood up.
Olive glanced in the room. “You’re joinin’ the sewin’ circle. That’s good.”
“Yes, it’s my first day, too,” Michaela whispered wryly.
“Mommy’s being brave, too, see, Chris?” Olive said with a kind smile as she guided him back down the street.
Michaela waved at them, then shut the door with a sigh.
“Oh, Mrs. Weston, he is the sweetest little thing,” Ginny Baker remarked.
Michaela smiled proudly. “Thank you.”
“I’ll watch him, all of them, if you and Sully want some time alone,” Ginny offered.
“Time alone? Why would we want time alone?” Michaela asked.
“I can’t imagine,” Charlotte muttered.
“Well, you know. To court,” Ginny said shyly.
“We’re not courting. For heaven sake all we do is fight.”
“Oh,” Ginny said. “I guess I just thought you were. It sure seems like you are.”
“No, that couldn’t be further from the truth.” She picked up her needle uncomfortably. Charlotte was staring at her but Michaela refused to meet her eyes as she resumed sewing.
* * *
“What troubles you?” Cloud Dancing asked as Sully sat cross legged in front of their campfire and stared at the flames.
“Dreams,” Sully murmured. “I dreamed I was back in Colorado. With Mike.”
“A man should never leave a woman when she is angry.”
“How’d ya know she was angry?” Sully asked.
Cloud Dancing stirred the flames of the fire with a stick pensively. “The spirits are telling you in this dream it’s time to leave Kansas and go back to Colorado.”
“What about our talks with the Bureau?” Sully said.
“I will stay and talk.” He drew a large circle in the dust with his stick. “But these talks go nowhere. Like the circle.”
Sully swallowed hard. Then he got up and dumped the rest of his coffee on the fire. He gathered his bed roll and pack, then he shook Cloud Dancing’s hand firmly.
* * *
“I wanna put it on right here in town,” Dorothy said enthusiastically over coffee with Michaela.
Michaela turned the book over. “Romeo and Juliet? I think it sounds wonderful.”
“What ya’ll talkin’ about?” Grace asked as she came over to refill their cups.
“Romeo and Juliet. It’s a play I want to put on,” Dorothy explained. “But the church is too small, so’s the school.”
“You could do it right here in my café,” Grace offered. “Robert E. can help build the stage.”
“Yes, Shakespeare’s plays always used to be performed outside,” Michaela added.
“Oh, that would be wonderful! It’s just been a dream of mine since I was a child!” Dorothy said nostalgically. “I remember going to the theater in St. Louis. The people and the music, the footlights just glowin’ on the stage. Will you help out, Michaela?”
“Of course, I’ll do whatever I can.” She took a sip of coffee.
“I just love this play. It’s so romantic.”
“Romantic?” Loren grumbled from the next table over. “I thought you told me they took poison at the end.”
“They took poison, Loren, because they couldn’t bear to live without each other.”
“Here comes Romeo now,” Hank remarked dryly as Sully rode his horse past the café.
Michaela flushed with embarrassment. She put her coffee cup down awkwardly.
“I thought he wasn’t coming back until next week,” Dorothy remarked, looking at Michaela.
Sully dismounted his horse and walked into the café, taking off his gloves. He put them in his pocket and approached Michaela.
“Can I talk to you?” he asked softly.
She shifted her shawl up awkwardly and got up. “Certainly.”
He guided her several steps away.
He took a deep breath. “I had a lotta time to think the past few days.“
“Me, too,” she replied.
“Hear me out. I been thinkin’ about what you told me about David. About the way he treated you, the kids. And I been thinkin’ if I were in your shoes and I saw somebody teachin‘ Josef boxin‘, I guess I can‘t imagine how angry that woulda made me.”
She looked up at him tearfully.
“Guess what I’m tryin’ to say is, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I made ya so upset.” He paused a moment. “I don’t wanna make ya upset. Seems to me your husband did enough of that.”
“I’m sorry, too,” she murmured. “Sully, I’m sorry I said the things I said. The truth is I do need your help. I might be in prison right now if you didn’t stop O’Connor.” She sighed. “I just felt responsible. I made you lose your job.”
“I don’t think it’s permanent. Just until O’Connor cools off.” He touched her shoulder. “Don’t fret about it. It’ll blow over.”
“All right. I won’t fret,” she said wryly.
He smiled softly at her.
“You’re home early,” she remarked.
“Talks didn’t go so well in Kansas City. Sides, it’s more important I’m here now. All I wanna do is have a hot meal, see the kids.”
“Grace has some stew on the stove. You should join us.”
He looked in the café. The children weren’t at the table with Michaela, nor were they with Grace, who was back at the stove dishing up a plate. He couldn‘t imagine where they could be. They were always with Michaela, or if they couldn’t be with her, with Grace. “Where are the kids?”
“Pardon me?”
“Chris and Hanna. Where are they?”
“Oh,” she said, clearing her throat. “Well, it’s almost three o‘clock. I imagine they’re just being dismissed right now.” She looked toward the school.
As if on cue the three children ran across the street and into the café.
“Mike! Mike!” Hanna called, her schoolbooks tucked under her arm. “We’re learning the capitals. Denver’s the capital of Colorado!”
“We got homework!” Christopher cried ecstatically.
“They’re crazy, Mama,” Josef said wryly as he trooped after them.
Michaela ignored Sully and rushed to great them. “It was a good day?”
“It was a really good day,” Christopher said, hugging her waist tightly. “I didn’t miss you even once, Mommy.”
She chuckled. “Oh, well good. I think. Look who’s home.“ She turned around.
“Sully!” Josef exclaimed. He ran to him and Christopher and Hanna followed after him.
Sully brightened a little and crouched down, hugging all of them close.
“Missed ya,” he murmured.
“I started school, Pa!” Hanna cried. “I’m learning things!”
He smoothed her hair a moment, then kissed her head. “Ya ready to go home?”
“Yes, sir.”
He ignored Michaela and picked Hanna up, heading out of the café, the boys trailing behind him still talking to him about their day.
* * *
Sully was in front of the fireplace when Michaela came downstairs from tucking the children in. He was resting one hand on the mantle.
Michaela watched him a moment, then she went to one of the wingback chairs and picked up a book. She read a few pages and then finally closed it. “Would you like some coffee?”
He turned around. “Ya wanna tell me how Hanna ended up enrolled in school while I was gone?”
She shrugged. “Christopher‘s enrolled, too.”
“You forged my signature, I asked Miss Olive for the paperwork. I saw it. What‘s wrong with you?”
“What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you?!” she retorted. “You’ve isolated that little girl her entire life! Nothing was normal until I came here! You want to just shut her away like there’s something wrong with her, like you’re ashamed!”
“What I do when it comes to her ain’t none of your business. I’m her pa!” he retorted.
“Yes, you’re her father, but I’m the person who actually takes care of her.”
He walked over to her briskly. “You done this behind my back.”
She looked up at him defiantly. “Yes, I did.”
“Michaela, I hired you to give her schoolin’ at home so she don’t have to go to that school in town. Whole point was for you to teach her here at home.”
“That’s not what you said. You said you hired me to make a difference,” she retorted. “Sully, she needs that school. Desperately. She needs to be around other children her age, learn to make friends and interact with people.”
“Some difference.” He walked over to the coat rack. He grabbed his coat and opened the door, slamming it behind him.
Michaela got up, grasped her shawl, and followed him outside.
“Do you think this is what I want to do with my life, just live with you?” she cried, running after him as he walked toward the road. “I was supposed to be in San Francisco right now. I was going to find a job at one of the hospitals, start working there like I did during the war. Now I’m stuck here in the middle of nowhere with three children to take care of and no money and living with the likes of you while the entire town talks about me all day long!”
He stopped walking and spun around. “Foolish as you are, you didn’t come with me when I first met ya, you’d probably still be on the streets right now.”
“Foolish! I was doing just fine until I met you! Just fine!”
“Ya were, were ya?”
“Yes, I was. And I’m sorry I ever met you!”
“So am I,” he said. He turned back around and kept walking.
“Sully!” she cried. She ran up to him and grabbed his arm. He turned around again, grasping her shoulders. “Sully, I-”
She paused as he gazed at her. It was like he was looking into her very soul. As angry as she was at him, she also saw a deeply troubled man who was resisting feeling anything for anyone, let alone her, just as much as she was frightened to feel anything for him.
He let go of her shoulders. “I spent all my money on rations for the Cheyenne. I got no money to send you on the next train,” he said, swallowing hard.
“Well, don’t worry about that. With my salary for the town council I’ll have enough saved in a few months.”
“Good,” he muttered. He started walking again.
“Good!” she cried after him.
* * *
“These ones,” Josef said as he fingered a pair of gardening gloves in the store. “These would fit Mommy.”
“Perfect!” Christopher cried.
Josef looked at the price tag, his eyes widening. “Two dollars!”
“Two dollars! You’d have to be rich to buy these!”
Josef sighed and put them back. “We’re never gonna be rich again. Not anymore.”
Sully finished paying Loren for some nails.
“Dorothy around?” Sully asked.
“Nope, she’s over with Mike and the others helping rehearse that play of hers,” Loren grumbled. “How she expects me to run my store all day long all by myself. What you need Dorothy for anyway?”
“Just wanted to see how much to put an ad in the Gazette.”
“For what?”
“For somebody to replace Mike when she leaves.”
“Mrs. Weston’s leaving?” Loren asked curiously.
“Soon as she saves up the money.” He grasped Hanna’s hand and walked over to the boys. “What’re ya lookin’ at?”
“Gloves,” Josef said casually.
“You need gloves? For what?”
“Because it’s Mommy’s birthday,” Christopher blurted.
Josef kicked him lightly.
“Oops,” Christopher said.
“When’s your ma’s birthday?” Sully asked, squatting to their level.
“The day after St. Valentine’s,” Josef murmured.
“That don’t give ya a lotta time, do it?” Sully said. He fingered the gloves.
“No, sir,” Josef said sadly.
“These are fine gloves. Your ma would like these. Be good for her garden.”
“I know and we wanted it to be special,” Josef added. “She’s turning thirty-eight!”
“Yeah, she doesn‘t have a lotta birthday‘s left!” Christopher added.
“But we’ll never have two whole dollars,” Josef said.
“Not in a million years,” Christopher said.
“What if you worked ‘em off. For me?”
Christopher looked up at him hopefully. “I can milk the cow, Sully!”
“I can stack firewood!” Josef added.
“Can I help them work them off, too, Papa?” Hanna asked.
“All three of ya can. Let’s go home, I got some stalls that need cleanin’ right now.”
“Yea!” Christopher cried as the children ran out of the store.
“Loren, we’ll take these, too. Just add ‘em to my account.”
“When you gonna work off your bill, Sully?” Loren asked smugly.
“I’ll get it paid off. Soon,” he said irritably. He followed the children out of the store.
Chapter Twenty-two
Michaela was jolted awake by her little boy’s screams. Alarmed, she got out of bed, grabbed her bathrobe, and headed to the boys’ room in the darkness.
Christopher was sitting up in bed, tears pouring down his cheeks. “Mommy, Mommy!” he bemoaned. “Mommy!”
“Mommy’s here, Mommy’s here,” she said, sweeping him into her arms and rocking him. “Shh, Mommy’s here.”
“Mommy, Mommy.” He hugged her neck tightly.
“What is it? Bad dream?” she asked.
“Mommy, Daddy took us again. He took us and locked us up in a hotel room and we weren‘t allowed to see you ever again.” He rubbed at his tears. “He took us.”
“Shh, shh,” she soothed, closing her eyes and rocking him. “Shh.”
“We never saw you again,” he cried.
“I’m here. I’m here, see?” she told him reassuringly. “It was just a dream.”
“It was real! He took us and we never saw you again,” Christopher went on.
“Daddy doesn’t know where we are, Christopher. He doesn’t, I promise,” she soothed. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. He won’t find us. You‘re safe with me and always will be.” She kissed his head lovingly. “I’ll do anything to keep you safe, always. Close your eyes, go back to sleep. It‘s late.”
“Can I sleep with you?” he whispered.
“Oh. Yes, of course,” she said without hesitation. She picked him up, grabbed his bear from the bed and put it in his arms, and carried him into the hallway.
Sully was standing in his bedroom doorway in just his buckskins, a look of concern across his face.
Michaela met his eyes for a moment, then silently headed to her door.
Sully took a step forward, swallowing. “He all right? He ain‘t sick, is he?” he whispered.
“He’s fine. Just a bad dream,” Michaela whispered back. She stroked Christopher’s hair and looked away. She didn’t know why she felt so uncomfortable looking at Sully. He had certainly seen her in her nightclothes before and she had seen him many times without a shirt on, or at least she thought they had. Something just felt different this time.
“Maybe some warm milk, I could heat some?” he offered. It was the most Sully had said to her in several days.
“No, he’s all right.”
“It’s no trouble,” he added, taking another step forward.
“Thank you, but we’re fine,” she said. With that she opened her door and shut it quietly after her.
Sully rested his hand on the wall and let out a deep sigh, gazing at the closed door.
* * *
“My only love sprung from my only hate. Too early seen unknown, and known too late,” Becky recited eloquently from the stage.
Michaela held Christopher in her lap and Josef leaned against her shoulder. She wasn’t sure Sully was going to come to the play at all. But he finally showed up a few minutes after it started. Hanna ran to him for a hug and he had discreetly found a seat with her in the back, far away from Michaela.
As the first act ended everyone applauded enthusiastically.
“Is that it?” Christopher asked, confused.
Michaela chuckled. “No. This is the intermission.”
“The inter-what?” he blurted.
“It means the break,” she said, giving his head a kiss.
"I hope it's over soon. I have to get home and start chores!" Christopher exclaimed.
"Chores? You want to do chores?" Michaela asked with confusion. “Well, why don’t you two go see where Brian is? I think he‘s pulling the curtains.”
The boys ran off to find their friend and Michaela got up to say hello to a few townsfolk and get some cider from Grace. She tried to make eye contact with Sully, perhaps even ask him if he and Hanna wanted to join them closer to the front, but he had his back to her as he talked to Robert E.
Charlotte approached her with some cider.
“Oh, Charlotte,” Michaela said, taking the glass from her. “Matthew’s doing a wonderful job.”
“He hates those boots from Ingrid,” Charlotte said with a chuckle. “But that’s love. So, why aren‘t you in the play?”
“Oh, I’m not much of an actress.”
“You could have played the part of the nurse.”
Michaela cleared her throat awkwardly. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that. I’ve been thinking about what you said, about taking up a trade. Perhaps you were right. Perhaps midwifery would be a good trade for me.”
Charlotte folded her arms skeptically. “Where’s this coming from?”
“Nowhere.”
“Doctor fine as you wasting her talents on a few poor farm girls out here. Seems a shame.”
“Charlotte, the truth is I want to be independent of Sully. The boys and I need to move on from this, well, this arrangement.”
“Because he loves you, is that why?”
“What on earth? No, exactly the opposite,” she said defensively. “He’s angry at me all the time. We’re quarrelling all the time and it’s not healthy for the children. I wouldn’t want to interfere with your own practice. But perhaps I could take on a few of your patients if you get busy.”
“Well, I got plenty of patients I don’t mind sending to you. It’s just, this just don’t make any sense.”
“It’s time for us to leave here, Charlotte,” he murmured. “But I can’t leave without money. As much as I can put aside.”
“That’s what you’re gonna do then. Just run from him?”
“I’m not running from anything.” She looked across the crowd at Sully impatiently. “He’s made it clear this isn’t working anymore, that‘s all.”
“I don’t think that’s why he’s angry at you,” Charlotte said. “I think he’s angry because it is workin’. And it scares him. It scares him ’cause this wasn’t part of his plan, he didn’t want a woman in his life after Abigail died. He didn’t want a new mother for Hanna. He wanted to be by himself. Now here you are and everything he used to think about how the rest of his life would turn out is bein’ turned upside down and he don’t know what to do now.”
“Everyone, take your seats!” Dorothy called. “Second Act’s about to start!”
Michaela let out her breath. “If you could send some patients my way I’d greatly appreciate it.” She headed back to her seat, staring forward resolutely and refusing to look at Sully.
* * *
“A plague on both your houses!” Josef shouted as he and Christopher fought each other with sticks in front of the fireplace.
“No, I don’t want to get sick,” Hanna protested as she stood on an ottoman and watched them.
“On the warpath, I’m gonna get ya!” Christopher said.
“That’s not from Shakespeare,” Josef protested, lowering his stick.
“So?”
Michaela handed the last plate to Sully to dry and then walked into the sitting room. “All right, it’s time for bed now. You can duel each other in the morning. Outside preferably.”
“Mama, can you read us more plays sometime?” Josef asked.
“Yeah,” Hanna said. “I liked Miss Dorothy’s play. I like plays.”
Michaela smiled, pleased. “Certainly I can. Shakespeare wrote dozens of other plays you might like.” She hugged them. “But not right this moment. Off to bed. I’ll be up in a minute.”
“Goodnight, Mommy,” Christopher said. “Goodnight, Sully.”
“Goodnight, Sully,” Josef echoed.
“G’night,” Sully called softly.
Michaela watched them go and then headed back to the kitchen where Sully was just finishing hanging up some cups. They still weren’t really speaking, and Sully was as quiet and brooding as ever at dinner.
“I think I’ll head to bed, too,” Michaela said. “Goodnight.”
“How you gonna look after the kids you’re helpin’ out Charlotte now?” Sully suddenly demanded.
“I beg your pardon?”
He leaned against the counter. “If you’re gonna deliver babies and put out a shingle now and be on the town council too how’s that gonna leave time for the kids?”
“How do you know about that?” she asked.
“Charlotte told me. You don’t even like midwifin’.”
“Yes, I do. I love it.”
“No ya don’t. I found ya cryin’ after ya helped out Ginny Baker.”
“That had nothing to do with why I was upset and you know it,” she retorted.
“Sides, ya like your sleep. What’re ya gonna do you have to go help some lady in the middle of the night?”
“What?”
“That job’s all wrong for you. You‘ll regret it.”
“You have some nerve criticizing my choices. You’re the one who told me if you had enough money you would send me on the next train out of here. So that’s what I’m doing. Trying to earn some money. Faster than I can earn it from you anyway. The sooner I make more money the sooner my children and I can get out of here! If anything you should be happy about this. I know I am!”
He pursed his lips, then he dug into his pocket and pulled out a few wrinkled bills, putting them in her hand firmly. “Here. Here’s your pay for this month. This’ll get ya started.”
“Thank you!” She let out her breath, pursing her lips with furor. “Goodnight!” She stormed off, quickly going up the stairs and leaving Sully standing there speechless.
* * *
Michaela pulled back Josef’s covers and climbed in bed with him. She tickled his cheek.
“Mommy?” he said hoarsely as he roused.
“Happy birthday,” she whispered. She gave his cheek a sweet kiss.
He smiled up at her. “Happy birthday.”
She removed a little brown-wrapped package from behind her back.
“What’s this?” Josef asked, fingering it.
“It’s your present. Open it.”
Christopher slowly woke up and watched them. The puppy emerged from the covers and licked his chin. “What did you get him, Mommy?”
“You’ll see.”
Josef tore back the paper revealing a beautiful silver necklace with a little depiction of a disciple.
“It’s the St. Luke medal,” she explained. “He’s the patron saint of doctors. He watches over us as we heal our patients.” She kissed his forehead. “And he watches over little boys who are learning to be doctors someday.”
Josef fingered the medal reverently. “Thank you, Mommy. I’ll wear it always.”
“I wanna see.” Christopher joined them in bed and admired the medal.
“Under your shirt,” she whispered softly as she helped him fasten it around his neck. “Next to your heart.”
“Can’t we have a birthday party?” Christopher asked. “With friends and cake? Please, Mommy?”
“You know we can’t, Chris,” she said, rubbing his back.
“Aw.”
“We got you something for your birthday, too,” Josef said, reaching under his pillow.
“My birthday?”
“Did you forget, Mommy? Same as Josef!” Christopher cried. “Sully helped us pick ’em out.” Christopher quickly covered his mouth with his hand. “Oops.”
“Boys,” Michaela scolded. “We’re not supposed to tell anyone our birthdays.”
Josef bit his lip. “We didn’t. Not exactly. It was sort of an accident. Chris did it.”
“I did not,” Christopher protested. “Well, sorta.”
Josef pulled out a sturdy pair of leather gloves tied together with a piece of string. “They’re for your garden. And riding. In Boston you don’t get blisters but here you do, right, Mama?”
She admired the new gloves reverently. “Josef, they’re the nicest gloves I’ve ever gotten.”
He smiled softly.
She put her arms around both of them. “Thank you so much. I love them. I‘ll wear them all the time.”
“Happy birthday, Mommy!” Christopher said. “How old are you now, anyway?”
“Old!” Josef said with a teasing smile.
“Wait, I know. Um, thirty!” Christopher cried.
“No, thirty-eight!” Josef corrected.
“Shh, never you mind!” Michaela said with a chuckle. She tickled Josef’s chest and he screeched.
* * *
“Class, today we’re going to be learning about our country’s very first capitol. Does anybody know where that was?” Olive stood at the front of the room holding a piece of chalk.
Brian raised his hand. “Washington, D.C.?”
“No, not just yet, Brian. Washington didn‘t become the capitol until 1790.” She smiled at Josef and Christopher. “Josef, do you know?”
He slowly looked up from his slate. “Um. No, ma’am.”
Olive went to the blackboard and wrote out New York City in big cursive letters. “New York. It‘s the country‘s biggest city. Even bigger than Philadelphia.” She smiled at Josef again. He shifted in his seat. “We’re lucky we got two students right here who used to live in New York. Josef, why don’t you come up here?”
He swallowed hard and slowly put down his pencil. “Come up?”
“That’s right. Come on up here.”
He looked at Brian apprehensively, then slid off the bench. He came up to the front of the room and Olive turned him to face everyone.
“Now, why don’t you tell us all about New York.”
Josef bit his lip and stared back at his classmates. Christopher looked pale. “Well … it … New York has lots of buildings. And it‘s … it‘s big.”
Olive gazed at him a moment, waiting for him to elaborate. “Well, what about the Brooklyn Bridge, why don’t you tell us about that?” she encouraged.
“The … the Brooklyn Bridge?” Josef blurted. He had never even heard of a bridge called that. He panicked and looked at Christopher for help, who just looked sick now.
“That’s right.“ Olive said. “I hear tell they’re building more and more of that bridge every day. It’s going to be the biggest bridge in the entire country. It‘s going to connect New York City to another smaller city called Brooklyn nearby.”
“Yeah,” Josef said. He scratched his arm. “Yeah, it’s a big bridge.”
Olive turned to the chalkboard. “Now, I know you all don’t like arithmetic. But arithmetic is exactly how they’re building this bridge. Every single inch needs to be worked out on paper so the bridge doesn‘t fall into the water.” She smiled at Josef again. “You can take your seat.”
* * *
“How was school?” Michaela asked cheerfully as she reached down and helped Hanna climb up onto the seat with her.
“Good!” Hanna said, giving her a hug.
Josef scowled and threw his books in the back, then climbed in after them. He folded his arms and looked away.
“Josef?” Michaela said. “Josef, what is it? What happened?”
Christopher climbed in beside him.
“What happened?” Michaela persisted. “Christopher, did he get into another fight?”
“No, ma’am,” he said.
“Then what is it?”
“I don’t know. He’s just mad.”
“What are you mad about?” Michaela asked.
“I don’t wanna talk about it,” Josef muttered, crossing his arms tighter.
Michaela hesitated as she gathered the reins. But pushing Josef when he was angry always just made it worse. In many ways he was just like David when it came to his temper. “Well, let’s go home all right? I made cookies.”
“You probably burned ‘em,” Josef said under his breath.
“What?” Michaela said.
“Nothin’,” he replied irritably.
* * *
“Are you sure nothing happened?” Michaela asked as Josef stormed up the stairs and slammed his bedroom door.
Hanna put her lunch pail on the table. “No. Miss Olive made him tell the class about New York. Then he just got mad.”
“What? Why would she ask him about that?”
“We’re learning about it,” Christopher said. He put his lunch pail beside Hanna’s.
“Maybe he just misses home,” Hanna suggested softly. “I miss home sometimes when I’m not here.”
She rubbed Christopher’s back. “The cookies are cooling on the counter. You can each have one.”
The children went off to the kitchen and Michaela went up the stairs to talk to Josef.
“Sweetheart?” she called softly, rapping on his door. “Sweetheart, please let me come in.” She sighed. “Hanna told me what happened. About having to tell the class about New York.” She rapped one more time. “I’m going to open the door, is that all right?” She slowly opened it. Josef was on his stomach in bed, his face buried against his pillow. She carefully sat on the bed beside him and touched his back. Josef writhed away. “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry Miss Olive made you do that.”
“It’s not Miss Olive’s fault, it’s yours!” he cried suddenly, turning around to face her. His face was flushed from crying.
“Josef,” she breathed.
“You make me lie about everything!” he cried. “I have to lie about my name! I have to lie and say I’m from a place I don’t know nothing about! Now all my friends at school think I’m dumb! I can’t have a birthday party. And I have to lie and say my pa’s dead!” He gasped for air. “He’s not dead and I want to see him and you won’t let me!”
Tears welled in her eyes. “I know you want to see him. I know you do. I know you miss him. I miss him, too, I-”
“No you don’t!” he retorted. “If you did you wouldn’t make us stay here. This is all your fault! Why did we come to this stupid place? Why didn’t you leave me behind with Daddy?! I don’t want to stay with you anymore, I hate you!” He turned around again and cried into his pillow.
Michaela touched his back again. “Josef, Daddy’s sick. Very, very sick. The morphine made him sick. We can’t go back until he gets better or I’m afraid he’ll hurt you. I know you’re angry at me but it scares Mama to think Daddy might hurt you. I had to take you away. I know you don‘t agree but I had to.”
“You’re just afraid he’ll take us,” he retorted. “Well, you did the same thing! You took us first!”
“Yes, I did!” she cried. “I had to!”
“You didn’t try. Chris is right. You just didn’t say sorry! I wanna go home to my daddy.”
“I want to go home to Daddy, too,” she choked. “I want things to be fine between Daddy and me. You can’t imagine how much I want that. I love him and I want us to be a family again.”
“You want Sully to be our new daddy so you can forget about Boston.”
“That is not true and you know it,” she said firmly. “Sully’s a good man, a good friend. But that’s all he is. You and Christopher are all I care about, don‘t you know that? I didn‘t come here to find a new daddy for you.”
“You’re living in his house and you must be sleeping in his bed. That’s what the kids at school say. He lived with the Indians and they do things like that.”
“Josef, I am still your mother and I deserve respect, young man. I would never do such a thing. I’m married to your father. And for that matter Sully would never do that either. He’s always been so considerate of us.”
“Married people don’t live in different states!” he said angrily.
“Josef, I know you saw things no child should ever see. You saw what Daddy could do to Mama when he was mad. That’s the real reason why we can’t go back.”
“So don’t make him mad!” he cried.
“That’s not the kind of life I want for you,” she choked. “I don’t want you always wondering when he’s going to do that to me again. I don‘t want you to see that again!”
“So we’re just gonna lie instead!”
“No. I don’t know. We have to lie for now. It won’t be forever. I promise it won’t be forever.”
“I don’t care, I don’t care. I just wanna go home,” he bemoaned. She tried to rub his back but he shrugged her off. “Leave me alone. Please just leave me alone.”
She watched him a long moment and then tearfully got up from the bed, shutting the door after her.
* * *
Christopher came into Michaela’s bedroom at his usual early hour and climbed in bed with her. She had been letting him do that more frequently since she left David. She told herself he needed the extra attention and was going through a difficult time. But she had to admit it brought great comfort to her as well when her youngest son would snuggle up against her, hug her neck and doze in her arms before they started their day. Especially after what happened with Josef the day before, all the harsh words exchanged and the tears they both had shed, she found herself holding Christopher all the closer.
“You like going to school with Josef and Hanna?” Michaela asked as she tenderly stroked his hair.
He glanced up. “Yeah. Lots! Isn’t Miss Olive a good teacher?”
Michaela hesitated. Back home Josef went to a private day school, a religious school, and all the teachers had gone to finishing school and took the job very seriously. After all, their students were children of important politicians and doctors and lawyers, and the parents of those children were paying a lot of good money for the best preparatory instruction for students who would attend Yale, Harvard and Brown someday. Out here, Olive Davis was a rancher and she liked to teach arithmetic using cows and cowhands as examples. Michaela had no idea what her teaching experience was, but she doubted it was very extensive. Still, the boys loved her, and this was certainly better than no school at all. “Yes, she’s a very good teacher,” Michaela affirmed.
“Can you make me scrambled eggs for breakfast?” he asked, threading his little fingers with hers. “Please?”
Michaela dreaded gathering the eggs. She almost always got pecked. She hadn‘t yet mastered how to steal an egg from the nest without a hen attacking her first. “Are you sure that’s what you want? What about oatmeal?”
“Ew, no oatmeal. Eggs, Mommy.” He smiled up at her innocently.
“All right,” she bemoaned. She kissed him. “Come on, let’s get up and get dressed. Let’s get your eggs.” In Boston she had taken advantage of all the hired help they had. Breakfast seemed to appear almost magically on the table every morning. Out here she had to work hard for even the simplest of meals. But in many ways, she appreciated things a lot more out here.
She headed over to the boys’ room, holding Christopher’s hand. Something about Josef’s bed looked strange to her. The coverlet was pulled over a few lumps that didn’t really look like a little boy to her. She pulled back the covers.
“Josef?” Under the covers were a few small pillows. “Josef!” She looked at the boys’ chest of drawers. The top drawer was pulled out and emptied of some of his clothes.
“Hey. Where did he go?” Christopher asked.
Panicked, Michaela gathered her nightgown and hurried down the stairs. “Josef!” she cried. She quickly checked the kitchen and the sitting room. Hanna was awake by now and had wandered down the stairs after Christopher.
Michaela ran outside, gazing out at the road frantically. “Josef! Josef!”
Sully came out of the barn with the milk bucket. “What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Josef’s run away,” she said, hurrying over to him. “He hid some pillows under his covers to make it look like he was in bed. And his clothes are gone.” She pressed her hands to her mouth. “Sully, he was so angry at me yesterday. The things he said he‘s been bottling up all this time, I-”
“We’ll find him. Go inside, get dressed. Then get somethin’ of his so Wolf can get a scent. We’ll leave the kids in town with Grace.”
“Sully, he was so angry at me,” she said tearfully.
He grasped her arm. “Listen to me. We’ll find him. I promise, all right?”
She let out a sigh, reassured, and nodded.
“Go on, get inside. I’ll get the horses.”
* * *
“Josef!” Michaela cried as she and Sully road their horses along the creek. The sun was starting to set and it was getting cold and very cloudy as a storm slowly approached. With each hour that passed she became increasingly distraught. She feared if they ever did find him now, he would be dead.
Sully heard Wolf barking in the distance. “Wolf’s got a scent. Come on.”
He guided his horse across the creek and Michaela followed. The terrain was getting steeper and higher the farther they went. At last Sully dismounted. “We gotta go on foot from here.”
“Leave the horses?” Michaela blurted.
“Leave ‘em. Come on.”
Michaela awkwardly dismounted from Flash, landing hard on her feet. She untied her pack from the saddle and followed Sully up an incline. Never in her life had she climbed a mountain, nor even really a hill. She was terrified, but there was no time to stop and assess the situation. Sully was forging ahead quickly after Wolf, who was howling and barking all the louder, and she had to keep up.
Michaela nearly lost sight of Sully as he jogged ahead up the incline. She was panting now and trying to hoist herself up as fast she possibly could. Finally she reached a small summit. Wolf was whimpering and whining in the distance.
“Sully!” she shouted.
“He’s over here! He’s here!” he called back.
She ran over to Sully as he leaned over a ledge.
“Josef!” she cried. “Josef!” She looked down and finally saw the little boy laying on a ledge below. He looked up at her and moaned softly. He was alive at least. “Stay there! Josef, don’t move! We’re coming for you!”
“Mommy!” he whimpered.
“Don’t move!” she cried.
Sully took off his jacket and handed it to her.
“What are you doing?” she demanded.
“What’s it look like? Gonna climb down and get him.”
“Are you crazy? You’ll fall! We have to go back to the horses, get a rope!”
“Just stay here.” He made his way over the edge, Michaela watching his every move with trepidation. But by some miracle he made it down to Josef.
“How ya doin’, son?” Sully asked. “Think ya can hang onto my neck?”
“I think so,” Josef murmured.
“Good boy. Ya hang on tight.” He crouched down and Josef climbed onto his back and held on.
Michaela watched with baited breath as Sully made his way back up the incline. Finally he reached her and Michaela immediately took Josef from him, holding him tightly.
“Oh, oh, oh!” she cried.
“I’m sorry, Mama. I’m sorry,” Josef whimpered.
“Shh, don’t talk,” she said as she carried him away from the ledge and laid him down on some flat ground. She felt down his arms and legs. “Does anything hurt?”
“My ankle,” he said tearfully.
She pulled up his pant leg to examine his ankle. She felt it carefully. “It’s a little swollen. I don’t think it’s broken.”
“We’ll get him back to town, have Jake take a look,” Sully said.
Michaela ignored him and began gathering her petticoats. “Let me see your knife.”
Sully slid his knife out and handed it across to her.
She cut off a few strips of the material. “We’ll wrap it up tightly, keep it from moving, keep it elevated tonight. It‘s just a bad sprain. In the morning he might be able to put some weight on it.”
As she finished wrapped the ankle Sully glanced up as it began to sprinkle. “Looks like we’re makin’ camp here tonight.”
She nodded.
Sully carefully picked Josef up. “Come on, let’s get down the mountain, take cover.”
* * *
“He’ll always be your daddy,” Michaela said softly to Josef as she held his hand. His leg was propped up on her pack and he was resting his head on Sully’s folded up jacket. “He just can’t live with us right now.” She lifted up his head and gave him a little more tea out of the mug. “Here, my darling.”
Nearby, Sully was chopping some more branches to put across the sturdy lean-to he had built. It was pouring rain, but under the lean-to they were safe and dry.
“I know it’s hard,” Michaela told him. “The hardest thing we’ve ever done. But I’m so proud of you for how brave you’ve been. And for how much you’ve been here for me and your little brother.”
“You won’t leave me, too, will you?” Josef asked, blinking up at her.
“No,” she breathed. “No, of course not. Never.”
“Even though I said bad things to you?”
She stroked his cheek. “Josef, it’s all right to feel angry about what‘s happened to our family. And sad. Those are normal feelings. I’m going through them, too. What’s not good is to keep them all bottled up inside, not tell Mommy. You promise from now on you’ll always tell me if something is bothering you, all right?”
He nodded. Then slowly, he smiled up at her and held out his arms.
Michaela hugged him close for a long moment. At last she pressed her nose to his and rubbed it back and forth. “I love you,” she whispered.
“I love you, Mommy,” he whispered back.
“Get some sleep,” she encouraged. “We’ll go back in the morning.”
He closed his eyes and cuddled on his side, drifting off to sleep as Michaela soothingly stroked his hair. She watched Sully for a long while, dutifully chopping more and more branches in the pouring rain. At last he stood still and looked up at the sky.
“Sully?” she called.
“What?!”
“Come inside!”
“It’ll stop soon.”
“Don’t be stubborn,” she replied.
He walked over to her and slowly crouched down. “It’s an old habit.”
“Give it up,” she said softly.
He made his way into the lean-to and sat beside her. He watched Josef a moment. “He asleep?”
“Yes. He’s exhausted.” She stroked the little boy’s hair a moment longer. “Ever since it … it happened, his father died, I just feel like I don’t have anyone else in the world except Josef and Christopher. I don’t know what I’d do if …They‘re my life.”
“He’s back now. Safe,” he said reassuringly.
“Because of you,” she said. “Thank you, Sully. For giving me back my little boy.”
He ever so gently touched her back. “You’re welcome.”
“I can only hope I do what’s best for him now,” she said with a sigh.
“I know how ya feel just wanna do the best ya can. Sometimes I lay awake at night, wonderin’ if I’m doin’ right by Hanna.”
“But she’s so wonderful, Sully. I know that’s because of you.”
“I don’t know. Maybe all these years raisin’ her up by myself, just the two of us, maybe it ain’t been so good for her. Maybe the townsfolk were right.”
She sighed. “I’m raising the boys without their father. I wonder all the time if I’m enough. But I suppose you just, you do the best you can with what your circumstances are. That‘s all a parent can ask of themselves.” She and Sully were so different. And yet at that moment it seemed like they had everything in common.
“We best get some sleep,” Sully whispered.
She nodded and laid down, lifting up some of the blanket so he could get under it too. He reclined alongside her back and they laid there for a moment, not sure whether to speak or say goodnight or what to do.
“After my wife died, not sure if I woulda gone on if it weren’t for the baby to think of,” Sully said at last. “She’s everything to me.”
She ever so slowly shifted around to face him. He was so handsome, little droplets of rain drying across his brow. “She’s become special to me, too,” she murmured.
“You’re good with her,” he whispered. He ever so gently reached his hand over and caressed her shoulder. “She likes havin’ ya around.” He swallowed. “So do I.”
She gazed at him shyly. Then, ever so slowly, he bent his head and touched his lips to hers. The kiss was soft and sweet, and soon Michaela found herself gently gripping his damp shirt and drawing him a little closer. He broke away after a moment, gazing into her eyes and wondering if he had offended her. But Michaela was just looking at him with a soft smile on her face. She ever so gently tugged on his shirt. He needed no further bidding. He wrapped his arm around her and kissed her again, suckling on her lower lip for awhile and then gradually slipping his tongue inside to meet hers. He stroked and explored her tongue and all around her mouth for some time. All the while his hand soothingly stroked her arm, then her back, then after awhile, her ribs just below her breasts.
Michaela had never kissed a man like this. It wasn’t that her relations with David weren’t good, at least in the beginning. But he never seemed to have the patience to just lay with her and hold her like this. He couldn’t do it for long before he wanted to undress and make love. Michaela didn’t mind that either, but sometimes it was nice to just share a sweet kiss for awhile, to just hold each other and kiss. She didn’t have to take things further than that to feel safe and loved. In later years, David didn’t want to kiss at all. He just wanted to take care of his needs and regarded what her needs and desires might be less and less. It had been a long time since she and David had taken a moment to just enjoy being close with each other, holding each other.
After awhile Sully paused, pressing his forehead to hers and tenderly stroking her cheek. “Ya taste real good. Soft,” he whispered.
“I do?” she whispered back.
“You’re good at kissin’,” he added.
“Sully,” she scolded softly.
He gave her a few more little kisses, unable to hold back.
“Sully?” she whispered.
He kissed her cheek and moved his kisses closer to her lips. “Hm?”
“I’m sorry for what I said to you.”
He looked at her wryly. “Which part?”
“All of it.“ She clutched his shirt. “But most of all about the children. About not wanting you to be involved with my boys. I do. I do want your help.”
“I know. I wanna be there.”
“I don’t know why I said that, I suppose I just … it frightens me.”
“Frightens ya?”
“Because I’ve come to rely on you with them. I depend on you. Not just with the things that need to be done every day but, with, helping me to guide them into the men they’ll be someday. The last time I depended on someone, it turned out so badly. It frightens me how much I need you.”
He caressed her cheek and gazed into her eyes. “Much as ya think ya need me, I need you even more.”
She snuggled closer to him, he caressed her cheek and she caressed the back of his neck and they resumed kissing, the kiss growing deeper and more passionate the longer it went on. After awhile he paused again.
“Hey,” he whispered. “Happy birthday.”
She let out a soft chuckle. “No one was supposed to know that.”
“Thirty-eight,” he said.
“You weren’t supposed to know that either.”
He smiled softly at her and gave her a few more soft kisses.
“You didn’t have to give the boys those gloves to give me,” she whispered.
“I didn’t. They’re workin’ ‘em off. Chores.”
“So that’s why they’ve wanted to do chores so badly the past few days. I didn‘t know what was wrong with them.”
“Come ‘ere,” he whispered, wrapping his arm around her back again and pressing his lips back to hers to kiss her with all the passion he had. Sometime later their kissing slowed until he was just giving her soft little pecks to her cheek and then finally they fell asleep, Michaela cuddled against his chest and Sully stroking her back protectively.
As the first rays of sun shone through into the lean-to, Sully was the first to awake, Michaela still in his arms. He had never felt so happy and content, not since Abigail had died. He was finally giving in to all his desires to be close with Michaela like this. And she appeared to feel the same, given the way she let him kiss her all last night. Michaela was so beautiful as she slept, little wisps of hair falling across her forehead and her lips soft and relaxed. He gazed at those lips, lips that had so mesmerized him when he finally got the courage to touch them with his. He wondered why he had held back so long on kissing her in the first place. He felt foolish all the times he had talked himself out of having any kind of feelings for Michaela. He should have realized how beautiful and right it would be to be with her. He bent his head again and kissed her softly, rousing her. He could kiss this woman for days if he had the stamina.
She slowly opened her eyes, disoriented.
“Mornin’,” he whispered. He caressed her cheek. He kissed her forehead, then her eyebrow, then bent his head to kiss her lips again.
She looked up at him shyly. He leaned in to kiss her once more. But a moment later Michaela looked uncomfortable and gently touched his chest, pulling away from him. She felt an overwhelming and sick feeling of guilt press down on her. And she felt fear, too. She was a married woman. She got swept up in the moment last night, wasn’t thinking. What was she doing letting her guard down with another man knowing she was still married to her children‘s father? No matter how bad the marriage had become, it felt wrong to be unfaithful to David. It seemed no better than what he had done to her, carrying on a relationship with their nanny and who knew how many other women behind her back. She could never marry Sully or anyone knowing the marriage to David was still valid, so what was the point of even letting herself feel even an ounce of affection toward Sully? Other than to set herself and her children up for grave heartbreak.
“I should, we should get back to town.” She sat up and checked on Josef. “Time to wake up, sweetheart,” she said as she rubbed his chest. “Time to go home.”
“Mm,” he replied tiredly.
She checked his ankle. “Swelling’s gone down. He can travel.”
“Good,” Sully said awkwardly as he sat up.
“Hey, it doesn’t hurt so bad, Mommy,” Josef said as he moved his ankle.
“It looks a lot better,” she replied. “You’re my brave boy, you know that?”
“I’ll get the horses,” Sully said quietly as he walked out of the lean-to.
Chapter Twenty-three
“Well, I don’t know if the railroad’s gonna be such a good thing for the town,” Charlotte said as she took down her laundry out behind the boarding house. “This town’s small and quiet and that’s the way I like it. Railroad could change all that.”
Michaela clutched the clothes line post and stared forward blankly.
“How you gonna vote?” Charlotte asked with a clothespin in her mouth. “Mike?”
“Hm?” she murmured.
She removed the clothespin. “For the railroad, you voting yes?” She put her hands on her hips. “What’s wrong with you?”
She sighed, meeting her eyes. “He kissed me,” she whispered.
Charlotte searched her eyes. “Sully?”
She nodded.
“What kind of kiss?”
She hesitated. “That…kind of kiss.”
“Oh. That kind of kiss. Well, it’s about time.”
“What do I do, Charlotte?”
“What is there to do? Except let it happen.”
She sighed and bent her head.
“What’s wrong?” Charlotte asked.
“I don’t know. I don’t know how to feel about all this.”
She grabbed another row of cloth napkins and tore them down from the line. “Don’t you see? Everything about him’s different now that you’re here. He comes into town, goes to church, talks to folks, takes part in what‘s going on around here. Hanna’s makin’ friends and going to church and school. Two of them are happy now and it’s all on account of you and that man’s in love with you for it. Maybe he didn’t want to be, maybe he put up a pretty good fight, but I would say he’s good and lost.” She gazed at her a long moment. “It’s all right to have feelings for another man, you know,” she murmured. She walked up to her. “You ain’t doing anything wrong.”
Michaela wanted to tell her just how wrong this all felt, and why, because David was still alive. But she had kept up this farce for so long and it had kept her and the boys safe. As far as she could tell David hadn’t the slightest idea where they were and he couldn’t hurt them if he didn’t even know where they were. There was no sense in telling the truth now and jeopardizing everything she had worked so hard to rebuild.
“The boys’ father, he’s the only man I ever truly loved,” she whispered.
“The boys’ father, is gone now, Michaela,” Charlotte said softly. “And if he really loved you, he’d want you to be happy again.”
Michaela took a deep breath. “The children must be just getting out of school. I should be going.” She clutched her shawl around her shoulders and headed over to the schoolhouse.
* * *
“Hey, there’s Sully!” Christopher cried as he ran ahead of Michaela across the meadow. He dropped his books on the grass and leaped up into his arms. Sully and Robert E. were looking at some plans across a sawhorse.
“I thought Papa was going to Tanner Flats today,” Hanna said as she held Michaela’s hand.
Michaela didn’t know why she felt so shy and uncomfortable. “I did, too.”
Sully threw Christopher into the air. “How was school?”
“Good. What ya doin’?”
“Just buildin’ this dance floor for the Sweetheart’s Dance.” He put him on his feet.
“Sweetheart’s Dance?” Josef asked as they approached. “What’s that?”
“It’s a tradition in this town,” Robert E. explained. “A big dance with lots of games and food. You take your sweetheart. Your best girl.”
“Yuck, I hate girls,” Josef said.
“Me, too,“ Christopher said with a giggle as Robert E. showed him the plans.
“Well, I hate boys,” Hanna said. “But I still wanna go. I’ve never been before. Can we, Papa? Can we go?”
“Yeah. Sure,” he said, caressing her hair and glancing at Michaela. She avoided his eyes.
“Well, I guess I’ll go for the food,” Christopher remarked.
“Sully and Robert E. have a lot of work to do here,” Michaela said. “Let’s head home. Come on.”
“I want to stay and help,” Christopher said.
“He can help out a couple hours,” Sully said. “Why don’t all of ya stay? Then I‘ll drive us home.”
“No, they have homework, Sully. I have to start dinner. There’s laundry to take down. I need to get them back,” Michaela protested.
“All right,” he said softly.
“Aw,” Christopher muttered.
“Your ma’s right. You go on. You can help me out another time,” Sully said as he guided the children toward her. “I’ll see ya at home?”
Michaela nodded, afraid to look at him.
* * *
“Should I wear this one?” Hanna asked sweetly as she spun around in the kitchen in her plaid pinafore.
Michaela glanced at her as she finished drying the dishes. “Perhaps we could get you a new dress for the dance if you’d like.”
She brightened. “Really?”
Michaela nodded and Hanna ran to her and hugged her.
“What are you gonna wear, Mike?” she asked. “Can we curl our hair together?”
Sully was helping to put the dishes away and he hung up a coffee cup.
“I don’t know. Actually I don’t really know if I’m going,” she said softly.
“But why? I want you to go.”
“I don’t know. I’ll think about it. It’s getting late. You should head up to bed.” She glanced in the sitting room where the boys were playing checkers. “Christopher, Josef? That means you, too.”
Hanna hugged her one last time. “Come up and read to me?”
“Yes, I will. I’ll come up for cuddles.”
Josef hobbled over with the walking stick Sully had made for him and Sully hugged all three of the children. “G’night, kids,” he murmured.
Michaela dried another plate as the children headed upstairs.
“You don’t like to dance?” Sully asked, leaning against the counter.
“Hm?”
“The sweetheart’s dance.” He gestured at her. “I figured two of us could go.”
“Do you know how to dance?” she asked.
“No,” he admitted.
“Well, then why would we go to a dance together if you don‘t even know how?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. Just thought you‘d wanna go.”
“I don’t know, Sully.” She handed him the last plate.
“It’s just a dance, Michaela,” he said quietly.
“I need to think about it.”
“Ya think too much,” he said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
He walked to her and touched her arm. “I mean, not everything needs to be turned over in your head a hundred times. Some things ya just know. Some things, ya just gotta follow your gut on.”
She had never felt so uncomfortable this close to Sully. She knew he was talking about them, about his feelings for her, and it made her so frightened she had to back away. “I should get up to the children. Goodnight.”
* * *
“Did you ever hear tell of sweet Betsy from Pike,” the schoolchildren sang in the meadow as Olive directed them. “She crossed the wide prairie with her husband Ike.”
“Sorry I’m late,” Sully said as he joined Michaela on the quilt she had laid out off to the side near Charlotte and Matthew.
“That’s all right,” she whispered.
Josef was leaning on his little walking stick. He spotted Sully and waved happily at him.
Sully smiled at him and waved back.
“Two yoke of cattle, a large yeller dog, a tall Shanghai rooster, and a one-spotted hog.”
Sully tenderly grasped Michaela’s hand and gently held it in his lap. Michaela remembered the first time David held her hand like that. It was at the Opera. La traviata. That opera was about a woman going astray, and it made her uneasy just thinking about it. She pulled her hand away from Sully’s.
Surprised, he looked at her.
“What’s the matter?” he finally asked.
“Nothing,” she replied. The children finished the song and they clapped enthusiastically for them.
“You ain’t looked me in the eye since … ” Sully told her. “Since I kissed ya.” He rested his hands on his knees. “Michaela? I been thinkin’, maybe it’s time two of us should go courtin’.”
“Courting? We already live together,” she replied uncomfortably. “We do everything together. We might as well be married. At least in everyone else‘s eyes.”
“That’s different. You just live with me so ya can look after my daughter. Now I wanna court ya proper.”
“Sully, I really don’t think we should complicate things with that. Things are fine the way they are.”
The children began singing Old Susanna and Christopher beamed proudly at Michaela. She smiled back at him.
“No, they ain’t,” he said, swallowing and shaking his head. “Not for me at least.” He eyed her skeptically. “What’s wrong? Don’t ya feel somethin’? For me?”
“Sully, of course I care for you. I care for you and Hanna both,” she replied unsteadily. “I just don’t think the two of us starting some kind of relationship like that is really a good idea.”
“Why’s it not a good idea?” he demanded.
“Because. I have the boys and you have Hanna and I’m supposed to be helping you with her. You’re supposed to be my employer. I’m not supposed to be in something this complicated with you.”
“It ain’t complicated. Why’s it gotta be complicated?”
“Because. It just is.” She looked away.
He rubbed his thighs a moment. “All right. All right. Maybe I should move out.”
“What? That’s ridiculous.”
“I could go live in my old homestead. It ain’t far. Then it won’t be so complicated.”
Michaela couldn’t believe the measures Sully was willing to go to just to court her. It frightened her. And yet she would do anything to be with him, too. Except she couldn’t be with him. And she definitely couldn’t tell him the reason why--because David was still alive.
“Sully, things are fine the way they are. I’m happy. My children are happy. This arrangement is working. Why do we have to change everything all of a sudden like this?”
He touched her back. “Change ain’t such a bad thing.” He rubbed it a moment. “I’m happy, too. When you’re here.”
She shifted away. “My answer’s no. I’m sorry.”
“I don’t agree with it,” he said impatiently, raising his voice slightly.
“Shh!” another one of the mothers scolded as she tried to watch her children.
“Sorry,” Sully muttered.
“You’re going to have to agree with it, Sully,” Michaela whispered. “If you can‘t then …. Then I can‘t work for you anymore,” she said. She stared forward stubbornly and tried to enjoy the rest of the concert. “Perhaps you were right, it’s time we move on, head to California. I almost have enough money saved now and Charlotte just gave me two more new patients.”
“No,” he murmured. “I want ya to keep workin’ for me. I don’t want ya to go anywhere.”
“Then you have to respect my wishes,” she said. “We have to just be friends.”
He swallowed hard. He feared if he pressed her anymore she really would leave. “All right,” he murmured, bitterly disappointed. “We’re friends.”
“Good,” she replied. The children finished the next song and she clapped again.
“Good,” Sully muttered with a soft sigh.
* * *
“It’s madness what with the Sweetheart’s Dance comin’ up,” Dorothy remarked as she put some apples in a bin outside the store. “You and Michaela are goin’ ain’t ya?”
Sully stood beside her a moment, folding his arms. “Well, I ain’t much for dancin’.” Dorothy eyed him suspiciously. “Truth is, I asked her.”
“And?”
“She thinks there’s no point in goin’ I don’t even know how to dance. These are reels and squares, I’ll get all twisted up.”
Dorothy pulled him aside. “You really want to take her to this dance?”
He nodded.
“I’ll teach you if you want. We don’t got a lot of time but I can at least teach you the sweetheart’s reel.”
“I don’t know. I wouldn‘t want to trouble ya.”
“It’s no trouble. Think of it as a favor.”
“All right. Thank you, Miss Dorothy.” He shook her hand gratefully.
She smiled. “You come by after church this Sunday for our first lesson.”
* * *
“How do you feel?” Michaela asked as she pulled the sheet down over Lucy’s legs.
“Oh, a lot better,” the girl said. “Thanks to you.”
“Well, I don’t see any signs of infection. I think it’s safe to go back to work.”
“Hank’ll be glad about that. How much do I owe you for that medicine?”
“I’ll bill Hank,” Michaela said. “Don’t you worry about it.” She gathered her medical satchel and jacket and left the room, headed down the hallway and left the saloon.
She was surprised when she spotted Sully coming out of the store with Dorothy. They were laughing and he was shaking her hand. They looked like best friends. Sully didn’t tell her he was stopping by the store today. She thought he was checking his traps. She wondered why he hadn’t told her what he was really doing. They just kept laughing. She felt a wave of jealousy that washed over her. Irritated, she headed off quickly to the schoolhouse where Miss Olive was just dismissing the students. Josef and Christopher had already run to the seesaw to play with their friends but Hanna was lingering behind with Olive.
“Mike,” Olive called as she saw her approaching. She put her arm around Hanna.
“Miss Olive? Is something wrong?” She jogged toward them.
“Hanna’s got a little cough, started this mornin’. I think she feels warm.”
Michaela squatted down and felt the child’s forehead. “She does seem a little feverish. You don’t feel good, sweetheart?” She felt her tonsils.
Hanna shrugged tiredly.
“Why you feeling her neck?” Olive asked curiously.
“I should, I should take her home,“ Michaela said. “We’ll put you to bed with some warm tea to sooth that cough, all right?”
Hanna didn’t answer. She seemed too tired to even move.
“Here, come here,” Michaela murmured, picking her up. “Let’s go home.”
* * *
“Just a little sip,” Michaela said as she held a cup to Hanna’s lips. “Good girl.”
She pulled the covers up warmly and handed her a handkerchief. Hanna blew her nose.
Michaela felt her forehead again. Low-grade fever, coughing, runny nose. It was probably just a catarrh. But there was also a chance it could be something else. An illness she had seen many times in Dorchester. But there was nothing they could do now but wait.
“Mommy, do you-”
“Christopher, no,” Michaela said firmly. “Don’t come in here.”
Startled, he backed away from the door. Michaela patted Hanna’s chest. “Rest, sweetheart. I‘ll be just downstairs.” She went to her basin and washed her hands thoroughly. Finally she left the room and closed the door.
Christopher was standing in the hall, bending his head.
“I’m sorry,” Michaela whispered. “I just don’t want you to catch what Hanna has. I don’t want you or Josef to go near her room until I say it’s all right, do you understand?”
“What’s wrong with her?”
“She’ll be all right. Just don’t go in there, all right?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he murmured.
“Come here.” She rubbed his back. “Time for schoolwork, hm?”
* * *
“What were you doing over at the store today?” Michaela asked as she swept the front stoop.
“Nothin’,” Sully replied, bracing the axe on a log. “Why?”
“I saw you there with Dorothy. I thought you were seeing to your traps today.”
“You checkin’ up on me?”
“No, merely curious.”
“She’s a friend.”
“Oh, really? Just a friend.”
He brought the axe down hard on the log, splitting it evenly. “What were you doin’ in the saloon?” he replied. “Lady like you shouldn’t be in there.”
“I can go wherever I like!” she cried.
“It’s not safe,” he added.
“I have friends there.”
“Who, Hank?”
She gave him a perturbed look. “I don’t need you to take care of me,” she said intrepidly. She swept faster. “I can take care of myself. I always have and I always will.”
“Is that right?”
“That’s right! You never asked me anything before. You never ask me a thing. Why the sudden curiosity?”
“I ain’t curious. I don’t care what you do,” he retorted.
“No, you don’t care about anything. Except doing everything exactly the way you want to do it.”
He split another log. “You callin’ me stubborn?”
“Yes. Yes I am.”
He let out his breath. “Never met anybody as stubborn as you. Ya might start with yourself.” He tapped the axe firmly into the chopping stump and headed to the barn, folding his arms.
“Walk away!” she shouted. “That’s how you always solve everything, just walk away!” She sighed with frustration, sweeping a moment longer. She watched him go inside the barn, then she leaned the broom against the porch railing and hurried after him. “Sully? Sully!” She opened the barn door to find him pacing inside, lips pursed. “We’re not finished discussing this.”
He swallowed hard and dropped his hands at his sides. “Where we goin’ with this? With us?”
She was taken off guard. “Us? There is no us. What are you talking about?”
“That night I kissed ya. I meant it. Didn‘t you?”
“Yes,” she whispered. “No. I mean, I don’t know. It just happened.”
“No, it didn’t. It didn’t just happen. We been buildin’ somethin’ all these months. If it ain’t goin’ anywhere …. I got Hanna to think of. Her future. Havin’ a woman in her life, havin’ you live here … it ain’t somethin’ I take lightly.” He swallowed.
“Sully, it’s not that I take this lightly,” she murmured. “That’s not what I mean. You and Hanna, you‘re special to me. And to the boys.”
He gestured at her. “Then what is it? Don’t you wanna be with somebody again? Find a father for Chris and Josef?”
“They had a father,” she retorted.
“Not much of one.”
“How dare you say that. You don’t know him at all!”
“I know enough. We could start over,” he murmured. “Both of us. I never did care much about startin‘ over until I met you and the boys.”
She shook her head at him, swallowing hard.
“What?” he demanded. “What are you so scared of?” He gently caressed her arm.
“I .. ” Tears welled in her eyes. “I don’t have the same feelings for you. I’m sorry, I don’t.”
“I don’t believe ya,” he muttered.
She sighed furiously. Everyone else believed her lies. But for some reason it was incredibly difficult to get a lie past Sully. It was as if he somehow just always knew what was on her heart. “Well, I don’t care what you believe. And I don‘t even know why I‘m here anymore.”
“I need your help.”
“With what? Hanna‘s going to school all day, you don‘t need me to tutor her. I can‘t cook and you‘re perfectly capable of doing all the chores I do. Why do you even want me here, Sully? Why?”
“Because!” he retorted.
“Because?” she demanded.
“Because I love you!” he said passionately.
Her lip quivered and it took all she had to stare back at him. “ …. I don’t love you,” she whispered unsteadily.
He slowly lowered his hand, letting out his breath. “That’s how you see it, you’re tellin’ me you don’t feel the same, then I ain’t sure I can have ya under the same roof anymore.”
She stared up at him a long moment, then turned around and headed quickly out of the barn, shutting the door hard after her.
* * *
“I just don’t understand why,” Josef said quietly as Michaela packed up their carpetbag in their room.
Christopher sat on his bed and hugged his bear sadly.
“We were never meant to settle here,” Michaela said, avoiding his eyes. “We were going to California, remember?”
“But this place is better,” Josef said.
“Yeah, this place turned out better,” Christopher said.
“Mommy was just saving money and now I have lots of it and we can go to California now,” she said cheerfully.
“Sully says you’re bad with money,” Christopher remarked. “What if we run out again?”
“Yeah, what if we have to sleep in a hotel with mice again?” Josef added. “Sully doesn’t like how you spend money.”
“Sully said that?” she replied, annoyed. “Well, Sully doesn’t know everything. He may act like he does but he doesn’t.”
“He does too know everything,” Christopher said. “I mean, he sure knows a lot more than you. And he didn‘t even go to college!”
“Christopher, that’s enough, young man,” she scolded, closing up their carpetbag. “Now I want you both to get a good night’s sleep. We have a big day tomorrow.”
They reluctantly got under their covers.
“What about my puppy?” Christopher asked. “What’s gonna happen to him?”
“Well, we’ll have to leave him here. I’m sorry.”
Christopher eyes welled with tears.
“Sully will look after him; he’ll take good care of him.” Michaela gave them each a kiss and then blew out their lamp and walked out of the room, shutting the door. She leaned against it for a long moment, closing her eyes tiredly. She opened them when she heard Hanna coughing. She went over to the little girl’s room, opening the door.
Sully was sitting with her in bed, rubbing her chest as she dozed against his arm.
“She’s still coughing?” Michaela whispered.
He briefly met her eyes. “Yeah.”
“It sounds worse,” she added worriedly.
“I think she’ll be all right. Just tryin’ to help her fall asleep.”
“Well, you can, you can wake me if you need anything.”
He nodded.
“Goodnight,” she whispered, clutching the doorknob.
He didn‘t reply and kept rubbing Hanna‘s back.
* * *
Michaela awoke to strong, hacking coughing coming from the master bedroom. It was still pitch black outside. She got out of bed, grabbing her bathrobe, and headed across the hall. She could see the light on in the bedroom.
“Sully?” she called. She opened the door. He was standing beside the bed next to Hanna, patting her back and holding a cloth under her mouth. He had her covered up warm in bed against a few soft pillows.
“It’s all right, sweet girl,” he whispered. “Pa’s here. Just try to cough it up.”
“Papa,” she choked, breaking into another round of coughing.
“She’s getting worse,” Michaela said.
“She can’t sleep. She just keeps coughin’.” He handed her the cloth. “Here, sit there a minute, pat her back.”
Michaela took over his spot. She drew Hanna to rest against her and patted her back firmly. Sully went to the cabinet and pulled out a shirt. He quickly buttoned it up. Then he put on his boots. Finally he grabbed a quilt off the back of a chair. “Come ’ere, sweet girl,” he whispered. He wrapped Hanna in it and picked her up.
“Sully, what are you doing? Where are you going?” Michaela asked.
He headed into the hall.
“Sully!” she cried. “Sully, you can’t move her!”
“I gotta take her to Denver,” he replied.
“Denver! What?”
“I gotta take her to the hospital.”
“You can’t take her that far. Not with her coughing like this!”
He headed down the stairs.
She hurried after him. “Sully, stop!”
He spun around at the base of the stairs. “I waited too long to bring my wife to the hospital. By the time we got there she was dead. I ain’t gonna make the same mistake with her.”
“Sully, she has the croup. The way she’s coughing, the barking cough.”
“You’re just guessin’. I gotta get her to see a real doctor.”
“Sully, I know what I’m talking about. And if you go now she could choke on her own mucus. I know how to treat it. How to cure it.” She grabbed his arm. “Sully, look at me! Look at me! It‘s the croup. And I know what to do. We start with aggressive menthol steam treatments, to break up the mucus and help her cough it up. Please. Please don‘t go to Denver. Let me treat her here. For your daughter’s sake please listen to me.”
“She could die here!” he retorted.
“She’s going to die if you take her all the way to Denver!”
“You’re just a wartime volunteer!”
“Sully, I’m a doctor!” she cried. “I’m a doctor! I had a medical license and a practice with my husband and my colleague and I’ve seen a hundred cases of this!”
He gazed at her in disbelief a long moment.
She held her arms out. “Here, I’ll hold her. Start boiling water. As much as you can. Go.”
He quickly went into the kitchen to start a fire in the stove and Michaela headed to the front door. She carried Hanna outside.
“Where ya goin’?” he called, adding a log to the stove.
“The cold air, it can be very effective in breaking up the mucus.”
He filled a pot with water worriedly, watching her go.
Michaela paced with Hanna on the porch as she continued to cough.
“It’s all right,” she soothed. “Breathe in the cold air, sweetheart. As deep as you can. It’s all right.”
“Mike,” she whimpered.
“Shh, I’m here.”
Chapter Twenty-four
Sully poured some more water into a big pot. He had crowded the stove with four pots of steaming water, creating as much menthol steam as he could to help Hanna’s cough. He had brought the rocking chair over and put it beside the stove and there he and Michaela took turns rocking the little girl all night.
“I think she’s asleep,” Michaela whispered from the chair.
“She’s breathin’ a lot easier,” Sully said with relief.
“She’s over the worst of it,” she replied. She stroked Hanna’s little cheek with her finger.
“Ya want some more coffee?“ Sully asked. He took the pot off the stove.
“No, I’m all right.”
Sully topped off his cup, then he turned a chair around and sat on it. “You’re a doctor, huh?”
She slowly met his eyes, not replying.
“Michaela?”
“Hm?”
“You in some kind of trouble? If you’re in some kinda trouble I wanna help. Maybe there’s somethin’ I can do.” He grasped the arm of the rocker, stopping it. “I know you’re not from New York. I‘ve known for awhile now.”
She was shocked. She didn’t know how Sully could be so perceptive. She thought she had put on an impressive act all these months. And all along he knew something was wrong. “Yes, I am,” she blurted.
He shook his head. “I grew up in New York. I lived there until I was ten. Every little boy in New York knows the best place to swim in the Hudson River. Your kids don’t even know what the Hudson River is.”
She swallowed hard and looked away. “My boys don’t like to swim. Christopher always swallows water.”
“Why you lyin’ about all this?”
“I’m not lying,” she said impatiently.
“What part of New York did you live?” he asked. “You live in Queens?”
“Queens, yes we lived there,” she said, drawing in her breath.
He smiled softly. “Nobody like you lives there.”
“Well, we did. I don’t have to answer any of your questions. I’m not on trial,” she retorted.
“No, you ain’t. But I’m worried about ya. I‘m worried somebody could hurt ya. I been worried for awhile now.” He touched her arm. “You can trust me. I trust you.”
Sully had never questioned her before. He had simply been there for her, took her in when she needed it the most, given her and the boys a good place to live. The boys were happy here. And so was she. “Why would you trust me? All I’ve told you are lies and half-truths,” she whispered.
“I know,” he whispered back. “But guess I figured, ya must have a good reason. What are you runnin‘ from? Look at me. Michaela, look at me.”
She reluctantly met his eyes.
“You can trust me with anything, you know that,” he said. “Why you running?”
A little tear slipped down her cheek and she bent her head to kiss Hanna‘s hair. “When I told my husband I wanted a divorce, he took the children. He took them from me for three days. I had no idea where they were, if they were safe, if they were even alive. I thought I would never see them again.” She sniffled. “I didn’t eat, I didn’t sleep, I wanted to die. I just …. I couldn‘t imagine how I could possibly go on without them. They‘re my life.”
“But ya got ‘em back,” he murmured.
“And I vowed when I did I’d never, ever let that happen again.” She swallowed. “I had no choice, Sully. He threatened to take them again, kill them. My sister and her husband helped me leave.”
“You sayin’ he ain‘t dead?”
She nodded. “That epidemic, the cholera, it’s just a story I made up. He’s still alive in Boston somewhere. That’s where we lived, not New York. And we‘re still married. He wouldn‘t give me a divorce. I tried to, he wouldn‘t sign.” She glanced at the rings on her fingers.
He let out his breath in shock. Everything about her suddenly made sense now. Especially the way she had been pushing him away.
“I’m running from my husband and the children’s father. Our name is Lewis, not Weston.”
He gently touched her hand. “Why didn’t ya tell me?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. I was afraid to tell anyone.”
“They did a brave thing helpin‘ ya get away. So did you.”
“I don’t know about that. Sometimes I wonder, what I could have done differently. What happened to my marriage. If I could have done better.”
“Woman like you with as much love as you got in your heart, I know ya did the best ya could,” he murmured.
She smiled softly at that. “That’s kind. You didn’t have to say that.”
“I meant it.”
She sighed. “We were happy. We were so in love. Our life together was good. We had Josef and Christopher and … ” She trailed off. It was the morphine that destroyed the marriage, slowly chipping away at a relationship that had once been so solid. But that wasn’t the final straw. No, she knew the marriage was truly over when David pushed her down the stairs and she lost her baby, her little Annalise, her little girl. But she couldn’t breathe the baby’s name, it was far too painful.
“If ya don’t want to talk about it,” he murmured.
She swallowed. “It’s just, it’s still so fresh.” She took a deep breath. “I told you I … I had a miscarriage.”
He nodded.
“David and I were fighting outside the nursery. We were standing at the edge of the stairs. I keep going over and over it, if only I had been just a few feet farther away. He….he grabbed my arm and …” Her voice broke. “It happened so fast. The next thing I knew I fell. And then I felt this terrible pain and I realized my baby was … ”
“David made you fall?” he murmured in disbelief.
She swiped at her tears, nodding a little.
“Are you safe?” he asked. “He have any idea where you are?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think so. But you don’t understand David. He’ll leave no stone unturned. He’ll look for us forever. We have to be very careful. I can‘t even wire my family and let them know we’re all right. My family has no idea where I am, my sister must think I‘m somewhere in California like we planned. That‘s why I didn‘t tell you I was a doctor. There aren‘t very many women doctors and if word gets around there‘s a woman doctor here, David could hear about it.”
“We’ll be careful. We won’t let nobody find ya,” he vowed.
She glanced at the stairs sadly. “David was going to see to it a judge took them from me. He said I neglected them, that I was an unfit mother. I just know if I ever go back there … I‘ll lose them for good.”
“Then ya won’t go back. Ya just won’t go back.”
“Sully, I’m sorry I lied to you. I wouldn’t blame you if you were angry.”
“I ain’t angry. And don’t apologize for just wantin’ to do what was best for your kids. And for yourself.” He shifted up and drew her into a warm, gentle hug. It felt natural, and good. He caressed her head. “You’re safe now. Ya ain’t gonna lose Josef and Chris, not ever. I promise.”
She held him a little tighter and closed her eyes.
* * *
“She just needs rest now,” Michaela said as she laid Hanna in Sully’s bed and tucked her in warmly. The sun was finally rising and it was set to be another beautiful day.
“Then she’ll be all right?” Sully replied.
“I think so. We need to keep her isolated from the boys. It can be contagious.”
“Yeah, sure. Don’t want them to get sick, too.”
“Well, I, I think I’m going to try to get a little sleep myself. I have a long journey ahead.” She took a step away but Sully grabbed her arm.
“Michaela, I don’t want ya to go. I don’t want ya to go to California.”
She turned around to face him. “You said I can’t live here, it would be too difficult.”
“I didn’t mean that. I want ya to stay.”
“Oh, Sully. It’s not that I don’t care for you. You know I do. It’s because of David. He’s alive and I’m married to him.” Her eyes welled with tears. “I’m afraid. I’m afraid if we start some kind of relationship … we’d only be setting ourselves up for heartbreak.”
“I know. I understand now. It don‘t mean I don‘t want ya in my life. You‘re my best friend, remember?”
“If I stay, we’d have to be just that. We’d have to be just friends.”
“I’m all right with it. I’m all right,” he said, swallowing hard. Truthfully he wasn’t sure if he could do it, but the alternative of letting Michaela go on to California and possibly never seeing her again, not to mention the boys, was devastating. “Just please don’t go.”
“All right,” she conceded softly. “All right, I’ll stay. We’ll stay.”
He smiled with relief. “Good.” He touched her arm. “Hey, what do you say I make us some breakfast? Don’t want ya goin’ to sleep on an empty stomach. Blueberry pancakes?”
She smiled. “Blueberry pancakes sound perfect.”
* * *
“Sully, stop, I’ve already had three,” Michaela protested as he tried to dish up another pancake onto her plate.
He looked confused. “You don’t like ‘em?”
“I love them, but not this many of them for heaven sake.”
“Oh. Well, is it all right I eat it then?”
She chuckled. “Of course.”
“You forget my stomach’s not as big as yours,” she said wryly.
He put it on his plate and sat down, smiling at her and taking a bite. Just then Christopher and Josef came slowly down the stairway.
“Good morning,” Michaela called. “Do you want some pancakes? Don‘t worry Sully‘s made plenty.”
They were each carrying their carpetbags.
“When are we leaving?” Josef asked softly as they came into the room.
Michaela looked at Sully.
“Well, I wanted to talk to you about that. That is, we wanted to talk to you,” she replied.
“What do ya say three of ya stay here?” Sully said. “With us.”
Josef searched his eyes. “You mean, we don’t have to go to California?”
“No,” Michaela said. “No, we’re staying.”
“Oh, Mommy,” he murmured. He put down his carpetbag and ran to hug her.
“Think that’s a yes,” Sully said wryly as he rubbed his back.
Michaela suddenly noticed Christopher standing there, tears slipping from his eyes. She immediately got up. “Sweetheart, what is it?” She bent down and clutched his arms. “What’s wrong, why are you crying?” He shook his head and she picked him up, hugging him. “Christopher. Talk to me. Use your words. Talk to Mommy. Are you happy? You‘re happy to stay? Is that it?”
He nodded. “Yes,” he choked.
She stroked his hair. “Oh. You’re glad you don’t have to leave your puppy, is that why you‘re crying?”
“Yeah. Mostly I’m glad we don’t h-have to leave Sully.”
“Oh,” she murmured with a smile.
Sully got up and came over to him, taking him from Michaela and rocking him soothingly. “Me, too, son.”
* * *
“I got this,” Sully said as he took the tub of soapy water out of Michaela’s hands.
“Oh, no, I can do it,” she said.
“I got it,” he replied. He walked several feet away from the wash line and dumped the water into the grass.
“Thank you,” Michaela said as she brushed some hair out of her eyes. It had been a tiring few days taking care of Hanna, making sure she was comfortable and giving her the menthol treatments. The nights were the hardest on a child with the croup. Michaela had been up with her at all hours helping her cough up the mucus and trying to soothe her to sleep. But Sully was beside the two of them for every moment of it, helping out wherever he could. She had never known a more devoted father, or loyal friend.
“What?” Sully asked as he came back over and took down a towel from the line.
“Nothing,” Michaela murmured. “Sully, don’t take that down yet. It’s not dry.”
“It’s dry enough,” he said with a shrug.
“No it isn’t. Put it back.”
“Figures.”
“What figures?”
“Woman stubborn as you always has to be the boss.” He looked at her wryly and she could see in his eyes he was teasing her.
She sighed and walked over to him. “Give me that.” She grasped the end of the towel. Sully pulled on his end. “Sully, stop.”
“You want it you’re gonna have to fight for it.”
“Stop it. You’re worse than the children,” she scolded.
He pulled the towel, guiding her toward him, wrapped his arm around her back and gave her lips a soft kiss.
“Sully,” she protested.
“What?” he asked, searching her eyes.
“This doesn’t come now. Or ever. You promised. You promised just friends.”
“I know. But don’t friends kiss sometimes?” he replied. He kissed her again, a little deeper.
She pulled away. “No, friends don‘t kiss,” she said firmly. “Not like that anyway.”
He let go of her, swallowing. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” He looked into her eyes sincerely. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinkin’.”
She smiled at him softly. “Put that towel back.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied as he pinned it back to the line.
“Howdy, everybody,” Charlotte said as she walked up the incline toward the clothesline, carrying a basket.
“Charlotte, we didn’t see you pull up,” Michaela said uncomfortably. “Good morning.”
“How’s Hanna? I brought by some of my prized chicken soup for her.”
“She’s doin’ a lot better,” Sully said. “Michaela says she’ll be just fine.”
“That was thoughtful of you, Charlotte. Thank you,” Michaela said as she took the basket.
“I’ll bring it inside, start it warmin’ on the stove,” Sully offered as he took the basket from Michaela.
Michaela watched him go inside through the back door.
“So,” Charlotte said. “How are things?”
“Hanna’s recovering just fine.”
“I don’t mean with Hanna.”
Michaela wondered if she had seen Sully kiss her just now. “We’re fine,” she said softly.
“Now what? You’re just gonna be friends?”
“That’s right.”
“How’s that gonna work?”
“How it always worked. What do you mean?”
Charlotte folded her arms. “Guess I just don’t understand it. Man like Sully looked at me the way he looks at you, took to my children the way he has, I’d promise myself to him forever.”
“Well, what’s so wrong about being friends anyway?” Michaela asked.
“Nothin’. Except when it means you’re closin’ the door on something better. Closing the door on having a real life with somebody like him.”
Michaela sighed and gazed at her a long moment. “Charlotte? If I tell you something, would you promise it’s just between us?”
Charlotte folded her arms. “Course it is. You know that.”
“I mean, truly just between us. Only Sully knows. My life could depend on it.”
“What is it?”
She swallowed hard. “Sully and I can’t be anything more than friends. Because my husband’s still alive back East.”
Charlotte’s expression didn’t change. She searched Michaela’s eyes a long moment. “I knew,” she whispered at least. “I knew that.”
“You did?” Michaela breathed.
“Well, I knew something was going on with you anyway. What was it? He hurt you?”
She nodded.
“So you ran here with the boys trying to get away. Michaela Weston your real name?” Charlotte asked.
“No.”
“Hm. Well, ya’ll going to join us for the church picnic on Sunday, won’t you?”
“That’s it?”
“What’s it?”
“You’re not even angry about this? I‘ve lied to you and everyone this entire time.”
Charlotte grasped her arm. “Mike, how can I be angry at somebody that just wants to protect her youn’uns? I was in your shoes? I’d do exactly the same thing.” She sighed. “Only thing that makes me angry is it has to come to somethin’ like this. He wouldn’t give you a divorce, is that it?”
“No, he wouldn’t sign,” she murmured. “He won’t let me out of the marriage. I was trapped, Charlotte. I still am.”
“Way a man has the right to just keep you in somethin’ like that against your will. Didn’t we just fight a war to end slavery? Well, nobody knows about that marriage except Sully and me. I reckon you could marry Sully here and nobody would be the wiser. I wouldn’t say anything.”
Michaela shook her head. “I can’t do that.”
Charlotte smiled softly at her. “Reckon I known you long enough to know that. What do ya say you invite me in for tea, we talk some more?”
Michaela smiled back at her and threaded her arm with hers, leading her inside.
* * *
“And then, then Mr. Slicker shot the barrel,” Josef said as he burst into more giggles. “And the beer poured down all over Mr. Lawson.” He took a sip of his milk.
Christopher and Hanna laughed and even Sully couldn’t help chuckling a little. He gave Hanna’s head a gentle caress. In less than a week she was completely herself again. All the coughing stopped and she was back at school and thankfully Christopher and Josef hadn’t caught the croup, too.
“They’re behaving no more maturely than school boys,” Michaela said disapprovingly. She cut her roast.
“I don’t know. I never had that much fun in school,” Sully remarked, shooting her a little smile.
“You think Mr. Lawson’s gonna get him back, Mama?” Josef asked.
“If I know Hank, I think definitely so.”
“Hey, you eat your carrots, don‘t just push ‘em around. Your ma cooked ‘em good,” Sully said as he nudged Christopher’s arm.
“Yes, sir,” Christopher said as he took a little bite.
Michaela met Sully’s eyes a moment. David used to do that, would encourage Christopher to eat. That was something fathers did. They looked like a family sitting around the supper table tonight. In many ways, they had become a family. She and Sully had become a team when it came to raising the children. She liked having a partner in this. She liked when Sully corrected the boys. It made her feel like they were a real family in a way. And yet, it wasn’t real at all. They were simply two friends sharing a meal together with their children. With David still alive, how they could be anything else she didn’t know. They had been doing this less than a week and every day was a struggle. Every day she felt herself resisting him and she could feel his frustration, not to mention hers. She looked away with a soft sigh and took a sip of coffee.
Someone knocked on the door as the children were still giggling.
“We expectin’ somebody?” Sully asked, glancing at Michaela.
“I don’t think so.”
He got up, put his napkin aside, and went over to the door.
“Maybe Mr. Lawson should set up a trap,” Christopher said.
“A trap?” Hanna said.
“Yeah, a trap over in the outhouse. So when Mr. Slicker opens the door the trap goes off.”
“What kind of trap?” Josef asked.
“I don’t know. I didn’t think it all through!” He giggled and Michaela smiled at him and rubbed his back.
“Eat your carrots, remember what Sully told you?”
“Yes, ma‘am,” he said as he took another bite willingly.
Sully opened the door. “Evenin’. Can we help you?”
Michaela froze with her coffee cup halfway to her lips. The blood drained from her face and her hand quivered ever so slightly.
“Michaela,” David breathed as he met her eyes. He was standing in the doorway, leaning on his cane. He had lost a little weight and grown a beard, but overall he looked fairly well.
Josef and Christopher snapped around in their chairs, recognizing the voice.
Josef shouted ecstatically.
“Daddy!” Christopher cried.
They got out of their chairs and bolted to him. David crouched down and enveloped them in his large arms. “My boys. My sons. My God, you‘re huge!”
Sully stared at him lividly. He glanced at Michaela and then grabbed David’s arm. “All right, get out of my house. Get off my property!”
“Wait,” David protested. “Things have changed now, things are different, just let me talk to her, I-”
“Get out! Ya ain‘t welcome here!” Sully shouted.
“Sully, no! He’s my daddy!” Josef cried.
“Sully, wait. Wait,” Michaela protested softly. She lowered her cup. “Just, just let the children see him. It’s all right.”
David glanced at her gratefully and then stroked Josef’s hair. “I missed you. I missed you.” He kissed them each, then looked at Michaela again. “Mike, I didn’t come here to give you court papers or get the law involved or take them. I just want to talk to you. I just want to talk. I‘m here peacefully, I promise you. I promise.”
“Daddy, Daddy,” Christopher said joyfully against his shoulder. He hugged his neck harder than he ever had in his life.
David slowly got up, carrying both of the boys in his strong arms and approaching Michaela. Sully followed after him a few paces behind, his arms crossed, watching his every move.
“The first thing I want you to know is … is that … ” His voice broke. “I’m off the morphine. I haven’t touched it since you left.”
Michaela blinked up at him. “Truly?” she choked.
“I swear it. I swear on the boys. Not a drop.”
“Oh, David,” she breathed. She slowly got up, tears welling in her eyes. “David.” The tears fell down her cheeks and she gave him a gentle hug. She looked at Sully, who was staring David down furiously. Sully had every right to be this skeptical, to want to kick him out of the house, the town even, after everything she had told him about their relationship. But when she saw how happy the boys were to see him, she couldn’t turn David away.
* * *
David sat in the wingback chair, his cane leaning against the side, as he cuddled Josef and Christopher in his lap. They had talked his ear off all evening about the homestead and living with Sully and Hanna and milking the cow, befriending the Indians and going to school. Finally they fell asleep in his arms, and he sat there and just looked at them and took them all in.
Michaela came over with two cups of coffee. She sat awkwardly in the chair beside him. She had nightmares about meeting David again. She had nightmares what he would do to her if he ever found them--hit her, choke her, take the boys from her, kill her. But this was nothing like that. David was calm, he was relaxed, he was rational. He didn’t even seem upset with her for leaving him. She could talk to him and not be afraid.
“They got so big,” he said proudly. “They look healthy. They’re getting a lot of sun. This mountain air‘s good for them.”
“Christopher started school last month,” she whispered. “David, he’s so smart.”
“Of course he is. Look at his mother and father.” He smiled down at him. “I knew we’d make good babies together.”
She smiled softly at that. He used to say that a long time ago, before the marriage started to crumble. She put her cup aside. She couldn’t contain her curiosity anymore. “How did you find us?”
He stroked Josef’s hair. “He wrote to me. He wrote me a letter.”
“Josef did?”
“Don’t blame him, Michaela. He didn’t say where you were. He said he couldn’t. He just said he missed me, that he loved me. That he just wanted me to know he loved me.” He sighed. “The boy must not have realized I would know where the letter was sent by the postmark, from Denver. As soon as I got it I took the first train to Denver, asked around. Asked everyone. Eventually I heard at the boarding house they had seen a widow from back East living here with her two sons.” He gazed into her eyes. “Mike? I want you to know I don’t blame you. I don’t blame you for leaving. I was … I was a horrible husband.”
She bent her head. “It was the drug.”
“But I don’t take it anymore. I stopped. Don’t you see? You can come home now. We can be a family. Darling, come home. You and the boys come home.”
She swallowed hard. She saw herself tumbling down the stairs and relived that sudden, sharp pain when her water broke and her labor started. Instantly she had known that the baby would not live, she knew as a doctor a baby that early couldn‘t live once the fluid ruptured. The sheer anguish she felt in her heart at that moment was so painful it took her breath away to this day.
She met his eyes. “Let’s just, let’s have you stay for a visit for now. We can talk about going home later,” she whispered.
He slowly let out his breath. “All right. That’s fair enough. After all I‘ve put you through that‘s fair enough.”
“How did you stop?” she asked. “How did you stop taking the morphine?”
“Well, I just … ” He reached across and caressed her arm. “I pictured your beautiful face. I thought about how much I love you. And I stopped.”
“David, you’re telling the truth?” she breathed. “You’ve stopped for good?”
“For good. I’ve stopped. I’ve stopped.”
She reached out and rubbed Christopher’s back. “It’s late. They have school. I should put them to bed. And you‘re probably tired from your journey.”
Sully slowly came down the stairs, arms still folded. Michaela glanced at him. She wondered if he had been there all along, lurking in the shadows. For some reason she wasn’t offended by that. Sully may have been eavesdropping on her private conversation with her husband, but he was doing it because he knew all about David, and he just wanted Michaela to be safe. She couldn’t blame him.
“Ya ain’t stayin’ here,” Sully said softly.
“No, no of course not,” David murmured. “I have a room in town at the saloon.”
“Good,” Sully said. He picked up Christopher and put him over his shoulder. Michaela picked up Josef.
David got up and grabbed his cane. He cleared his throat. “Well, perhaps I could come by tomorrow. Spend some time with them.”
“Yes, after school,” Michaela said.
“Perhaps I could pick them up from school?”
“Just, ya come out here to the homestead,” Sully said protectively. “I’ll pick ‘em up.”
He touched Michaela’s arm. “Goodnight, Michaela.” He bent his head and gave her cheek a light kiss.
* * *
“Ya ain’t thinkin’ of goin’ back with him, are ya?” Sully asked as they tucked Josef and Christopher in their twin beds.
Michaela glanced at him, not replying, and pulled the covers up warm around Josef as he slept on. She kissed his forehead.
“Sleep well,” she whispered. She went to Christopher’s bed and kissed him, then she left the room.
Sully followed after her. “I asked ya a question. You goin‘back to him?”
“I heard you, I don‘t want to talk about it,” she said defensively.
“Maybe I need to remind ya just what he did to you for four years.”
“And maybe I didn’t tell you enough how much my children adore their father. How much they just want to have a normal family and a normal life!”
“Nothin’ about that marriage was normal,” he muttered.
“You know nothing about that.” She headed to her room and opened the door. She went to her vanity and unpinned her cameo.
He rested his hand on the doorframe. “He ain’t gonna be alone with those boys. He’ll take ‘em again.”
“He’s not here to do that. He said so himself.”
“And you trust him?”
“No,” she blurted. “No, I don’t. Does that make you happy? I’m not the fool you think I am. I’m not leaving them alone with him. I won’t. Never.”
“I didn’t say you were a fool.”
“You might as well have. Now if you’ll excuse me I’d like to get dressed for bed.”
He paused a moment. He was tired of saying goodnight to Michaela every night and leaving her to her own room. He just wanted to have her sleep beside him as they had when Josef ran away. He wanted to make passionate love to her and then fall asleep with his arms around her. And he wanted to wake up to her sweet smile and kiss her good morning and make love again. But instead he had to leave her alone every night and keep a respectful distance and constantly pretend he didn’t love her and want to be with her. He had never been more tired of this charade they were always putting on.
“Goodnight,” Michaela added, shutting the door on him.
“Night,” he murmured as he stood there, letting out a soft sigh.
* * *
“Worms are herma-fa-dites,” Christopher said as he picked up a worm and dropped it into their bucket. “All the parts in one body.”
David smiled proudly at him as he held his fishing line in the water. “Let me guess who taught you that.”
“Mommy.”
“Mommy,” he said with a chuckle. “Here, Chris. Get your line.”
“I didn’t know you know how to fish, Papa,” Josef said. He rested his head against David’s shoulder and held his pole patiently as he gazed at the cool creek water.
“I never took you boys to fish? Why, there‘s always good fishing in the Charles. In fact, your mother and I used to fish together when we were children just your age.”
“Did you always know you loved Mommy, even when you were kids?” Christopher asked.
He chuckled softly. He really hadn’t thought Michaela all that special when they were children. Though somehow he had always ended up running into her. For the longest time she was just this awkward, teeny little girl who liked to tag along with him. It wasn’t until she graduated from medical school and came back to Boston a mature woman he first realized he was feeling something different for her than before. “Yes, yes I did.”
He gazed several dozen yards down the creek. Michaela and Sully were sitting on a log together, quietly talking. He had never seen her sit so close to another man like that. Nor was he all that fond of the way Sully was listening to her so intently, gazing into her eyes.
Michaela had been kind enough to give David plenty of space to be with the boys, although not so much that they were out of her sight. Sully too was always there whenever he visited them and would keep an eye on them. Neither of them trusted him with them, and David found that frustrating.
“So, you, you went to live with Sully as soon as you came out here?” David asked casually.
“Uh-huh. We ran out of money,” Josef said. “We had no place to go.”
“There was mice in the hotel, Daddy!” Christopher added. “I named one Gus!”
“Mice, oh.”
“Sully saved us. Mommy ran out of money. She is not good with money, is she, Daddy?” Christopher announced. “Even Sully gets mad!”
David let out an awkward chuckle. “No, Mommy is not good with money. She always let me handle the money.” He put his arm around him. “Mommy likes Sully, hm?”
“Yeah,” Josef said. He rubbed his nose.
“Christopher, I know the best spot for worms,” David said. “Over there in that mud.”
“Over there, Daddy?”
“Just over there. I’ll hold your pole. Go on, sweetheart.”
“All right.” He grabbed the worm bucket and ran off across some rocks.
“I’ve met some people in town, Josef,” David said.
“Who’d you meet? I like Mr. Bray.”
“You’d tell your daddy the truth about anything, wouldn’t you now, son?”
Josef shrugged. “Sure.”
“People in town say Mommy and Sully live together, like they’re married.”
Josef’s expression darkened. He had gotten into so many fights in school defending Michaela’s honor. “So what?” he muttered.
“Is that what they do?”
“I don’t know. I don’t care.” He scowled.
“Have you ever seen them go off alone together?”
“I don’t know. Why are you asking me about this, Daddy? Let’s fish.”
“It’s very important I know, Josef. It’s very important you tell me the truth. Does Mommy …. Does she go into his bedroom at night?”
“No,” Josef said firmly. He paused, thinking a moment. He wasn’t sure that was true. His mother and Sully always put him to bed first. Perhaps they wanted him to go to sleep first. “I … I don’t know. I guess I don’t know.” He bent his head, gathering his thoughts.
“What is it, Josef?” David said. “Please, tell me. You won’t get in trouble.”
“Well, I … I ran away once. I didn’t mean to. I was just, I was mad about some things.” He sniffled. “Sully helped find me. And …”
“And what?”
“After they found me, on the way home … I saw ‘em kiss.”
David felt his blood boiling. He gazed down the creek and breathed deeply.
“I never saw it again, Daddy. Just once. Usually they fight, they don‘t kiss.” Josef’s eyes welled with tears. “I’m sorry. Don’t be mad.”
“I’m not mad. No, I’m not mad. Shh.” He put his arm around him.
“You were right!” Christopher cried as he jogged back over to him. “I found almost ten worms in that mud, Daddy!”
“Oh, my, look at this!” David said, gathering him into his lap. “Well done!” He held him close and kissed his head.
“This is the best day ever, huh, Daddy?” Christopher remarked. “Isn’t this the best day?”
“Yes, it is. It is,” David said with a smile. “I have you two. Any day with you two is a wonderful day.”
* * *
“What’s he plan to do?” Dorothy asked quietly as she sat with Michaela in the café. Matthew and Ingrid were having a lively engagement party with practically the entire town there. Charlotte and Grace were busy making sure everyone was fed. Charlotte had Christopher on her hip and was helping him to taste something simmering on Grace’s stove. Meanwhile David was showing Josef a coin and making it appear out of his ear while everyone laughed.
“I’m not sure,” Michaela said as she took a sip of her coffee. “He says he wants to spend some time with the boys.”
“I don’t mean David. I mean Sully,” Dorothy explained.
Michaela glanced across the café where Sully was quietly standing, leaning against the boarding house stone wall and watching the party. He had been so quiet and reserved since David arrived, not saying much to her, just brooding about it.
“I don’t know,” Michaela whispered.
Michaela was very worried about telling the entire town that David was alive and she had been lying to them all this time. But Charlotte and Dorothy had immediately stepped up and said they would tell everyone and that she shouldn’t worry about that and should focus on the children and things at home. Michaela had never known a friendship like she had grown with those two women. She realized now she had never really had a truly deep, meaningful friendship with a woman until she moved to Colorado. It was the kind of friendship where she could trust them with anything in the whole world; reveal her deepest thoughts and secrets to them. It was more like having sisters than friends.
The town’s reaction took Michaela aback. No one really seemed angry, only just surprised. David was a friendly, likable person, he always had been, and the townspeople took to him immediately. What seemed to bother them the most actually, was that Michaela was a doctor. That’s all they talked about, especially Loren and Jake and several of the other men in town, how they would never trust a woman to cut them open, let alone even pull a tooth. They outright told her she had better not get any funny ideas about opening up a practice here, that wasn‘t needed or welcome here, and she should just stick to midwifeing with Charlotte. Some of them even demanded to see her medical degree and when she tried to explain she had to burn it, they looked at her all the more skeptically.
Sully told her not to worry about that, that they would warm up in time. He said she should put out her shingle and start seeing patients as they came along and everything would fall into place.
David got up and picked up his glass of cider. He hit it with his fork and everyone quieted down. “Everyone, I’d like to thank all of you for welcoming me so kindly to your town. And I want to propose a toast to the happy couple.”
Matthew put his arm around Ingrid and they looked up at him with a smile.
“May your love be like a red, red rose, that’s newly sprung in June.” He looked across the café at Michaela, nostalgia all across his face.
“Here, here!” everyone shouted as they touched their glasses.
Quietly, Michaela left the café and headed out to the street. With a soft sigh she found a seat on Charlotte’s bench, resting her hands in her lap. The streets were empty. Everyone was at the party. A usually bustling town was very quiet over here and she was left with nothing but her own thoughts. She thought about David and how she had known him since she was a little girl and had always been so fond of him. As a child she saw him as her brave and handsome knight. She eventually grew up, and those girlish feelings blossomed into something more mature, and they developed a real adult relationship that produced two beautiful children.
“Some engagement party we had back in the day, didn’t we?” David said softly as he approached her.
“I was thinking about that,” she replied with a small smile. “I was thinking about everything. Our courtship, our engagement, the war. Us.”
“Me, too,” he said as he leaned on his cane. “Young love’s a wonderful thing. You remember the speeches we wrote together?”
“How could I forget? The first one we stayed up all night.”
He joined her on the bench and leaned his cane against the stone wall. “But what a speech we wrote. When we finished, we walked along the Charles and watched the sun rise.”
She gazed into his eyes. “The flower sellers were just setting up their carts. You bought me lilacs.”
He caressed her shoulder and slowly kissed her. “Michaela, I love you. And you love me.”
She lowered her eyes. “David, we were younger then. Full of dreams. Things are different now.”
“We can have that back.”
“How? After everything how do we go back? I don’t think we can.”
“After everything the two of us have been through, I think it’s worth a try.” He grasped her hand. “They say there’s a dance coming up this Saturday. Would you do me the honor of going with me?”
She swallowed. Sully had talked about the dance. He wanted them to go together. But David was here now and he seemed to sincerely want them to reconcile. She could hear laughing coming from the café and she remembered her own engagement party around Christmas 1864 so vividly it was like it was yesterday.
“Yes,” she whispered. “Let‘s go together.”
He smiled at her and drew her hand to his lips, giving it a sweet kiss.
Chapter Twenty-five
Sully shifted restlessly in bed, folding his hands across his bare chest and then under his head and patting his pillow. He gazed at the empty spot to his right. That was where Abigail used to sleep, to his right. Even five years after she died, he always slept off to one side of the bed, leaving her spot empty, another old habit. Suddenly he could picture so vividly Michaela laying there beside him in that empty spot, beautiful and sweet and sleeping serenely, covered warmly with his sheet and quilt. He let out a frustrated sigh and got out of bed. He paced a moment at the end of the bed, then impulsively, he went to the door and slowly opened it. He paused in the doorway, clutching the doorframe with one hand, and gazed down the dark hallway, gazing at Michaela’s door. He looked away a moment, contemplating what to do. Every rational bone in his body told him to close his door and go back to bed, forget about Michaela. But he couldn’t get her out of his mind. He couldn’t sleep.
He snapped his head up when he heard a doorknob creaking as it turned. Her door slowly opened and Michaela stepped into her doorframe. She looked just as shocked to see him there as he was to see her.
“Are you all right?” she whispered at last.
He swallowed. “Couldn’t sleep is all.”
“I couldn’t either,” she admitted. She slowly walked over to him. “I was going to put on some hot tea. Do you want some?”
He ever so gently grasped her arm and stroked it. “Michaela, I wanna tell ya somethin’. I don’t want ya to go back to him,” he whispered.
“I’m just getting to know him again, that’s all,” she whispered back. “He’s a different man now that he‘s not using morphine.”
“Maybe so, but that don’t change what he did to ya in the past. I don’t think you and the kids can ever be safe with him again. One thing’s for sure, I ain’t gonna lose you.”
“Sully, I know you want me to stay here with you, but-”
He held up one hand. “No, it ain’t about me. This ain’t why I’m tellin’ ya this, so you’ll stay with me. Even if ya don’t wanna be with me, that’s all right, I just don’t think I could ever rest easy you stay with him. I‘d wake up every mornin’ wonderin‘ if you were still safe. Alive.”
“Oh, Sully. But he makes my children so happy,” she replied. “We could make it work if they’re happy.”
He shook his head. “You ain’t happy, don’t see how your kids can ever be. I just want ya to be happy. Maybe there’s a part of you ain’t sure you deserve a different kinda life, a life without him. But ya do.” He gazed deeply into her eyes. Then he tenderly caressed her cheek and stroked it with his thumb. “Ya do.”
It was Michaela who ever so tenderly caressed his bare shoulder, stood on tiptoe and gave him a hug. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close, caressing her head. She closed her eyes, relishing the feel of his strong arms around her. As her feelings for Sully grew over the past several months she found herself picturing what it might be like to be with him. In the darkness of her bedroom, late at night when she couldn‘t sleep, she found herself thinking about Sully, thinking about him the way a woman thought about the man she loved. She was, after all, a woman. A woman with needs who had been without her husband, sleeping all by herself, for six months now. All those nights alone, she had never thought about David or reminisced what she used to share with him. All those nights, her thoughts were about Sully. Now she wondered if all this time perhaps he had been consumed with the same thoughts about her. She shifted back ever so slightly, looking into his eyes, and tenderly pressed her lips to his. The kiss was so sensuously warm and soft and felt as good as the first time they had done that, if not better. It was Sully who abruptly cut them off. He pulled back and shook his head.
“You’re married,” he murmured.
“I’ve always been married, that never stopped you before.”
“You didn’t tell me before,” he retorted firmly.
“So you never would have kissed me out in the woods if you knew I were married?”
“I don’t know,” he muttered. “No. I wouldn’t of. And I never woulda let you stay under my roof either I knew about him.” He silently walked back to his door.
“Sully,” she called softly. “I’m sorry. Sully, wait.”
He clutched his doorframe. “You gotta chose the person that’s gonna be best for you and the kids. But wait too long, and ya might lose what ya got here.”
“What do you mean?”
“I got no reason to stay here, now that I been transferred to Tanner Flats. Weren‘t for you, Hanna and me woulda moved there by now.” He stared at her a long moment, then went inside and shut his door tightly after him.
* * *
“Choose your partners now, time for the sweetheart’s reel,” Jake said as the band started playing again.
Michaela stood off to the side with the boys and Hanna watching all the dancers. One of the young boarders at Charlotte’s approached her with a smile.
“How ‘bout it, Mrs. Lewis?” he asked, holding out his hand.
“Oh, well, I-” she said hesitantly.
“Go on, Mama,” Josef said with an encouraging smile.
“Yeah, just like that ball Gran’ma had in Boston,” Christopher added.
“All right,” she said, smiling at the boys and grabbing the boarder’s hand.
He took her out to the dance floor and they joined the reel, sashaying down the line.
“Swing ‘em high, swing ‘em low, hold ‘em tight and let ‘em go,” Jake called out.
David sipped at his punch and leaned against the boarding house rail, watching Michaela dance with a soft smile.
Sully slowly came over to him and stood beside him.
“You should have seen the way the two of us could dance,“ David spoke softly. “Before the war, before I was shot.” He sighed softly. “Everything was different before the war. If you could have seen her then.”
“I see her now.” He folded his arms. “And she’s a good ma. A good woman.”
David glanced at him a moment and then continued to watch Michaela dance.
“Pair couple sashay down the center,” Jake called.
“Why’d you do it?” Sully asked.
“Do what?” David blurted.
“Beat ’er,” he replied firmly.
“What did she tell you?” he replied, annoyed. “I suppose she made it seem like it was all my fault. Told you what a victim she was?”
“As a matter of fact, she blames herself. For most of it at least.”
David looked surprised by this. “She does?”
“That’s right.”
“Our relationship, it’s complicated, Mr. Sully. I’ve been with her ten years. Far too complicated to explain in one night. Besides, that’s between Michaela and me now.”
“I don’t care how complicated it is, any man puts his hands on a woman, especially the mother of his kids, is a coward,” Sully said slowly and quietly. “You don’t deserve a woman like her. You had any honor, she never woulda had to run away from you the way she did.”
“I don’t think you should talk that way, Mr. Sully,” David said. “I thought we could be friends.”
“You ain’t my friend,” Sully snapped.
“At least we can be civil.”
“Civil! You call pushin’ her down the stairs makin’ her lose her baby civil?!”
David swallowed hard. “She … she told you that?”
Sully pointed his finger at David‘s chest. “She still loves you, I see it in her eyes. Maybe she’s gonna go back to Boston with ya, I don’t know. But you ever, ever lay a hand on her again?.I’ll kill ya myself.”
“Daddy!” Christopher cried happily, running across the dance floor to him. “Look at Mommy!”
David held out his arms and lifted him up. “Yes, I see. Isn’t she a wonder?!”
“Sully, look,” Christopher added. “Mommy’s a fairy.”
“That she is,” Sully whispered.
Michaela twirled around and around with her partner in the center of the dance floor and everyone paused to watch. Finally the dance ended and everyone clapped.
The band started up with another tune, this one much slower and more romantic.
“Could you take him?” David asked as he handed Christopher to Sully. He grabbed his cane and headed over to Michaela.
“Sully, guess what?” Christopher whispered. “Mama can dance like magic.”
Sully stroked his hair with a smile.
David approached Michaela. “Mind if I cut in, son?”
“Yes, sir,” the boarder said as he backed away.
“May I?” David said, holding out his hand to her. “I can’t dance very well with my leg, but I can have you in my arms.”
Michaela took his hand and wrapped her other arm around his shoulders. He put his large hand across her back and they swayed gently with the music.
“Michaela?” he murmured.
“Yes?” she whispered.
“What would you think if we went out alone tomorrow night?”
She glanced at the children. They had all found their way over to Sully.
“I don’t know.”
“I want us to get to know each other again,” he whispered. “I want you to know me. The sober me.”
“Oh, David,” she murmured.
He caressed her cheek. “No commitments. Just supper. A chance to talk together. Say you will.”
She glanced at the boys. She had never seen them look so hopeful. They were watching their parents back together again, dancing together. It was as if the past six months had never even happened.
“Yes,” she whispered.
* * *
Michaela dabbed some perfume on her wrist in front of her vanity mirror. Then she did one last check of her hair. She had pulled it up in the back and curled it into several long, thick ringlets that spilled down her shoulders.
“Mommy, you look like a princess,” Josef breathed.
She saw her two little boys in the mirror. They were in her doorway.
She turned around slowly. “Do I?”
Josef and Christopher came over to her and gave her a hug.
“You be good for Sully tonight, all right? Your best behavior.” She held them a long moment.
“Mommy?” Josef whispered. “Are we going to go live with Daddy?”
She guided him back a bit and smoothed his hair. “I don’t know,” she answered truthfully.
“You love Daddy again,” Christopher said. He looked so happy at that moment Michaela felt tearful.
“Here, come here,” she said as she guided them on the bed. She sat down and drew Christopher into her lap. “I’ll always love your daddy,” she said softly. “But sweetheart, there’s different kinds of love. One kind is when you want to be married to the other person. And one kind is more you just want to be good friends. Do you understand?”
“Which kind is it with Daddy?” Josef whispered.
She swallowed hard. “I’m not sure yet,” she admitted. “But I want you to let Daddy and me sort that out. You don’t need to worry about that, all right? I need you to be patient about it, is that all right?”
Christopher hugged her neck. “Yeah, all right.”
She kissed his cheek. “I love you. There’s only one kind of love when it comes to you two. The best kind.”
Sully appeared in the doorway. “He’s here,” he murmured.
Michaela got up and the boys ran out of the room to greet their father.
“Thank you for watching the children,” Michaela said softly.
He nodded.
“I’ll be home before bedtime. I’ll tuck them in.”
“Good, they like you for that.” He cleared his throat. “You, uh-”
“Sully, I … Oh, you go first.”
“I just, I was gonna say ya look pretty.”
“Oh. I mean, thank you. Thank you, Sully.”
“Ya best get goin’.”
She walked past him awkwardly. He could still smell her perfume lingering in the air. When he first met her, she smelled funny to him and he didn’t like it and he thought she was stuck up. Now it just reminded him of her and everything about her, everything they had been through together and how much he cared about her. With a soft sigh, he followed her downstairs.
* * *
“Josef picked it up so fast,” Michaela said as they ate their supper by candlelight in the café. “He knows at least a dozen different Cheyenne words now.”
David shook his head. “Speaking Cheyenne, milking cows, fishing. Why, you’ve turned them into regular little pioneers. And what‘s this I hear about you driving? Is it true?”
“My friend Charlotte taught me.”
“Michaela Quinn of Beacon Hill driving a wagon across the wild West.”
She smiled softly. “I never would have thought we were suited for all this. But it’s working. It’s working.”
He reached across and grasped her hand. “You were always pale as a ghost. Now look at you.”
“Mother would be furious. A lady doesn‘t look like this.”
He smiled softly. “No, there’s a color in your cheeks. A light in your eyes. You look beautiful.”
“Thank you,” she said softly. “You’re looking well, too.”
“You wired your mother, didn’t you? Let her know you’re all right? She‘s been worried about all of you, you know.”
“Yes, first thing.”
He stroked her hand with his thumb. “Remember the first time I took you out?”
She smiled nostalgically. “I had just had a terrible argument with Mother. You were my hero getting me away from that house.”
“You’re wrong, Mike. You’re my hero.” He raised her hand and kissed it.
“I, it’s getting late. I told the boys I would tuck them in.”
“Come back to my room.”
She hesitated.
“Just to talk some more,” he whispered. “It’s chilly out. The boys are fine.” He got up and pulled out her chair. Then he grasped her hand. She slowly took it and together they walked hand in hand out of the café.
* * *
“Here, sit,” David said as he patted his pillow and guided Michaela to the bed. He lighted another lamp. Then he pulled a chair over from the vanity to sit across from her.
“I didn’t know it would be so nice in here, so … inviting,” Michaela remarked awkwardly. “It’s a saloon.” The room was clean and dry and there was even a small bouquet of flowers on the vanity.
He smiled softly. “The bartender, Hank. He keeps offering me a drink. I just quit morphine, I don’t think I need to start drinking now instead.”
She tried to smile at that but she couldn’t.
“Certainly is beautiful,” he remarked. “Colorado, I mean.”
“Sully says it’s like no place on earth.”
“You and Sully, you … ” He sighed. “I mean, he seems to care about you.”
“Yes, he does. And the boys. He’s a good friend.”
“He’s not anything more, is he?” He dreaded her answer.
Michaela thought back to the tender kiss they had shared beneath the lean-to, Josef sleeping nearby and the rain pouring down on the roof. She had never felt anything as nice as that kiss. No man had ever treated her so tenderly. No man had ever made her feel so feminine and loved. But she couldn‘t tell David that. Despite everything, she didn‘t want to hurt him. “No,” she whispered. “No, he’s just a friend of course.”
He eyed her for a very long moment, and Michaela worried that he knew something. But how could he? She had never told anyone how complicated her feelings were for Sully.
“Mike? There’s, there’s one thing we never really talked about.”
“Hm? What’s that?”
He bent his head. “The baby. What happened to the baby.”
She swallowed. She didn’t think the pain of losing her little girl would ever lessen. It still felt like yesterday. And she didn‘t want to talk about it. Not now, and she didn‘t think ever. “David, I can’t I-”
“No, I need to say this. It was my fault.” He raised his head and looked into her eyes. “It was completely my fault. I‘ve had a lot of time to think about this.”
“I know you didn’t mean for that to happen,” she whispered. “No one would mean for something like that.”
“But calling it an accident all this time, I realize now that just, that just takes the blame off me, makes it seem like I had nothing to do with it. I want to take the blame. The full blame. I was trying to get you to do what I wanted and I was trying to hurt you and in the process our baby was hurt instead.” He reached forward and clasped her hands. “I know it wasn’t that long ago. That we’ll need time. But perhaps someday …. Someday, you could forgive me? For the boys, for our family. So we can go on.”
Tears welled in her eyes. At last she managed a little nod. “Perhaps,” she choked.
He leaned forward and drew her into a long, tender hug. Michaela held him and cried silent tears. If only she could have turned the clock backward, somehow stopped that Army doctor from giving David the morphine on that fateful day when he was injured in battle. Perhaps they would be home now with their two sons and a beautiful baby daughter about to be born too and they would be living a wonderful life together. In fact the baby’s due date was only supposed to be a few weeks from now. But now that could never be.
She felt David’s lips gently touch her cheek. Then he was kissing her and unbuttoning the back of her dress.
“David,” she protested. “I should get back.”
“I want you to stay here tonight,” he whispered, caressing her back. “I want you to stay here, with me. Sleep with me, Michaela. Like a wife is meant to sleep with her husband. Say you‘ll stay.”
Michaela closed her eyes. Her heart was so torn over David. She didn’t love this man the way she once did, as hard as she was trying. But she pictured the boys and how much they adored David, and how terrible it had been on them to leave him, how hopeful they were about having him back in their lives and perhaps living with him again, and she decided to give it one last chance. Just one last chance to make it work.
“I’ll stay,” she said bravely.
He slowly smiled. “Good. Good.” He kissed her again. They undressed each other in the lamplight and soon he had laid her down on the soft mattress and was making love to her like he once had when they were first married, when they were first in love and David treated her like nothing less than a precious gem. It was slow and tender and felt good.
David slept afterward, a long, peaceful sleep. He wrapped her in his arms and caressed her breast and fell asleep gently kissing her neck and the back of her ear. But Michaela laid awake, stroking his large hand with her fingers and thinking back on their ten years together and all their ups and downs. Years ago, she had thought if they could survive the war and David’s injuries as a result, they could get through anything. She had been so incredibly sure the marriage was right and that they were a perfect match. Even despite her father’s reservations. But now, the feelings weren’t there anymore. They simply weren’t there. They hadn’t been there for a long time. And after awhile, as she slowly began to move on from David, new feelings had blossomed for someone else. For Sully.
When the sun finally started to rise, she carefully disengaged himself from his embrace and dressed quietly in the corner of the room. Then she gathered her purse and went over to David, crouching down and giving his cheek a gentle, final kiss. At last she opened the door and slipped out of the room and out of the saloon.
* * *
Michaela was hoping no one would be awake yet when she got home and she could discreetly slip into her room and wash up, change her clothes. But as she approached the homestead in the warm morning sunlight, she heard Sully chopping wood at the block near the porch.
He looked up as she approached, noticing her clothes from the night before. Then he stacked some kindling beside the stairs.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t home earlier,” she said softly. “You didn’t worry, did you?”
“You can take care of yourself, ain’t that what you told me?” He grabbed the axe again and put another piece of wood on the block.
“Are the children still asleep?”
“Yes.” He brought the axe down on the wood very hard, splitting it evenly.
“Good.”
“You with him this whole time?” He dumped the pieces of wood on the pile. He glanced up, brow narrowed slightly. “All night?”
“We, there was a lot to talk about.”
“Ya talked,” he said skeptically.
“Yes, we talked.”
“That all you did?”
“Stop it,” she retorted.
“What’d you talk about? Boston? The life you’re gonna have back there?”
Now he was really making her angry. “No, as a matter of fact.”
“When you leavin’?” he muttered. “I wanna know. So I can prepare Hanna. She cares about you. It‘ll be hard on her.”
“I’m not leaving.”
He chopped another piece of wood.
“I said I’m not leaving, Sully.”
He paused a moment, not sure he understood her correctly.
“I’m happy for David he’s given up the morphine. I’m happy he’s turning his life around. But a marriage without love is … well, it’s no marriage at all. It’s not the kind of relationship I want my children to be a part of. It just wouldn’t be healthy for them.” She felt tears well up. “I wanted to do it for them. I gave David another chance because I want them to have a mother and a father. This isn’t …. this isn’t the outcome I wanted. David and I, our marriage disintegrating in front of their eyes and then finally leaving him, it’s been so very hard on them. But it’s where I am and I have to go forward from here and try to give Josef and Christopher a happy life despite my failings. I can‘t make my heart feel something it doesn‘t.”
“You didn’t fail,” he murmured. “He failed.”
“Perhaps a little of both.”
“He all right with all this?” he murmured.
“I haven’t told him. I’ll tell him when I see him,” she whispered. “He’s different now that he’s not on that drug. We can work together now, we can share the boys now. He said whatever I decided he‘ll be all right.”
“I hope ya can. I mean, work this out. A boy should have his real pa around,” he said softly.
“You mean that?”
He nodded. He tapped the axe into the block and walked over to her. “I’m glad you’re home.”
She smiled softly. “Me, too.”
He drew her into a warm hug, gently rocking her and ever so tenderly stroking her hair.
* * *
“I just thought, I mean, after last night,” David said softly as he and Michaela walked their horses slowly along the path.
“I suppose I just, I wanted to be absolutely sure it wasn’t going to work before I told you I couldn’t do this anymore,” Michaela explained.
“So that’s it then. The marriage is over.”
“David. The marriage was over years ago. You know that as well as I.”
He sighed and removed his hat. “I suppose you’re right.” He paused and turned to face her. “I suppose I can’t say you didn’t try.” He smiled softly.
“We both tried,” she said tearfully. “We love our sons as deeply as parents can. We tried it once more for them. I think we did everything we possibly could to try to stay together for them and we have nothing to be ashamed of. And speaking of them. Perhaps we could go see a lawyer in Denver next week. I mean, to help us agree on custody of them.”
“Let’s not see a lawyer. Let’s not waste our money on some crook. Let’s just sit down and work it out like two adults. Two adults who just want what‘s best for our sons.”
“You mean that?”
“I do. I want you to have custody of them. They need their mother. We can work it out so I visit often.”
“Oh, David. Oh. Thank you.”
They walked in silence for a time.
“Michaela?” he murmured after awhile. “Tell me why it didn’t work. I gave up the morphine for you.”
“You should give it up for yourself, too, David.”
They walked a bit more.
“Is it Sully?” He stopped them again. “Is that why you don’t want me anymore?”
Michaela looked at him apprehensively. She didn’t want to get into it with David all the reasons she had chosen not to go back to him. A woman’s heart held many secrets. And she didn’t see a reason to just make all of this harder on him by rehashing everything he had ever done to her.
“I met Sully after it was already over,” she said.
“That’s not what my question was.”
“Yes, I care for Sully.”
“Are you sleeping with him?”
She felt her cheeks burn. “David,” she breathed.
“You are, aren’t you? Don’t lie. Josef told me.”
“I don’t know what Josef told you. Sully’s a good friend of mine, my best friend here. We-”
“I’ve seen the way he looks at you. Like a man who’s sleeping with you. And you. You look at him the same, you little whore. That‘s why you weren’t very good last night. You were thinking about Sully.”
“Stop it,” she retorted. “This isn’t about Sully. It’s about you and how you killed our baby and almost killed me, too! That‘s why I can‘t go back to you. Because I can‘t be with you anymore after that! Is that what you want to know?”
He sobered. “I’m sorry, Michaela. I’m sorry. This is just … this is difficult. You‘re my whole life and …. And that‘s all gone now.”
“It’s hard on me too,” she whispered.
“I know. I just, I’m going to need some time with this. Could I, could I bring the divorce papers by later?”
“Yes, of course,” she whispered. “When you’re ready.”
He touched his thumb to her chin. “I should head back to town before it gets too late. I‘ll come by tomorrow to see the children.”
“All right. Goodbye.” She watched him mount his horse. Then after awhile she mounted Flash and headed the short way home. She didn’t know David was still lingering at the tree line watching her when she rode up to the porch.
Sully came out to greet her and she just hugged him.
“You all right? What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Nothing.”
“He’s all right with it, right? He’s gonna give ya the divorce?”
“Yes.”
“What about the kids?”
“He says I can have custody, thank God.”
“Then what is it?”
“I don’t know. I’m just glad it’s over. Just hold me, Sully. Hold me.”
He kissed her cheek and rocked her soothingly for a very long time, letting her know through his tender touch he was there and supporting her.
“Sully?”
He held her all the tighter.
“I love you, too,” she whispered.
He smiled and kept rocking her, caressing her hair.
* * *
Josef circled the bases as his team cheered. He jumped onto home plate and his team gathered around him and patted him on the back.
David slowly walked over to him. “Very good, Josef.”
“Pa?” he replied.
“It’s Daddy!” Christopher cried, running over to him from the bench where he was eating his lunch and watching the older boys play baseball.
David picked him up and hugged him.
“Did you come to visit us at school?” Christopher asked.
“Why you here?” Josef asked.
“Well, I came to pick you up.”
“Mommy’s picking us up later,” Christopher said. “Us and Hanna.” He glanced at the seesaw where Hanna was playing with a friend.
“No, I just talked to Mommy,” David said with a smile, patting his chest. “Guess what? We’re going home. The four of us. Back to Boston.”
“We are?” Christopher cried.
“But where is she?” Josef asked.
“Mommy said to go on ahead, she’d meet us at the train station. She’s just packing your things. She’ll meet us. We have to hurry, we‘ll miss the stage.”
Christopher glanced at Hanna again hesitantly. “But … what about Sully? And Hanna.”
Josef seemed equally torn. “I … Sully was going to take us hunting on Saturday.”
David did his best to hide how furious he was that the boys didn‘t want to leave because of Sully and Hanna. He tried to smile. “I’ll take you hunting in the woods at home, all right? Anyway, they’re going to be there, too. At the train station. To see us off and say goodbye.”
“Mornin‘, Dr. Lewis,” Olive said as she approached them, arms folded.
“Oh, you must be their teacher Miss Olive,” he said, shaking her hand cordially.
“Where you going with them?” she asked skeptically.
“Michaela and I have decided to take the boys home to Boston. We have to make the noon stage. Miss Olive, I can’t thank you enough for everything. The boys just talk all the time about you.”
She smiled, flattered. “Well, it’s a pleasure to have them in class.”
“Come along, Josef,” David said, grabbing his hand.
“Dr. Lewis, where’s Mike?” Olive asked.
“Oh, she’s just going to meet us there. She said I should go on ahead and pick them up.” He walked briskly away with them.
Olive reluctantly backed away, watching them go.
Chapter Twenty-six
“I know, I know, I should give the horse a little more rein,” Michaela said as she drove the wagon toward town.
“What?” Sully replied as he sat beside her.
“Isn’t that what you were thinking? You look deep in thought about something.”
He smiled softly. “No, I wasn’t thinkin’ about your drivin’.”
“What then?”

“I was thinkin’, I’d like to court you.”
“Sully, we’ve talked about this. Besides, we live together,” she said with an uncomfortable smile. “I think we’ve skipped that step. Or at least we‘re doing this quite out of order.”
“Michaela, I’m serious. I wanna court ya proper.”
She slapped the reins. “G’up. Come on.”
“You’re divorced now. We love each other, ya said it. What‘s the matter?”
“You’ve barely waited for the ink to be dry. Besides, I’m not really divorced yet. Not until I get the paperwork from David and we file. It could take several weeks, even months.”
“I’d say he’s given up any right he’s got left to you. You know, I got that homestead couple miles south of here. I could go stay there if it would make ya feel better.”
They crossed the bridge to the meadow and Michaela pulled the wagon to a stop. “It just, it frightens me, Sully. Starting over. What if it doesn‘t work out?”
He put his hand on her back. “That’s what courtin’s for, ain’t it? See if ya can make somethin’ work out.”
“I just don’t know if I want to put the boys through something that … that isn’t meant to be.”
“You sayin’ we ain’t meant to be?”
“No. I don’t know, honestly. I just don’t know if I can do it again. Get married. I don’t know if I can truly trust another man again. You or anyone.”
“You scared I might end up like David?” he murmured.
She lowered her eyes. “That relationship, I thought it was perfect. I didn’t see it coming.”
“Ya can’t blame yourself. Nobody coulda seen that.”
“It’s just how do I know if …”
“If I’d do that to you?”
“I don’t mean that exactly,” she whispered. “But we’re different in so many ways. We disagree on so many things.”
“I don’t wanna change you. I want ya to be who you are. I don’t got a need to make you agree with me on everything. I don’t got a need to make ya do what I want. That’s not me.”
“No, that was David.” She swallowed hard. “Oh, Sully. I just don’t know if I know how to even have a positive, healthy relationship anymore. I don’t know how to be in something like that.”
“You are in somethin’ healthy right now. With me. Look at me.” He gazed into her eyes. “I ever broken a promise to you?”
“No.”
“I promise I’d never do that to you. Or the kids. Michaela, if you give me a chance, I promise I’ll do everything I know how to give you and those boys a better life than that.” He took her hand. “Let me court ya. Let’s just try it.”
She smiled softly and nodded. “All right. We’ll try it.”
He smiled at her and kissed her gently.
“Mike, you’re still here!” Hanna cried as she ran up to the wagon carrying her books.
“What do you mean?” Michaela asked, glancing down at her.
“Dr. Lewis came by. He said you were going back to Boston.” Hannah looked up at her with confusion.
Michaela felt her heart in her throat. She looked around the schoolyard. “Where are the boys? Where are Josef and Chris?”
“They went with him,” Hanna said. “Papa, what’s wrong?”
“When?” Michaela cried, quickly climbing down from the wagon. She grasped Hanna’s arms. “Hanna, when was he here?”
She grew tearful. “I don’t know. At recess.”
“Oh, my God.” She looked at Sully helplessly.
Olive came running over, alarmed. “He said you went to Denver!” she called.
Michaela shook her head. She couldn’t find her voice.
Olive pressed her fingers to her mouth. “Oh, no. I let him take them. I let him take them.”
“What time was he here?” Sully demanded.
“About noon I think. He said he was taking the stage to Denver.”
“Sully, he has them,” Michaela blurted. “Sully!”
Sully picked up Hanna and gave her to Olive. “Can ya watch her for us?”
“Of course, of course.”
Sully grabbed Michaela’s hand. “Come on.”
“He could be anywhere by now. It’s been hours!” she exclaimed.
“Just stay calm. Maybe he ain’t gone far. We’ll check his hotel room first.”
They raced to the saloon and made their way to the back rooms.
Hank whistled at them. “Hey. Ya gotta pay first before you two help yourself to a room.”
“Did Dr. Lewis check out yet?” Sully retorted.
“Maybe he did and maybe he didn’t,” Hank said as he poured a customer a glass of whiskey.
“Hank, this is serious,” Michaela said angrily. “He has my children!”
“What my customers do is private,” Hank told them. “I don’t go around tellin’ folks about you spendin’ the night here last week.”
Some of the men at the bar laughed.
“I know where his room is, Sully,” Michaela said as she quickly made her way down the hall to the first door. “It was this one.” She banged on the door. “David! David!” She turned the doorknob but it wouldn’t budge. “It’s locked.”
“Back up,” Sully said. He kicked the door open in one smooth motion. The room was neat and tidy, the bed made.
“His luggage is gone,” Michaela said.
Sully saw some papers on the vanity. He picked them up. Michaela came over to him and took them. “Our divorce papers,” she breathed. She flipped a page. “He signed them.” She flipped through the rest of them. There was nothing left but a few documents about their finances. “Where’s the custody papers? He said he would give custody to me! He promised!”
Sully looked through the papers again. “What’s this?”
Michaela read some smaller print down at the bottom. “Defendant Dr. David Lewis will maintain full custody of minors Josef Lewis and Christopher Lewis. Plaintiff to have no visitation rights or contact with said minors.”
Michaela felt a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. David had given her the divorce, but he had backed out on giving her the children, too. He had taken them, either to Boston or who knew where. And perhaps this time, he really would kill them. She closed her eyes and a terrifying image of two bloody, dead little boys flashed before her.
“Sully, they’re dead, he’s going to shoot them, he has a gun!” she cried. “I saw it, here in his drawer.”
“They’re all right. I know they are.” He grabbed her arms. “We’ll find ‘em. We’re gonna find ‘em. We gotta borrow some horses. We‘ll go to Denver where the stage went.”
“What if we’re too late?” she exclaimed. “They could be on the train tonight!”
He thought a moment. “We’ll have Horace wire the station. Tell the sheriff to stop ‘em.”
“Sully, the law has no authority to do that. They’re his children, he‘s their father. If he wants custody the law is on his side and I‘m never going to see them again!”
“We ain’t givin’ up until we get them back,” he retorted. “We ain’t gonna give up!”
“You busted my door, Sully,” Hank griped, appearing in the doorway. “You plannin’ on payin’ for that?”
“Hank, we gotta borrow two horses,” Sully said.
“I’ll just add it to your bill,” he drawled.
* * *
“Does my room look just the same?” Christopher asked as he leaned against David’s side in the stagecoach.
David had his arms tightly around them and kept looking out the window distrustfully and eyeing the young couple across from them. “Yes, just the same.”
“My Noah’s Ark and my horses and everything?”
“And maybe a few more things I got you,” David said with a soft smile.
“How long until Mommy comes?” Josef asked, leaning against his other side and looking up at him.
“Not long.”
Josef bit his lip. “But isn’t there only one stage today?”
“No, there’s another one later.”
“Oh.” He sighed impatiently and stuck his fingers in David’s vest pocket
“Daddy?” Christopher whispered. “Daddy, you promise you won’t ever hurt her again? Mommy?”
David kissed his head. “Yes. I promise.”
Christopher smiled and closed his eyes tiredly. “Good.”
Josef looked up at his father, biting his lip again.
“What is it?” David asked.
Josef wanted so badly to trust him, and yet something was telling him not to. This is what he had been wishing for all these long months, for David to come get them and for his mother and father to be together again. Yet now that it had happened he felt so torn. “Nothing,” he whispered.
“You rest, too,” David instructed. “We’ll be there soon.”
* * *
“It can’t be delayed,” David said firmly to the ticket agent. Josef and Christopher were waiting for him on a nearby bench with their luggage.
“It can and it is,” the ticket agent said. He stamped some tickets. “I’ve booked you on tomorrow’s train at eight o‘clock. You’ll take priority.”
“What’s your price?” David said quietly. He pulled out his billfold. “Name it, what’s your price. Whatever it is I‘ll pay but we must get on that train tonight!”
“Mister, if I could get you on that train tonight I would but the fact is it ain’t leaving tonight. Now why don’t you make yourself at home at the hotel down the street? Maybe have yourself a drink. Weather’ll clear out by morning and you‘ll be on your way.”
David ran his fingers through his hair distraughtly and walked back over to the boys. They looked a little nervous to see him so upset.
“What…what’s wrong, Daddy?” Christopher whispered.
“Damned railroad, if they could foul something up they will.”
“Where’s Mommy?” Josef asked boldly.
“I told you she’s coming, stop carrying on about her like some baby.” He grabbed their arms and got them to their feet. “Come on, let’s get a room.”
* * *
It was getting dark as David lighted a lamp in their hotel room and paced back and forth. Josef sat on the bed with Christopher, his arm around him reassuringly, as they watched their father grow increasingly distraught.
Josef took a brave breath. “Why isn’t Mommy here yet? It’s getting late.”
“She must have been held up with a patient,” David muttered.
“Daddy, where is she?” Josef said louder.
“Be quiet and let me think!” David retorted.
Christopher sniffled a little, bending his head.
“She’s not coming is she?” Josef whispered, shaking his head. “She’s not coming.”
“Of course she is,” David said. He grabbed his flask and took a drink.
“No, she’s not. She doesn’t know where we are, does she? Mommy would never just leave us like this!” Josef cried.
“Oh, is that what you think? Well, your mother is a lying, worthless …” He walked briskly over to them and rested one hand on the bed post. “You‘re right, she’s not coming. She’s not coming. You’re my sons, too! You’re my sons! You belong to me too and she’s not going to do this to me anymore!”
“Daddy, please,” Christopher begged, eyes welling with tears.
“I’ve been looking for you all this time, don’t you understand? Mommy took you from me! I‘ve searched everywhere for you. Do you know what I went through not knowing where you were for six months? Mommy did this to me!”
“Because you hit her! She had to leave because you hit her every single day!” Josef retorted.
“Because she deserved it you stupid little …” He grabbed his arm and shook him and Josef screeched.
Christopher just cried harder, squeezing his eyes shut.
“She deserved it. She wasn’t a good wife to me or a good mommy to you. She was always at the hospital or her Dorchester clinic, don’t you remember? She loved her patients more than Daddy, more than even you.”
“It’s not true,” Josef said tearfully. “It’s not.”
“Yes, it is. She loved her patients more than any of us. She never even wanted you two. She wanted girls. She told me so. She didn’t want you at all, Josef!”
“It’s not true,” Josef choked again.
Christopher covered his ears with his arms, sobbing.
“And it’s her fault we’re getting a divorce,” David snapped. “She wanted the divorce, not me. She asked me for it. You didn’t know that, did you, Josef?” He titled his chin up. “Look at me. She gave up on Daddy. She just gave up and wanted me to sign you away to her like you‘re her property!”
Josef stared at him angrily. “Stop lying! She’s the best mommy in the whole world! She loves us and looks after us and would do anything for us! It’s your fault because of that stupid medicine! You hurt her, you made her cry. I saw it, I remember. Stop lying, Daddy!”
Impulsively, David raised his hand and slapped Josef hard across his cheek. The little boy grabbed his cheek, stunned. He had seen David hit his mother so many times he couldn’t even recall all of them anymore. But never had David ever laid a hand on him or his brother. Until now.
David stared at him a long moment, equally surprised, then he got up and headed to the door.
“Where you going?” Josef cried.
David spun around and pointed his finger at him. “You stay here. You two stay here.”
“Where you going? No!” He got down from the bed.
David grabbed his jacket. “We can’t wait for that train. We have to leave now. I’m going to see if I can get us tickets on the stage. You stay here and don’t move an inch.” He slammed the door on them.
Josef ran to it and twisted the knob but David was locking them in. He heard the key turn.
“You stay there!” David shouted through the door.
“No!” Josef screamed, banging against it. “Let us out! Let us out!” He heard his father’s heavy footsteps down the hall. In an instant he was gone.
Josef slowly turned around and went back to the bed. “Chris, stop crying. Stop.” He pulled his arms away from his ears. “Stop crying!”
Christopher gasped for breath, rubbing at his tears. “Where did he go?”
“I don’t know. He locked us in.”
“I want Mommy,” Christopher whimpered. More tears spilled down his cheeks. “Josef, I wanna go home.”
“We have to run away. We have to,” Josef said.
“No,” Christopher whimpered. “No.”
Josef ran to the window. He struggled to push it up but it wouldn’t budge. “Help me.”
Christopher came over to him and pushed on the window. Slowly they managed to nudge it up.
“It’s so high!” Christopher cried, looking down at the busy street three stories below.
Josef stuck his head out and looked to the left and then to the right. “There’s a drainage pipe, just here. We could climb down it.”
“No,“ Christopher said again. “No, no.”
“We’ll wait until it gets dark,” Josef said wisely. “Chris, we have to do this or what if we don‘t see Mommy again? Come on, let’s pack our things.”
Christopher hesitated, wiping at his tears again. “What about Daddy?”
Josef swallowed hard. “We’ll leave him a note.”
* * *
Crickets were chirping and evening activity in town was picking up as Josef opened the window again and looked down below at the street. He gulped.
“Hand me our pack,” he instructed his brother.
Christopher got their knapsack. He handed it to Josef and Josef let it fall to the dusty street below. Then carefully, nervously, he climbed out of the window and hung onto the thick drainage pipe.
“Christopher, come on. Grab hold of the pipe,” Josef said.
“I don’t wanna,” Christopher protested tearfully.
“It’s just like climbing a tree. Remember Sully taught us?”
“I want Sully to come get us,” he whimpered.
“He doesn’t know where we are. Come on.” He shimmied a little further down the pipe and held out his hand. Christopher dangled his feet out the window and then reached over and grabbed the pipe. Fearfully, he stepped out and grabbed it with his feet. The two boys carefully made their way down the pipe to the street. Josef grabbed their knapsack and they quickly dodged into an alley.
“Now what?” Christopher whispered.
“That’s the last of it, Carl,” a storekeeper said as he carried out another crate to a freight wagon.
“All set then, Mr. Jones,” the driver said. “I’ll have it to Pueblo in two days.”
“Much obliged.”
“We can hop on that wagon,” Josef whispered.
“How?!” Christopher cried.
Josef put his finger to his lips. “Sh. It’s going to Pueblo. Colorado Springs is on the way. We’ll sneak on when he leaves town.”
“I’m scared,” Christopher whispered tearfully.
“We can do it, Chris. We’ll be brave like Cheyenne dog soldiers. I promise we’ll be all right.”
The driver got up onto the seat and started driving out of town.
“Come on, hurry!” Josef cried.
They ran after it and Josef jumped on board the back. Then he reached his hand out for his little brother. “Come on, grab my hand!”
Christopher grabbed it tight and Josef hoisted him into the back.
“We did it!” Christopher breathed, awestruck.
“Shh,” Josef said. He lifted up a tarp that was covering some supplies. “Get under. Hurry!”
* * *
“What time did the train leave for St. Louis?” Michaela demanded desperately at the ticket window at the Denver station.
“What train?” the ticket agent asked.
“The train, the evening train for St. Louis!”
“Ma’am, just calm down,” he said.
Sully put his hand on her back. “Somebody’s kidnapped our kids and they’re on that train. We gotta get on the next train out there.”
“Well, train didn’t go out tonight. Bad weather. It’ll leave in the morning.”
Michaela looked to Sully, not sure whether to feel relief or what to think.
“Kidnapped, huh? I didn’t see anything like that,” the agent added.
“Was a man here with two little boys?“ Sully asked. “Tall, wears a patch on his eye. Bad leg.”
“War hero, I figured. Yeah, I saw him.”
“When did you see him?” Michaela said.
“Couple hours back. I told him to get a room for the night until the morning train.”
Sully grasped Michaela’s arm and they headed outside.
“What do we do?” she asked.
“We could wait here until morning, find him when he tries to get on the train.”
She thought a moment. “I know David. He won’t wait until then. He’ll find some other way to get out of here.”
“We should check the hotels around here. The liveries, the stage. Ask around,” Sully said.
“Yes,” she said.
“Come on.”
* * *
“I need to know if someone named Dr. David Lewis checked in here,” Michaela said as she stood impatiently at the front desk of one of the finer hotels in Denver.
“Ma’am, we’re not supposed to reveal that kind of information about our guests,” the concierge said.
“He’s my husband, he has my children, you have to tell me if he’s here!”
They heard a large thump and a crash above them. Sully glanced at the staircase.
“What was that?” Michaela blurted.
They heard some shouting. Michaela recognized that voice. “Sully, I think that’s him!“
“Come on,” he said as they hurried up the staircase. They followed the racket to a hotel room down the third floor. The door was open.
“Josef, Christopher!” David was shouting out the window. “Answer me! Damnit.”
“David!” Michaela cried. She looked around the room. He had destroyed it, breaking a pitcher, lamps and tearing down curtains. He held a crumpled piece of paper in his hand.
“Mike!” he cried.
“Where are they?!” Sully shouted
“I don’t know,” he said.
Sully rushed up to him and grabbed his collar. “I said where are they?!”
“I don’t know! They ran off. Josef left a note, look!” He handed him the paper.
Sully skimmed the note and Michaela rushed over to read it.
“Dear Daddy,” she read softly. “We had to run away. I’m sorry. I love you but you’re sick, Daddy. Please get better soon. Love Josef.” At the bottom of the page Christopher had written “Chris L.” in his shaky handwriting. Michaela met David’s eyes angrily. “How could they run away? Did you leave them alone?!”
“No! Not for long, I just went to the weigh station that‘s all!”
“When? How long ago?!” she demanded
“A few hours ago, I don’t know, I-”
Michaela lost it. She raised her hands in fist and beat his chest. “You had my children and now they’re gone! How could you let this happen?! How could you do this?! David!”
He grabbed her wrists, struggling with her.
It was Sully who finally pulled her away. “Michaela, Michaela. Stop. This won’t do any good. We gotta go find ‘em.”
She reluctantly backed away, shaking her head furiously.
“I think they escaped out the window,” David said breathlessly. “There’s fingerprints all over the glass.”
Sully went over to the window and stuck his head outside. “They climbed down that pipe. There’s a scuff mark here.”
“And then what? Where would they go? What would they do? They’re just little boys!” Michaela pressed her hands to her mouth tearfully.
“Smart little boys. The both of ‘em,” Sully said. “We’ll find ‘em, come on.”
David followed them out of the room but Sully pointed his finger at him.
“No,“ he said. “No. I can’t stop ya from lookin’ for them but you ain’t comin’ with us.“
“If the three of us worked together!”
“It’s your fault they’re missin’!” Sully retorted. “Stay away from us!”
* * *
“What in the Sam hell?” the driver said as he pulled back the tarp and pointed his rifle at the boys. “Stowe-aways!”
Josef and Christopher cowered together, squeezing their eyes shut in fear.
“Who are you?” the driver demanded. “How did you get on my wagon? Speak up!”
Christopher cowered all the tighter against Josef, frightened. Josef slowly opened his eyes but he couldn’t find his voice.
The driver leaned his gun against the wagon and paced a moment. “All right, get off. Get off my wagon. Now.”
Josef and Christopher immediately jumped down.
“Where your folks?” he asked. “Speak up, I ain’t gonna shoot you, I put the gun away, see?”
“We don’t have any folks,” Josef blurted impulsively.
“Orphans, huh? Come from the orphanage, didn’t ya? Oh, hell, I can’t just leave you here. I’ll have to take you back to Denver. Go on, get back in the wagon. Of all the fool things.”
Josef exchanged a glance with Christopher. They couldn’t go back, not now. David could be in Denver.
“Come on, let’s go. I don’t have all day,” he barked.
“Chris, run!” Josef suddenly cried. He grabbed his brother’s hand and they bolted off toward the woods.
“Hey!” the driver shouted. “Hey, get back here!”
“Run!” Josef shouted. “Faster than you ever have!”
The boys ran and ran deeper into the woods, out of breath. Finally, unable to run any longer, they slowed down to a stop. Josef looked behind him, shielding his eyes, while Christopher leaned against a tree and struggled to catch his breath.
“He’s gone,” he panted. “I don’t think he followed us.”
Christopher started crying, gasping for air.
“Chris, it’s all right. Don’t cry, don’t cry,” Josef soothed.
“I’m scared. I want Mommy.”
“Wait. Listen!” Josef said. “Water. It could be the creek!” He grabbed his hand and dragged him forward until they reached the bank. “It is. It’s the creek! I know where we are!”
Christopher wiped his tears. “I wanna go home.”
“We just have to follow this creek and it’ll lead us straight to home. I recognize it.”
“I’m tired. I’m cold,” he whimpered.
Josef took off his jacket and draped it over Christopher’s shoulders. “Here. Come on, be brave. Like a soldier. Like Daddy in the war and we’re marching to our next battle.” He sighed. “Here, get on my back. I’ll carry you. I‘ll carry you.”
Sniffling, Christopher hoisted himself onto his back. Josef grabbed under his legs, groaning as he hoisted him up. Then he began walking along the bank, holding his brother securely to his back.
* * *
“Can’t we keep going?” Michaela asked plaintively as Sully built up a fire in the woods.
“We won’t make much ground in the dark. Sides, horses need a rest.”
Restlessly, she sat down on a log near the fire. She gazed into the flames a long moment. “Where are they, Sully?” she whispered.
He glanced at her and added another log to the fire. “Probably took shelter somewhere for the night. Josef knows how to find shelter. I taught him, remember?” He stirred the flames with a stick. Then he opened his pack and took out some slaps of jerky. “Best eat something.”
Overwhelmed, tears welled in her eyes and fell down her cheeks. She let out a soft sob. “Oh, Sully.”
He put the jerky aside and came over to her, sitting beside her. “They’re gonna be all right. They’ll be all right. They‘re stubborn just like their ma. They won‘t give up until we find ‘em.” He put his arm around her and held her close and she found his hand and squeezed it, letting her tears fall.
* * *
“It’s dark. I’m cold,” Christopher whimpered as he and Josef made their way slowly along the creek bank. “How much farther?”
“The cave’s up ahead. The cave Sully showed us. We’ll take cover there for the night. It‘s just maybe a mile.”
“How long is a mile? “
“I don’t know. It’s not long.“
Christopher stopped walking dejectedly. “I can’t go anymore. I can‘t feel my legs.” He whimpered again.
“Come on, Chris. Get on my back again. I’ll carry you. Come on.” Josef hoisted his little brother onto his back again and kept walking.
* * *
David galloped up to the freight wagon in the early morning sunlight. “Stop!” he shouted.
The driver pulled back on the reins. “What for? What’s going on?”
“I’m looking for two little boys. They’re eight and almost five years old. You seen then along this road?”
The driver gazed at him skeptically. “Maybe I have. What’s it worth to you?”
David withdrew his revolver and pointed it at him. “Mister, I don’t have time to play games. If you’ve seen those boys you better start talking and you better start talking now.”
“Easy there, soldier,” the driver said, raising his hands in the air. “I don’t mean no trouble. I saw two boys. In fact they stowed away on this here wagon and when I found them they run off. What’s it to you?”
“They’re my sons! Where did you last see them?”
“Those were your youn’uns? I thought they was orphans. I found them hiding under my tarp about five miles back. Just before the Old Forks road. They ran into the woods. East, toward the creek. I lost ’em once they got deep into the woods.”
David didn’t waste any more time. He turned his horse around rapidly and began galloping back the other way.
* * *
“Josef! Christopher!” Michaela called desperately as she and Sully led their horses down the road. She urged Flash on faster. “Josef! Boys!” After a moment she realized Sully wasn’t alongside her. She looked behind her. Sully had dismounted and was looking at something on the side of the road. “Sully, what is it? We have to keep going.” She turned Flash around and trotted back over to him. “What?”
He squatted down. “Grass here is trampled. Somebody cut into the woods here.” Wolf was sniffing at the ground eagerly.
Alarmed, she quickly dismounted. She couldn’t really see what Sully was seeing. The grass looked like any other grass to her. She had learned a lot from Sully since she had moved here, but she didn’t think she would ever be the kind of tracker he was.
“It’s a footprint,” Sully blurted, pointing at some mud. “A small one.”
Michaela saw a little indentation in the mud. Wolf suddenly howled and took off into the woods.
“He’s got a scent. Come on,” he said, grabbing her arm as they headed after him.
“Josef! Chris!” Michaela cried. She ran faster, keeping up with Sully as they followed Wolf deeper and deeper into the woods.
“That’s water, the creeks up ahead,” Sully said as they approached the bank.
Michaela hurried to the shoreline and looked up and down it. “Chris! Christopher!”
Wolf looked confused as he paced up and down the shore. He whimpered and whined.
“Wolf lost the scent,” Sully murmured.
“What’s wrong?” Michaela asked. “Why did he lose the scent? Do you think they crossed the water?”
Sully was examining the shoreline for footprints. He thought a moment. “I don’t think Josef would do that. He knows they cross that water they’re gonna get wet and cold.”
Michaela tried to believe him; she tried to believe the boys would remember everything Sully had taught them and that they would stay safe and warm until they found them. But deep down she was very uncertain.
“Josef knows the creek’ll take ‘em home,” Sully said. “They woulda followed it. Come on.”
“Sully, what if they crossed?” she replied tearfully.
“They didn’t,” he said firmly. “Come on.”
* * *
Josef leaned against the cave wall and covered Christopher warmly with his jacket. His little brother was dozing against Josef’s shoulder, thoroughly exhausted. Josef was anxious to keep going, but he decided to let Christopher rest a few hours first. They would move faster once he got some sleep.
Josef closed his eyes, intending just to rest for a moment, but soon he too was asleep.
“There you are,” David said softly.
Josef awoke with a start. David was crouching in front of them, his demeanor strangely calm.
“Boys, I’ve been looking all over for you,” David said. “You had me worried sick.”
Christopher roused and looked up at him. He clutched Josef fearfully.
“Come on, the train’s are running now. It’s time to go home.”
“Daddy, no,” Josef whispered. “We don’t want to go anymore. We can‘t go with you anymore!”
“Come on, Josef.” He grabbed his arm.
“No!” he protested.
“Come on!” He grabbed both of their arms tightly and dragged them to their feet.
“No!” Christopher screeched, pushing against him.
“Let ‘em go!” Sully said firmly as he walked into the cave, Michaela right behind him.
In one smooth motion David let go of Christopher’s arm and pulled out his gun, pointing it at Sully and clutching Josef all the harder.
“Mommy!” Christopher screamed, bolting to her. Michaela immediately picked him up and held him close.
“David, don’t do this,” Michaela said. “Let him go, please let Josef go.”
“Put the gun away, David. I don‘t wanna hurt you, just put it away,” Sully said. He stepped toward him.
“Don’t move or I’ll shoot the boy,” David retorted. He pointed the gun at Josef’s chest. Josef whimpered.
“David, no!” Michaela breathed, pressing her hand against Christopher’s head. “David. Let him go. Oh, God. David put the gun down. Don’t do this.”
“Mommy,” Josef choked, petrified.
“David, you don’t wanna do this. You don’t wanna do this,” Sully said calmly. “Let him go. Just let him go.”
David cocked the gun.
Chapter Twenty-seven
“No!” Michaela screamed. “David, he’s our son!”
David looked down at Josef a long moment. Then, carefully, he uncocked the gun and lowered it. Josef ran to Michaela and she enveloped him in her arms, sighing with relief.
“Oh,” she murmured, holding both of the children tightly. “Oh, thank God you’re all right.”
“Take them,” David muttered. “You’ve taken everything else; you can have them, too.”
Sully approached him, grabbed the gun out of his hands and opened the barrel. He dumped all the silver bullets into his hand and put them in his pocket. Then he looked at Michaela. “Take ‘em outta here.”
“What are you going to do?” she murmured tearfully.
“Get him back to town. Turn him over to Matthew.”
She nodded and guided the boys outside.
“I’m sorry, Mommy,” Josef murmured tiredly as she led them out of the cave. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t say sorry,” Michaela said. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Don’t be sorry.” She turned around to face them and crouched down. “Are you all right?” She caressed Christopher’s cheek. “You’re not hurt?”
“Mama, I’m cold,” Christopher whimpered.
“Oh, oh.” She took off her jacket and wrapped him in it, then cuddled him in her lap and rubbed his back to warm him up.
“What’s going to happen to Daddy?” Josef whispered.
Michaela drew him close to her and hugged them both. She rested her chin on his head. “I don’t know, sweetheart. What matters is you’re safe. Oh, thank God. I love you. I love you both so much.”
The boys hugged her all the tighter and she rocked them, never more grateful to have them back in her arms.
* * *
“Matthew says the circuit judge can be here in about a week,” Sully said as he finished off his coffee at the kitchen table. Michaela was leaning against the counter, too restless to sit down.
“The boys and I will have to testify,” she murmured.
He nodded.
“I don’t want to put them through anything else, Sully.”
“I know. Me neither,” he replied.
“I want to see him.”
“David?” he breathed. “After all he did to ya? Why?”
“Because I want to tell him goodbye,” she replied stoically.
He held his hand out to her and she slowly walked over. He guided her to sit in his lap and rubbed her back. “When he was pointin’ that gun at Josef, all I could think about was how I would go on anything happened to him or you or Chris. All I could think was as soon as I got you and the kids home safe, I was gonna make sure nobody ever hurts you again.”
“You have,” she murmured, gently caressing her shoulder. “It’s thanks to you we’re alive and safe.”
“I wanna ask you somethin’,” he murmured.
“All right,” she replied.
He gazed deeply into her eyes. “I wanna ask you to marry me.”
She looked away, blinking. “Sully, don’t.”
“I wanna be with you. I need to be with you.”
“Oh, Sully. I just-” She sighed and got up, walking back over to the counter. “You don’t really want to marry me,” she whispered. “You should find someone younger, someone who doesn’t have children. Someone who isn’t so … so complicated, with so many attachments.”
“I want your kids to be a part of the family, too. They already are.” He walked over to her. “What is it? What‘s really bothering you?”
She shook her head, gazing at her reflection in the window. “My first marriage was such a failure.”
“Ya can’t blame yourself for that.”
“Well, what if it was my fault? At least partly. It takes two to break up a marriage.”
“Hey, look at me. Look at me.”
She reluctantly met his eyes and he grasped her hand.
“Takes two to make a marriage work, too. That’s where I don’t think he measured up. But you marry me; I promise I’ll spend every day for the rest of my life makin’ you and the kids happy. I promise we can make this work, that I’d never quit on you or the kids.” She smiled softly at him and he kissed the back of her hand. “Be my wife?”
“Yes,” she whispered tearfully.
He drew her into his arms and kissed her passionately in the warm firelight.
* * *
“Could you wait at the café for me?” Michaela asked as she and Sully approached the jail, holding hands.
Sully glanced at the building apprehensively.
She turned to face him. “He’s behind bars now. He can’t hurt me anymore. I‘ll meet you there in just a few minutes.” She stood on tiptoe to kiss him. “Don’t start without me.”
He smiled at her softly and headed toward the café.
Michaela opened the door. Matthew was writing at his desk. “Matthew, could I see him?”
He looked up at her, surprised. “You sure about that, Dr. Mike?”
She nodded.
Matthew got up and grabbed his jacket off the hook. “Go ahead.”
Michaela waited for him to leave and close the door. Then she slowly walked over to the jail cell. David was sitting on his cot in his shirt and vest, resting his elbows on his knees.
“Leave me be,” he murmured, not looking at her.
She gazed at him a long moment. “I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry. I‘m sorry I couldn‘t help you with this, David. I‘m sorry the marriage didn‘t work out. I‘m sorry we had to get divorced. And … I‘m sorry that we can‘t raise our sons together.”
“Go on, raise them with him. I’m sure you think he’s a far better father than me.”
“You could have been,” she whispered.
“There’s a lot I could have been.” He got up and walked over to the bars. He clutched one in his hand. “I know what it’s done to me. I know I’m not the same.”
“Do you?”
“I just don’t know how to change it. I have to have it. Every bone in my body, it craves it. Craves it with a force you cannot possibly imagine. Like trying to stop a freight train with only your bare hands.” His voice broke.
Michaela remembered years ago her father Josef warning her that David might forever crave the morphine. She didn’t want to believe him at the time. She refused to believe him. She was much younger then and so naïve. But unfortunately, Josef’s prophetic prediction had turned out to be very true. She finally believed it now.
“Someday, someday I hope it’ll be better. For your sake. And our children’s.” She gazed at him a long moment, and the tender way he was looking at her reminded her of the moment he had first looked at her like that, after she passed the boards and went to work in the hospital and he saw her for the first time since she came home from medical school. The moment he had fallen in love with her. “And for mine,” she added softly. “Goodbye, David.”
He swallowed hard, not replying, and watched her exit out the door and disappear.
* * *
Matthew pulled out his keys and unlocked the door to the jailhouse. David was sprawled out on the floor of the jail cell, eyes closed and not moving.
“Dr. Lewis?” Matthew said, concerned. He went over to the bars. “Dr. Lewis, you awake?” When he didn’t respond Matthew quickly unlocked the cell and went inside. He felt David’s chest with his hand and thought he could feel a very faint heartbeat. “Hang on. I’m gonna get Dr. Mike.”
He hurried out of the cell and ran toward the school, hoping to find Michaela there dropping the children off. Sure enough, Sully and Michaela were just getting back into their wagon after hugging the children.
“Sully, Dr. Mike!” Matthew shouted.
“Matthew, what is it?” she replied.
He ran up to their wagon, out of breath. “I need you over at the jail. Somethin’s wrong with Dr. Lewis.”
* * *
“David! David!” Michaela cried as she took out her stethoscope and listened to his heart. “David, no,” she whispered. “You can’t leave us. The boys need you. They need their father. David!”
“What’s wrong with him?” Matthew asked.
She glanced up. “Small pupils, blue color to his fingers. He’s in a coma. I think he’s overdosed.”
“Overdosed? On what?” Matthew breathed. “He doesn’t have anything on him, I checked him.”
Sully found David’s coat strewn across his bed. He laid it open and discovered the inside lining had been torn open. On the floor under the cot were a few empty paper packets. Sully held them up.
“Morphine,” Michaela said tearfully.
“He musta sewed ’em in his coat,” Sully said.
Matthew ran his fingers through his hair distraughtly.
“His heart’s racing,” Michaela said, putting her stethoscope back in her bag. “Matthew, Sully, help me get him to the boarding house.”
“What’re ya gonna do?” Sully asked.
“Pump his stomach; try to get some charcoal into him.” She swallowed. “And keep him comfortable.”
* * *
“What if he doesn’t get better?” Josef choked as he sat with Sully outside the boarding house. Sully had his arms wrapped warmly around both of them.
“Your ma’s doin’ everything she can,” he whispered.
The boys seemed surprisingly aware of how grave David’s condition was. When Michaela explained to them that their father was asleep and that she couldn’t get him to wake up, they didn’t seem shocked by it. It was as if they too always knew that someday the morphine might do this.
“Will we have to go back to Boston?” Christopher whispered. “I want to stay here. With you. Always.”
Sully smoothed his hair. “You can stay here. Always.”
He sniffled. “I think Daddy was mad because I wanted to stay here.”
“No, son no, your pa wants you to be happy,” Sully said. “It wasn’t your fault, you understand? None of this was your fault.” He squeezed his arm as Michaela slowly joined them outside.
He met her eyes. She looked so exhausted, emotionally and physically. She looked at him and shook her head for the briefest of seconds, and he knew right then that David was gone. Sully let out his breath and held the boys tighter.
Josef looked up at Michaela and he too seemed to know. “No,” he whispered. “Mommy, no.”
Michaela held out her arms and the boys ran to her. She got down on her knees and held them tightly.
“Daddy went to the angels?” Christopher whispered against her shoulder.
“Yes,” she choked. “Yes, Daddy went to the angels.”
“Why?” Josef demanded.
“I don’t know. I don’t know,” was all Michaela could say.
The boys cried against her shoulders and Sully lingered back, trying to give them some privacy. But then Christopher turned around to look at him and held his hand out. Sully went over to them, putting his arm around Michaela and rubbing Christopher’s back.
“Sully said we could stay here,” Christopher whispered. “Right, Sully?”
He nodded and met Michaela’s eyes.
“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, we’re staying here.”
Sully held the three of them close and caressed Michaela’s hair.
Three Months Later
“Can I look yet?” Michaela asked as Sully guided her by the shoulders toward Emily Donavan’s old house. She covered her eyes with one hand as the three children held her free arm.
“No. No peekin’,” Sully said.
“This way, Mommy,” Christopher said.
Sully guided her to stand in front of it. “All right. You can look.”
She withdrew her hand and looked up at the house in confusion.
“It’s your clinic. What do you think?” Sully asked, putting his arm around her.
“Oh, Sully. But how did you …? We can’t afford this.”
He shrugged.
“Sully, tell me,” she pleaded.
“Took out a loan with Preston,” he murmured.
“Sully,” she breathed. “But you said-”
“I know what I said. But it’s just temporary. Just a little money to get your clinic started. I’ll pay him off right away and this’ll be all ours.”
“Oh, Sully,” she whispered, overwhelmed.
“Ya like it?”
“Like it, I … I love it. Thank you.” She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him passionately.
Hanna covered her eyes and giggled and some of the townsfolk who had wandered over started clapping.
Sully grasped her hand and guided her over to the door, opening it. Michaela’s face fell slightly. She hadn’t realized how run down Emily’s house had become since Emily moved to Denver with her husband. It was dusty and dirty and spider webs were everywhere. Windows were broken and there was a musty smell in the air.
“It needs a little work,” Sully admitted. “Don’t worry; we’ll have it open and you seein’ patients in plenty of time for the weddin’.”
* * *
“Won’t be the same without Cloud Dancin’,” Sully said as he and Michaela sat on the porch stairs together. “He’s my best friend.”
Michaela looked away sadly.
“Still no word from your family?” Sully asked.
“Mother sent me a letter yesterday,” she murmured. “She’s not coming.”
He breathed a sigh. “We could move the date. Push it back a few weeks. It’s all right.”
“It’s not the date, Sully. It’s the church.”
“The church?”
“I was raised Catholic. Catholics don’t permit divorce. Mother says it’s a mortal sin. Our marriage wouldn‘t be valid to the church. It would be like we weren‘t married at all.”
“But David’s gone now.”
“It doesn’t matter to her. I’m still a divorced woman.”
“What do you think?”
She gazed at him a moment. “I think she’s never going to accept my feelings for you.”
He put his arm around her. “Well, I’ll be your family.”
She smiled at him. “And I’ll be your best friend.”
He held her closer as they watched the sun set.
* * *
“Don’t move,” Michaela said as she cut off a lock of Sully’s hair outside the barn.
“I don’t want it too short,” Sully said.
“I’m just giving it a little trim.”
“It won’t look stupid will it?” he replied.
She smiled shyly. “No, it’ll look handsome.”
“Look what we found in the barn, Mike,” Hanna called as she and the boys ran over to them.
Christopher held it out. “It’s a snake!”
“Oh, that’s lovely,” Michaela said with a grimace.
“It’s a garter snake,” Sully said. “It’s good to have around the barn. Eats the mice.”
“Couldn’t we get a kitten to eat the mice?” Michaela replied. “They’re a lot sweeter.”
“Kitten’s too much trouble,” Sully said dismissively.
“What about me, am I too much trouble?” Christopher asked.
“Yes, far too much. We’ll have to banish you to the barn,” Michaela teased. “Why don’t you let that snake go now? I’m almost done with Sully and you’re next.”
“We decided we’re not getting haircuts this time, Mommy,” Josef announced.
“Oh, you did, did you?”
“Yeah, we wanna grow our hair out. Like Sully.”
“Yeah, like Sully,” Christopher said.
“Absolutely not,” Michaela replied. “I mean, I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”
“Why?” Josef pouted. “Sully gets to.”
“Sully’s a grown man. You’re still children.”
“Told you,” Hanna said.
“Go on, put the snake back,” Michaela said. “Then come back over here.” She snipped at Sully’s hair again. “I knew they were going to ask me that.”
“Ya did?” Sully replied. “How?”
She put the scissors aside and wrapped her arms around his chest. “Because they look up to you and want to be like you. They adore you,” She kissed his cheek. “And I adore you, too.”
He turned his head to kiss her just as the Reverend came riding up.
“Dr. Mike!” the Reverend called.
Michaela and Sully got up to greet him as he dismounted.
“Reverend, I thought you were away,” Michaela said.
“I just come in from Soda Springs, they got a terrible epidemic. Influenza.”
“Who’s caring for the sick?” Michaela asked.
“They don’t have a doctor. They wired the army for one, but they haven’t heard back.”
Michaela looked at Sully, then back at the Reverend. “I’ll leave early tomorrow.”
* * *
“Maybe I should go with ya,” Sully said as he leaned against the kitchen counter.
“No. I want you to stay with the children,” Michaela replied.
“You sure you gotta do this?”
“You’ve gone off on lots of trips before and left me here,” Michaela said as she packed up her saddlebag with supplies in the kitchen.
“That’s different.”
“Why, because you’re the man?”
He sighed. “What if you catch the grippe?”
“I won’t.”
“Ya might.”
She put her saddle bag aside. “Sully, that’s a risk I accepted when I became a doctor. I dedicated myself to helping those who need it the most. These people have no medical care, no one to help. They could die. I know you haven‘t really seen me do much doctoring around here because I had to keep it a secret for so long, but … Sully, this is who I am. I can’t sit here and do nothing knowing they need me.”
He folded his arms and gazed at her a long moment. “I know ya can’t,” he murmured.
She rubbed his arm. “I’ll be careful.” She gave him a soft kiss. “I’ll miss you.”
“Guess now ain’t such a bad time,” he murmured. “Once we have a baby, won’t be so easy to just take off like this.”
“A baby?” she echoed softly. She resumed packing up her satchel, avoiding his eyes.
“… What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Nothing,” she murmured. “We just, we never talked about that.”
“We’re gettin’ married in a couple weeks. I just figured a baby would come along.”
“What made you figure that?”
“Michaela, what is it? You sayin’ you don’t want a baby?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “We have to talk about this.”
“What’s there to talk about? We love each other. A baby’s what happens when ya love each other. We’re gonna be a real family and a baby’ll be a part of that.”
“I just, I’ve had my children, Sully. We have three children between us. I like our family the way it is.”
He stroked her arm. “But we don’t got one of our own.”
“Well, why do we need to have one of our own? Aren‘t we a real family just the way we are?”
“Course we are. But what‘s wrong with our family growin‘?”
“Sully, this is a big decision. You don’t just have a baby just like that without even thinking about it.”
“It ain’t just like that. I have thought about it. Haven’t you?”
She sighed. Truthfully, she had thought about it a thousand times. “I should get to bed. The Reverend’s going to be here early tomorrow.”
“Michaela, what are you so scared of?” he whispered. “Is this about David? Maybe you’re scared havin’ a family with me means leavin’ him behind for good. Leavin‘that whole life behind for good.”
She stared at him, not replying. “Goodnight, Sully,” she finally said as she turned and headed to the stairs.
* * *
“Looks good, Robert E.,” Sully said as he examined his tomahawk blade in the livery.
“Throw it, Sully,” Josef encouraged as he sat on a fence post. The afternoon train whistle blew in the distance as the train pulled into town.
Sully backed up several feet, raised his arm and sent it sailing into a nearby post.
“Yea, Sully!” Christopher said as he climbed up beside Hanna and his brother.
“Can you teach me, Sully?” Josef asked. “I want to learn.”
Sully beckoned him with his hand. “Come ‘ere.”
Just a little ways down the road Horace was sorting through the mail that had just come off the train.
“Oh, Dr. Mike? She’s up in Soda Springs,” Horace explained to a very elegantly dressed passenger. She was holding a parasol and a lacy purse.
“Soda Springs?” Elizabeth Quinn blurted. “Where on earth is that?”
“Horace, did that package come in for me yet? It‘s two days late!” Preston demanded as he approached the counter.
“You will wait your turn, young man, and be pleasant doing so!” Elizabeth snapped.
“Soda Springs, half a day’s ride west of here,” Horace explained.
“Half a day’s ride! You mean there’s no train there?” she cried.
“No, ma’am.”
“How will I get to my grandchildren then? Where’s the stage?”
“What grandchildren?” Horace asked curiously.
“Josef and Christopher. They’re living here with her and I haven’t seen them in more than six months.”
“Oh! You’re Dr. Mike’s ma!”
“I suppose you could call it that.”
“Josef and Chris are here with Sully.”
“Hm. Her fiancé,” she muttered. “Where would I find this Mr. Sully person?”
“You don’t find Sully. Sully finds you,” he replied.
“And if one wanted to find him first?” she demanded.
“I just passed them. They’re over at the livery,” Preston spoke up. He pointed down the street.
“What does he look like?” Elizabeth asked.
“Don’t worry, you can’t miss him,” Preston replied.
Elizabeth opened her parasol and made her way down the street. Women stopped and stared at her and her elaborate, expensive dress, and some little girls even pointed.
Christopher watched Sully teach his brother how to hold the tomahawk. Gradually he spotted Elizabeth walking toward them and he shielded his eyes from the sun, confused.
“Grandma?” he whispered. He stood up slowly on the fence rail. “Grandma!”
Elizabeth brightened twofold and held out her arms. “Christopher!”
Christopher jumped down from the rail and ran to her. “Grandma! You came! You came!”
“Look at you!” she cried, drawing him into a tight hug. “Oh, you’re gigantic!”
Josef seemed too in shock to move.
“Josef, what is that? What’s that axe?” Elizabeth demanded.
“It’s a tomahawk.” He handed it to Sully, bursting into a smile and running to his grandmother.
“I missed you!” Elizabeth said as she rocked them both. “What’s this about your mother being in Soda Springs?”
“A big epideremic,” Christopher said. “Folks got the grippe.”
“Folks?” Elizabeth blurted. “The grippe?”
“Epidemic,” Josef corrected. “Say it right, Chris.”
“I don’t have to say nothing right!” Christopher cried.
“And she just left you here?” Elizabeth blurted.
“We’re staying with Sully and having pie and cake,” Christopher said. “And we don’t have to clean our room even!”
Sully stepped forward, sizing Elizabeth up. In many ways Elizabeth was exactly how he imagined her to be. And yet he felt very nervous meeting her for the first time, especially without Michaela here. “Ma’am. I’m Sully.” He extended his hand and Elizabeth immediately noticed how dirty his fingernails were. She shook it as lightly as possible.
“Mrs. Quinn.” She looked him up and down disapprovingly.
Sully lifted Hanna down from the fence. She wrapped her arm around his neck shyly.
“This is my daughter. This is Hanna.” He shifted uncomfortably. “We weren’t expectin’ ya. Your letter said-”
“Never mind my letter. I’m here now. That’s what matters. And I’d like a hot bath and a meal and a hotel to stay at.”
“We don’t got no hotel here, Gran‘ma,” Christopher spoke up.
“Don’t have,” Elizabeth corrected.
“We don’t have one either,” he replied.
“You can stay with us!” Josef said.
“My homestead’s just outside town,” Sully said. “Where ‘s your bag?”
“Bags,” Elizabeth corrected. “Over at the depot.”
* * *
“This is our room,” Josef said. He jumped onto his bed.
“This is my bow!” Christopher cried, running to the corner of the room and showing it to Elizabeth. “We went hunting!”
“Hunting!” Elizabeth cried.
“Well, we didn’t really get anything,” Christopher said. “Except we brought back Byron and Mama fixed him.”
“Who’s Byron? A patient?”
“Uh-huh. He’s a deer,” Josef said. “But we sent him back to the woods.”
Christopher grabbed Elizabeth’s hand. “Come on, Grandma. This way.” He pointed in Hanna’s room. “That’s Hanna’s room. She keeps her girl stuff in there.” He dragged her farther down the hall and opened the master bedroom door. “This is Mommy’s room. Well, really it’s Sully’s room at first. Now it’s Mama’s. And when they get married Sully says he‘ll move back in!”
Elizabeth pressed her hand to her heart, horrified.
Sully appeared in the doorway. He picked up Christopher. “Stew’s ready. Ready to eat?”
“Come on, Grandma! Time for supper!” Josef announced.
* * *
“Miss Olive took us all out to her ranch,” Josef explained as he stirred his stew. “We did our arithmetic there. You ever do arithmetic outside in Boston, Grandma?” He giggled.
“Can’t say as I have,” Elizabeth muttered. She watched Sully. He was eating and wasn’t saying much. Michaela had certainly tried to warn her how different Sully was from David. But Elizabeth really hadn’t been prepared for this.
“So, Michaela tells me you’re an Indian Agent,” she remarked. “What exactly does an Indian Agent do?”
Sully remembered Michaela asking him that same question when they first met. But when she inquired, there was nothing condescending about her tone. With Elizabeth, she seemed to disapprove of everything about him.
“Tell ya the truth, ma’am, my hands are kinda tied these days. Government don‘t let me do much.”
“Hm,” she replied as she took a sip of coffee. “And is the pay adequate?”
“The pay?” he echoed, not sure he had understood her correctly. He had never known someone so rude as to ask him how much money he made.
“Your salary. After all you’re seeking my daughter’s hand in marriage and she does have two young children to support. You do intend to support them I hope.”
The boys looked a little solemner, both of them quickly realizing that things were not exactly going well between their grandmother and Sully.
Sully leaned back in his chair, folding his arms. “Course I do.”
“Michaela says you built this house. So you’re a carpenter, too.”
“He carved my wolf,” Hanna whispered.
“I do woodworkin’ sometimes.” He sat straighter and went back to his stew.
“Sully carved our bows,” Christopher spoke up quietly.
“New buildings are going up all the time in Boston. I could obtain a foreman job for you,” Elizabeth said.
“What for?” Sully blurted.
“Well, Michaela can’t seriously intend to stay here in Colorado Springs the rest of her life. What will she do out here? Feed chickens? Tend to stray deer?” She glanced around. “All her friends and family are still in Boston just like when she left. She never wanted to leave in the first place and I know she’ll want to come back.”
“She’s got friends here now. We all do.”
She put her silverware aside. “Well, we can discuss this later. I’m rather tired from my trip.”
“I like the chickens,” Christopher whispered.
“Did you like the supper?” Josef asked helpfully. “Sully made it.”
“It was, as they say, hearty.” She got up and kissed the boys. “Goodnight, sweethearts.”
* * *
Sully opened the clinic door for Elizabeth.
She looked around the empty, dusty room skeptically. The back window was broken from vandals and the paint was peeling.
“Mr. Sully, this is hardly a hospital!” she cried. “It’s an abandoned house!”
“It needs some work,” he admitted.
“I should say so. How are you going to have this fixed up before your wedding?”
“I’ll finish.”
“With what? Do you know the kind of money it costs to fully supply a clinic?”
“The banker gave us a loan. And Loren says I can put the supplies I need on credit, pay it later.”
“You’ll be foreclosed before the year is out. A fool and his money are soon parted, my husband always said. I‘m going over to the telegraph office. I should at least let my daughters at home know I‘m still alive.” She headed out of the building.
Loren knocked on the open door. “Sully, that you in here?”
He turned around. “Mornin’, Loren.”
“Who was that with you?”
“Michaela’s ma.”
“Her mother came out while Dr. Mike’s in Soda Springs?”
“We didn’t exactly plan it that way,” Sully muttered.
“Well, those nails you ordered came in.”
“Oh. I’ll pick ‘em up right now.” He walked over to him.
“It’s the first of the month. You and Dr. Mike got a bill due.”
Sully sighed. “Loren, I know we’re puttin’ a lotta things on credit right now. But just as soon as her clinic gets up and runnin’ we’re gonna pay ya back. Ya got my word.”
“If anybody even wants to go see a woman doctor,” he said skeptically.
“They will. Once folks realize she’s just as good as any other doctor out there. Better sometimes.”
“That’s your opinion. We done just fine with Jake all these years. Charlotte, too.”
“We have, have we? What Abigail needed that night was a doctor like Dr. Mike,” Sully whispered.
Loren pursed his lips, irritated. “I’ll give you two more days on that bill. Otherwise no more credit!” He left the building.
Sully watched him go, then he looked around the room a moment. He knew he could finish the clinic in time if he just had the money. But Loren was getting impatient about their bill and the mortgage was due this week, too. He sighed and left the room, locking the door behind him.
* * *
It was another awkward evening in the sitting room as Sully looked at some building plans he had for the clinic at the dining room table and Elizabeth worked on her needlepoint in the lamplight, comfortable in a wingback chair. Elizabeth didn’t usually speak to him once the children had gone to bed. He felt like he should say something, make conversation, but he was absolutely horrible at making small talk. The only person he had ever really felt like talking to for very long was Abigail. That is, until he met Michaela.
He cleared his throat and turned up the lamp. “Uh, I’m gonna put some coffee on. Ya want some?”
“Heavens no, not at this hour. I would care for a cup of tea though.”
“Tea? Yeah, sure.” He never made tea that much until Michaela started living with him. She liked a cup in the evenings and sometimes he would make it for her. He was glad he got the practice before making a cup for Elizabeth, whose standards were sure to be high.
Sully had just put the kettle on the stove when he saw Christopher make his way slowly into the kitchen.
“Chris, ain’t you supposed to be in bed? It’s late.”
“I couldn’t sleep.”
“Why’s that?”
He looked up at him worriedly. “Mama said she’d be home yesterday.”
He swallowed. He too was a little concerned about Michaela. But he didn’t want to let on to the boys and frighten them.
“Come ‘ere,” Sully said as he lifted him up and sat him on the kitchen table. “How well do ya think ya know your ma?”
Christopher stuck out his lower lip. “I don’t know. Pretty good. Since I was little.”
Sully smiled softly. “Well, then ya must know when she sees some sick people, she don’t quit until every last person is feelin’ better again.”
“Yeah. I guess you’re right.”
“Well, I think these folks just needed her a little longer than she planned. It ain’t like your ma to leave before she’s sure things are gonna be just fine.”
“You’re right, Sully. I didn‘t think of that.”
He smiled softly and caressed his hair. “What do ya think? Think ya can sleep?”
He nodded.
Sully gave his forehead a soft kiss. “You sleep now and have a good dream.”
“Give me something to dream. Something Cheyenne.”
“How about you dream about the Great Medicine Dance? When the sun, moon, and stars were made. And the rain, wind, and snow, and Grandmother Earth and the blue sky above her, and mountains and rivers and all livin’ things, big and small.”
“That is a good dream. I got it,” he said. “G’night.”
“Night.“ Sully helped him down from the table and Christopher hugged him, then he headed back up to bed. Sully was startled to see Elizabeth standing there, gazing at him quietly. He wondered how long she had been there.
“Tea should be ready in just a minute,” he said.
“Nevermind the tea anymore,” she said softly. “I think I’ll go to bed, too. Goodnight, Mr. Sully.”
“Goodnight, ma’am,” he whispered.
* * *
“Throw it over here!” Sully shouted to Christopher. The little boy hurled the ball over Josef’s head. Josef jumped up to try to block it but he missed. Elizabeth was doing her needlepoint on the porch.
“Here, Papa! Here!” Hanna cried, waving her arms.
Sully tossed it to her and Josef jumped up again, his fingertips just grazing the ball.
Hanna threw the ball back to Sully. Christopher stepped backwards several feet, holding up his arms. “Over here, Sully!”
Sully threw the ball far and it soared over both Josef and Christopher’s heads. Christopher spun around to chase after it, stopping short when he saw Michaela trotting down the road on Flash.
“Mommy!” he cried.
Michaela burst into a smile and urged Flash on faster. She jumped off her and ran to Christopher, picking him up and holding him tight.
“You’re home!” he exclaimed.
She smiled at him and kissed him just as Hanna and Josef came running up for hugs. “Oh, I missed you!”
Sully came up after them. He touched Michaela’s shoulder. “Welcome home.”
“It feels good to be here,” she said, gazing at him with a smile. She grasped Flash’s reins. “How is everything here? Did I miss anything?”
“You might say that,” Sully said, scratching his cheek.
“Michaela!” Elizabeth called from the porch.
“Mother?” she blurted. She glanced at Sully. “What’s Mother doing here?”
“The weddin’, remember?”
“But she said she wasn’t coming!”
“Guess she changed her mind.”
Sully took the reins from her and Michaela approached the porch. She still felt guilty about leaving Boston on that fateful night. Only Rebecca and Marcus knew where she was going. She had to keep it a secret from everyone else, even Elizabeth. And so for six months Elizabeth had been left to wonder where she was and if she was all right. She wondered if Elizabeth harbored anger about that, even resentment. But instead when Elizabeth finally saw her she just looked grateful.
“I’m so glad you’re all right,” Elizabeth said softly as she descended the porch stairs. “You and the children both.”
“Mother,” Michaela said emotively as she drew her into a warm hug.
* * *
“Goodnight,” Michaela said as she hugged Hanna and the boys at the base of the stairs. “It’s late. I want you to go straight to sleep. No whispering, boys.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Josef said.
She returned to the sitting room where Elizabeth and Sully were seated in the wingback chairs, Elizabeth with her tea and Sully with a cup of coffee. It had been an awkward evening between them and growing more awkward still. Thankfully the children didn’t seem to notice and had kept the conversation going about school, baseball and everything they had done with Sully and Elizabeth while Michaela was gone.
“Do you want some more coffee?” Michaela asked, clearing her throat.
“No, thanks. I better head home myself,” Sully said as he got up. He looked at Elizabeth. “Ma’am. Goodnight. Sleep well.”
Elizabeth gave him the briefest of glances. “Goodnight,” she muttered.
“I’ll see you out,” Michaela said as they walked over to the coat rack. They took down their coats and put them on and headed outside. Sully grasped her hand as they headed down the stairs and tenderly squeezed it. He paused at the base of the stairs and turned toward her.
“Sully, I’m sorry,” she blurted.
“For what?”
“You know. For my Mother just showing up here unannounced and I wasn‘t even home.”
“She ain’t so bad.” He smiled softly. “Way you told it I was expectin’ a lot worse.”
She smiled softly. “You’re not angry?”
“Course not. It’s your ma. The kids’ gran’ma. She should be here for the weddin’.” He touched her cheek. “I missed ya.”
“I missed you. So much,” she replied.
“I’ll come by in the mornin’, do the chores before breakfast.” He caressed her cheek and kissed her. “G’night.”
“Goodnight, Sully.” She watched him walk over to his horse, untether him and mount him. He smiled at her again in that loving way he always did and then rode off into the darkness.
Michaela sighed and went back inside, shutting the door and hanging up her jacket.
Elizabeth was staring at the dying flames, lips pursed.
“You could have at least given me a warning,” Michaela remarked softly.
Elizabeth glanced at her. “What do you mean? I wrote you.”
“You wrote me you weren’t coming.” She joined her over by the chairs.
“If you want me to leave just say so.”
“I don’t mean that, Mother. You know that.”
“The church won’t recognize your union. It’s sinful,” she retorted.
“David and I weren’t even married in the Catholic church.” She sat across from her.
Elizabeth breathed a sigh and rested her chin on her hand.
“This isn’t really about the church, Mother, is it?” Michaela asked.
“Michaela, come home. Back to Boston. Where your whole life is waiting for you. You can just pick up where you left off, go back to the hospital and work if you insist. You and Dr. Burke can even go on with your little clinic in Dorchester. You and the boys can live with me until we get you back on your feet. Josef can go back to his school; we can enroll Christopher, too. I‘ll pay their tuition, whatever you need I‘ll do it.”
“I’m going to have a clinic here. Sully and I are building a life together. Josef and Chris go to school here now.”
“With that rancher, yes, how could I forget? Answer me this. How are they ever going to grow up and be doctors someday out here? It‘s lucky if they learn how to count to ten.”
“Mother, that‘s not fair. Olive does a fine job teaching them and I teach them, too. Nothing’s going to change.”
“Everything’s going to change!” She stared at her. “Michaela, listen to me. William wants you to come home. He wants to offer his hand to you. You can marry him and go on with your life like none of this horrible year ever happened.”
“You talked to Dr. Burke about me?” she breathed. “Mother, my personal life is none of your business!”
“Of course it is, you’re my daughter! William can give you a good life, a proper life for those children.”
“That depends on how you define proper.” She swallowed. “Sully loves my sons. He’s given them …. Mother, he’s given them more in six months than David offered us in the past six years. And me. He loves me.”
“You honestly intend to marry that man?”
“Yes, Mother. I honestly do.”
“You barely even know him! You’re rushing into this head first, you’re not thinking clearly! You just got divorced. Michaela, love makes people irrational. You‘ve got to take a step back from this and think about what you‘re doing! Not just to yourself, but there‘s two children involved here.”
Michaela paused a moment, wondering if Elizabeth was right, if she was rushing this. And yet it had felt so right and perfect, it never felt like it was moving too quickly. Not until Elizabeth pointed it out.
Elizabeth got up. “It’s your life. But I’m not going to approve. Never. You can get married, but I won’t stand by and watch. I’m here to visit my grandsons and then I’m going home.” She got up, smoothed her skirts and headed over to the stairs.
“Goodnight,” Michaela said softly.
Elizabeth paused at the stairs, turning around. “You’re a civilized woman, not some rustic.” She headed up the stairs, disappearing.
Chapter Twenty-eight
Sully ran some sandpaper down the leg of an examination table in Michaela’s new clinic while she washed some of the back windows. She kept stopping and she had a look about her like she was daydreaming, then after awhile she would go back to what she was doing, and a few moments later, be daydreaming again.
“Somethin’ wrong?” Sully finally asked as he got up.
“Hm?”
“Ya thinkin’ about somethin’?”
“No, nothing really,” she said softly as she grabbed a fresh cloth and wiped it down another dusty window pane. The truth was she couldn’t get Elizabeth’s words out of her head, that she was behaving irrationally. That she was a civilized woman and should come home to Boston and accept William’s hand. She tried to remember that Elizabeth was known for her dramatics, but it was true, she had only known Sully for a very short time.
Sully eyed her skeptically for a moment, then he squatted down again to work on sanding another leg.
“Hey, Mama!” Josef called as he, Christopher and Hanna came into the clinic.
Michaela brightened as she always did when the children came home. “Oh, how was school?”
“Good. We have to write an essay. Called, What is Love?”
“Oh, that’s an interesting essay topic.”
“I know what I’m gonna write. Love is all fuzzy,” Christopher said with a giggle.
Michaela laughed and held out her arms to him for a hug. “Want to help us clean up the clinic? We‘re making good progress.”
“Us? Where’s Papa?” Hanna asked, glancing around the room.
“Ow,” Sully said from behind the table. He got up, rubbing his head. “I’m here.”
Hanna smiled at him and he went over and picked her up.
“Ya have a good day at school?”
“Uh-huh.” She kissed his cheek.
“Sweet girl,” he murmured.
“Dr. Mike, my ma said to bring this by for you,” Colleen said as she walked into the room with a picnic basket. “Warm bread fresh out of the oven.”
“Oh, thank you, Colleen,” Michaela replied. “How much do I owe her?”
“She said next time Brian comes down with a belly ache maybe you could take a look at him for free.”
She exchanged a smile with Sully. “I’ll do just that.”
“With all the candy he eats he gets ‘em all the time,” she said.
“Let me take that, Colleen,” Sully said as he grasped the handle. Their hands brushed against each other.
“Oh. Thank you, Mr. Sully,” she murmured, gazing into his eyes.
“What you gonna write about?” he asked as he pulled back the checked cloth to look at the bread.
“What?”
“Your essay. What is Love?”
“Oh. I don’t know, Cole,” she murmured. “I mean, Sully.”
“Colleen, wanna go push us on the swings in the meadow?” Christopher asked. He walked over to her and held her hand. Josef and Brian were best friends, and Christopher had taken a liking to Colleen.
She smiled at him and ruffled his hair. “Sure.”
“Can we go play, Mike?” Hanna asked.
“Go on,” she said. “I’ll come get you when it’s time to go home.”
They ran out of the clinic and Sully watched them go with a smile. Then he strolled over to Michaela who had started washing the windows again.
“Where’s your ma?”
“Over at the store talking to Loren. They’ve become good friends.”
“That’s good.” He wrapped his arms around her waist from behind. “Kids are growin’ up, writin’ essays.”
“Mm,” she replied with a soft smile.
He grasped the cloth from her and put it aside. “Grow up real fast.”
“Yes, they do.”
He rocked her. “I think they’d do real good with a little brother or sister.”
She sighed. “Sully.”
“What?”
“We talked about this.”
“So? We’re talkin’ again.”
“If you want to marry someone who’s going to give you a lot more children you should find someone else. That‘s not going to be me.” She pulled away from him and walked a few steps away.
“We ain’t talking about a lot more. We’re talking about havin’ one more baby.”
“You’re talking. You shouldn‘t marry me if that’s what you want.”
“Hey, where’s this comin’ from? I’m marryin’ exactly who I wanna marry.”
“Well, perhaps Mother’s right. Perhaps we are rushing this.”
He folded his arms skeptically. “You and your ma talked?”
“You want another child and I don’t and I’m just not sure we know each other as well as we should.”
“I don’t think it’s that ya don’t want a baby,” he murmured.
“Oh?” she replied, turning around. “What is it you think then?”
“I think it’s that you’re scared.”
“That’s ridiculous. Scared of what?”
“Of movin’ on, leavin’ the life you used to have behind for good. David, the baby ya had that died.”
“That has nothing to do with it,” she choked.
He gestured at her. “Just wonderin’ how long you’re gonna let that stop ya from livin’ your life? When you gonna let it go?”
“I have let it go,” she breathed.
“If ya had, ya wouldn’t be listenin’ to your ma about goin’ back to Boston.”
“How do you know about that?” she asked, surprised.
“She talked to me. She says she can get a foreman job for me out there.”
“Sully, I don’t want to move back to Boston. There’s nothing she can say to me about that to change my mind.”
“You sure about that?”
“Of course I’m sure. Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Just think there’s some things ya gotta work through first ‘fore we can get married and have our own life.” He walked back over to her. “It’s what I want. A new life with ya. But only if you want that, too.”
She swallowed hard, her eyes welling with tears. “Well, perhaps, perhaps it might be best if we postpone the wedding a little while. So we can think all these things through.” She brushed past him. “I should get my mother and the children. It’s getting late.”
“I’ll stay in town tonight, keep workin’ here.”
She turned around. “What about supper? You have to eat.”
“I’ll get somethin’ here. Go on, get the kids.”
* * *
“Well, that is the most sensible thing I’ve ever heard,” Elizabeth remarked as she sipped her tea at the kitchen table. “Of course you should wait.”
Michaela stirred her tea but she didn’t drink it.
“Postpone it indefinitely while you sort out everything at home,” she added. “I’ll get you tickets, we’ll all leave on Friday’s train.”
“But the boys have a life here, Mother. I can‘t just uproot them like that, pull them out of school suddenly.”
“Oh, Michaela, would you listen to yourself? Your roots are in Boston! They just lost their father and you want to push this new man into their life just like that and start all over without any regard for them and how they feel.”
Hanna creeped quietly up a step to sit just below Christopher and Josef. The three of them were in their nightclothes listening intently to Michaela and Elizabeth converse.
“You aren’t going back to Boston, are you?” Hanna whispered.
Christopher frowned and looked at Josef.
“Grandma wants us to,” Josef whispered.
“What about the school play?” Hanna murmured. “You can’t miss it.”
“I like Colorado now,” Christopher said. “And I like Sully.”
“I don’t think Grandma likes Sully all that much,” Josef replied. “I don’t think she wants us to live here.”
“Why? He’s nice.” He swallowed. “He’s nice to Mommy. He never hits her.”
“Why would he hit her?” Hanna said, furrowing her brow.
“Some daddies do,” Christopher explained.
“Ours did,” Josef added in a whisper.
“Oh,” Hanna said. “Josef, you won’t leave Colorado? You promise?”
The boys exchanged a glance.
“We promise,” Josef vowed.
“Sully, Dr. Mike!” Charlotte called frantically as she banged on the front door.
Alarmed, Michaela got up and went to the door, opening it. Elizabeth quickly followed her.
Charlotte, Matthew and Brian were standing on the porch.
“Charlotte, what’s wrong?” Michaela asked.
“It’s Colleen. She wandered off somewhere, I think she’s lost. She hasn’t come home. Brian saw her going up to the high country.”
Michaela rubbed her arms of the chilly night air. A cold wind was blowing in and no doubt a little girl could freeze to death all night out there.
“Where’s Sully? We need his help,” Matthew added.
“He’s still in town. We‘ll get him,” Michaela said. “Let me just saddle my horse. I’m coming with you.” She touched Brian’s shoulder. “You should stay here with my mother where you‘ll be warm and safe.”
“Go on, darlin’,” Charlotte said, guiding him inside.
“I want to look for Colleen some more,” Brian protested.
“No you will not. You mind Mrs. Quinn, you hear?”
“Fine,” Brian muttered.
* * *
“Colleen!” Michaela called.
“Colleen!” Sully echoed.
Michaela suddenly tripped on an uneven portion of ground and fell to her knees. Sully was at her side instantly, helping her back to her feet.
“You all right?” he demanded.
“I’m fine.”
“Let’s rest here,” Sully said, guiding her over to a rock.
“Charlotte must be sick with worry,” Michaela remarked. “I know how she feels.”
“We got the boys back safe to us and we’ll get Colleen back to her ma, too,” he said reassuringly. He looked away and sighed.
“Sully, I’m sorry we fought the other day. I don’t want to fight with you.”
“I’m sorry, too. I don’t want ya to feel rushed into anything. You want to hold off on the weddin’ that’s all right with me.”
“It is?”
He caressed her arm. “I wanted to marry ya yesterday. But it’s more important to me you feel ready, that we work everything first. We should take all the time we need.”
She smiled softly. “You mean that?”
He nodded. “Sides, I wanna see your clinic finished first.”
“I thought we would have that finished next week.”
He hesitated. “We got a mortgage payment come due.”
“I know.”
“After all those medical supplies we ordered, the bill at Loren’s too? I’m short thirty dollars this month.”
“What are we going to do?”
He hesitated. “There’s some survey work up near Denver. They want me there by the end of the week.”
“You took a job in Denver?” she murmured. “You didn’t tell me.”
“Didn’t want you frettin’.”
“Surely there’s some other way. I don’t want you to leave us. Not now. I just got back from Soda Springs. And my mother’s here.”
“She hasn’t exactly took to me.”
“Well, she will. You’ll see. She just doesn’t know you.”
He held her arm. “I gotta provide for you and the kids. I need to. Sides, there’s another reason. We don’t make that payment, Preston’s gonna foreclose.”
“Foreclose,” she breathed. “But we just bought the property.”
“And he wasn’t happy our first two payments were late. He says it happens again he’s takin’ it back.”
Wolf suddenly howled in the distance. Sully quickly looked toward the sound. “He’s got a scent. Come on.”
* * *
“This book?” Elizabeth said skeptically as she opened the novel and sat on Hanna’s bed. “This is a big book for a little girl.”
“Mike and I are reading it together,” Hanna explained, folding her hands across her chest as she reclined in bed. “I like it.”
“Very well then.” Elizabeth put on her spectacles and reached to turn up the lamp. “Chapter nine. Meg goes to Vanity Fair.”
Elizabeth read to her softly in the warm lamplight while the harsh, cold wind whipped outside and rattled the windows.
“I want my daughters to be beautiful, accomplished, and good,” Elizabeth went on. “To be admired, loved, and respected, to have a happy youth, to be well and wisely married …” Her voice broke. “And to lead useful, pleasant lives, with as little care and sorrow to try them as God sees fit to send.”
The glass of the windows rattled with a particularly loud gust of wind and Christopher bolted into the room holding his bear.
“Oh, Christopher,” Elizabeth said. “Is the wind scaring you?”
He nodded and ran to her, hugging her.
“Oh, there now, we’re safe in here, safe and warm,” Elizabeth said soothingly, patting his back. “Where are Brian and Josef?”
“Still in our room. They’re not scared.”
Another gust of wind beat against the window and Josef and Brian appeared suddenly in the doorway.
“Oh, really? Look,” Elizabeth said wryly.
Christopher turned around. “Oh, they’re scared, too!”
“Me scared? No, we just wanted to be sure you’re all right,” Brian said. “Ma said I’m man of the house.”
“Well, as you can see we’re fine. No cause for worry,” Elizabeth said. She eyed the two of them. “Would you like to listen to the story, too?”
Josef and Brian exchanged a smile and they nodded.
“Come here, get under the covers warm.” She lifted Christopher into her lap and Josef and Brian got in bed with Hanna.
“Where were we?” Elizabeth said with a smile. She turned a page. “Money is a needful and precious thing, and, when well used, a noble thing, but I never want you to think it is the first or only prize to strive for. I’d rather see you poor men’s wives, if you were happy, beloved, contented, than queens on thrones, without self-respect and peace.’"
Elizabeth finished the chapter and then closed the book. Christopher had rested his head against her chest but he was still awake.
“Gran’ma, will you move here?” he whispered. “Please?”
“Oh, I don’t think so,” she said as she put the book aside and rocked him.
“You want us to come back to Boston, don’t you?” Josef whispered.
Elizabeth sighed and stroked Christopher’s hair. “I just want to keep my family together. I want us all to go home where we can be together.”
“Sully says home is where the heart is,” Brian said.
“What’s that mean?” Christopher asked curiously.
“Well, when I first moved here from Topeka with my ma, I wanted to go back to our farm. I wanted things to be the way they were before. I missed my pa, I wanted him back. Sometimes I even wanted to go live with him. Wherever he was. And Sully said wherever I was in this world I could make that home as long as I had folks who loved me. He said I’d be all right. And he was right.”
“Did your pa ever come back, Brian?” Christopher asked softly.
“…No,” he murmured. “Never.”
“Oh. Ours didn’t either,” Josef whispered.
Elizabeth leaned forward and patted his hand.
“See sometimes, the way things were before? The way you remember them is better than how it really was,” Brian explained. “I remember all these good things about Topeka. About my pa. But when I really think hard, I remember there were bad things, too. A lotta bad things.” He folded his arms resolutely. “My heart’s here now. In Colorado Springs.”
“My heart’s here now, too, Gran’ma. Feel it,” Christopher said, pressing her hand to his chest.
Elizabeth kissed his head tearfully and held him all the closer.
* * *
Sully forged ahead down the mountain with Colleen in his arms, wrapped in his jacket. Michaela followed after him. They spotted Charlotte and Matthew leading their horses in the distance.
“Colleen!” Charlotte cried, running over to them. “Is she all right?”
“Her hands are frostbitten,” Michaela said. “We need to get her back to town right away.”
“Matthew, ride ahead,” Sully instructed. “Start heatin’ some water on your ma’s stove.”
“And build up the fire,” Michaela added.
“Mama’s here now,” Charlotte said tearfully as she caressed Colleen’s cheek. “Don’t worry.”
* * *
“Keep her hands in the water,” Michaela instructed Charlotte. Colleen was whimpering softly as she rested across the table in Charlotte’s kitchen, covered with a warm blanket. Jake made his way into the room, brushing past the Reverend.
“You better start rubbin’ ‘em,” Jake said. “This’ll take too long.”
“Actually, Jake, we’re starting to believe it’s better to warm them up slowly so as not to shock the tissue.”
“Who’s this we?”
“We doctors.”
“Michaela, thank goodness you’re back,” Elizabeth said dramatically as she walked into the room.
“I seen more frostbite than any of you doctors put together,” Jake retorted. “You better let me take over. Move aside.”
“I wouldn’t do that, young man,” Elizabeth snapped.
“Why’s that?” Jake retorted.
“Why, because my daughter is the finest doctor you people could ever hope to have all the way out here and then some. You should be down on your knees thanking God fate brought her here. Cast her aside now and this poor girl’s life could be at stake. Now get out of here. Go!”
Jake stared at Elizabeth a moment, speechless, then reluctantly backed up and headed back outside.
“Mother, I’m with a patient,” Michaela said.
“This is a kitchen!” Elizabeth cried.
“Well, it’s the best I can do under the circumstances.” She walked over to her and closed the door, guiding her out to the porch.
“Is that child going to be all right?”
“I don’t know yet. There’s still a chance gangrene could set in. If it does … ”
“She should be in a hospital,“ Elizabeth remarked.
“Yes, she should.” She sighed. “How are the children?”
“Oh, they’re fine. I just dropped them all off at school. If you call that little shack a school.”
“Everything was fine while we were gone?”
“Yes. Where‘s Mr. Sully? Not still up in the mountains I hope.”
“He went out to the Reservation to check on things. I won’t be able to go out today. I’m needed here.”
Preston walked up to Michaela, brow narrowed. “Good morning,” Preston said politely.
“No it isn’t,” Elizabeth retorted.
“May I speak with you, Michaela?” Preston asked impatiently. He guided Michaela several steps down the porch. “I can’t find Sully. So here.” He pulled out a small envelope from his suit coat pocket.
“What is this?” Michaela asked as she opened it.
“It’s all explained in there.”
Michaela’s face fell as she read the documents. “Foreclose. But Sully said you were going to give us one more month to catch up on the mortgage.”
“Your definition of a mortgage is apparently different than the bank’s. A mortgage implies payment, on time, every month.”
Michaela folded the documents. “Mr. Lodge, I know we’ve been late a few times, but I’m just getting started with my practice, I promise it won’t always be like this.”
“Just pass that on to your fiance, please. I’m taking possession Monday morning if he doesn’t pay the entire mortgage off before then, in full.”
“The entire mortgage! But we can’t possibly afford that!”
“Well, then I suggest you start packing. Good day.” He tipped his hat.
Michaela heaved a sigh and returned to Elizabeth.
“What was that about?” Elizabeth demanded.
“I’m going to lose my clinic,” Michaela whispered. “Preston’s taking it back.” She swallowed back a lot of pride. “Mother, perhaps if you could help us make the next payment. It could be your wedding present to us. Just enough to keep Preston appeased until we can get back on track.”
“Oh, no. No, I won’t participate in you ruining your life!”
“You said you wanted to help me.”
“Help you get out of this God-forsaken place, not help you stay here even longer.”
“Dr. Mike,” Charlotte said with a smile. “Dr. Mike, she’s waking up.”
“Excuse me, I have a patient to see,” Michaela said as she brushed past her.
Chapter Twenty-nine
“He’s bluffing,” Sully said dismissively as he put the bank paperwork on the kitchen table.
Michaela shook her head. “He wasn’t bluffing. Sully, he’s going to foreclose Monday morning. He said so.”
“Did ya stall him? Did you even try?”
“Of course I tried. What do you think, you think I just told Preston I was all right with this?”
“Point is I can’t come up with this kinda money in two days,” he muttered. “Guess your clinic’s gonna have to wait. I’m sorry.”
“Wait, there is one way.”
“How’s that?”
“My mother,” she murmured.
“You mean beg? Beg your ma for money?”
“It’s not begging. I told her it would be a wedding present.”
“Ya already asked her?” he breathed.
“Well, we talked about it.”
“I ain’t gonna have us owin’ your ma, too,” he retorted.
“We wouldn’t owe her. It would be a gift. Sully, I never asked her for anything in my entire life. Ever.”
He gestured at his chest with his thumb. “I can support us. I don’t need your ma to do it for me.”
“I didn’t mean that. I know you can. That’s not what I meant.”
“It’s what it sounds like.”
“You don’t have to get so upset. She told me no.”
“Don’t ask her again,” he said firmly. “We ain’t takin’ a dime from your ma. Or anybody.”
“What’s wrong with letting other people help us?” She shook her head. “Sully, if I hadn’t accepted the help of others when I decided to leave David I’m not sure I would even be standing here today. I accepted your help with blind faith, remember? And so many others.”
“That’s different.”
“Why, because you’re the man? You’re supposed to be the one to provide? I thought marriage was a team effort.”
“Ya think I can’t support ya just say so,” he replied narrowing his brow. “Ya think you’d be better off with your ma takin’ care of ya back in Boston then maybe that’s where you should be.”
“I didn’t say that,” she replied. “You know that’s not where I want to be.”
“You sure about that?” He folded his arms.
She looked up at him tearfully.
“Maybe it’s not such a bad idea, takin’ the boys back to Boston. Maybe you need to make sure you really wanna leave that behind before two of us get married.”
“You want us to leave?” she choked.
“Course not,” he murmured. “But I heard more than I ever wanna hear about your ma, and Boston, and Colorado Springs. Your family, where you live is in here.” He pointed at his heart. “I’m just wonderin’, when are you gonna see the world through our eyes?” He slowly headed over to the door, grabbed his jacket, and headed outside.
* * *
“This is Zeus,” Christopher said as he stuck his hand under a chicken and grabbed an egg.
“Sully said we’re not supposed to name them,” Josef replied. He grabbed another egg from a nearby nest and put it in the egg basket.
Christopher giggled. “Yeah, but Mommy says we can.”
“Besides, Zeus is a boy’s name! That’s a girl!”
“How do you know?”
“The eggs, silly. Boys don’t lay an egg.”
“Oh!” He laughed. “Then, I’ll call her, hmm. Elizabeth!”
“Now you want to name her after Grandma?”
“Yeah. Grandma will like it better here if she gets a chicken named for her.”
“I don’t think so,” Josef said with a raise of his eyebrows.
Michaela had been listening to the boys for a few minutes as she stood behind them. “It’s time for breakfast.”
“Oh, hey, Mommy,” Christopher said, spinning around. “We got you some eggs.”
“Thank you. You did a good job. I‘m proud of you two for pitching in so much around here.”
He smiled up at her as she put her arm around him as they headed back to the house.
“Isn’t Chris silly? He named the biggest hen Elizabeth,” Josef remarked.
“Speaking of your grandmother, there’s something I want to talk to you about. It‘s been a long time since we‘ve been back home. To Boston. I was thinking we should take a trip there. What do you think about that?”
“Why?” Josef breathed.
“Well, because it’s home.”
“But I would miss the hens,” Christopher said sadly. “I’d miss Elizabeth.”
“Come here, sit down,” Michaela said as she guided them to the porch. “You know, now that your daddy’s gone, Mommy’s been thinking a lot about our family, what the future holds for us. What I mean is, I want to make choices that are best for the two of you. Even if something …. Someone, might be right for me, it’s more important that it’s right for the two of you, too. Does that make sense?”
“You mean, you think Boston might be best?” Josef whispered.
“Well, I don’t know. I think we shouldn’t make any big decisions just yet. I know how patient you‘ve been all this time. Coming to a strange place and not knowing how long we would stay or where we would end up. You‘ve been so brave.”
The boys hugged her tightly and she rocked them, kissing Christopher’s head.
* * *
“Where’s the menu?” Elizabeth asked as Sully pulled out her chair and guided her to sit at the café.
“There is no menu. It’s meatloaf day,” Sully explained.
“It’s really good,” Hanna said.
“You can have chicken if you don’t want meatloaf,” Christopher remarked, resting his elbow on the checked cloth. “Miss Grace always has that.”
Elizabeth nudged his elbow off the table. “Mind your manners.”
Christopher folded his hands in his lap obediently as Grace brought over some cider.
“Where’s Dr. Mike?” Grace asked as she gave everyone their glasses.
“Over at Charlotte’s with Colleen,” Sully explained.
“Meatloaf?” Grace asked.
Sully nodded. “Thanks.”
“Thank you,” Hanna said sweetly.
Grace smiled at her. “Comin’ right up.”
“Sully? I don’t think I really want meatloaf,” Josef whispered.
“Why’s that? Thought you liked it,” Sully replied.
“I’m not that hungry,” he murmured.
Sully gazed at him perceptively. “There somethin’ on your mind? You wanna talk about it?”
He shrugged and glanced at Christopher.
“We just been thinking about stuff,” Christopher remarked.
“It’s good for a man to think sometimes,” Sully said with a soft smile as he took a sip of cider.
“Well, we’ve been thinking there’s some things we want our mommy to know,” Josef said. “But we’re not so sure she does.”
“Michaela knows everything, what is it she doesn’t know?” Elizabeth suddenly asked curiously.
“Did you do something wrong?” Hanna asked.
“No, it’s nothing like that,” Josef said.
Sully put his glass down and put his arm around Josef. “Well, I’m still learning my way around this myself. But it seems to me when you don’t tell your ma somethin’? That’s a lot worse than anything you could say.”
“You mean, we should tell her what we’re thinking?” Christopher remarked.
“That’s right. When folks love each other, they should be able to talk to each other about what’s on their minds. They should be able to say anything to each other. And I know your ma loves you more than anything.”
Josef looked at Christopher. “Let’s go over and talk to her. Right now.”
Christopher nodded. “Yeah, all right.”
The boys got up. Josef hugged Sully.
Sully gave his head a gentle kiss. “Go on. We’ll be right here.”
* * *
“How do they look?” Charlotte asked worriedly as she sat beside Michaela on Colleen’s bed.
“Better,” Michaela said as she gently lifted Colleen’s fingers out of the water. “There’s no sign of gangrene.”
Charlotte stroked Colleen’s hair. “That’s good news.”
Colleen opened her eyes tiredly. “You fixed me, Dr. Mike.”
Michaela placed her hands back in the water and patted her arm.
“When I grow up, I want to be a doctor,” she added. “Like you.”
Michaela smiled softly. “I’ll be downstairs if you need me.” She went downstairs to the kitchen to heat up some more water. She opened the stove and added another log to it as the boys came in the back door.
They looked solemn, both of them with their hands in their pockets, like they were thinking very deeply about something.
“What’s wrong?” Michaela asked perceptively. “I thought you were eating at the café with Sully.”
“We were,” Josef said. “We‘re waiting for the food.”
“Oh.” Michaela put a kettle on the stove.
“Mama, we want to talk to you,” Josef said.
“Oh? About what?”
“It’s important,” Josef added.
Confused, she led them over to the kitchen table. “All right. Let’s have a seat then.”
Josef and Christopher pulled out chairs to sit and Michaela sat beside them.
“So, what’s this that’s so important?” she prompted. “I’m all ears.”
Josef glanced at Christopher for support and he nodded. “Mama, we talked it over and we think you should marry Sully.”
She sighed. “Boys, that’s really between Sully and me, I don’t think you should be concerned with-”
“We gotta tell you something, wait,” Josef said. “It’s all right if you marry him. We think you should know it’s all right.”
“He means with me and Josef, Mommy,” Christopher said. “We want you to marry Sully.”
Michaela felt her eyes welling with tears. “Truly?”
Christopher nodded.
“Oh, sweethearts,” she murmured. “I know he can’t replace your father. I know it’s not the same.”
“We know,” Josef said bravely. “It’s really different. I was scared to live here at first. But not anymore. Cause I learned just ‘cause things are different doesn’t mean it’s bad. Ever since we moved to Sully’s house it’s been good.”
“Yeah, it’s really good. You’re happy now, Mama,” Christopher said.
“Yeah. I like it,” Josef added. “I like when you smile.”
“And sing to us,” Christopher whispered.
“Oh,” she murmured, drawing them into a tight hug and rocking them. “I love you both. So much.”
* * *
“Close your eyes, don’t want soap to get in ‘em,” Sully said as he rinsed off Christopher’s hair with a few handfuls of water.
The little boy dunked his toy boat underwater. “Pirates coming after us. Run, Sully!”
Sully chuckled at his imagination. “Come on, out we go,” he lifted him out of the tub and wrapped him in a thick towel.
“You be Friday, I’ll be Robinson,” Christopher instructed.
“I think you’re stallin’ ‘cause you know it’s past your bedtime,” Sully said wryly as he rubbed his back.
“Me?” Christopher said sweetly.
Sully helped him on with his nightshift as the little boy continued to chat away, then he put on his socks. “Up to bed,” he instructed. “Get warm under the covers.”
“Goodnight, Sully,” Christopher said, hugging him tightly.
“Goodnight, son,” Sully whispered.
Christopher hugged him a little tighter. “I like being your son,” he whispered.
Sully gave his cheek a kiss. “Say goodnight to your gran’ma.”
“G’night, Gran’ma!” Christopher shouted toward the sitting room as he ran upstairs.
Sully shook his head at him and then dried his hands off with a towel.
“Where’s Michaela? I’m getting worried,” Elizabeth said firmly as she walked into the kitchen and put aside her needlepoint on the table.
“She said she might stay in town tonight with Colleen. Sure she‘s fine,” Sully said. “I’ll stay here tonight.”
“Good, I hope you weren’t going to just leave us here alone tonight.”
“No, course not.” He put the towel over the back of a chair.
“Mr. Sully, why do you want to marry my daughter?” Elizabeth asked directly.
He met her eyes, confused. “Ma’am?”
“I really want to know. She’s a divorcee from Boston with two young children and a medical degree scarce few people have any confidence in. Why do you want to get involved with her and her children?”
He shifted his feet. “Well, because I love her.”
She stared back at him a long moment, as if expecting him to say a lot more. “That’s it? You love her?”
“Why, is there supposed to be more to it?”
She chuckled softly. “Love never used to have anything to do with it. Besides, a marriage based on just love is doomed to fail.” She sighed softly. “Look at her and David.”
He swallowed hard. “Your daughter’s a very special woman. I want to give her the kinda life she really deserves. I want to treat her the way a man should. Before Michaela come along, I thought things were just fine. It was me and my daughter and I thought we were doin’ just fine. But Michaela, Michaela gave Hanna somethin’ I never could. She gave her a ma.” He sighed. “I know my wife woulda been a good ma. I miss her all the time, I wish all the time Hanna coulda known her. But she’s gone and it took me a long time, too long, but I accepted she ain‘t comin’ back. So if Hanna can’t have her real ma, there’s nobody else I’d rather help me raise her than your daughter.”
Elizabeth gazed at him as he spoke, for once having nothing to say.
“But it ain’t just about Hanna. Michaela’s been here for me, too. We see the world the same way. We want the same things for our kids. And for each other. She’s by my side in everything I do. She makes me want to try harder. She makes me a better father. A better man.” He smiled softly. “Guess the real question is why wouldn’t I wanna marry her?” He glanced at the tub. “I better clean this up, get the chores done before bed. Goodnight, ma’am.”
“Goodnight,” Elizabeth said softly.
* * *
Michaela hugged Sully tightly outside the train station. He rocked her gently in the warm sunlight. He had gone on lots of trips since she had known him. But it was the first time they were going to be apart since they were engaged. And it was even more heartbreaking, because he was going to be gone for the day they had initially planned the wedding. Even though they had put it off now, at Elizabeth’s strong urging, Michaela still wanted him here.
“You don’t have to go,” she whispered.
“It’s the only thing I got left to do to try to stall Preston,” he murmured. He kissed her cheek. “I’ll be back Monday mornin’.”
She grasped his shoulders and gazed into his eyes. “I’ll miss you.”
“Miss ya, too.” He touched her cheek, then he picked up his bedroll and headed to the train, climbing aboard.
Michaela joined Elizabeth, whose solemn expression was unreadable. Michaela couldn’t tell whether she was relieved to see him go or sympathetic about it.
Michaela waved as the train rolled away. Then she took a solemn breath. “I need to get to the clinic. Are you coming?”
“No, I think I have some business to attend to,” Elizabeth remarked. “You go on.”
“Business?” Michaela said curiously.
“Yes, business. Go on.”
“All right, suit yourself,” Michaela said as she headed down the street.
* * *
Elizabeth rang the bell in the bank impatiently. “Is anyone here?”
Preston slowly made his way to the counter, forehead bathed in sweat.
“For heaven sake what’s wrong with you, young man?” Elizabeth demanded.
“Nothing,” he choked. “How may I help you?”
“About that mortgage on that old boarding house down the street. My daughter’s clinic. What exactly would it take to stop you from foreclosing?”
“It’s done,” Preston said. “I already filed the necessary paperwork, I’m taking possession Monday.”
Elizabeth opened her purse and pulled out a thick stack of bills. “Here’s five hundred dollars. Take it. Go on, take it.”
“Mrs. Quinn is it? It’s not your mortgage to pay. I can’t take your money.”
“What does it matter whether it comes from me or Michaela or Mr. Sully or the pope himself? You’re getting your money. Isn’t that all bankers care about anyway, getting paid?”
“I’m foreclosing on that property and there’s nothing you can do to change my mind,” he retorted impatiently. “Now if you’d kindly step outside.”
“We’re not finished here,” Elizabeth said stubbornly.
“Oh, yes we are.” He opened the door, then suddenly he doubled over in pain and cried out, clutching his abdomen.
“What is it?” Elizabeth demanded.
“Nothing. Go! Get out!” He cringed all the more and slumped down.
“Oh for heaven sake,” Elizabeth muttered. She walked out of the bank. “Excuse me, excuse me!” she called to no one in particular. “I need some help over here. Some help please.”
Jake strolled out of his barbershop with a newspaper.
“Yes, yes you,” Elizabeth said. “If you’d be so kind.”
A little intrigued, Jake walked over to her. “Something wrong, ma’am?”
“Oh, nothing’s wrong with me. It’s him.” She pointed inside. “He’s obviously quite ill. You should take him over to my daughter’s clinic down the street. She’ll see to him.”
“Leave me alone,” Preston muttered.
“You’re in no fit state to decide whether or not you should be left alone,” Elizabeth said.
“Come on, Preston,” Jake said as he helped him to his feet. “Let’s go see Dr. Mike.”
“I won’t let that woman touch me,” Preston gasped just before he fainted to the floor.
* * *
“Once it gets into the bladder you should be able to pass it out,” Michaela explained as Preston laid in her clinic. “Unless of course the bladder becomes blocked.”
“Blocked?” Preston blurted.
“By the stone. If that happens it may become necessary for surgical intervention.”
Preston picked up one of the instruments she had laid out. He grimaced and got up off the examination table, wrapping the sheet around his waist.
“What are you doing?” Michaela asked.
“I’m leaving,” he retorted.
“I haven’t given you the tea or the carbonated potassium!”
He opened the door. Elizabeth was waiting on the bench outside.
“I don’t need your help,” Preston said. “And I want you vacated from this property by Monday!” He rushed down the street back to his bank and several women gasped at him while some men laughed.
Michaela sighed and sat beside Elizabeth.
“He won’t listen to me,” she remarked.
“Of course not. Most patients never did.”
Michaela sighed again. Leave it to Elizabeth to say the most hurtful thing she could think of.
Elizabeth softened a little. “But that doesn’t mean you’re going to quit, now does it? These people don’t know you. They don’t know how talented you truly are. It takes time.”
“I’m not going to quit,” Michaela murmured. “I just don’t have the money to stay here, that’s all.” She folded her hands with determination. “I’ll practice in the street if I have to, I’ll pitch a tent, but I’m not quitting.”
“I offered him five-hundred dollars toward your mortgage,” Elizabeth remarked.
Michaela looked at her in astonishment. She had asked Elizabeth for the money, but she didn’t actually expect Elizabeth to go along with this. “You did? Why?” she breathed.
“Isn’t that what you wanted?”
“It is, but-”
“Lord knows Sully can’t support you and the children the way he’s going. I suppose you’ll have to work, too. Besides, this town needs a doctor. And a doctor needs a clinic.” She shook her head. “Don’t get sentimental on me. He refused to take it.”
“It doesn’t matter anymore,” Michaela whispered. “Just knowing you wanted me to have this, that means so much, Mother.”
“Well, we’ll just find someplace else to put out your single.” She gently patted her hand.
* * *
Michaela pulled her wagon up to Charlotte’s boarding house and climbed down. There was a sign on the kitchen door that read “No Vacancy” in black paint. It looked like something Matthew and Brian had put together quickly for Charlotte. Michaela knocked on the door.
“Can’t you read? No more rooms!” Charlotte shouted.
Michaela opened the door. “I don’t need a room. I just wanted to talk.”
Charlotte was feathering a chicken at her table. “Oh, Dr. Mike! You’re a sight for sore eyes.”
Boarders were coming in and out of the kitchen to get something to drink or a cookie from a plate on the table, and the place seemed very bustling. The kitchen was steaming hot from all the pots boiling on the stove and a roast in the oven.
Michaela put her medical bag on a chair. “I just came from the Bakers. Ginny’s pregnant again. She wanted me to tell you.”
Charlotte breathed a sigh and smiled. “Sweet girl. Oh, I‘m so happy for them.”
“Me, too. Charlotte, I want to thank you for giving me some of your patients. You did me a big favor. I can‘t have a clinic without any patients. I know it’s just obstetrics right now, but one patient always leads to others.”
“It wasn’t a favor,” Charlotte said as she took out a big butchering knife and skillfully broke down the chicken. “I’m so busy these days. Much as it pains me to admit it, I just can’t do it all.” She shook her head. “With that train in town now all these rooms are filled every single night! And more families moving here now all the time, that means more babies on the way, seems like I‘m out all night two or three times a week.” She smiled at her. “I expect you and Sully are next.”
Michaela smiled half-heartedly. She hadn‘t really talked with anyone about how apprehensive she felt about a new baby, except Sully. Everyone just assumed they would have one right away. Even the children talked about it sometimes and seemed excited about having a little brother or sister. Well, perhaps Christopher wasn’t all that thrilled about the idea, but Hanna and Josef certainly were. It was going to be difficult to tell their family and friends that a baby might not be what they were planning on at all.
“What are you going to do, Charlotte? How will you keep up with all this?”
She wiped her brow with the back of her hand. “Oh, I don’t know. I think turn most of the rest of my patients over to you, for starters.”
“But you’ve been the town midwife for years. Women trust you and love you.”
“I’ll still help out sometimes where I can. But now that we got us a real doctor, why shouldn’t they go to you?”
“I suppose.”
“And then? Well, I’m thinking about selling.”
“Selling?” Michaela breathed. “You mean give up the boarding house?”
“Not give it up completely. Just moving to a smaller place is all,” Charlotte said. “A place that don’t have so many rooms. I just can‘t keep up anymore. I missed Brian‘s spelling bee, I never see Matthew and Ingrid anymore. And Colleen needs me.” She put the chicken in a pot and went to the pump to wash her hands. “Still, I hate to give that banker any business. Nearly stole every penny Horace has selling him that surrey on credit.”
“Yes, I don’t like how he takes advantage of people here. He hasn‘t exactly been very understanding of our situation.”
“Well, something to think about anyway. So when’s Sully coming home?”
“Monday.”
“You two have a new date for the wedding?”
Michaela sighed. “I don’t know. Everything’s just so complicated right now.”
Charlotte dried off her hands on her apron. “Nothing all that complicated about two people as in love as you and that man are.”
“I just want it to be …. I don’t know, I want it to be right,” Michaela whispered.
“It will be. You’ll know in your heart when it will be,” Charlotte said with a soft smile.
* * *
“I want to stay and help,” Josef said as Michaela put some medical instruments in a crate.
“No, I want you to go to school,” Michaela said. “Go on, catch up with Hanna and Christopher. I don’t want you to be late.”
“Fine,” he muttered, picking up his schoolbooks off the examination table.
Michaela approached him and put her arm around him. “I appreciate you wanting to help, sweetheart. You’ve really been the man of the house since Sully’s been away. But I’ll be fine, all right?” She held him close. “We’re all going to be fine, just like we always have. We’ll figure out something else.”
“All right,” he murmured, giving her a soft hug. “Pick me up later?”
She smiled down at him. “You know I will.”
Elizabeth came in with a few more crates just as Josef ran out. “The wagon’s nearly full. I’m afraid we’re going to have to make a separate trip.”
“That’s all right. I thought we might.”
“Where are you going to put all these medical supplies at home?”
“I don’t know. In the barn I suppose until I can find someplace better.”
“Dr. Mike, you in here?” Charlotte called as she made her way toward the building. “Oh, good morning, Mrs. Quinn.”
“Good morning,” Elizabeth said politely.
“I woke up this morning with the strangest idea you ever heard of,” Charlotte said.
“Oh?” Michaela replied as she put her father’s medical case into a crate.
“You know the way my boarding house is bursting at the seams, how much I want to sell that building.”
“Yes,” Michaela said curiously. She picked up a few medical books and put them in another crate.
“Well, what if I gave it to you?”
“To me?” Michaela blurted. “What do you mean? But why?”
“For your clinic. You could convert the kitchen into an examination room. The rooms upstairs are perfect for patients recovering. You need the space where to me it’s just become a burden.”
“But Charlotte, I couldn’t do that, I-” Michaela began.
“Then I would move the boarding house right here,” Charlotte said. “I love this building. Three bedrooms upstairs, a nice big area down here for my cooking. Right near the store. I’d take over your mortgage and then even Preston‘ll be happy, too.” She looked around. “Speaking of which, where is Preston? I thought he promised to foreclose this morning.”
“He did. He hasn’t shown up yet,” Elizabeth said. “I’ll have you know bankers in Boston are never late.”
“But you just taking over my mortgage, that wouldn’t be fair,” Michaela said.
“Oh, you could pay me back later. Besides, wouldn’t you much rather owe me than Preston Lodge the third?”
“Charlotte, I don’t know about this,” Michaela said.
Charlotte walked over to her. “For all you done for me and this town, least I can do is help you get a proper clinic.”
“I don’t know what to say,” Michaela replied. “Mother? What do you think?”
“Oh, now you want to know my opinion,” Elizabeth remarked. But she smiled a little. “I think … I think it certainly sounds like a plan.”
They suddenly heard some tremendous moaning coming from down the street.
“What on earth was that?” Elizabeth blurted.
“I think it’s coming from the bank,” Charlotte said.
The three women headed down the street for Preston’s bank. Even though it was already after nine o’clock the closed sign was still in the window and the shades were drawn.
Michaela knocked on the door persistently. At last Preston opened the door, his face bathed in sweat and looking very exhausted.
“Did it pass?” she asked curiously.
“Yes. Yes it did.”
“It’s amazing, isn’t it? How something that small could cause such pain?”
He glared at her. “Astounding.”
“Well, we’ll leave you to rest,” she said. “We can tell you about our plans later.”
“What plans?” he retorted.
“Oh. Charlotte’s going to take over my mortgage,” Michaela explained.
He blinked. “Why?”
“And I’m going to move my clinic to the boarding house.”
“But that’s not an even exchange,” he said, baffled. “Mrs. Cooper’s boarding house is worth twice what your property is.”
“Not to me it ain’t,” Charlotte said. “Right now it’s running me into the ground. Dr. Mike’s really the one doing me a favor.”
“Who are you people?” he blurted.
“You should get some rest, drink plenty of fluids,” Michaela said. “I’ll stop by this afternoon.”
“That’s not necessary. Good day, ladies.” He shut the door on them firmly.
* * *
Sully stared in the flames of the fire at his campsite, his hands wrapped around a warm mug of coffee. He thought back to when Hanna was an infant and how scared he had been when she couldn’t keep down the infant food and was losing weight. How he had bundled her up and put her in a basket and started driving toward Denver. He was going too fast, fearing the baby would die and trying to get her to the hospital as soon as he could, when he hit a rut in the road and busted a wheel.
If he were carrying a gun, he might have shot Cloud Dancing when he saw him approaching, fearing it was an Indian set to rob him, perhaps even scalp him or kidnap the baby for ransom. Indian raids were common and often deadly. Instead, Cloud Dancing looked at the baby and told him in English the child was dying, and told him to come with him.
Blind faith was what Michaela called it when she first met Sully in Denver and allowed him to provide her shelter and food for the night and then a job. And blind faith was what it was when Sully followed Cloud Dancing back to the Indian camp.
There, he watched tiny Hanna passed from woman to woman and nursed at their breasts. Their milk went down easily and gently, unlike the infant food Charlotte helped him order from Denver that was so upsetting to the baby’s sensitive stomach. Hanna stopped crying and whimpering within a few hours, and by the next morning she was happy and content and sleeping peacefully with a full, settled tummy. A week later she was gaining weight and thriving. And he raised her there with Cloud Dancing and the other Indians for almost four years.
Sully slowly got up, put out the fire with water from his canteen, and mounted his horse, heading back toward Colorado Springs.
* * *
“Your father still has a library full of medical books,” Elizabeth said as she and Michaela walked across the bridge toward the schoolhouse. “I suppose I could have them packed up and send them to you.”
Michaela looked at her gratefully.
“Well, what’s the use of them just sitting at home gathering dust?” Elizabeth said.
“I know how hard this is for you, Mother. All of this. I appreciate this.”
“You’re just like your father. Once you’ve made up your mind, there’s no stopping you. Why put myself through the aggravation?”
Michaela smiled wryly as they kept walking.
“I suppose as long as you don’t get married in that church,” Elizabeth said. “Then it would be all right with the Catholics.”
“Then you’re giving us your blessing.”
“Well, let’s not go that far. But it‘s like what Mrs. March said.”
“Mrs. March?”
“In that story you’re reading to Hanna. I’d rather see you poor men’s wives, if you were happy, beloved, contented, than queens on thrones, without self-respect and peace.”
“It’s a beautiful story.”
“It’s the Quinn’s story in many ways, isn’t it?”
She nodded with another smile and looked toward the schoolhouse. Suddenly she saw Sully on his horse galloping across the meadow.
“Sully?” she breathed. Michaela ran to him to meet him and he jumped off his horse and drew her into her arms.
“Oh, Sully,” she breathed. “Sully, I’m sorry. I’m sorry about all of this. I’m ready to see the world through our eyes. Let’s just elope.”
He held her shoulders. “What about your clinic, the mortgage?”
“We’ve solved it. We’ve solved everything. Charlotte’s giving me her boarding house.”
“What?” he breathed.
“She wants us to have it, Sully. If we’ll accept.”
“I was thinkin’ about what you said. About how ya wouldn’ta made it out here without help. And I was thinkin’ about when Hanna was born, how all those Cheyenne woman helped feed her and saved her life. You’re right. Folks oughta accept help from each other, work together.”
“It would be a very lonely place without any family or friends to support us,” she murmured.
He hugged her again just as the three children raced up to him and hugged him.
“Missed ya,” Sully said as he picked up Hanna.
Elizabeth approached him. “Sully,” she said resolutely.
He met her eyes uncomfortably.
She softened a little. “Welcome back.”
He shook her hand amicably. “It’s good to be home, Mrs. Quinn.”
* * *
Sully held Michaela’s hands and gazed into her eyes as the Reverend read their vows. It was a warm spring day, with beautiful sunny weather and a light breeze. They kept the wedding small, with just their closest friends. Charlotte was Michaela’s matron of honor and Cloud Dancing stood up with Sully. It was also important to them the children stand up with them too, that they be as much a part of this marriage as the adults. Not only were they committing to each other, but they were committing to the three children, too. Sully’s friend Daniel from Nevada came out for the wedding, and Elizabeth was in the front row sitting with Loren. Sully wore an ornate leather wedding shirt from Cloud Dancing with intricate, symbolic designs sewn across the chest. Michaela’s dress was a pretty lacy pastel blue, lace around the low neckline and sleeves, the beautiful silk fabric from Boston. And her shoes were ivory white and tall with dozens of little silver buttons, a gift from her mother.
“In sickness and in health, to love and to cherish as long as you both shall live?”
“I do,” Sully said.
“Do you Michaela take Sully to be your husband?” the Reverend said. “To have and to hold from this day forward. For better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish as long as you both shall live?”
“I do,” she whispered.
“The ring please,” the Reverend said.
Christopher smiled up at them but he didn’t move.
Sully turned around. “Chris?” he whispered. “The ring. That’s your job, remember?”
Christopher sprung to life and dug into his pocket. “Oh, sorry,” he whispered. “I forgot when to do it!”
Sully smiled at him and took the ring. “That’s all right.”
Michaela chuckled softly as Sully turned back to her and placed it on her finger.
“Bless oh Lord this ring,” the Reverend said. “To be a sign of the vows by which this man and this woman have bound themselves to each other. Now that Sully and Michaela have given themselves to each other by solemn vows, the joining of hands and the giving and receiving of a ring, I pronounce that they are husband and wife. Those whom God has joined together let no one put asunder. Amen.”
“Amen,” everyone echoed as they burst into applause.
Sully drew Michaela to him and kissed her passionately and the crowd clapped louder.
“Amen,” Elizabeth whispered from her seat up front.
Chapter Thirty
“I thought you didn’t know how to dance,” Michaela said as she and Sully swayed gently to the first tune the band played, a slow waltz.
“A friend taught me,” Sully said, shooting a smile at Dorothy, who was dancing with Jake. Elizabeth was dancing happily with Loren nearby, and Matthew was dancing with Ingrid.
Sully gazed into Michaela’s eyes. “Day turned out pretty special.”
“Every day I’m with you is special, Sully,” she whispered as the waltz ended and everyone clapped.
“Can I take a turn, Sully?” Christopher asked as he tapped Sully’s back.
“Ya mean ya wanna cut in?” Sully asked wryly.
“Yeah!”
Sully boosted him up into Michaela’s arms. “He wants to cut in. Guess there‘s no stoppin’ him.” He kissed Christopher’s head. “Take good care of the bride. I’ll be right back.”
Christopher hugged Michaela as the band started again.
“Sorry I messed up the ring, Mommy.”
“You didn’t mess up anything. Everything was perfect.” She kissed him again and put him on his feet to dance.
“Here you go, take that back to the table, darlin’,” Charlotte said as she dished up some bright red punch for Hanna. “Here’s one for Josef.”
“Thank you, Miz Cooper,” the little girl said as she took the glasses and carefully went back to their table.
“Robert E., here’s yours,” Charlotte said. “Hank.”
Hank took out his flask and poured a little alcohol into his glass.
“Hank,” Charlotte scolded.
“Just givin’ it a little of my special blend.”
“I’ll take some more of that fine punch, ma’am,” Daniel said as he approached the table.
“Here you go,” she said as she refilled his glass.
He took a sip. “You plannin’ on servin’ punch behind this table all night?”
She met his eyes a moment. “Guess this is what I’m used to, serving the food and drinks. I own the boarding house in town.”
“It’s just, lady as pretty as you shouldn’t be hiding back here behind the punch table. She oughta be out there dancin’.”
She slowly let go of the ladle. It had been awhile since a man had complimented her so sweetly like that. She cleared her throat. “Well, I reckon if a gentleman asked.”
He smiled softly and put his glass on the table, then held out his hand. “How ’bout it?”
She gently grasped his hand and he led her to the dance floor.
“Daniel Simon,” he said as they began a slow waltz.
“Charlotte Cooper. You’re Sully’s friend from the mining camps; he’s told me all about you.”
“I hope not everything, Miz Cooper,” he said with a chuckle. “Especially not about the time I picked a fight with Sully and he pushed me straight into the Erie Canal. Maybe I was bigger but he sure was faster.”
She smiled up at him shyly as the song ended and they clapped.
“I better get back to the punch,” she said.
“Folks can get their own punch. How about another dance?”
Charlotte shifted uncomfortably. “Well, I-” She cleared her throat. “Mr. Simon, I been married before and I got three youn’uns to look after. Three.”
He folded his arms, wrinkling his brow in confusion. “Uh … all right.”
She let out her breath. “You go on and dance with some of the nice girls here and have a good time. It was good to finally meet you.”
He gestured at her. “I wanna dance with you.”
She let out her breath. “Why?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. Because I saw a woman over there by that punch who works too hard and is always thinkin’ about everybody else ’fore she ever gets around to herself. She oughta let herself relax a few minutes and just dance. And I thought, that’s the lady I wanna dance with.” He grasped her waist again as the band began another song and they commenced waltzing, gazing into each other’s eyes.
Sully approached Hanna who was eating some cake with Josef and Brian.
“Hey, Papa,” she said.
“Wanna take a walk?” he asked.
She smiled and grasped his hand.
“It’s a big day, huh?” Sully said. “You have fun?”
She nodded with another smile. “I like wearing pretty dresses.”
“I know ya do. Ya look real pretty. Prettiest girl here next to the bride.”
She cuddled against him.
Sully slowed them to a stop near the cemetery and he squatted down to her level. “Hanna, I wanna tell ya somethin’. I wanna tell ya I’m sorry.”
She gazed back at him. “For what, Papa?”
“For things I did raisin’ you up that weren’t maybe the best thing for ya. Like takin’ ya to your ma’s grave every single week makin’ ya visit it.”
She glanced at the cemetery a moment. “It’s all right. I didn’t mind.”
“No, I know you didn’t wanna go. Mike helped me see that. And I want ya to know somethin’. I want ya to know you can always tell me anythin’ you’re feelin’. Anything that’s on your mind. You don’t gotta be afraid. I’ll always listen.”
She sighed with relief and give him a big hug. “Know what I’m thinking right now, Papa?”
“What’s that?”
“That you’re the best papa in the whole world.” She squeezed him harder. “Know what else I’m thinkin’?” she whispered. “I have a real mommy now. Mike’s my real mommy. I was thinking, maybe I could call her Mommy like Chris and Josef do? I mean, if it’s all right with you.”
He touched her nose with his finger. “’Course it’s all right with me. And I know Mike’s gonna love that. You know, when I knew I wanted to marry her, it weren’t just because I thought this would be a good thing for me. I also married her because of how good I knew she would be for you, too. You are the most special little girl in my life and I don‘t want anybody in our lives who don‘t care about ya as much as I do. She loves ya so much, ya know that?”
“I love her, too, Papa.”
They hugged again and Sully kissed her hair. “Come on, let’s go back to the party.”
* * *
Sully closed the door after the bellhop and swept Michaela into his arms. He kissed her as he carried her to the bed, then he laid her on the lush silk coverlet and reached for the laces at the back of her gown.
“Sully,” she murmured.
“What?” he murmured back.
She took a shaky breath. She was filled with such happiness about her marriage to Sully and she was glad they hadn‘t put off the wedding any longer. But there was also an uncomfortable sense of apprehension, too. Her marriage to David had started off like this, too. They were so in love and their honeymoon had been so passionate. Deep down she had a lot of fear about embarking on this next step with Sully. “Nothing,” she whispered.
He gazed at her a moment, then went back to kissing her and undressing her. Shyly, she helped him out of his beautiful wedding shirt. He eventually managed to discard all her gown and all her elaborate petticoats and undergarment on the floor until she was completely unclothed. He stepped out of his pants, letting them drop on the floor, and laid down beside her, stroking her back and bending his head to kiss her breasts until he was fully aroused.
He gradually worked his kisses back up to her face and caressed her cheek. “You all right?”
She nodded, swallowing hard.
He guided his hand down, gently caressing her between her legs. She drew in her breath with pleasure, tipping her head back. Sully leaned in and kissed her neck, suckling her soft skin and teasing it with his tongue. Then gradually, he shifted to lay atop her, kissing her lips again. He gave her another soft kiss and reached his hand down and began guiding himself inside her.
Michaela panicked and touched his chest. “Wait, wait.”
He quickly withdrew and gazed at her worriedly.
She took a shaky breath, trying to reason with herself. “All right, I’m ready.” She nodded.
“Ya sure?”
She nodded again.
“It don’t hurt, do it?”
“A little. I don’t know.”
“Sorry. We’ll take it real, real easy, all right?” she whispered.
“All right,” she whispered back.
He reached down again, and slowly began easing himself between her legs again. He felt some resistance, as if her muscles were clamping down against him. He tried to gently push through it but she just seemed to clamp down harder. He realized right away something wasn’t right. He knew he should be able to slip inside her with relative ease as long as both of them were ready.
“Michaela,” he whispered. “You‘re real tense down here.”
“I’m sorry,” she whispered back.
He reached down and withdrew. “It’s all right. We’ll get this. Let’s just take our time. Take some deep breaths, maybe that’ll help ya relax.”
She took a deep breath, then suddenly tears welled in her eyes and slipped down her cheeks. “Oh, Sully. I don’t think I can do this.”
He caressed her cheek. “Hey, hey. Talk to me. Michaela, what’s wrong? What is it?” He looked into her eyes and just as he had the first day he met her, he seemed to be able to see down into her very soul.
Her voice broke. “I don’t know. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Tears fell down her cheeks.
“Hey.“ He shifted beside her again and drew her into her arms. “Hey, it’s all right. It’s all right. Tell me what you’re thinkin’.”
“I’m sorry. Everything’s just so perfect and I love you so much and it just feels ….”
“What?” he prompted.
“I don’t know. Like it‘s all going to fall apart at any moment. I‘m sorry.”
He let out his breath. “Stop sayin’ that. Stop sayin’ sorry. After everything you been put through you’re the last person needs to apologize.” He kissed her forehead and held her all the closer.
She hugged him back and just took comfort in his arms around her.
“Hey,” he murmured after awhile, caressing her face again. “This is nice just the way things are. I like holdin’ ya.”
“Are you sure?”
“You know how much I wanna be with ya. But I want ya to feel like it’s the right time. Like it’s right. You take your time with it, all right? We‘ll take our time. Sides, we‘re gonna be here all week, remember? We got plenty of time to work on this.”
Michaela had never known someone who understood her like Sully did. He was so patient and understanding. Two qualities that had been so lacking in her relationship before. It was the most beautiful feeling in the world to know that the man who was holding her so tenderly was finally her husband.
“I love you,” she whispered at last.
He caressed her hair. “I love ya, too.”
* * *

“Morning,” Michaela whispered as she felt Sully stir slightly and then plant a soft kiss to the back of her neck as he held her against his chest.
“Mornin’,” he whispered back. He smoothed her hair away from her neck and kissed it again.
“It’s so quiet and peaceful in here.” She stroked his arm with her fingers.
He snuggled her all the closer. “You sleep good?”
“Hm-hm. Did you?”
“Yeah.” He lifted his head and kissed her cheek. “I like wakin’ up to ya.”
“I like waking up to you,” she replied lovingly. “What do you want to do today?”
“Nothin’. Except just what we’re doin’ right now.”
“Sully. We can’t just lay in bed all day.”
“Sure we can. Sides, ya have no choice. ‘Cause I’m never lettin’ ya go.” She smiled wryly as he shifted up and caressed her cheek, then kissed her. He gazed deeply into her eyes. “Nothin’ could make me ever wanna let ya go.”
She took an unsteady breath. She thought back to their first night together and how they really hadn’t been very successful when they tried to make love. It wasn’t just an emotional barrier. It was clearly physical, too, as Sully said he couldn’t even join them together she was so tense. She hadn’t expected that at all, and it left her full of doubts. “Even if we ….?” she whispered.
“That ain’t why I married ya,” he murmured. “I married ya ‘cause I want ya by my side in everything I do. I wanna raise the kids with ya, I want us to share our lives.” He smiled at her. “Michaela, that part of it’s gonna work itself out. I know it will.”
“Sully?” she whispered. “Can I tell you something? I mean, about David.”
He propped up his head on one hand. “Sure.”
“Our relationship, I mean, the private part of our relationship. He was very clear with me that I wasn’t doing my part.” She swallowed hard. “That I wasn’t, I wasn’t pleasing him I suppose.”
Sully caressed her shoulder. It made him furious that David, or any man, would make Michaela feel so inadequate. In his view, David had no idea how lucky he really was.
“I told myself over and over it was him, it wasn’t me,” she whispered. “But sometimes … I don’t know, I’m not certain of anything anymore.”
“Maybe deep down,” he whispered. “Maybe you’re scared I‘ll feel the same?”
“I don’t know. I suppose so,” she choked.
“Well, I don’t.”
“But how can you know?”
“Because I know we can work together on this, tell each other anything, help each other with it. Because you’re my partner now and if somethin’ ain’t right, the two of us are gonna work at it until it is.” He drew her into a warm hug, kissing her hair. “And there’s somethin’ else. I know for sure what you don’t. That that was him, not you.” She titled her head up and kissed his chin and his cheek and held him all the closer. He drew her into a passionate kiss and she wrapped her arm around his back.
“Jimmy crack corn, and I don’t care,” someone sang hoarsely outside. “Jimmy crack corn and I don’t care.”
“What on earth is that?” Michaela remarked as she pulled back.
“I don’t know. Probably just a drunk.” Sully went back to kissing her.
“Jimmy crack corn and I don’t care, my master’s gone aways!” he sang louder.
Michaela burst into giggles. “Sully, there’s a drunk singing outside our window on our honeymoon.”
“Quiet and peaceful, huh? Guess you ain’t in Boston anymore,” he remarked.
She giggled again and hugged him lovingly.
* * *
“What was it called again?” Sully asked as he held Michaela’s hand and they headed into their hotel.
“La Traviata,” she said.
“That French?”
She smiled softly. “No. Italian.”
“I liked it,” he said.
She smiled at him again. “I could tell. I‘m glad you did.” She wrapped her hands around his arm as they went up the stairs to their room. “You know, when that opera was first performed in Venice in 1853 it was a failure. The audience hated it. But the composer didn’t give up. He had faith in what he had written. He took it home and made some changes to it and when it was put on again a few years later it was a grand success.”
“He knew what he had was good. He didn’t give up,” he echoed softly.
“No, he didn’t.”
Sully opened their hotel room door and guided her inside. He pulled off his tie. “I’ll start a fire. Why don’t ya get changed?”
She gave him a soft kiss and then headed to the washroom, shutting the door after her.
Sully squatted down in front of the fireplace and lighted a match, throwing it onto the kindling. Then he slowly placed a few thick logs down to encourage a nice blazing fire.
Michaela opened the door and shyly came back into the room in her nightgown and bathrobe. Sully didn’t notice her at first as she lingered back beside one of the chairs, resting her hand on the back. She gazed at him tenderly. Their first night together perhaps would have been seen by many men as a disappointing failure. But Sully didn’t seem to feel that way at all. To him it was as if it were more of a stepping stone on their journey together, one chapter in the book of where they wanted to be. Over the next few days he took her out to lovely places to eat and they went shopping for the children and saw a play and now the opera. They even waltzed at supper tonight, which she adored. At night he would kiss her and spoon her in his arms under the covers and tell her how he felt about her and kiss her some more, sometimes rub her back or her arm as they fell asleep. But that’s as far as he took it for now. He didn’t once pressure her. He allowed her to relax and just enjoy the time together alone getting comfortable with their closeness and he didn’t bring the subject up. He was waiting for her. On his own honeymoon he had brushed his needs aside, really having no idea for how long, and put her first.
“What ya thinkin’?” Sully suddenly asked. She realized he was gazing at her.
She strolled over to him and kneeled beside him, grasping his hand. “Just, how much I appreciate you.”
He smiled at her and then shifted to lean against the bottom of the nearby divan. “Come ‘ere. I got a nice fire goin’.” He drew her between his legs, cuddling her up against his chest. She wrapped her arms around his with a soft sigh of contentment and nestled her back against his chest as they stared into the flames.
“This cozy?” he whispered.
She chuckled softly. “Yes, very.”
“Miss the kids?”
“Mm. Some.”
“Yeah, me, too. Wonder what they’re doin’ with your ma.”
She smiled wryly. “Probably walking all over her. And being spoiled rotten.”
“Reckon that’s what gran’mas are for.”
“Indeed. The two of them together, my mother and father, the parties they would throw for the grandchildren on birthdays. Cake and sweets and presents piled high.” She chuckled at the memory. “And when Christopher was born my room was so filled with roses from them I couldn’t stop sneezing.”
He chuckled and kissed her cheek. He held her a long moment before she spoke again.
“This is nice,” she whispered. “Thank you, Sully.”
“You’re welcome.”
She turned around and caressed his cheek, then kissed him.
“What do ya say? Let’s go to bed?” he murmured
She nodded and they got up, holding hands as they headed over to their elaborate canopy bed. Sully pulled back the covers and guided her between the sheets, then he got in beside her. He drew her into his arms and kissed her again, holding his lips there a moment. “G’night. I love you.”
“Goodnight,” Michaela whispered. She kissed him back, then kissed him again. Then she found herself kissing him much longer and deeper as she stroked his arm. Not expecting this, Sully shifted a little. But he settled into her kiss and soon she was unbuttoning his shirt. He reciprocated, quickly unbuttoning her nightgown and slipping it down her shoulders. Then, instinctively, she ran her hands down his bare chest to his waistline, trying to find the button in the dim lamplight.
“Michaela?” he whispered.
“Hm?” she replied as she kept kissing him.
“Ya sure?”
She paused a moment and gazed into his eyes. “I’m very sure.”
He smiled with relief. He discarded his shirt to the side and she helped him off with his pants. Then he slipped her nightgown over her head and bent his head to kiss her breasts. Michaela ran her fingers through his hair, her mouth dropping open with pleasure. They kissed and stroked each other and built up the anticipation for much longer this time. Sully wanted to be sure they weren’t rushing anything, that she was fully ready. Then at last he couldn’t hold back any longer. He guided her to lie against the pillows, she opened her legs to receive him, and he slipped inside her slowly and tenderly. This time, she let out a soft sigh of pleasure.
“Are you all right?” he whispered.
“Yes,” she breathed. She wrapped her legs around his back. “Make love to me. Make love to me, Sully. Oh.”
He thrust his hips slowly and deeply, kissing her and stroking her breasts and relishing how beautiful it was to finally be joined with her like this. A year ago he was a lost, lonely man, trying desperately to give his sweet little daughter a good life by himself and caught in the past of a life he had before he just couldn‘t seem to move on from. A year ago she was trapped in a violent, terribly unhappy marriage, and it was exactly a year ago to this day she went through her devastating miscarriage. As their lovemaking reached its powerful peak, they both finally felt a sense of healing, each of their own painful pasts.
Afterward Sully laid beside her and planted soft kisses on her cheek while she held his hand to her breasts.
“When you first saw me?” she whispered. “What did you think?”
“I don’t know.“
“No, you can’t get away with this that easily. Tell me.“
He gazed at her a moment. “I guess I thought ya were helpless.”
“You didn’t think I was going to last another night, did you?”
He shrugged. “I thought if somebody didn‘t lend ya a hand soon you were gonna be in trouble.”
“And you thought I was foolish, don’t forget that.”
“Maybe a little.” He gave her another soft kiss. “I didn’t know then I was lookin’ at the strongest woman I ever known.” He snuggled all the closer to her, stroked and caressed her breasts, and they laid together for a long moment. “Michaela?” he whispered. “Michaela, ya ain’t taken that medicine ya brought. So we don’t get pregnant. I‘m sorry, I forgot.”
“No, I haven‘t taken it,” she whispered.
“Maybe ya better get up and take it. I‘ll help ya with it if ya show me.”
She thought a long moment. “No. No, I‘m not going to.”
“You sayin’ ya …. Ya wanna get pregnant?”
“Well, I’m saying, I don’t want to try to stop it. Not anymore.” She smiled at him and he hugged her a long moment.
“Hey. Ya don’t gotta do this,” he whispered. “I know how ya feel about it. I know ya feel like ya already had your kids.”
“I know. But I know how you feel about it, too. Sully, you’re a remarkable father. Hanna is the luckiest little girl to have you. And so are my boys. How could I deny you a chance to do that again? For everything you’ve given me, this is something I can give to you. I love you and it makes me happy to know I can do this for you, for my husband.”
“You make me happy. You and the kids, our family, make me so happy.” He held her all the closer and kissed her and held her some more, and eventually they fell into a peaceful, content sleep.
* * *
Michaela and Sully’s first year of marriage, their lives felt very full and busy. A week after they came back from their honeymoon members of the town began coming down with a strange sickness that caused their hair to fall out and a bitter taste in their mouth, Michaela identified it as mercury poisoning. They tracked the source to Harding’s mill, and she and Sully succeeded in shutting the operation down until safety measures could be put in place.
A month later, Brian fell out of a tree, losing his sight and slipping into a coma. Michaela performed a daring operation on his brain, restoring his sight and bringing him to a full recovery. She and Charlotte were closer than ever after Michaela saved the little boy’s life. And after that, Michaela began seeing a steady stream of patients at her new clinic.
When an old recluse Miss Ruby died, Michaela and Sully took in her withdrawn young grandson Zack temporarily. The children befriended him, especially Josef, and they were kind and patient with him. They soon discovered not only that he was Hank’s son, but that he had an incredible talent for drawing. Michaela saw to it he found a place at a good art school in Denver.
There were the usual costume parties and Christmas parties, and the annual Sweetheart’s Dance. A Great American Medicine Show came to town, and Olive put on a hurdy-gurdy dance. The town council organized a baseball team to play the All-Stars and Michaela even helped coach. Ingrid and Matthew were married in the fall in the meadow with a beautiful maypole and Hanna was their flower girl, which she loved.
There were sad times. A typhus epidemic killed several Indians at the Reservation and spread to the immigrant camp. Ingrid’s sister nearly died. An orphan train came to town, but Michaela and the Reverend couldn’t find any homes for the children and they had to send them on their way. Michaela had to operate to remove Dorothy’s breast after she felt a tumor.
Michaela and Sully were trying to have a baby. And when it hadn’t happened after six months, Michaela started to worry more than a little about it. Around about that same time, Ginny and Clayton Baker had a healthy, beautiful baby girl they named Elizabeth whom Michaela and Charlotte delivered together late in the evening at Ginny‘s home. Ginny and Clayton were as doting and nervous as new parents could be when they brought the baby in for her one-week cheek-up, arriving for their appointment more than an hour early.
Michaela listened to the little girl’s chest with her stethoscope while Clayton shifted his feet and hovered over her.
“So, she, she’s all right?” he asked.
“Shh, I can’t hear,” Michaela replied. At last she removed the stethoscope. “She’s perfect. Everything looks fine.”
“What about the spittin’ up?” Ginny asked.
Michaela smoothed the baby’s shift back down her chest. “Well, that’s normal as long as it doesn’t happen all the time. Just make sure to burp her a long time after each feeding to help her work up any air she swallowed.”
Sully opened the door, carrying his toolbox. “Oh, sorry. Thought you didn’t have appointments until later.”
“I didn’t,” Michaela said with a wry smile.
“Hey, Sully,” Clayton said.
Sully put his toolbox on Michaela’s desk, came over and shook Clayton’s hand. “How’s everything goin’ with the new baby?”
“Real good for no sleep since she got here,” he replied, putting his arm around Ginny.
“That’s normal, too,” Michaela said with a smile.
“Dr. Mike, you wanna hold her?” Ginny asked.
“Oh, well, I-”
“Go on. She likes you.”
Michaela slowly gathered the newborn into her arms, letting out a soft sigh. The baby blinked up at her and her lips seemed to curl up a little on one side. Michaela held her all the closer.
“I think she’s smilin’ at ya,” Sully remarked.
“She is, Sully,” Michaela said. “Look.”
“Sully, I’m glad you came by. We wanted to ask the two of ya somethin’,” Clayton said.
“What’s that?” Sully replied.
Clayton looked at Ginny who nodded in approval. “Well, we wanted to ask if the two of you would be Elizabeth’s godparents, stand up with us when we get her Christened next week.”
“You’re our best friends in this town. You both done so much for us,” Ginny said.
“Really been there for us through the hard times,” Clayton added softly.
Sully looked at Michaela and she smiled.
“I’d be-” Sully began.
“We’d,” Michaela corrected.
He smiled. “We’d be honored.” He shook Clayton’s hand again.
Michaela gazed at the baby another long moment, then reluctantly handed her back to Ginny.
“We’ll see you for our next appointment tomorrow?” Clayton asked as Ginny wrapped the baby up.
“A few weeks is fine,” Michaela said with a soft chuckle.
“Oh, all right. Bye, Dr. Mike. Bye, Sully,” Clayton said as he guided his wife and new baby carefully out the door and shut it quietly after them.
“Havin’ a child sure makes you weak in the knees,” Sully remarked.
“Oh, Ginny’s doing fine,” Michaela remarked as she folded up the sheet on the examination table.
“I was talkin’ about Clayton.” He came up behind her and wrapped her in his arms. “Holdin’ a baby suits ya.”
“She’s very sweet,” she whispered.
He kissed her cheek.
“Sully?”
“Hm?” He rocked her.
“What would you think if I asked an obstetrician to come out here and see me?”
“If I knew what that was I might know what to think.”
She smiled softly. “It’s a doctor. For women. Dr. Bernard in Denver.”
“You mean, somebody who could help us get pregnant?” he murmured.
“Are you worried?” she whispered.
He sighed. “I don’t know. Should we be? It’s only been six months, that ain’t so long.”
“It’s not, you’re right. It’s just, six months is longer when you’re thirty-nine. I think perhaps we should see a doctor now. Just to be sure everything‘s fine.”
“Then I think that’s a good idea.” He turned her around to face him and clutched her shoulders. “We both had kids before, we know we can, maybe it‘s just gonna take some time.”
“I know. But you married someone very impatient.” She smiled up at him.
“So did you, don’t forget.” He kissed her lovingly and then drew her into a warm hug.
* * *
Dr. Bernard told Michaela she was healthy and strong, had had other normal pregnancies, and he could find no reason for the infertility other than sometimes it took a little longer when a woman got older. His advice was to be patient, though diligent. Michaela started charting her monthly carefully and she and Sully became all the more focused on trying to get pregnant. They tried to stay positive and hopeful that now that they were being a lot more attentive to it, this time it would happen.
For Michaela’s birthday, the town gave her a beautiful sign for her clinic. She wasn’t one to normally be sullen about turning a year older. But this year it felt different. She was forty now, and as a doctor she was well aware their chances of having a baby were rapidly diminishing. She wanted to do something momentous to mark the birthday, and so even though Sully would have preferred to come with her and Christopher insisted he go too, Sully and the children nonetheless stood by in support as Michaela and Dorothy, Myra, Grace and Charlotte set off to climb Pike‘s Peak together. Michaela didn‘t make it to the top after she took a little fall, but the other women did. And she couldn’t have been more proud of them. And she began to realize that no matter how hard she tried to plan it, having a baby was really out of her control. After that trip, after the many long conversations Myra had with Michaela and the other women, Myra tore up her contract with Hank and became engaged to Horace.
Toward the end of winter the whole family set off to Washington to help Cloud Dancing lobby for better treatment of the Indians. After a breathtaking ball at the White House, the president and his wife Julia invited them all to spend the night. Sully played one last late game of pool again with the president, then he came up to their bedroom to retire. Michaela wasn’t in their canopy bed, although he thought he heard her in the washroom.
He pulled off his tie and unbuttoned his vest, laying it across a chair. Then he went over to the washroom and knocked lightly on the door.
“You all right?” he murmured.
After a long moment she opened the door. She took his breath away. She was pale and tears had dried down her face.
“What’s wrong?” he blurted.
Chapter Thirty-one
“What’s wrong?” Sully asked again as he clutched Michaela’s shoulders and searched her eyes.
“I forgot my calendar,” she said tearfully.
“What calendar?”
“Sully, my calendar. My calendar I use to chart my cycle. I left it in Colorado and now I can’t remember when my last monthly was or when I’m supposed to be ovulating or anything.”
“Well, that’s all right. We’ll just get it when we get home.”
She shook her head. “What if we miss this month? What if we don‘t time it right?”
He shrugged. “So it won’t be timed just right. It’ll be fine just this once.”
She burst into tears and Sully felt helpless.
“Hey, hey,” he murmured. “It’s gonna be all right. Women been gettin’ pregnant without a calendar since the beginnin’ of time. Come ‘ere, sit down.” He guided her over to the bench at the foot of their bed. “You wanna tell me what’s goin’ on? Why you so worked up about this?”
“I don’t know.”
He rubbed her thigh. “This is supposed to be a good thing, makin’ a baby. We’re supposed to be havin’ fun tryin’.”
“It’s not fun anymore, Sully,” she whispered. “Not after how long we’ve been trying.”
“It’s only been eight months. Dr. Bernard, even Charlotte says it’s nothin’ to get too worried about just yet, remember?”
“I know, I know. I’m trying not to worry about it. I can’t help it. I just, with the boys I got pregnant right away. But it took David and me much longer to get pregnant with my daughter. What if that was because I‘m getting older? And that was two years ago.”
“You’re healthy and strong and …. You can do anything.”
She sniffled, trying to take comfort in his words.
He rubbed her back. “Well, you don’t have your calendar guess there’s only one thing to do.”
“What’s that?”
He leaned in a little closer and looked at her wryly. “Guess we’ll just have to make love all the time, at least until ya have your calendar back.”
She chuckled softly, then he gave her a soothing hug.
“It’s gonna happen,” he whispered more seriously. “We ain‘t givin’ up. We just gotta keep tryin’.” He kissed her cheek.
She smiled softly as he rocked her, reassured.
* * *
Another six months went by and Michaela still wasn’t pregnant. She faithfully kept her calendar and tried to time everything exactly right to ensure the best chance of conception. She tried to stay calm and relaxed about it as Charlotte suggested. They even talked to Cloud Dancing who gave her some herbs that she brewed into a tea and drank religiously. But none of it worked. Month after month she had to tell Sully once again it hadn’t worked. And she could feel the slow strain it was beginning to put on their marriage. Sully wanted a baby so much and she knew even he was now getting worried it still hadn’t happened. She felt like she was letting him down. And in the back of her mind, she was starting to wonder if they might never be able to have a child together, if this wasn‘t supposed to be part of the plan for them.
As spring turned into summer a talented photographer named Daniel Watkins rolled into town. They had a family portrait taken which Michaela proudly displayed on her vanity, their first photograph as their new family. He even took a photograph of the entire town.
On the day of the town photograph Michaela helped Hanna braid her hair and pressed Josef and Christopher’s shirts and they all rode into town together, the children talking the whole time about the magic box that Mr. Watkins let them look through earlier when he came over for supper.
As they stood there among the entire town, even among the Indians, blacks and immigrants, waiting for Mr. Watkins to set up his equipment, Sully put his hand on Michaela’s shoulder.
“What do you say I take the kids swimmin’ this afternoon?”
“Oh, I think they’d enjoy that.”
“I mean, just me and the kids. Give you a little break. Ya could have the house to yourself, maybe take a hot bath.”
“That sounds wonderful,” she admitted.
“Little quiet, too,” he added.
“Quiet. What’s that?” she replied with a soft smile.
“Somethin’ you deserve now and again.” He kissed her hair.
Daniel Watkins held up his arms. “I would just like to say.” He took off his spectacles. “I just want to say to all of you, thank you. Thank you.”
Michaela and Sully exchanged a smile and Sully put his other hand on Christopher’s shoulder for the portrait.
“Now remember you cannot move, hold perfectly still,” Mr. Watkins said. “Freeze!” He took off the lens cover and began quietly singing Campdown Races to himself.
Finally the photo finished and the children breathed sighs of relief.
Christopher stretched his arms. “That was hard!”
“You all did a good job staying so still,” Michaela said.
“He can’t even stay still for one second,” Josef said, pointing his thumb at Christopher.
“Yes I can. I stayed still. I just had to work really hard at it!”
“What do you say we go swimmin’?” Sully asked as he picked up Hanna.
“Yeah!” Hanna cried.
“Yeah!” Christopher echoed. “But-” He looked up at Michaela.
“We don’t know how,” Josef admitted.
Sully shrugged. “That’s all right. I’ll teach ya.””
“I wanna stay with Mommy,” Josef murmured, grasping Michaela’s hand.
“He can stay with me if he wants to,” she said.
“He’s gotta learn sometime, Michaela,” Sully said. “He don’t learn now when he’s young it’s gonna get harder and harder.”
Michaela took a deep breath. Sully was usually right when it came to the children. “Sully has a point. You need to learn. Go on, Josef. You‘ll have a wonderful time.”
“Come on, let’s go,” Sully said.
“Bye-bye, Mama,” Christopher said as he ran ahead.
Sully smiled at Michaela and kissed her. “Bye-bye, Mama.”
“Have fun,” she said wryly.
* * *
“Kick your legs,” Sully instructed as he held Christopher in the pond.
The little boy paddled feverishly, splashing water everywhere.
Sully laughed. “That’s good. You got it.”
“Let go, Sully,” Christopher said enthusiastically.
“Ya sure?”
“Let go, I’m a fish!”
He guided him forward and Christopher screeched with excitement. “Hanna, Josef, look at me!”
Hanna dipped her feet in the water’s edge and looked for tadpoles. She glanced up. “You’re not a fish, you’re just a boy.”
“I’m a fish and I could swim the Mississippi River now!”
Sully held out his arms to Josef, who was shyly wading nearby. “Come on. Give it a try.”
Josef shook his head shyly.
Sully waded over to him. “What’s scaring ya?” he whispered.
Josef glanced at the water. “I don’t know. I guess that I’m gonna drown.”
“We trust each other, don’t we, Josef?”
Josef looked up at him, pursing his lips. “Yes.”
“I won’t let ya go under. I won’t let ya drown.” He gently put his arms under him. “Now just lie back, and look at the sky.”
Josef hesitantly let himself fall back into Sully’s hands. Floating was easier than he expected. He gazed up at all the clouds and for a long moment just watched them float lazily by.
Slowly, Sully removed one of his hands. Then ever so carefully, he removed the other. “Josef, don’t move,” he whispered. “You’re floatin’ on your own.”
“I am?”
Sully smiled at him. “Yeah.”
Josef smiled back at him proudly and heaved a contented sigh.
* * *
“Good morning,” Michaela said as she opened the boys’ bedroom door.
Christopher was usually slower to get up than Josef, but today he was first out of bed and putting on his shoes.
“Did Loren lay an egg?” he asked enthusiastically.
“I don’t know. You’ll have to go see.”
Christopher bounded out of the room, pausing to hug Michaela’s waist before rushing down the stairs. She chuckled at him. Ever since Sully had designated him responsible for one of the chickens, Christopher was all the more eager to help out with the chores. It was a clever tactic Sully thought of for a little boy who liked to procrastinate, especially when it came to chores. In fact now Christopher talked about his chicken so much Miss Olive sent him home with a note saying he needed to do more schoolwork in class and less carrying on about Loren the chicken. Michaela couldn’t help it, the note had made her smile and Sully outright laughed. For a city boy who used to think eggs originated from the pantry, he had come a long way.
Michaela got in bed with Josef. He was awake and touching his fingers together pensively. “Good morning,” she murmured, kissing his cheek.
He smiled softly.
“Penny for your thoughts,” she said.
He sighed. “Sully was going to take me swimming again today.”
“After school, that would be all right.”
“I just keep thinking,” he murmured.
“Hm?” she prompted, smoothing his hair from his brow.
“Remember how Daddy was going to teach me? He promised. He was going to teach me in the Charles the summer after I turned seven.”
She sighed. Another broken promise David had made to the children in addition to all the false promises made to her. “Well, Daddy got very busy that summer. He was campaigning again.”
“Mommy? Sometimes when Sully teaches me things, things like swimming, sometimes I pretend he’s my Daddy. Am I bad?”
“Oh, Josef. No,” she breathed. “No, you‘re not bad. Is that what’s been bothering you?”
He shrugged. “Now that Daddy’s gone, sometimes I feel like Sully’s my daddy now. Sometimes I even want to call him Daddy. And then I feel bad.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. I guess because I already had a real daddy.”
“Well, Sully does a lot of things for us that fathers do. He looks after us and is always there for us and he teaches you and your brother things. And most of all he loves us. That‘s what a father is to me. You don’t have to feel bad about seeing him that way. You should never be ashamed of your feelings. I don‘t think your real father, if he were here, Josef, he wouldn‘t want you to miss out on the kinds of things Sully‘s providing to you. I think you‘re lucky to have had two men in your life who care for you so much. Your real father loved you so much, and now Sully loves you just as much.”
“Mommy? I kind of want to call him something different. Not Sully anymore. But Daddy doesn’t seem right either.”
She stroked his cheek. “Well, perhaps you could call him what Hanna calls him. You could call him Pa.”
“But I’m not his real son. What if he doesn’t want me to call him that?”
Michaela knew how Sully felt about it. They had talked about it a few times. Sully very much wanted the boys to call him Pa. He told her he saw them as his real sons, he loved them just like he did Hanna. But she had resisted the idea of talking to the boys about it, as much as she wanted to encourage their positive relationship with Sully. She wanted it to be the boys’ idea, to come from them when and if they were ready, and not something they felt pressured to do by the adults.
“I think it would be good for you two to talk about it,” she said. “I think Sully would very much like to talk about this with you.”
“What about you? Is it all right with you?”
She smiled tearfully. Josef had always been the sensitive one, far more sensitive to her feelings and needs than David had ever been. “It’s all right with me, sweetheart. It’s more than all right.”
“You sure?”
“I am.” She kissed his cheek. “What do you say? Do you want some of Mama’s oatmeal to warm you up? It’s chilly this morning.”
“Yeah, you‘re oatmeal‘s the best,” he murmured with a smile as they hugged.
* * *
“Back before the Cheyenne were put on Reservations, they didn’t stay in one place,” Sully explained to Josef as he let the little boy hold the reins and drive the wagon full of supplies for the Indians. “They followed the buffalo. If the buffalo went east, that’s where they went. If they went up into the mountains, or to the water, then they would go there, too.”
“How do they follow the buffalo now?” Josef asked.
“They can’t,” Sully said.
“Oh. You know everything, Sully.”
“Not everything.”
“No, but lots. You teach me things. Things I don’t learn in school.”
“There’s learnin’ to do in school and there’s learnin’ to do out here. I figure you get some of both, you‘ll grow up all right.”
Josef looked up at him reverently. “Sully?”
“Yeah?”
“I wanted to talk to you about something.”
“What’s on your mind?”
He sighed and looked out the road. “I was thinking about living with you now and all the things you taught me. You listen to me and do things with me.”
Sully looked at him a moment. “Well, I wanna do things with ya.”
“I know. But not everybody does. My daddy didn‘t.”
Sully took the reins back from him. “It ain’t that he didn’t wanna be with ya, son. Way your ma tells it, I think he just had a lotta other things to think about, see to.”
“Yeah, but those things always went first. Me and Chris went last. And Mommy really went last.”
Sully put his arm around him reassuringly as they pulled up to the Reservation. Even at his young age Josef had obviously been very aware of where he stood with David, and it had had a lasting impact on him. “Not anymore,” Sully murmured. “You and your ma and Chris, you ain’t last anymore. Not with me.”
“I know. And I was wondering, what if….” Josef began. The paused as they heard commotion coming from one of the shacks.
Sully got down from the wagon and lifted Josef down. Snowbird was standing restlessly nearby her shack, arms folded.
“What’s wrong?” Sully murmured as he approached her, holding Josef’s hand.
She looked up at him solemnly.
“Snowbird, what is it?” he demanded.
She led him behind the shack. “The dog soldiers,” she whispered.
“They’re back?” he breathed.
“Walks on Cloud is here, too. He wants Cloud Dancing to come fight with him, he doesn’t want him to stay here anymore.”
“Fight? They plannin’ something’? Snowbird, ya gotta tell me.”
Walks on Cloud suddenly stormed out of the shack and headed to his horse, mounting him bareback and galloping off. Cloud Dancing came out after him. He shouted at him in Cheyenne.
“What’s he saying, Sully?” Josef whispered.
Sully picked him up and walked over to Cloud Dancing.
“He is a fool,” Cloud Dancing said angrily. “He will die a fool.”
“What are they gonna do?” Sully demanded.
“Go home, Sully,” Cloud Dancing said. “You and the boy go home.”
Sully grabbed his arm. “No. Not until ya tell me what’s goin’ on.”
“They want to dynamite the new spur line. They say I am a coward for not going with them.”
He let out his breath. “They can’t. Somebody could get hurt! Cloud Dancin‘, this ain‘t the way!”
“I know that!” he retorted. “You tell my son that. He is starving. All the game left when the railroad came.”
“We brought supplies. We brought food this time. Come on, it‘s in the wagon.”
“He will not stay on the Reservation to get food. He says we bring dishonor to our people staying here, taking these rations. We shame him when we don‘t fight.”
“There’s no shame in doin’ what ya need to do to survive,” he retorted. He sighed and put Josef on his feet, guiding him to Snowbird. “Can ya take him?”
“Where are you going?” Snowbird demanded.
“Gotta stop ‘em.”
“Sully, no. You’ll get hurt!” Josef cried.
“No I won’t,” he vowed. He walked back over to him and caressed his head. “There’s no time to bring ya home to your ma. Ya stay here, wait for me to come back.”
“No, no,” he protested.
“I promise, all right? I’ll come back. Josef, I‘ll come back.”
“Sully!” Josef cried as Sully walked over to a horse. Cloud Dancing followed him.
“Cloud Dancin’, no,” Sully told him. “They catch you off the Reservation they’re gonna confine ya this time.”
“I can’t let you go out there by yourself.”
They mounted their horses and road off down the dusty road. Josef shielded his eyes and watched them go, then he hugged Snowbird tearfully as she rocked him.
* * *
Charlotte opened the door to Michaela’s clinic, hurried inside, and shut it firmly behind her, leaning against it and catching her breath.
Michaela put down her mortar and pestle on the examination table. “Charlotte? Is something wrong?”
“Daniel’s back,” she blurted.
“Daniel? Daniel Simon? Oh, yes, we‘ve been expecting him. He said he was going to stop by sometime this week on his way to St. Louis.”
“You knew he was coming?” Charlotte exclaimed.
Michaela’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “Yes, but-”
“Why didn’t you tell me?!”
“I don’t know. Was I supposed to?”
“He’s stayin’ at my boarding house. Can’t he stay with you and Sully?”
“Well, I suppose so, but why? He likes staying at the boarding house, he-”
Charlotte stepped forward and paced a moment. “I’ll just tell him I’m all filled up, that’s what I’ll tell him. I‘ll tell him there‘s just no more vacancies this week.”
“I thought you said you only have two boarders right now,” Michaela replied.
“I only have one boarder right now, Mike, you’re missing the point.”
“Apparently I am.” She folded up a little packet of herbs.
“Mike, I never told you this, but, at your wedding. Well, Daniel and me, the two of us, we, we talked and ….well, ever since he‘s been writin‘ me these letters every couple months. I mean, they‘re polite letters and all, but … ”
“Oh, yes. He told us how fond he was of you, he mentioned he was going to write you,” she said.
“He did?” Charlotte cried. “And you didn’t tell me?”
“I don’t know. I thought I did. He‘s fond of Brian, too. He helped Sully build that flying machine for him.”
“This is all so silly. A man like him fancying somebody like me?” She chuckled.
“What’s so silly about it?” Michaela replied. “You’re kind and generous and beautiful, what man wouldn‘t-”
“Mike, please! I’m too old for him!”
“I don‘t know, I don’t think so. I’m older than Sully.”
“Don’t that ever bother you?”
“I don’t know. I suppose I never really thought much about it. We didn’t know he was younger than me until after we were already in love with each other. I mean, I thought he probably was, but … at that point nothing seemed to matter but, well, being with him.” She lowered her eyes shyly.
“Anyway, that’s different,” Charlotte said, waving one hand dismissively.
“Why?”
“It just is. And I have the children, my boarding house.”
“I had my children too when I met Sully.”
“Will you stop comparing this to you and Sully? This is nothin’ like you and Sully.” She let out her breath in a frustrated sigh. “And what about Ethan?”
“What about him? You told me he married someone in San Francisco.”
“He did, but that doesn’t mean he still ain’t my children’s father.”
“Of course he’ll always be their father. Just like David will always be my children’s father. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want Sully by my side helping me raise the boys and being there for them. Charlotte, you’ve been raising your three children all by yourself for so long. It’s not that you haven’t done a wonderful job, you have. It’s just … it‘s a good feeling to know I can count on my husband when it comes to the children. Our children. I‘m glad I don‘t have to do it alone anymore.”
“Oh, Mike. I just don’t know what to do.”
Michaela gazed at her wryly a moment, then she walked over to her and held her shoulders. “Remember what you said to me when I confided in you about Sully? I was so confused about love. I didn‘t know what to do either. And you said there‘s nothing to do, Mike. Nothing to do but let it happen.” She smiled at her. “And you were right. As soon as I realized I just had to let things happen between us and stop fighting it … well, things have been wonderful ever since.” She squeezed her shoulder. “It was good advice. The best advice.”
“Hm, what fool would give you advice as silly as that?”
“This one.”
Charlotte breathed another sigh and Michaela hugged her.
“You have a boarder who’s waiting for you and probably wanting a nice hot meal and your famous biscuits,” Michaela encouraged.
“I don’t know what I’m thinkin’ getting myself into something like this,” Charlotte said as she opened the door.
Michaela leaned against the doorframe and watched her head down the street. Charlotte had always listened to her whenever she needed to talk about Sully. She never imagined she would be helping her friend with her own precarious romance someday. But it felt good to be able to be there for Charlotte like Charlotte had always been there for her. And Michaela really liked Daniel, she always had. Not that she was surprised, as she always liked anyone Sully befriended. And the more she and Sully became aware of how much Daniel had taken to Charlotte, the more they thought Daniel would be a good match for her. It was hard not to notice Daniel’s infatuation for her, as Charlotte was all he ever talked about ever since the wedding.
Charlotte looked back one more time at her, shaking her head apprehensively, and Michaela chuckled softly and waved at her.
* * *
“This is a fleshing knife,” Snowbird explained as she sat beside Josef and scraped a rabbit hide that was laid out on the ground. “It is made of elk horn. It was my grandmother’s.” She scraped the hide toward the center. “Like this, see?”
Josef nodded and crossed his legs.
“This has tanned many, many hides,” Snowbird said.
“Really?” he murmured. He looked out toward the road that Sully and Cloud Dancing had taken off on. He glanced at the empty bucket beside her shack. “You want me to fetch some water? At home that’s my chore.”
“You don’t want to watch me?” Snowbird said.
“I do. But you’re out of water. I’ll go get some at the creek.”
Snowbird smiled at him. “You are like your mother. You always must keep your hands busy. You don‘t like to sit still.”
“No, ma’am,” he murmured. “I’ll be right back.” He grabbed the bucket and ran down to the creek. He put the bucket down and looked around to be sure no one was watching. Then he walked over to a log that had fallen across the creek and balanced across it, dropping the bucket on the shore and racing up the bank out to the road and after Sully and Cloud Dancing.
* * *
“No, stop!” Sully shouted as he and Cloud Dancing galloped parallel to the railroad tracks. Walks on Cloud was crouching beside the spur line, twisting some wires into several sticks of dynamite. “Stop!”
Josef hid behind a tree, clutching the bark with a trembling hand.
Sully dismounted and ran over to him. “I know what this railroad means for your people. I know that,” he said desperately.
Walks on Cloud picked up the spool of wire and started walking away from the tracks with it.
Cloud Dancing and Sully followed him.
“There’s other ways to work this out. Negotiate,” Sully went on.
“We will talk again. Sully will go to the railroad,” Cloud Dancing added.
“You set off those explosives and folks could get hurt,” Sully went on. “I know what you’re goin’ through but ya can’t do this!”
“You know?” Walks on Cloud blurted. “How can you know?”
“Your people took me and my daughter in when she was gonna die,” he said firmly, pressing his fist to his heart. “I owe you everything.”
“We took you in, and this is how you repay us, with betrayal,” he spat. “Our women fed your baby. We should have let baby die.”
Josef shook with surprise as he heard a train whistle blowing in the distance. Walks on Cloud started walking again and then crouched down behind some trees. He began twisting the wires onto a dynamite box.
Sully glanced at the approaching train and then impulsively, he pushed Walks on Cloud away from the dynamite box and down to the dust.
“Sully!” Cloud Dancing shouted.
Walks on Cloud was young and agile and back on his feet in seconds. He punched Sully hard across his cheek and then in the gut. Sully reacted and punched him back across his jaw, then pushed him against a tree and punched his jaw again. Walks on Cloud growled and shoved him aside, then he ran for the dynamite box again as the train approached.
“No!” Sully shouted. He ran after him and leaped onto his back, tackling him to the ground again and desperately trying to keep him away from the box. Walks on Cloud stretched his fingers toward the handle, grunting with the effort. The train started rolling past the spur line. Cloud Dancing ran over to help Sully pull him back but Walks on Cloud didn’t give up. He stretched his arm with all the more determination and grabbed the handle. As the caboose rolled by, he pushed it down.
A deafening explosion sounded, a black cloud barreled into the sky, and dust and debris rained everywhere.
“Sully!“ Josef screamed as he covered his head with his hands against the debris. As the dust began to settled he finally uncovered his head and looked up. He desperately searched for any signs of life. The train rolled on past, having just missed the brunt of the explosion and largely undamaged.
“Sully!” Josef shouted frantically. “Sully!” He stopped short when he saw a troop of about five Calvary galloping toward the explosion site. Josef hid back behind the tree. The soldiers dismounted and there was much shouting and talking as they pulled out their rifles. Finally they dragged from the trees Sully, Walks on Cloud and Cloud Dancing, their hands bound in front of them with rope.
Josef felt his heart in his throat. “No,” he whispered. “No, they were trying to stop it.” Impulsively, he ran out from the tree. “Stop! Let him go! Sully was trying to stop it!”
“What in the hell?” one of the soldiers said. “Some kid!”
“Josef!” Sully shouted. “No, run! Run home!”
Josef ran toward them instead. “Stop, you gotta let Sully and Cloud Dancing go. They were trying to stop it! Where are you taking them?!”
“We saw it too from up on the ridge, boy,” a soldier said. “We saw the three of them set off this here dynamite. They’re bein’ taken to Fort Collins and charged with attempted murder.”
“Josef, no,” Sully murmured, gazing at him plaintively. “Please go home. Please.”
“I’m not leaving you, Sully!” he said tearfully.
“Come on, let’s move on out,” the sergeant ordered.
“What do we do about the kid, sir?” a soldier asked.
“Damnation,” the sergeant muttered.
“We can’t just leave him here, sir,” another soldier said compassionately. “We’re miles from the next town.”
The sergeant looked extremely annoyed. “Reckon we’ll have to take him with us. Come on, boy. You can ride with Simmons here.”
A very young soldier who looked no older than seventeen reached his arm down and lifted Josef up into the saddle behind him.
* * *
“What’s going to happen, Sully?” Josef whispered as Sully held him on his knee in the army tent.
“Everything’s gonna be fine, don’t worry,” he said reassuringly as he stroked his hair. It was dark out and they had been in the tent a long time waiting for the sergeant to come talk to him.
Suddenly they heard a pistol firing a few times in the night air.
Josef clutched him tighter. “What was that?!”
Sully rubbed his back soothingly. A few minutes later the sergeant finally came into the tent.
“Agent Sully?”
Sully sat up a little.
“We oughta hang you for treason, be done with you once and for all,” the sergeant spat.
Sully tensed a little and Josef whimpered.
“Please don’t hang him,” Josef pleaded.
“But we’re civilized at this army fort, much to my regret,” the sergeant went on. “Hundred dollar fine and we’ll set ya free.”
“That’s all?” Sully murmured.
“Why, that ain’t satisfactory to you?” he retorted. He glared at him. “Only reason you ain’t swinging from the gallows right now is because of President Grant. For some reason he thinks some sorry half-breed deserves his protection. But he’ll be out of there in a few years. We‘ll bide our time.”
“Take it outta my pay,” Sully said.
The sergeant whipped out of his knife and Josef screeched. He grabbed the rope bound around Sully’s hands and cut through it.
“Where are Cloud Dancin’ and Walks on Cloud?” Sully demanded.
“The older Indian is gonna serve a month in confinement.”
“A month!” Sully cried. “But he didn’t do anything!”
“As for the younger one? Shot dead trying to escape.”
“What?” Sully breathed, letting out his breath in shock. “No. You can’t do that. You can’t do this!”
“Get out of here before I change my mind.”
Josef whimpered and Sully glanced down at him. He had to get Josef home and safe, that was his priority right now. He picked him up and rubbed his back reassuringly. “It’s all right, son. It’s gonna be all right,” he whispered. “Let’s go home to your ma.”
* * *
“It’s just a little scratch, Mommy,” Josef protested as Michaela cleaned his knee at the kitchen table with cotton and some carbolic acid.
“It’s late, I can finish this,” Sully offered. “You go on up to bed.”
Michaela ignored him and forcefully tore off some strips of cloth for bandages.
“You gonna talk to me?” Sully asked.
She met his eyes briefly and then tied the bandage around Josef’s knee.
“You gonna stay mad at me forever?” Sully pressed.
“We’ll talk about this later,” she retorted.
“What’s there to talk about?”
“Oh, I don’t know, Sully. How about the fact that you and Josef could have been killed?”
“Don’t exaggerate,” he said.
“Exaggerate?” she breathed. “The Army arrested you! Hauled you off to their fort! What were you thinking getting involved in something as dangerous as that?”
“I never wanted to get involved. I just had to stop it.”
“And did you have to take my son with you when you just had to stop it?”
“He didn’t,” Josef whispered. “I followed him.”
“The boy took after me on his own,” Sully murmured.
Tears suddenly welled in her eyes. “Do you realize what could have happened to him?!”
“Sully would never let anything happen to me! He’s my pa!” Josef exclaimed firmly.
Michaela and Sully both looked at him, surprised.
“You’re my pa now, Sully,” Josef said hoarsely. “Maybe … maybe I could call you pa?”
Sully caressed his shoulder, deeply moved. “I-”
“If you don’t want me to I don’t have to,” he blurted.
He smiled softly. “Josef, I’d be honored.”
Michaela smiled tearfully and put her arm around Josef. “I know he’s your pa. I know he would never let anything happen to you.” She kissed his head. “Why don’t you go up to bed? You have school tomorrow.” He hugged her goodnight, then he hugged Sully.
“Goodnight, son,” Sully whispered.
* * *
“He was trying to escape?” Michaela said as Sully spooned her against his chest and tenderly stroked her arm.
“I don’t know. Who knows,” he murmured.
“How’s Cloud Dancing?”
“I ain’t sure. I don’t know if they even told him his son’s dead. He was gonna be transported to another fort to do his confinement.”
“What’s happening to them, Sully?” she whispered. “What’s happened to all our friends? It’s as if the government is trying to break their very spirits.”
“Feels that way sometimes,” he admitted.
“When they gave them those blankets infected with typhus. I just kept telling myself it was a mistake, they didn’t know they were spreading the infection. But now I think you‘re right. They knew. And what‘s more, they did it purposely. And now the Indians are reacting with violence. More and more people are going to die on both sides.”
“I know. I remember when I wanted to quit being an Indian Agent. You didn’t want me to. You still feel the same?”
She turned her head to gaze at him. “I never want you in any danger at all. But I don’t think you’d be who you are if you walked away from all this now. You have a gift, Sully. You help bring two very different peoples together. You’re a peacemaker. It frightens me what‘s going to happen to those people. But we can‘t walk away now. We‘re too involved.”
“Yeah, you’re right.” He caressed her cheek. “I’m so sorry Josef got caught up in all this. If anything ever happened to him … I couldn’t live with it.”
She smiled tearfully. “I know you’ll always protect him the best that you can. Besides, in some ways I‘m glad he saw what he saw.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because we can tell our children over and over they should do the right thing. But actually watching us and the choices we make, there’s no better way to teach them. Today our son watched you stand up for what’s right no matter what the cost. He’ll never forget this, Sully. He’s so lucky to have you for his pa.”
He bent his head and kissed her, rubbing her back. Gradually he worked his hand down to her thighs and shifted up her nightgown, guiding it around her waist and then sliding his hand between her legs to gently stroke and caress her as he kissed her.
Eventually he nudged her to her back and shifted to lie atop her, guiding himself inside her to make love to her with all the passion he had. At last he released inside her, letting out a deep sigh of pleasure and kissing her again.
“Lie real still,” he whispered gently in her ear. “I’ll try to keep us together a little longer.”
She kissed his cheek tenderly in reply. It was so special and beautiful to feel her husband linked with her in such an intimate way, to feel him still inside her filling her up so completely. She kissed him again and gazed at him, never more in love with him. And she had never wanted to have a baby with him more. At first she had embarked on trying to get pregnant for his sake, because he was the one who wanted a baby. She loved him and thought he was an amazing father and she wanted him to have what he so longed for. It made her feel good she could do something for him that no one else could. And so all these months it had been about Sully and doing this for him. But now she felt what he had always felt. That nothing would be more special than to raise a child of their own together, to solidify their love in such a remarkable away.
“Sully? I want to get pregnant,” Michaela whispered.
He chuckled softly. “That’s good. I think that’s what we been tryin’ to do for awhile now.”
“No, I mean, I truly want it, too,” she murmured. “Not just for you. For us.”
He gazed at her a long moment, then kissed her passionately in reply.
“This is the right time for this,” Michaela remarked as she held his hand to her chest. “I mean, I think I can get pregnant right now if I‘ve charted my cycle right.”
“Think so? Then I think we mighta just made a baby.”
Michaela smiled softly and squeezed his hand tighter. She had a feeling of peace and calm about this she had never felt before. Perhaps right now, the miracle was happening as a part of her and a part of him joined together deep inside her. After all the months and years of disappointment, perhaps this was the time it really would work.
As she felt Sully slip gently out of her and then shift to his side to hold her and caress her belly, she closed her eyes and let out a soft sigh of contentment, gradually falling into a peaceful sleep.
* * *
Michaela was writing in her chart at her clinic desk, Hanna and Christopher sitting on the nearby cot with their homework, when Sully and Josef came in the door.
“Look what came on the train for you, Mommy,” Josef said excitedly as he carried in a crate. Sully followed with his own two crates.
“What’s all this?” Michaela asked, getting up from her desk.
“From your mother,” Sully said, handing her a letter. “There’s four other crates still at the station.”
“Four? What on earth?” She opened the letter and gradually smiled. “It’s her donation to the town. ‘An endowment to help civilize the Colorado wilderness.’ Oh, Sully. It’s my father’s library.”
“What’s civilize?” Hanna asked.
“It means, make us more like all them stiff folk in Boston,” Sully told her.
“Sully,” Michaela scolded with a soft chuckle.
“I remember Grandpa’s library,” Josef said as he put his heavy crate down on the floor. “Everybody always came over for a book.”
“Now everyone here can enjoy Grandpa’s books,” Michaela said with a smile.
“Where we gonna put all these, Mama?” Hanna asked. “There’s so many.”
“Guess we could clear out a space in the barn,” Sully suggested.
“The barn? I’m not going to store all my nice books in the barn,” Michaela protested.
“They’re leather. That’s where my leather goes,” he said.
“These are more than just leather, Sully. These are … food for the soul.”
“We live so far away,” Christopher piped up. “Who’s gonna come all the way to our house for a book?”
“That’s a very good point, sweetheart,” Michaela said pensively. “If we’re going to open a real library it should be accessible to everyone.”
“You ain’t thinkin’ of havin’ this library thing right here in town,” Sully said. He took out his knife and pried open his crate.
“Yes, why not? We could use that old tailor shop that’s been boarded up since before we even moved here.”
“Not so sure folks are gonna like that.” He bent down and helped Josef take the lid off his crate.
“Why’s that?” Michaela asked.
“You know why. ‘Cause folks in town don’t like change.”
“They’ll like this one,” she said assuredly.
“You’re askin’ for trouble,” Sully warned.
“Books don’t start trouble, Sully. Books help stop it.”
“What exactly is a library, Mama?” Hanna asked curiously.
“Well, it’s a building with lots of books inside,” Michaela explained as Sully took out a book called Leaves of Grass, blew off the dust and flipped through a few pages. “And anyone can take a book home with them as long as they promise to bring it back.”
“Oh,” Hanna said sadly, bending her head.
“What’s wrong?” Michaela asked.
“I just wish I had more chore money saved up. I want to read all these books.”
“Sweetheart, you don’t have to pay. That’s the entire purpose of a library. It’s free.”
She brightened. “Really? Not even one penny?”
“Not even half a penny.” She smiled and glanced at Josef’s crate. She bent down. “Oh, look, my favorite. Emerson.” She took out a book from Josef’s crate, got back up, and suddenly stumbled and grabbed her desk for balance.
Sully instantly gripped her arm to steady her and the children looked alarmed.
“Are you all right?” Sully demanded. He dropped his book on the desk.
She let out her breath. “I must have just got up too quickly. I’m all right. I’m fine.”
“You feel sick, Mommy?” Josef asked worriedly.
She put her book on her desk. “No, of course not. I‘m fine. Now let’s go see about opening up that tailor shop.” The children ran ahead and Michaela took her shawl down to follow them. Sully grasped her arm again, gazing at her worriedly.
“You sure you’re all right?” he asked again.
“Sully. I said I’m fine. Come on, let’s catch up.”
* * *
Sully cuddled Michaela warmly to his chest in the cool evening air on the porch.
“‘We must have a turn together,” he read softly from his book. “I undress; hurry me out of sight of the land. Cushion me soft, rock me in billowy drowse. Dash me with amorous wet, I can repay you.’” He glanced at her to gage her reaction. “Michaela?” he whispered. He noticed her eyes were closed. “Michaela,” he said a little louder.
“Hm?” she replied, opening her eyes.
“Ya fell asleep again,” he told her.
“No I didn’t.”
“Yes, ya did.”
“I did? Oh, dear.”
“So much for tryin‘to read ya somethin‘romantic after the kids are in bed,” he said wryly.
She smiled at him guiltily. “I’m sorry. I’m sure it’s a lovely poem. I just can’t keep my eyes open. I don‘t know what‘s come over me.”
He looked into her eyes a long moment. “Ya pregnant?” he whispered hopefully at last.
“What? No,” she blurted, surprised. “No, I don’t think so.”
“It’s just, when Abigail was in her early month’s she-”
“I’m not Abigail, Sully,” she retorted, shifting up a little and letting out a sigh.
“I know that. That ain‘t what I mean. I just mean she got real tired easy we first found out about Hanna. Dizzy, too.”
“I wasn’t dizzy.”
“I been through this before, I remember how it is-”
“So do I. And I’m sorry, I’m not pregnant.”
“All right. Well, that’s all right. You will be, soon.”
She got up with another sigh.
“You wanna tell me what’s goin’ on?” he asked, closing the book.
“Nothing,” she murmured.
“This ain’t nothin’.”
“Sully, it’s just … there’s something we haven’t talked about. A reason there could be I haven’t conceived yet.”
“Charlotte says it just takes longer when you’re our age, that’s all. She said be patient.”
“Sully, you don‘t understand,” she protested.
He got up, gesturing at his chest. “I want to.”
“Well, it’s possible, the reason we haven‘t had a baby yet. I-I might be sterile.”
He gazed at her in confusion. “How can that be? You had kids before, you’re healthy.”
“David made me ill,” she choked in a whisper. “Remember?”
He let out his breath. He hadn’t forgotten how sick she became the first month she moved in with him. He was so frightened for her he road all night to get Cloud Dancing. Then he sat with her for two days straight and helped her drink the medicinal tea and eventually she started to recover. And when she told him several days later David was responsible for her illness, he didn’t think he had ever felt so angry at one person.
“Gonorrhea causes infertility, Sully,” she murmured.
“But it don’t always, right? Ya ain’t had such a bad case of it, ya got better. Maybe you‘re fine.”
“Then why haven’t we had a baby?” she whispered.
“I don’t know, Michaela. I don’t know. Nobody does.“ He walked over to her. “All I know is I ain’t gonna let that man, that part of your past, control how we live our lives now.”
“But, Sully-”
“He’s dead,” he said firmly. “He don’t have a say no more in what we do. I’m tired of him comin’ between the things I want for us. The things we want. We‘re gonna have a baby. He ain‘t gonna stop us.”
“I should have told you this before we married,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I should have told you I might not be able to have a baby anymore.”
He grasped her shoulders. “Hey. Listen to me. I woulda married ya anyway. I love you.” He caressed her cheek. “Michaela, look at me. I love you.”
She let out a soft sigh, reassured. “You just, we should just keep that book where the children can’t find it.”
He glanced at the book on the bench. “I won’t let ‘em find it.”
“Are you sure Walt Whitman wrote that?”
“Yes. I think I‘ll read a little more before I head up. Ya wanna join me?”
“No, I think I’ll go to bed. Just, when you’re finished just store it where they can’t reach it.” She gathered her shawl around her snugly. “Goodnight.” She headed inside and shut the door after her.
* * *
“It’s just so wonderful, all those books,” Dorothy remarked as she had lunch with Michaela and Charlotte in the café. “To think this town is finally going to have it’s very own library!”
Grace brought over everyone‘s plates. “The Freedman school students never even been inside a library.”
“The library ain’t for the Freedman school, Grace,” Hank said from a nearby table as he smoked.
Not everyone was thrilled about the library. In fact it had caused a lot of disagreement in town, everything from what books should be permitted to be in the library to who could check them out. Even the town council had to get involved and there had already been two very heated meetings. But Michaela never wavered in her belief that all of the books should be available to all of the members of the town, all the time. Sully didn’t like the quarreling it was causing. He didn’t like to see Michaela in the middle of it, either. But he never suggested she do anything other than continue pursuing the library’s grand opening in a few weeks. He supported her in what she believed in even if he disagreed, and she loved that about him.
“Who says?” Grace said. “I say anyone who’s a member of this town can use it, right, Dr. Mike?”
Michaela was looking at her plate apprehensively, the library forgotten for the moment. She pressed her fingers to her mouth.
“That’s my mushroom gravy!” Grace protested.
“It’s not your food, Grace,” Michaela explained. “I’ve just been feeling rather peculiar lately.”
Charlotte eyed her knowingly. “You look awfully peeked. You don’t reckon you’re-”
“No,” she said, shaking her head.
“But you and Sully, you have been trying,” Charlotte said.
“Yes,” she said shyly.
“Trying a lot,” Charlotte added, folding her hands.
“Well. Yes, but-” she admitted in a whisper. “We’ve tried for almost two years and nothing’s happened.”
“Yesterday I caught her sleeping in the clinic,” Dorothy remarked. “Now she’s sick to her stomach?”
“You got your monthly?” Grace asked directly as she took a seat.
“But that doesn’t prove anything,” Michaela protested. “There’s so much to worry about with the new library open. A woman’s cycle is often disrupted in times of worry.”
“Sure, Dr. Mike. You might be worried. But if you ask me, I think you’re pregnant.” Grace smiled.
Charlotte got up and put her napkin aside. “Why don’t the two of us take a walk over to the clinic?”
“Now?” Michaela said.
“Now,” all three of the women replied.
Chapter Thirty-two
“Sully!” Michaela cried as she hurried down from the wagon and ran across the Reservation. He was talking to the Reverend as they unpacked a new order of school supplies.
Sully put down a book and rushed over to her. “What’s wrong? Everything all right?”
She grasped his arms. “Everything’s more than all right. I … we’re going to have a baby!”
“What?” he breathed. “How do you know?”
“Charlotte examined me. I can‘t believe I didn‘t know it myself. Well, perhaps I knew deep down. I suppose I just couldn‘t believe it’s finally happening.”
“A baby? We’re gonna have a baby?”
She burst into a huge smile. “Yes!” she cried.
He laughed and picked her up, spinning her around and kissing her.
“Sully, we have to wire my mother and sisters. We don‘t have anything ready for a baby, not a nursery or a cradle or anything. There’s so much to do, so much to plan. What about my patients, what will we do if there’s an emergency and the baby needs me? We never talked about any of this. I just wanted to be pregnant, I didn‘t think about what we would do once I was.”
He put her back on her feet. “Hey, slow down. We’ll see to all those things in time, don‘t you worry. We got nine months, remember?”
“We have to tell the children. Let’s go to the school right now. And our friends, Dorothy and Loren. Myra. Olive. Daniel.”
“Plenty of time to tell everybody,” he said with another soft chuckle. “Come ‘ere.” He drew her back into the hug and she held him all the tighter. He smiled and kissed her hair. “Nobody’s ever given me a greater gift,” he whispered against her ear. “Thank you.”
* * *
Sully helped Michaela down from the wagon as the children were dismissed from the schoolhouse and they all ran off to play.
“Kids, come ‘ere,” Sully called.
Josef, Hanna and Christopher spotted them.
“You’re early, Mommy. Can we go play first?” Christopher called back as they jogged over.
“Not yet. We need to tell you something first,“ Michaela replied.
“What?” Hanna asked curiously.
“We’re going to have a baby!” Michaela and Sully both said, bursting into smiles.
Josef and Hanna looked at each other, confused.
“A baby? You mean … a brother or a sister kind of baby?” Josef asked.
“That’s the only kind we know of,” Sully said with a soft chuckle.
Realization swept across Hanna’s face and she screeched and hugged them. “I’m gonna be a big sister!”
“Me, too! I mean, a big brother! Yippie!” Josef cried, dropping his books and joining them in the hug.
Sully and Michaela hugged them tightly and Michaela looked at Sully emotively and smiled at him as tears fell down her cheeks.
Hanna pulled back worriedly. “Mama, don’t cry. Don’t be sad. Don‘t you want a baby?”
“Of course she does,“ Josef said. “She just wants the baby to be like her. Don‘t worry, the baby will be just like you, Mommy, I know it. Except if it’s a boy he won’t have long hair!”
Michaela chuckled. “I’m not sad. I’m happier than anything. Sometimes people cry when they’re this happy.”
“Oh,” Hanna said. “Then I should be crying, too, because I’m really happy too.”
“Oh,” Michaela replied, hugging her again. She suddenly noticed Christopher standing off to the side apprehensively.
“Can I go play now?” Christopher murmured.
She looked at Sully and he nodded his approval. If Christopher wasn’t comfortable yet with this news and needed some time to digest it neither of them wanted to push him. He was younger than the other two children and a baby meant something different to him than it did to them. “Yes, that’s all right, you may go,” Michaela said. “I love you,” she added.
“I love you,” he muttered as he ran off.
* * *
Michaela smiled as she read a telegram. Sully flipped through a few letters as they walked down from the train station.
“Good news?” he asked.
“It’s from my mother. Look,” she said, handing the telegram to him.
“’Congratulations. I am making plans right now to visit for the event. Truly yours, Mother.’” He wrinkled his brow. “What event?”
“Sully. The birth of course.”
“Oh. Why don’t she just say the birth then?”
She took the telegram back from him and put it in her basket. “I don’t know. Because you don’t say that in Boston.”
“I don’t know how folks in Boston understand anybody at all there’s so much you can’t say.”
“Sully, stop,” she scolded. She couldn’t help letting out a little smile.
He put his arm around her and kissed her head. “That’s good news. She sounds excited.”
“I think for the first time … Sully, I think she’s really accepted my life out here. At least she‘s making an effort anyway.”
“Good thing, too. For awhile there I thought I was gonna have to carry ya off in the night.” He swept her up in his arms.
She giggled. “Sully, what are you doing?”
He kissed her lovingly. They broke apart just as an Army patrol road noisily into town, two soldiers driving a wagon. Sully put her back on her feet as several townsfolk hurried over to see what the commotion was.
“You folks’ll be pleased to know we eliminated another Indian threat from your peaceful town,” Sergeant O’Connor said from his horse. “Just the other side of Ole Creek we encountered a band of Dog Soldiers.”
“How many did you get?” Loren asked.
“Let’s just say not a one of them was left standing.”
Several townsfolk cheered.
“Drinks on the house,” Hank offered as he shook O’Connor’s hand.
“Thank you. First there’s a woman here you might want to take a look at, Mrs. Sully,” O’Connor said. He gave her a brief glance up and down suggestively.
Michaela met the sergeant’s eyes apprehensively. O’Connor frightened her, he always had ever since he arrested her when she first came out here for helping to save Black Kettle. She vividly remembered the way he took her back into his tent, interrogated her and beat her unconscious. And he was patronizing--he refused to address her as a doctor even though everyone else in town had eventually accepted her profession. She hurried around the side of the wagon, Sully close behind her.
“An Injun woman? What’d you bring her back here for?” Jake asked.
“We rescued her from the savages,” O’Connor said.
Michaela brushed back the woman’s light hair, revealing a pale, pretty face. She looked at Sully. “She’s not an Indian woman. She’s a white woman.”
* * *
Michaela came down the stairs and opened the door to the main room, carrying a little basin with a few medicines in it.
“I gave her a sedative to relax her. She’s sleeping,” she said.
Sully and the children were gathered around her desk, finishing up some fried chicken Grace had brought over.
“What’s wrong with her, Mommy?” Josef asked. “Why did she shake like that?”
“She’s cold,” Hanna suggested.
“No, she’s not cold. She has a condition called epilepsy. We believe there’s some defect in the brain that causes periodic seizures.”
“Can you cure it?” Hanna asked.
“No,” Michaela murmured as she put the tray on her examination table. “No, sweetheart. Not yet anyway. But she can live with it.”
“Come ‘ere, ya gotta eat somethin’,” Sully said.
She joined them and sat beside Sully, picking up a napkin and a chicken leg.
“Mommy, that Indian lady is the prettiest lady I’ve ever seen,” Christopher announced. He took another bite of his chicken leg.
“Christopher,” Michaela scolded.
“What? She is.”
“She is pretty, Mommy,” Josef admitted.
“What about your ma?” Sully asked wryly.
“Oh. Well, we’re not counting you, Mommy!” Christopher cried.
Sully ruffled his hair.
“Christopher, there are far more important qualities about a woman you should be concerned with other than they’re just pretty,” Michaela said. “Like their intelligence, their kindness. Their perseverance.”
“Their perser-what?” he blurted.
Sully smiled at Michaela and even she couldn’t help chuckling.
“Nevermind. It’s getting late. We’ll stay here tonight with Catherine. You go get ready for bed in the front recovery rooms. Don’t disturb my patient.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Josef said as they all got up and left the room.
Sully slowly got up from his chair and stood behind Michaela, resting his hands on her shoulders and massaging them slowly and firmly.
“What do you think of her?” she asked.
“I ain’t sure. She understands Cheyenne, seems like maybe she‘s been a part of the tribe for awhile now. Tribe musta took her in like they took in me and Hanna.”
“You don’t suppose Cloud Dancing knows her.”
“No, he never said anything about a white woman livin’ with them. Probably lived with one of the smaller bands up north, maybe with some renegades trying to avoid the Reservations.”
“But what do you think of her? You think she’s pretty like Chris and Josef do.”
“I don’t know. I guess so. Any man would. Or boy.”
“Oh,” she said.
“You feelin’ … jealous?” He bent down and gently kissed her cheek. “Ya are. You’re jealous.”
“I’m not jealous I’m just stating the facts.”
“Facts are, I got the most beautiful woman a man could ever dream of in my arms right now.” He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her cheek again. “And she’s got perseverance, too.”
She smiled wryly as he went back to massaging her shoulders.
“How ya feelin‘? Supper taste good?” he asked.
“My stomach’s fine at this time of night. It’s just this overwhelming tiredness all the time. I forgot how tiring pregnancy is.”
“That normal?”
“Oh, yes. Very normal. Most women never want to get out of bed these first few months.”
“Speaking of which, we best head to bed ourselves.”
“I really should sit up with Catherine. I don’t know how severe her epilepsy is. I want to be there if she has another seizure during the night.”
“I’ll sit up with her. You need your sleep.”
She got up and faced him. “Are you sure?”
He smiled, clutching her shoulders and kissing her. “I’m sure.”
“Goodnight,” she whispered.
* * *
“Don’t you worry, Dr. Mike’s a good doctor,” Sully said as he sat beside Catherine. The early morning sunshine poured brightly through the window, warming the room. “You’re gonna be just fine.”
He and Catherine had spent a lot of time talking over the past several days while Michaela wired back East trying to find Catherine’s extended relatives, if there were any. Catherine’s English was coming back to her and she was able to explain that the Cheyenne took her in when she was a child after a neighboring tribe massacred the rest of her family. Catherine had taken to Sully right away, and she constantly looked to him for help and reassurance, especially when people in town made it clear they didn‘t want her around.
Catherine shifted up in bed a little, gazing into his eyes. She gently laid her hand atop his. “No, I’m not welcome.” She touched his medicine bag. “Not Indian, not white. Not anything.”
“No, no, that’s not true.”
She caressed his cheek. “You and me, we are same.”
“Yes. We are,” he admitted.
She leaned forward, her lips just inches from his. She closed her eyes to kiss him, but Sully pulled back just before their lips touched, clutching her shoulder and shaking his head. She looked at him in confusion.
“Catherine, I do care about ya, want ya to get better. But …”
“My heart is with you,” she whispered.
He swallowed hard. “My heart is with Dr. Mike.” Her eyes welled with tears. He guided her to rest back against her pillows. “Get some sleep. I’ll bring ya some breakfast in a few hours.”
* * *
“You know all your spelling words?” Michaela asked as the children ate breakfast in the café. “We didn’t have very much time to study this week with Catherine staying with us and getting the library ready for opening ceremonies.”
“I think so,” Hanna said.
“Clothes. C-l-o-t-h-e-s,” Josef said.
“Very good. Don’t forget that e,” Michaela said.
“I don’t need to study them,” Christopher said.
“Everyone needs to study, Chris,” Michaela replied.
“Not me. I just know them. I’m smart. I can spell anything.”
“Hm, then spell dysentery,” Michaela said wryly.
“Mama, that’s not fair. That’s a doctor word!” he protested.
“Here, Dr. Mike,” Grace said as she came over with a cup of tea. “Hope this helps.”
“Oh, thank you, Grace,” Michaela said. Grace and all of their friends couldn’t have been more understanding and eager to lend a hand when they heard the news of her pregnancy. Grace made her tea and toast every morning, and sometimes a little bland poached eggs without any seasoning, and it was a breakfast Michaela usually managed to keep down and that got her started off on the right foot for the day.
“So, y’all come up with any names yet?” Grace asked.
“No, the fighting’s only just begun,” Michaela said with a soft smile. “I expect we’ll have nine more months of that.”
“Grace?” Preston called impatiently. “Coffee?”
“Comin’,” she said with a sigh.
“Why nine months, Mama?” Hanna asked.
“Because that’s how long the baby takes to grow,” Josef told her.
“Oh, I forgot. That’s a long time!”
“Yes, it is,” Michaela muttered.
Christopher scowled. “Why do we always have to talk about the stupid baby?”
“Christopher,” Michaela scolded.
He got up from the table and gathered his books. “I wish you weren’t having a baby in the first place. I don‘t want another brother. And I really don’t want a sister.” He ran off toward the schoolhouse. Hanna and Josef got up more slowly and hugged Michaela goodbye.
“Have a good day at school,” she said quietly. She picked at her breakfast a moment, then looked up and sighed with relief as Sully came into the café.
He joined her at the table and took a seat. “Kids head to school?”
“Yes,” she whispered. “Is Catherine still asleep?”
He scratched his cheek awkwardly. “Yeah, she’s asleep. Michaela, can we talk about somethin’?” He suddenly noticed tears welling in her eyes. “What’s wrong?”
She shook her head. “It’s nothing. I don’t want to trouble you.”
“Michaela. Nothin’ is more important to me than you and the baby. You know that.”
She sighed. “Christopher said he wishes I weren’t having a baby.”
He swallowed hard. “Just now?”
She nodded.
“Well, that’s all right. He’s just gettin’ used to the idea. We only just told ‘em.”
“I know, I don’t know why I’m crying. I suppose his reaction is normal for a little boy his age.”
“Course it is. He’s sortin’ out how he feels about this. Much as this is gonna be a big change for us, it’s gonna be just as big for him.”
“Josef and Hanna are fine with it. They’re happy about this.”
“Josef and Hanna ain’t been the baby their whole lives. Chris has. I think he likes being the youngest. Now we’re tellin’ him all that’s gonna change, and we ain‘t givin‘ him much choice in the matter.” He rubbed her back. “He’ll come around. I promise.”
“I know. I don’t know why I’m crying.”
He smiled softly. “It’s all right. Come ‘ere.” He drew her into a hug.
“What was it you wanted to talk about?” she asked.
He shifted. The last thing he wanted to do was talk to Michaela about Catherine when she was upset. “It can wait.”
“No, it’s all right. I’m all right.” She dabbed away at her tears. “What is it? Sully?”
He pulled back slightly. “You, uh, you tell Catherine two of us are married?”
“Well, I assume she knows, why?”
“I don’t think so. This mornin’, she told me some things.”
“What sort of things?” she asked apprehensively.
“Well, things about how she feels about me. She tried to kiss me.”
“She what?” she cried. “And you just let her?”
“Of course not. She just did it. I stopped her.”
She looked away uncomfortably and took a sip of tea. “You’ve been spending a lot of time with her.”
“No I haven’t.”
“You sit with her every night. You don’t sit with my other patients.”
“That’s different, I’m the only person can speak Cheyenne with her. Sides, I feel sorry for her. I wanna be there for her, listen to her.”
“And in all those conversations with her listening to her you didn’t once mention we were married?”
He sighed “I don’t know. Guess it never came up.”
“So I never came up?”
“Course you come up. I just don’t think the fact that we’re married come up. Why you mad at me? She kissed me, not the other way around. I wouldn’t let her, remember?”
“Does she even know I’m pregnant?”
“I don’t know. I guess not.”
“I don’t know why you’re telling me this,” she said abruptly. “I don’t want to hear about this, Sully.”
He looked deeply into her eyes. “I don’t tell ya, what does that say about the two of us?”
She put her napkin on the table and got up. “I have some house calls to make. I’ll see you at home.” She headed out of the café, leaving him sitting at the table.
* * *
“It’s a letter I wrote explaining your condition,” Michaela said as she handed it to Catherine outside the steaming train. “Give it to your doctor back East.”
Catherine looked out toward the road longingly one last time. Sully was nowhere to be found and the train was about to leave.
“Where is Sully?” she whispered.
“I don’t know. I’m sorry,” Michaela murmured.
“Tell him … ” She touched her chest. “Tell him thank you.”
“Yes. I will,” Michaela said. She hugged her. “Goodbye, Catherine.”
“Thank you, Dr. Mike. For your kindness.”
“You’re welcome,” Michaela replied. “We’ll be thinking about you.”
“Best climb on board, ma’am,” a porter said as he held down his hand and guided Catherine up to the passenger car.
Michaela waved to her and watched the train slowly roll away. Then she picked up her medical bag off the bench and headed down the street toward the new library. She went inside and opened up another crate to go through the books and inventory them. She found herself daydreaming, slowing in her work, as she thought about David and how unfaithful he had been to her throughout much of the marriage. She had never truly accepted it until she became very ill and Dr. Hanson told her she had gonorrhea. But she realized now there were so many little signs prior to that. He took long trips campaigning and wouldn’t wire her. He would be days, sometimes even weeks late coming home from those trips. When he was home, he would tell her he was going to the hospital, but when she stopped by once to pick up her mail, he wasn’t there.
Their physical relationship slowly lost all its tenderness. David treated her so callously, wanted to do things so outside her realm of what she always thought a husband and wife should do, that there were times she even felt like his prostitute. But when she tried to talk to him about it he accused her of not pleasing him and put all the blame on her. Emotionally their relationship disintegrated over the years, too. She couldn’t talk to him about anything without it turning into an argument. He didn’t seem to enjoy her company. She couldn’t make him smile or laugh anymore. He acted like all she did was irritate him. It was as if he didn’t even like her anymore.
He was secretive, too. He would send wires and letters but not want to tell her who he was sending them to. He didn’t talk about his trips and what he did on them. They didn’t really talk at all. He didn’t like her seeing their banking books or handling any of the money. As a result she had become very out of practice with handling any kind of money and dependent on him to do it. It was as if he were slowly creating a world in which she needed him to survive, as if he were hoping if he did that she would never be able to successfully leave him.
And then finally, she finally caught him in bed with another woman. Their nanny of all people. And at that moment it was as if everything came crashing down at once.
“Ya see Catherine off?” Sully asked as he appeared in the doorway.
Michaela shook with surprise and dropped the book she was holding on the table.
Sully smiled softly. “Sorry, I scare ya?”
“No,” she said, picking it up. She smiled softly. “All right, you scared me a little. She got off just fine.” She swallowed. “She missed you being there. She was looking for you.”
He stepped into the room. He was carrying a pretty bundle of yellow flowers. “I know. I had things I needed to do. I figured she’d understand.” He held out the flowers. “Got these for ya.”
“Oh, was this what you needed to do?” she asked softly as she took them.
“Part of it. What do you say we take a buggy ride out to the lake, have a picnic?”
“Now? But I’m doing inventory right now.”
“It can wait.”
“The library’s opening in two days, Sully.”
“We’ll get it done. We’ll only be gone a few hours. Then we’ll come back and go through all your books together. Come on.”
“Well, I wish you’d ask me in advance, make plans.”
“Then it wouldn’t be a surprise, would it?” He grasped her hand. “Come on. Michaela, please?”
“All right,” she said with a sigh. “Let me put these in some water first.”
* * *
“Here, this way,” Sully said as he held Michaela’s hand and guided her along a narrow path.
“Where are we going?” she demanded.
“Just trust me,” he replied, squeezing her hand.
“I trust you,” she whispered.
Finally they reached the edge of a cliff, overlooking an incredible view of the valley below. An eagle soared across the sky in the distance as the sun slowly set over another cliff, turning everything a spectacular shade of yellow and orange.
“Oh, Sully,” she breathed. “It’s beautiful.”
He gazed out at the view a long moment. “I never shown anybody this place. Not even Abigail.”
She looked at him with surprise. He squeezed her hand.
“I never had the kind of feelings for her I have for you,” he added in a whisper.
“Oh, Sully,” she murmured, overwhelmed.
He put his arm around her. “You know these past few days, I been wonderin’ how I’d feel somebody I loved ever betrayed me the way David betrayed you and the boys. I think it’d be real hard to trust anybody ever again. I ain‘t sure I could ever do it.”
“I didn’t think I could do it either,” she admitted.
“But ya did,” he said. “Because you’re strong and ya don’t quit and you wanted somethin’ better for you and the kids and you weren‘t gonna let him stop you from havin’ that.”
“I had to find it in me to trust again. Because I fell in love with you,” she replied simply.
He turned to face her and held her hands. “What I’m tryin’ to tell ya is, I never been more sure the person I wanna share my life with is you. The life I got now with you and the kids, this new baby comin’, is everything I could ever want. Last thing I’m ever gonna do is throw it all away. That‘s what he did. I ain‘t makin‘ that same mistake.” He bent his head. “I’m sorry me talkin’ to Catherine made ya feel the way it did. I never shoulda gotten so involved with her.”
“Sully, you wanted to help Catherine. That’s who you are. You care. You’re the most honorable man I know. How could I ask you to be anything less?”
He drew her into his arms in a passionate kiss as the sun set.
* * *
“Smells good,” Sully said as he eyed the apple pie Michaela took out of the oven. He reached toward it.
“No, don’t touch,” she scolded. She put it on the counter to cool, then she went back to stirring the stew as the children came inside from doing the chores.
“I brushed Flash down real good, Mama,” Christopher announced. “She stood there still as a soldier!”
“Very good. Wash up for supper.”
“I’m starving,” Hanna said as they headed into the kitchen.
“Me, too,” Josef said.
“Me, three!” Christopher cried. He opened the cookie jar on the counter.
“No, no, young man. We’re about to eat,” Michaela said. “There’s no cookies in there right now anyway.”
Christopher pulled out Leaves of Grass from the jar. “Hey, what’s this?”
Sully moved to close the jar but it was too late. “Uh, that’s, it‘s a book,” Sully began.
“Actually that’s our book,” Michaela blurted. “Your father and I. From the library.”
“Oh,” Christopher said, wrinkling his brow. “What’s it about?”
“Nothing,” Michaela and Sully said at the same time.
“Yes, it’s really rather boring actually,” Michaela added with an uncomfortable chuckle.
“Yeah. It’s pretty borin’,” Sully said with a nod.
“A book about nothing?” Josef said skeptically, drying his hands off with a towel. “Why would you want to read a book about nothing?”
“Actually, we don’t,” Michaela said. “Do we, Sully?”
“No, we don’t. We were gonna return it,” Sully said.
“Oh,” Christopher said, losing interest. He went over to the sink to wash his hands.
“Wait. Why did you put it in the cookie jar?” Hanna asked skeptically.
Michaela looked at Sully for help.
“Well, it fit it good,” he replied. He smiled.
“You’re silly, Papa,” Hanna said.
Josef wrinkled his brow at his parents. He opened the first page of the book curiously. Michaela reached over and shut it quickly, grasping the book off the table and holding it to her chest. “Why don’t I just put it in my basket so I don’t forget to bring it back tomorrow?”
“I’ll help,” Sully offered.
“The cookie jar, Sully? That’s the first place they’ll look,” she said in a whisper as they walked over to the nearby cabinet.
He shrugged. “I didn’t know where else to put it. I just put it there until I could think of some place better.”
She put it in her basket. Then shook her head at him. “It fit it good?”
He smiled. “Two of us would make pretty bad actors.”
“No, I was very good. You were the one who sounded ridiculous.”
“You think you were good, huh? I think you were a lot worse than me.” He put his arm around her and kissed her head and she burst into giggles, smiling up at him and pressing her forehead to his as they laughed.
* * *
Sully rubbed Michaela’s arm as he squatted beside the bed. “Hey, ya gonna get up?”
She groaned softly. “What time is it?”
“Almost seven. We’re gonna be late for your speech.”
She shifted a little and touched her back. “I’ve had this dull backache all night. I don’t feel very well.”
He felt her forehead. It was a little damp, though cool. He felt her cheek. “Ya throw up?”
“No, not for a few days now. It’s just this backache. I didn’t sleep much.”
“Maybe I should bring Charlotte out.”
“No, no. It’s not that serious.”
Sully reached his arm around and rubbed her back. “You gonna be up to making a speech?”
“I have to. I promised everyone.”
“Ya don’t have to,” he replied. “We can postpone.”
She sat up in bed and reached for her bathrobe. “And disappoint the whole town? No, I have to go.” She got out of bed slowly and went over to her vanity to wash her face. Sully watched her worriedly a moment.
“Ya sure?” he said one more time.
“Sully, I’m sure. Go hitch the wagon.”
* * *
Sully knew something was very off with Michaela. He put his arm around her supportively as they waited for Jake to finish speaking on the steps of the library. She was pale and shaky and breathing slowly, as if she were fighting some kind of intense pain. He kept asking her if she wanted to leave, but she insisted she didn’t want to interrupt the ceremony.
At last Jake called Michaela up to the podium. She didn’t miss a beat with her speech, talking about her father and how when she was a little girl and she missed him when she was away, she would go into his library and surround herself with his books. Then she and Jake hung up the library sign, and Jake handed Michaela the scissors to cut the red ribbon. She cut through it to tremendous applause from the crowd.
“The Josef Quinn Memorial Library is officially open,” Jake announced.
The crowd applauded again and Sully rushed up to Michaela, who was clutching the podium and hunched over. He guided her a few steps away.
“Sully, something’s wrong,” she murmured tearfully.
He searched the crowd anxiously. “Charlotte!”
Charlotte seemed to appear almost instantly and made her way over to them.
“Sully? Mike, what is it?”
“I don’t know, Charlotte, I don’t know, this pain, I-” Michaela gasped.
Realization spread across Charlotte’s face. “All right, just stay calm. We’ll get you over to the clinic.”
Christopher noticed the commotion and hurried over. “What’s wrong with Mommy?” he demanded. “Mommy, what’s wrong?!”
“Stay here, darlin’, everything’s gonna be all right,” Charlotte told him unsteadily as she caressed his head.
Sully swept Michaela up into his arms and hurried down the street to the clinic. Charlotte hurried ahead of them, opened the door and guided them inside.
“Put her on the table,” she instructed.
“Charlotte, I think I’m bleeding,” Michaela panted. “Oh, God. Oh.”
Sully met Charlotte’s eyes fearfully and swallowed. Michaela panted harder and moaned, clutching her belly.
“Sully, why don’t you wait outside?” Charlotte suggested softly.
He hesitated just a moment. Then he held Michaela’s hand. “No. I’m stayin’ with her.”
* * *
Sully held the cup of willow bark tea to Michaela’s lips and she weakly took a sip. Charlotte had tucked her in upstairs with instructions to rest here for the night. In the morning Sully could probably take her home as long as she remained stable.
“How’s the pain?” Charlotte whispered as she sat on the bed. “Manageable?”
Michaela nodded.
She gently clutched Michaela’s arm. “I know this is heartbreaking. I know you’ll need some time. Mike, I just want you both to know this doesn’t mean you’re never going to have a baby. This doesn’t mean you can’t start trying again in a few months, once you’ve healed and feel ready again. Six weeks even if you feel up to it.”
“We’ve been trying for two years now, Charlotte,” Michaela whispered.
“Charlotte, is somethin’ wrong?” Sully asked softly. “There some reason we ain‘t been able to have a baby?”
“No, none that I can tell,” Charlotte said. She sighed. “Sometimes when women get to be older, it’s just harder, that‘s all. But women your age have babies all the time and healthy ones at that. It just might take a little more patience. There might be some, some setbacks before it happens.” She sighed again. “Setbacks like this one.”
Michaela turned her head and closed her eyes tiredly.
“Rest now,” Charlotte said. “I’ll check on you in a few hours.” She left the room and shut the door.
Michaela whimpered a little and pressed the back of her hand to her mouth.
“What is it, you in pain?” Sully asked frantically.
She shook her head as the tears flowed.
Sully crouched over her and drew her into his arms. “It’s all right. It’s gonna be all right,” he choked. He held her for a long moment, the two of them just releasing their emotions together. Michaela didn’t think she had ever seen Sully cry before. But in a way it was comforting to feel his warm, silent tears fall to her cheeks. She had felt so alone when she went through her first miscarriage in Boston after she fell down the stairs. Nothing could have been more devastating than to lose another pregnancy, but at least now she could face this with her husband together.
At last she clutched his shoulders and pulled back slightly. “Oh, Sully. We told everyone. We told the whole town I was pregnant.”
“I know,” he whispered.
“Why did we tell everyone?”
“They’ll understand. It’ll be all right,” he soothed. “Here. Come ‘ere.” He carefully got in bed with her and drew her warmly to his chest, rubbing her back. “They’re gonna understand. Don’t worry about that.” He gazed down at her and caressed her cheek. “Like Charlotte said, it’s just a setback. We’ll just, we’ll wait until you’re feelin’ better. Then soon as you’re ready we’ll start tryin’ again.”
For the first time, Michaela really wondered if she wanted to keep doing this. Sully so badly wanted to have a baby with her, she knew that. But never had she thought it would be this difficult or take this long. Or that they would lose a pregnancy along the way, a child she had so madly fallen in love with and had looked forward to.
“What is it?” he murmured.
She hesitated, then swallowed hard. She couldn’t muster up the heart to tell him she wasn’t sure she would ever be ready to try to do this again after today. “Nothing, just hold me,” she whispered. “Hold me, Sully.”
He held her all the tighter and stroked her hair.
Chapter Thirty-three
Sully came into the bedroom where Michaela was still curled up on her side. She was staring blankly at the empty fireplace. She had been in bed three days, just resting and trying to recover. She barely ate, and she didn’t speak very much. She was truly in mourning. Charlotte came out a few times to check on her. She reassured Sully that physically Michaela was doing just fine, that it was normal to withdraw for a time after something like this and that they should just be patient.
“I ain’t been out to Tanner Flats in a few weeks,” he said softly as he sat on the bed. “I was thinkin’ maybe I should ride out there this mornin’, check on things.”
She met his eyes briefly, then nodded in approval.
“You gonna be all right here?”
She nodded again.
“What’re ya gonna do all day?” he whispered.
“I don’t know,” she murmured.
“Maybe ya could go into the clinic for a few hours. Your patients must miss ya.”
“No, I’m not ready for that. I’m still having some cramping, a little bleeding. I think I‘ll stay home.”
“It might help, Michaela,” he whispered. “Help feel like things are gettin’ back to normal.”
“I can’t go into work when I still feel this way, Sully,” she said tearfully. “I’m in pain.”
“That’s all right. Ya don’t have to go anywhere. I’ll get ya some medicine. Then I’ll heat some water, maybe a hot bath might help the cramps.”
“I thought you were going to Tanner Flats. You have to leave now if you’re going to be back before dark.”
“I changed my mind,” he said simply. “I’m gonna stay home.”
“Oh, Sully,” she murmured.
He squatted beside the bed. “Ya need me here. So here’s where I’m gonna be.” She found his hand and squeezed his fingers, closing her eyes tiredly. He smoothed her hair from her brow and kissed her forehead. “Long as ya need me, no matter how long it takes. All right?”
“I love you, Sully,” she whispered.
“I love ya, too,” he replied.
* * *
“Roman Day?” Sully said as the family finished up supper. “Sounds like fun.”
“They’re having a father-daughter chariot race, Papa,” Hanna said. “We can build a chariot together. We‘re gonna win.”
“Are we? You’re pretty sure of yourself.” He smiled at Michaela and she smiled back faintly.
“Why wouldn’t we win, Papa? You’re faster than all the papas in the world.”
He took a sip of coffee. “I better practice up then.”
“And we’re making caterpillars,” Christopher announced.
“Yeah, all the boys are working with their pas on that,” Josef said. “Can you help us, too, Pa?”
“Caterpillars?” Michaela said.
“Yeah, Mommy. You know,” Christopher said.
She exchanged a confused glance with Sully.
Christopher sighed. “You know, you pull back the rock and it flies across the field to kill the troops on the other side.”
“Oh, you mean a catapult!” she exclaimed.
“Yeah, that’s what I said,” he replied, taking another sip of milk.
She chuckled softly and smiled at Sully. He smiled back at her as Christopher chattered on about how he wanted to try a bedspring on his catapult. It was the first time Sully had seen a real genuine smile out of Michaela in many weeks. She had been so quiet and reserved lately. He couldn’t blame her. Going through a miscarriage after trying to get pregnant for so long had been overwhelmingly painful.
When they told the children about it, explained as gently as they could what had happened, the children cried and cried, even Christopher. Christopher sobbed and said how sorry he was for saying he didn‘t want them to have a baby, and Michaela and Sully rocked him and reassured him it wasn’t his fault. Christopher was the first to ask how much longer now before they had a baby. Sully told him they didn‘t really know for sure, they hoped soon but they couldn‘t promise anything. Then Christopher suggested perhaps by next school year another baby would be on the way, and Josef and Hanna agreed. It didn’t even seem to cross their minds this setback could mean perhaps it might never happen. In the children’s minds, it would certainly happen, it was only a matter of time. Michaela wished she could be as optimistic as them.
“Well, who wants dessert?” Michaela asked softly.
“There’s dessert, Mommy?” Josef asked.
“There is. I made a pecan pie.”
“You haven’t made a pie in a long time, Mama,” Hanna said softly. “Not since …” She trailed off.
“I know,” she admitted. “But I want to start, well, getting back to the things we used to do. Like making pies.”
“Pies are the best thing we used to do,” Christopher whispered. “I’m glad you made a pie again, Mommy. It‘s like, you‘re almost all better now.“ Michaela reached for his hand and squeezed it tightly.
“I feel better, sweetheart,” she whispered reassuringly.
“The pie’s real good, too, I had a taste,” Sully said.
“Sully,” Michaela scolded.
“It was just one bite.” He smiled wryly. “Or two.” He got up, putting his napkin on the table. “I’ll get it.” He walked past Michaela, squeezing her shoulder as he did so with a tender smile, and headed to the kitchen.
* * *
Sully came into the bedroom and shut the door. “I think they’re finally asleep. Couldn’t stop talkin’ about their catapults,” he said as he took off his shirt and balled it up, putting it on the end of the bed.
Michaela was sitting on the bed with a medical journal, absently flipping the pages. She looked up at him with a soft smile. “Christopher was so sweet thinking it was called a caterpillar.”
He grasped her right foot and untied her shoe, slipping it off. “Yeah.” He untied her other shoe and pulled it off, then ran his hands sensually up her calves to pull off her stockings.
“Perhaps I could get some fabric at Loren’s and make them some togas to wear. I think they‘d like that.”
“Bet they would.” He bent his head and gave her toes a soft kiss.
“My feet are cold,” she whispered.
“Won’t be for long,” he said as he rubbed her foot sensually between his hands. He shifted forward, rested his fists on the mattress, and pressed his lips to hers. He brought one hand up and caressed her back, rubbing it slowly up and down.
“Mm. That feels nice,” she whispered.
“Good,” he whispered back. He gazed at her a moment, massaging her shoulder. “How ya feelin’?”
“I feel fine.”
“Good.” He rubbed her arm a moment. “You feelin’ ready?”
“Ready for what?”
He tenderly stroked her ribs. “Gettin’ back to tryin‘ to get pregnant.”
She sighed and looked away. “I don’t know,” she whispered.
“Been more than six weeks. Charlotte said six weeks is a good time to start again.”
She thought back to the past six weeks. Sully couldn’t have been more attentive to her. He took her home from the clinic the morning after her miscarriage and she slept and stayed quiet for several days and he stayed home and took care of her, held her when she cried and reassured her, and took care of everything the children needed so she could rest. He was the one who talked to their friends when they would come by with food and to visit, and he wired her family the bad news so Michaela wouldn’t have to handle that. Elizabeth sent back the most moving and sincere letter Michaela had ever received from her, telling her how sorry she was, how much she loved her, and how she was sure this was only a temporary setback and that another grandchild would be on the way soon and everything would work out fine.
Miss Olive had been looking at some properties down toward Mexico for awhile now, and she finally purchased some land and announced that she would be quitting her teaching job and moving her growing cattle herd there. Michaela was sad about that, and even more sad that the children would be losing such a good teacher. But being on the school board now and an integral part of the selection process for a new teacher was a good distraction from everything, she had to admit. Just last week, after much heated debate, they finally hired Teresa Morales, a new member of the town whose husband had recently died. Christopher had the sweetest little puppy love crush on her. He talked about Miss Teresa constantly and ran to school every morning all week, and Hanna and Josef seemed to like her, too. So far, it looked to be a good decision. A lot had happened in six weeks, and it had certainly been plenty enough time for Michaela to feel healed.
“Physically I feel so much better,” she admitted.
“Then what is it? You scared this could happen again?” he murmured.
She met his eyes a moment tearfully. Actually it wasn’t miscarrying again that was scaring her, not that that wouldn‘t be first on her mind if she ever managed to get pregnant again. It was that she wasn’t sure she would even be able to ever get pregnant again in the first place. It took them almost two years to get pregnant with the baby they lost. She didn’t think she had it in her to go through another two years of waiting and hoping and disappointments. Perhaps that was their one chance to have a baby, and it just didn’t work out and they would have no choice but to move on now.
“It’s all right. I’m scared, too,” Sully said as he sat on the bed and drew her into his arms. “But it’s like Charlotte said, women miscarry and go on to have healthy babies all the time.”
“I know. That’s true,” she choked.
He caressed her cheek. “Hey, let’s just be together and try not to think too much about everything.”
“I don’t know how to stop thinking about everything, Sully,” she whispered.
He sighed. “I know. But we could try. I’m willin’ if you are.”
“I don’t even think it’s the right time in my cycle. I just had my first monthly since it happened. I don‘t know, my cycle‘s been so thrown off since it happened, I don‘t even know when we should be timing this anymore.”
“Charlotte says that’s normal right?”
She nodded. “It’s normal, it’s just, I don’t feel back to normal yet.”
“That’s all right, don‘t worry about it. We can have fun even if it ain’t the right time to get pregnant.” He smiled at her again and kissed her.
She smiled back softly and wrapped her arm gently around his back. She felt ready to be close with Sully like this again. She loved him and missed their closeness, their lovemaking. What she really wanted to do was tell him she wanted to start taking the quinine again like she did after her pregnancy with Christopher. At least until she felt fully prepared, physically and emotionally, to embark upon trying to get pregnant again. If she ever would be ready again. But he was so optimistic about another pregnancy she couldn’t bear dashing his hopes right now. Instead she took a deep, brave breath and tried to relax and not agonize so much about it.
Sully reached for the buttons of her blouse and began kissing her again.
“Pa?” Christopher called as he knocked on the door.
“What is it, Chris?” Sully called back.
“I had another idea for my catapult. Can I come in? I mean, may I?”
“Um … not right now, Chris,” Michaela said. “We’re going to bed. We’re tired now.”
“But it’s a good one. I have to tell him.”
“We’ll wake you up early and we’ll talk about all your ideas, don’t worry, all right?” Michaela said.
“All right,” he replied. “Can we tell Miss Teresa, too?“
“We’ll tell her, too,” Sully assured him.
“Good. Goodnight, Mommy. Goodnight, Pa.”
“Goodnight, I love you,” Michaela called.
“I love you!” he shouted.
“Goodnight,” Sully said with a soft chuckle as he gazed at Michaela wryly.
“You’re looking very pleased with yourself,” Michaela remarked.
“When he knocks, and you don’t jump up? I know I got your attention.” He drew her blouse down her shoulders and kissed her passionately in the warm firelight.
* * *
“What do you think?” Charlotte asked as she handed Michaela a letter in the café over coffee.
“Hm, it smells like lilac water,” Michaela said curiously as she sniffed the envelope.
“I don’t mean how it smells, I mean what do you think about what he said?” Charlotte said impatiently.
“Does he always use lilac water when he writes?”
“He had some lady friend write it. He can’t write.”
“Oh.” She cleared her throat. “Well, I think he means what he said. He misses you. He wants to see you, come out for a visit.”
“I think I should tell him not to come,” Charlotte said, taking a sip of coffee.
“Why? Charlotte, Daniel cares for you. In fact the way he talks in this letter I think he’s in love with you.”
“Love or not, it would never work. It just would never work.”
“I’ve never seen Brian take to anyone the way he has Daniel,” Michaela remarked. “I think Daniel’s good for him. He‘s a nice man.”
“He has Sully to look up to. Sully’s a nice man. We do fine, always have.”
“And you know how fond Sully is of him, of all of your children, he always has been. But it’s not the same as having a real father.” She grasped her hand. “Charlotte, you’re my best friend. I want to see you happy. I want you and your children to have what I found with Sully. Open your heart to him, Charlotte.”
Charlotte let out a deep sigh and folded the letter up. She met her eyes again. “What about you? How you and Sully doing?”
“…Better,” Michaela murmured.
“That’s good. You look better.” She patted her hand. “So, you trying again yet?”
Michaela nodded shyly.
“That’s good, Dr. Mike,” Charlotte said. “That’s real good to hear.”
“No luck yet,” Michaela said with a soft sigh of discouragement.
“Your time’s gonna come. I know it.” She squeezed her hand.
“Charlotte? Lately I’ve been thinking about …”
“About what?” Charlotte asked.
“Well, about …. Moving on from this. Accepting this isn’t meant to be and going on with our lives.”
“What do you mean? You mean quitting?” Charlotte whispered.
Michaela nodded, swallowing hard.
“Dr. Mike!” Loren called as he hurried into the café carrying a telegram.
“Loren?” she called back.
“It’s Olive. They say she took sick out on the trail,” Loren said as he handed her the telegram. “It sounds bad.”
Michaela quickly skimmed it and passed it to Charlotte. “I’ll leave right away.”
“We’ll all go,” Charlotte said resolutely.
* * *
“We’re lookin’ for Olive Davis,” Sully said as they approached the cowboy’s camp. “These her cattle?”
Hanna, Christopher and Josef were riding in the wagon with Grace, fascinated by the giant herd of cattle they had finally stumbled upon.
“Where’s Miss Olive?” Michaela asked.
“Olive!” Loren shouted.
“She is not here,” the trail boss said quietly, his Mexican accent thick. He removed his hat.
“Where is she?” Michaela asked.
“Miss Olive, very, very sick,” he explained.
“We know that,” Loren said. “Dr. Mike, maybe you better take a look at her.”
“No, senor. You do not understand,” the trail boss said. “She passed on.”
Hanna and the boys instantly looked heartbroken and Colleen, Matthew and Brian seemed equally upset. Charlotte put her arm around Colleen tearfully.
“She got spotted fever,” another cowhand explained. “She fought hard, but there was nothin’ we could do.”
Michaela closed her eyes a moment. She looked at the children. Tears were falling rapidly down Hanna’s cheeks and Josef had put his arm around Christopher. Michaela dismounted and walked over to the wagon, reaching her arms up for Hanna. She lifted her down and into her arms, pressing her head against her shoulder.
“It’s all right,” she whispered, gently rocking her. “She’s with the angels now.”
* * *
Sully finally joined Michaela in their tent strung up against the wagon. She was leaning against a pillow propped up against a wheel, a hot mug of tea in her hands.
“They’re asleep,” he murmured.
“I didn’t think when we brought them on this trip Olive would be gone when we finally got here. I was so certain I could do something for her, that she’d be just fine.”
“I know. Me, too.” He put his arm around her in support. “I been thinkin’ a lot about her on this trip. You know Olive’s the reason I met you and the kids?”
“She is? How?”
“I never told you this, but the reason I was in Denver that same day you were? Olive got me a mail order bride.”
Michaela couldn’t help but smile. “She did what?”
“She thought I needed a woman. A ma for Hanna. Her heart was in the right place. She and Charlotte and their friends arranged it by mail without tellin’ me. As ya might expect I wasn’t too happy about it. But by the time Olive told me what she done, the girl had already left home from back East. I had to go to Denver and tell Kid Cole and Sister Ruth and the girl that it was all a big mistake.”
She smiled. “She must have been devastated.”
“Sister Ruth said she cried all night.”
“Oh, dear.”
“Turns out, it wasn’t a mistake at all. I met you.” He gently kissed her hand.
“What will we do now, Sully?” she murmured.
“Matthew won’t sell those cattle. He wants to bring ‘em back to Colorado Springs. He’s a fool, but I reckon there’s no stoppin’ him. We’ll help him. He‘ll be anxious to leave in the next couple days.”
Her eyes glazed over and she traced her fingers absently along her mug.
“What is it?” he asked perceptively.
“It’s just, something I wanted to talk to you about. While we have some time alone together.”
“Now’s as good a time as any. What is it?”
“No, it’s all right. It can wait. You‘re tired, we should get some rest.”
“Michaela, come on.”
She put her cup aside. “Well, do you know tomorrow it’s going to be two and a half years since we met?”
“Has it been that long already?” he murmured.
“And two years since we married.”
He gazed at her lovingly. “Best two years of my life.” He leaned forward and gave her a gentle kiss. “Especially the nights,” he whispered softly.
“Sully, we need to have a serious discussion about this,” she said with a sigh.
“About what?”
“Don’t you see? Two years, Sully. We haven’t had a baby yet and it’s been two years.”
“So? It takes time,” he said dismissively.
“But we don’t have time to just keep waiting for it to happen. I’m not the young woman I was when I married David. Sully, the miscarriage I had, it‘s because I‘m older. Charlotte even said so.”
“Truth is nobody knows why that happens.” He touched her back. “You are still healthy and strong and …. Michaela, I know this is gonna happen. We can’t get discouraged. I know we been through somethin’ real tough that pregnancy not workin’ out, but we just gotta keep tryin’. Like Charlotte said, women have healthy babies after somethin’ like that all the time.”
“Sully, it’s … ” She sighed. “It’s difficult to feel like I’m disappointing you all the time. Like I’m letting you down, us down.”
“What are you talkin’ about?” he murmured. “You ain’t disappointin’ me.”
“I see it in your eyes,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I see how much you long for this. And how heartbreaking it is to have to keep telling you it still hasn’t happened.”
He swallowed hard. “Don’t worry about me. Let’s just focus on havin’ a baby.”
“That’s just it. I feel like it’s all we think about. We’re always thinking about it and talking about it and revolving our lives around it. Sometimes I feel like that’s all this marriage has been about. It’s exhausting sometimes, Sully.”
“It ain’t all our marriage is about,” Sully said impatiently.
“I just mean, sometimes I just want to …. Just not worry about it for once and just enjoy being your wife.”
“I know it ain’t been easy,” he said as he gently rubbed her back. “Truth is I thought we’d get pregnant right off, I didn‘t think this would happen. We ain’t planned on it takin’ this long, I know that. But life don’t always honor the plans ya make.”
“Perhaps …. perhaps this isn’t in the plan for us, Sully,” she said unsteadily.
He narrowed his brow. “What are you saying?”
Her voice broke. “I’m saying I don’t want to do this anymore.”
He swallowed hard. He had never realized how much he wanted a baby with Michaela until now they were talking about not trying anymore. He was devoted to Hanna and Josef and Christopher. Raising them with Michaela over the past few years had brought both of them such joy. And being married to Michaela and building this life together made him happier than he ever thought possible. It just seemed right to have a baby with her, to bring two paths together in a new life, to experience having a child of their own together. And there was something more. Hanna had lost her mother, and Christopher and Josef had grown up with an absent, violent father. He wanted to give a baby a normal life with a mother and father committed to each other in a positive marriage and raising the child together. Neither he nor Michaela had ever really had that opportunity as they each raised their respective children.
“I’m sorry,” Michaela whispered.
He looked into her eyes. He could never pressure her into doing this. He loved her too much. If she didn’t feel right about it anymore, then it was time to move on. “It’s all right,” he whispered back.
Tears fell down her cheeks and he immediately drew her into his arms.
“I’m sorry,” she choked. “I wanted this so much for you and now it isn’t happening and-…I just can‘t do it anymore, Sully. I can‘t.”
“Hey, hey. If you don’t want to do this anymore it’s all right, all right?” he said, stroking her hair. “I got all I could want, you and the kids, you’re all I could ever need, you know that? I just, if we quit now … I don’t want us to always wonder what mighta been.”
“I won’t have to wonder, Sully,” she murmured. “I know I can’t have another baby again.” She withdrew from his embrace. “It’s late. We should get some rest.”
He sighed and watched as she reclined on their bed roll. He helped her pull the covers up and he slipped off his boots and laid down beside her. After a moment he drew her into his arms, holding her to his chest and lovingly kissing her hair.
* * *
“Colleen, somethin’ just don’t feel right about him,” Charlotte said as she stirred a big pot of oatmeal.
“But he’s so kind and sweet and handsome,” Colleen said dreamily. “Everything feels right to me, Ma.”
“You’re still so young,” Charlotte said disapprovingly.
She crossed her arms. “That’s all you see me as. Your little girl.”
“Now that ain’t true.” She dished up a few bowls of oatmeal and put them on the table.
“Just because you never wanna find love again don’t mean I can‘t,” Colleen retorted. “I want to get married someday. I don’t want to end up like you. Alone.” She took off tearfully for her tent.
Charlotte sighed and dished up another bowl as Michaela walked over to her, tying her bandana around her neck.
“Is everything all right?” Michaela asked. “Colleen looks upset.”
“Here, stir that for me a minute,” Charlotte said as she handed her the wooden spoon. She dried her hands with a towel and folded up some napkins. “She thinks she’s in love with that Jesse fella.”
“Olive’s cowhand? Oh.”
“What do you think?” Charlotte asked curiously.
She bit her lip and looked across the campsite at Colleen, who was drying her eyes on her apron. “Well, I think, if she thinks you don’t like him, she’s just going to want him all the more.”
“Huh, easy for you to say. Wait until Hanna’s her age.”
“I suppose,” Michaela said.
“Why the good Lord ever felt somebody like me was cut out for a daughter,” Charlotte said wryly.
Michaela chuckled softly. Suddenly Robert E. came galloping into camp.
“Stampede!” he cried.
* * *
“We’re still twenty short!” Matthew said, throwing up one hand in exasperation. The men had finally settled the cattle down after a terrifying stampede and had spent the better part of the day rounding up stray cattle.
“We’ve covered the whole countryside for miles around,” Robert E. said.
Michaela looked at her notebook again, wondering if she had miscalculated.
“Where are they, Mama?” Hanna asked.
“I don’t know, sweetheart,” Michaela said, putting her arm around her.
“Hey. Where’s Jesse?” Matthew shouted, looking around the campsite.
“His friend Ned’s missin’, too,” Sully said.
“My money sock’s missing!” Loren cried as he came out of his tent.
Michaela rushed over and checked her saddlebag. “My money’s gone, too!”
“We’ve been robbed!” Charlotte exclaimed.
“No. No, Jesse would never do such a thing!” Colleen cried. “He told me he loves me. He asked me to marry him!” She ran off in tears.
“I’m goin’ after him,” Matthew said
“Can we go?” Josef cried.
“Yeah, we wanna help!” Brian added.
“You stay put here in camp, little brother. All of you stay here,” Matthew ordered.
“What about the rest of the herd?” Sully demanded. “You’re the trail boss!”
“Sully, I’m putting you in charge of the herd here until I get back. I won’t be gone long.”
“Matthew!” Charlotte cried. “Matthew, they’ll kill you!”
“I won’t be gone long, Ma,” he vowed as he mounted his horse.
* * *
Michaela held her lantern up to the back of the covered wagon. “I hear talking,” she remarked. “Lots of it.”
“Sorry, Mommy. We were coming up with a plan,” Josef said as he laid between Brian and Christopher under the warm quilt.
“What sort of plan?”
“To catch Jesse and Ned. With Brian’s sling-shot.”
“I don’t think a sling-shot is going to help much, boys.”
“Yes it could, Dr. Mike, if you aim it just right,” Brian said.
“Don’t get any ideas about leaving this campsite. Leave that to the adults.”
“No, ma’am,” Christopher said.
She smiled softly at them. All of the children had been so eager to help on the cattle drive, pitching in wherever they could whenever the adults would let them. They saw it as a great adventure. The worries and reservations the adults had about how they would ever get such a large herd home safely didn’t seem to be filtering down to them in the slightest. Brian and Josef were looking after a baby calf whose mother had died, Hanna was collecting arrowheads she found along the trail, and Christopher was thrilled when Sully let him ride up with him for a little while and hold the reins of his horse.
“All right, good. Goodnight. I love you,” she said.
“I love you,” all three of the boys said at the same time.
“Get some sleep. Another big day on the trail tomorrow, cowboys,” she said wryly. “No more talking.”
“We won’t, Dr. Mike,” Brian said.
Michaela left them and went to the other wagon.
“Women,” Brian remarked.
“Yeah, women!” Christopher echoed.
Michaela peeked inside Hanna’s tent where the little girl was sleeping peacefully. Then she approached Colleen and Charlotte, sitting beside the fire. Charlotte was tenderly rocking Colleen.
“How is she?” Michaela whispered.
“Her first broken heart. Nothing hurts more,” Charlotte whispered.
Michaela gave Colleen’s head a gentle caress. “I know. Let me know if you need anything.” She headed over to her tent. Sully was pacing slowly outside it, arms folded.
“It’s late,” she remarked. “Are you coming to bed?” She rubbed his arm. “Cuddle up with me and keep me warm?”
“Why didn’t I stop him?” he murmured.
“Still no sign of him?” she whispered back.
He sighed. “I never shoulda let him go.”
“He’s a grown man, Sully. He has to make his own decisions. We can’t tell him what to do.”
“Even if he’s stupid enough to get himself killed? He‘s outnumbered two to one. With Jesse shootin’ at anything that moves …”
“He’s been sheriff for a long time now. He’s seen a lot for a young man his age. He’ll be all right.”
“I hope so. He’s puttin’ all these cattle back here at risk. And us.”
“Not with you as trail boss while he’s gone. We’ll be fine.” She stood on tiptoe and gave him a soft kiss. “You’re so handsome when you worry.”
He gazed at her a long moment. “I ain’t worried.”
“Hm, yes you are.”
“Maybe a little,” he admitted.
“You know, that’s why I love you so much? One of the reasons anyway. You care so much about other people. You want what‘s best for people.”
“She’s Charlotte’s son. Charlotte’s always been here for me whenever I needed when it was just me and Hanna. I feel like I gotta protect him.”
“I know. I feel that way, too.”
“He ain’t back by first light I’m goin’ after him.”
She nodded. “All right. I will, too. We both will.”
He put his arm around her lovingly. “You say somethin’ about snugglin’?”
“I might have.”
He kissed her. “Come ‘ere.” He kissed her head and led her inside their tent.
* * *
“We’ll head south toward the pass,” Sully said as he put some provisions in his saddlebag.
Michaela secured her medical bag to her saddle horn with some rawhide. “How far do you think they’ve gone?”
“With twenty cattle to herd? Can’t be too far.”
“Brian!” Charlotte called. “Brian!” She walked over to Michaela and Sully, a dishtowel across her shoulder. “Mike, you seen Brian anywhere?”
“No, I thought the children were still asleep,” Michaela said. She walked quickly over to the covered wagon and looked inside. It was empty. “Sully!” she cried. “Sully, the boys are gone!”
“What?” he blurted. He glanced around the campsite. “Josef! Chris!”
“Boys, where are you?!” Michaela shouted. She let out her breath. “Sully, they’ve gone after them. They followed Matthew.”
“No, they wouldn’t do that.”
“They were talking last night about some plan to capture Jesse with Brian’s slingshot. I told them they were not to leave the campsite. I thought they understood.” She looked at him distraughtly. “Sully, they’ve gone after them!”
“We’ll find ’em. Let’s go,” he said as he grasped her arm.
Chapter Thirty-four
“What in the world?” Charlotte said as she shielded her eyes and looked out at the horizon. A small herd of cattle was making its way slowly over the ridge toward camp. Matthew was leading the front with Christopher sitting in front of him and Josef in back holding onto his waist. And bringing up the rear galloping toward them was Daniel, holding Brian securely behind him.
“Daniel?” Sully said. They hurried over to them. Robert E. and the other cowhands got on their horses and helped guide the rescued herd back to the others. “Daniel, what are you doin’ out here?”
Matthew approached the camp and guided the boys to the ground.
“Where were you?!” Michaela cried, running over to them. “I told you not to leave camp!”
Josef and Christopher started talking at once, thrilled at the adventure they just had.
“And then we snuck up on ‘em, we helped Matthew,” Josef said breathlessly. “And Brian got Jesse with his slingshot, and-”
“We got your money back, Mommy!” Christopher cried, opening up Matthew’s saddle bag and pulling out some cash. “Look!”
“You helped Matthew catch those men?!” Michaela cried.
“Well, sort of,” Josef said. “We found their camp and Matthew tried to talk to them. Then they pulled out their guns.“
“Guns!” Michaela exclaimed.
“Then Daniel came up and he had a rifle and all he did was point it at Jesse and Jesse started doing whatever he asked!” Josef giggled.
“Look, Ma. We got Colleen’s watch back,” Brian announced, holding up the shiny timepiece.
“We oughta take a switch to each and every one of you!” Charlotte said, shaking her head. She walked over to Brian and hugged him. “Thank the good Lord you’re safe.” She looked up at Daniel with a soft smile. “Thank you, Mr. Simon. For bringin’ our families back home safe.”
“Weren’t no trouble at all, ma’am,” Daniel said as he tipped his hat at her with a tender smile. “They’re right fine youn’uns. Especially your boy here. He‘s sure got a good aim with that slingshot of his.”
Charlotte held Brian a little closer, smiling at Daniel shyly.
“See, Dr. Mike. Told you my slingshot would come in handy,” Brian said.
Michaela hugged him with a wry smile. “Thank goodness you’re all right.”
“What’re ya doin’ all the way out here, Daniel?” Sully asked.
Daniel dismounted his horse. “Well, I came through town a few days back. Found out you all were out here. I done some cow hand work when I was younger. I thought you could use a hand.”
“Well, we’re two men short now,” Matthew said. “We sure could use you. I can‘t pay you, but I can give you two head of cattle when we get back to town.”
“That’s all right, I ain’t askin’ for payment. I got all the payment I could need bein’ in the company of you good people.”
“Then you’re hired,” Matthew said as he shook his hand.
* * *
“Goodnight, Ma,” Brain said. He hugged her waist as she washed the last of the dishes in the dish tub.
“Goodnight, Miz Cooper,” Josef said. Christopher and Hanna hugged her, too.
“Goodnight, youn’uns. Don’t forget your prayers,” she said with a smile as they ran off to the wagons.
Charlotte hummed softly to herself as she dried off a plate and stacked it beside the tub. Daniel strolled over with a mug of coffee.
“Right fine coffee, ma’am,” he said.
Charlotte stopped humming. “Everything’s right fine to you,” she replied.
“Could I help with this?” he offered.
She sighed. “Get that dishtowel there, you can dry.” She handed him a plate.
He shifted a little, barely holding back a grimace, as he began wiping the plate dry.
“Something wrong, Daniel?” she asked.
“No, ma’am. Just a little saddle sore. I been riding for three days straight.”
“Crazy as a loon you are chasing us all over creation for three days straight,” she remarked.
“Well, I had to find you,” he replied.
“Why couldn’t you just wait for us to come back to town?”
“I was afraid maybe you weren’t comin’ back.”
“That’s silly, of course we’re comin’ back.”
“Well, maybe it’s silly, but I still worried about it. Charlotte, will you marry me?”
She dropped the cup she was washing in the dishwasher and stared at him. “What did you just say?”
He put his dishtowel aside and held her damp, sudsy hands. “I said, will you marry me?”
“You’re askin’ me to marry you while we’re standing here washin’ up the dishes?”
“Yes, ma’am. Figured it was as good a time as any. When I got to Colorado Springs and you weren‘t there. I thought my heart was gonna jump out my throat. I thought I might never see you or the youn‘uns again. I was so scared I just had to keep riding until I found ya. And I told myself when I did, I was never gonna let you go again.”
Charlotte sighed and pulled her hands away, fishing out another plate from the soapy water. “That’s the most fool thing I ever heard in my entire life.”
“Which part?” he asked.
“All of it. Especially the part about marryin‘ a woman the likes of me.”
“Charlotte, any man would be so lucky to marry a woman the likes of you.”
She handed him the towel. “You can finish up here. I’m going to bed.”
“But-”
“Goodnight, Daniel,” she retorted as she dried her hands off on her apron and headed briskly over to her tent.
“Well, at least she didn’t say no,” Daniel said wryly as he picked up a plate to dry.
* * *
Just as the sun was rising, Sully headed back to camp with a bucket of water. He spotted Charlotte carrying a large stack of firewood.
“Let me help ya with that,” he said as he took a few of the largest pieces.
“Oh, thank you, Sully. I’m not as young as I used to be.”
He smiled at her. “Your cooking’s still as good as it always was.”
“You men eat it all so fast I don’t know how you can taste anything.”
“Daniel really likes it. I think he could eat your biscuits all day long.”
“Well, it’s good to have him on this cattle drive. It’s good to have another man around looking after us. I‘d say we all done Olive proud.”
“I been thinkin’ about Miss Olive a lot. And I was thinkin’ about the time you and her and your friends got me that mail order bride.”
She chuckled. “I’d forgotten that. What a fool-hearty idea that was.”
He paused in their steps and gently squeezed her shoulder. “Nothin’ fool-hearty about wantin’ your friend to be happy. You know me and Dr. Mike want the same for everybody we care about. Especially you.”
“I know, Sully,” she murmured. “Where is Dr. Mike anyway?” Michaela was usually up with the children helping them to get ready for another day on the trail and lending a hand with the fire or the cooking. She was still nowhere to be found.
“Still asleep. She‘s tired.”
She paused a moment. “Sully, are you two all right?”
“Sure,” he said. “Why?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. She just seems kind of quiet lately. Both of you.”
He put the bucket on a nearby crate. “Truth is, Michaela and me, we decided we don’t wanna keep tryin’ to have a baby anymore.”
“What? Why?” she murmured.
He bent his head, swallowing hard. “After what we been through … It‘s just too hard is all.”
“Oh, Sully,” she murmured. “Sully, miscarriages happen to lots of women. I went through one myself before I had Brian. It doesn‘t mean you should give up.”
“I know that. But she don’t wanna do it anymore.”
“And you’re all right with that,” she said skeptically.
“Yeah, I’m all right with it. I want her to be happy.”
“Don’t see how you two can be truly happy not knowing you tried everything you could to have a baby of your own. I think what’s really goin’ on here is that she‘s scared.”
“Scared? Scared of what? Of miscarryin’ again? Charlotte, I can‘t blame her for that-”
“No, it ain‘t that. She‘s scared of failing you. Like she failed the boys’ father, or at least in her mind she did. I think she thinks it‘s better to feel like she quit while she was ahead, than face another failure.”
Sully paused a moment, digesting her words. “Gettin’ late,” he murmured. “I better go get her up.” He headed over to their tent, carefully pulling back the flap. Michaela didn’t even stir.
He crouched beside her and touched her shoulder. “Mornin’,” he whispered.
“Mm,” she said groggily.
“Ya gonna wake up soon?”
“What time is it?” she muttered.
“I ain’t sure. Maybe six.”
“Six o’clock?” she blurted, opening her eyes. “Why did you let me sleep so long?”
“I don’t know. I just did.” He laid down beside her and kissed her a few times. “Ya saddle sore?”
“Mm. My back a little.”
He reached his hand around to rub her back and she snuggled up to his chest and closed her eyes again. “That feels good. I’m so tired. I could sleep all morning.”
“Rough trip. Hey, Matthew wants to leave in about twenty minutes.”
She sighed and kissed him. “All right, I’m getting up.”
He helped her up, then gazed at her a long moment as she put on her shawl against the early morning chill. He thought about what Charlotte had told him and he wondered if she was right. She met his eyes.
“What?” she murmured.
“Nothin’,” he whispered. “Good mornin’.” He kissed her again and she smiled softly at him.
* * *
Michaela stumbled upon Charlotte sitting on a log, eyes closed, holding a small Bible between her hands. Charlotte opened her eyes.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Michaela said.
“You ain’t. Come here and sit down.”
Michaela carried her bucket of water over, along with a towel and a bar of soap. It was the best she could do to have some kind of bath what with how much they were rationing the water.
“Sometimes some good old-fashioned prayin’ helps,” Charlotte explained. “I was just asking the good Lord we make it to that water soon.”
“And that it’s not dried up when we get there.“ She dipped the soap into the meager water and ran a cloth up her arms. “Matthew’s doing a fine job with the cattle. It’s a big responsibility for such a young man.”
“Well, he thinks he knows a lot more than he does. But his heart’s in the right place.” She smiled. “So, when you were living in Boston you ever picture yourself on a cattle drive?”
“Oh, lots of times,” Michaela said wryly. She unbuttoned her blouse and pealed it off, then washed her neck.
Charlotte chuckled. She and Michaela always were making each other crack a smile.
“This is good for the children, seeing something like this, taking part,” Michaela said pensively. “Christopher used to think all our food just came from the pantry.”
“Sweet little man he is,” she remarked.
“And Brian with that calf,” Michaela said. “He’s really taken him under his wing.”
“That he has. He‘s always been like that, real nurturing.” She glanced at her a moment. “You know, it was a long time between Colleen and Brian. Almost five years. That ain’t exactly how I planned it.”
Michaela glanced at her uncomfortably a moment and ran the damp cloth down her arm again. “Oh, wasn’t it?”
“It takes time sometimes. It did for Ethan and me. But I knew I was supposed to have that child. I knew as surely as I know there’s a Father in heaven I was meant to have him in my life. Just took a lot of patience. You know sometimes, it was like I could see him, before he was ever even here? Like I could almost touch him.”
“I see her, too, sometimes,” Michaela whispered. “Our child. But … not as often anymore.”
Charlotte slowly opened her Bible to the Psalms. She carefully took out a dried, pressed four-leafed clover. “Dorothy said maybe I just needed some good old-fashioned luck. So one day we went to the meadow and we searched all day long for four leaf clovers. I never did find one. But she did. And she gave it to me to wish on.” She smiled softly. “I wished for a son, for Brian. And the very next week, I found out I was carryin’ him.” She exchanged a glance with Michaela, who was tearful. “Here, I got no need for it anymore. That part of my life’s over and done with.” She handed the clover to Michaela and placed it in her hands. “Mike, you understand how much that man loves you? He’s going to be fine. Even if you never have a baby he’ll be fine. But you can’t spend the rest of your life wondering what might have been.” She nodded at the clover. “Wish on it. It’s yours now.”
Michaela smiled gratefully and hugged her. “Thank you, Charlotte.”
Josef came running down the incline in a panic. “Mommy! Miz Cooper! Prairie fire!” he cried.
* * *
“Hee-yah!” Michaela shouted as they herded the cattle through the flames. “Hee-yah!”
Robert E. and Daniel brought up the rear of the herd, whistling and shouting at them, and Sully and Matthew road along the sides.
“Keep pushin’ ‘em!” Matthew cried. “Hee-yah!”
They finally reached the other side of the fire and clean, fresh air. Michaela watched the last of the cattle make it through. She searched the fire line frantically.
“Where’s Grace and Colleen and Hanna with the wagon?” she asked.
“They were right behind us!” Sully said.
They looked at each other and without a second thought, raised their bandanas back over their mouths and noses and rode back into the fire.
Brian was waiting near the first wagon with Charlotte and Josef and Christopher.
“Where’s my calf?” Brian cried distraughtly as he searched the herd. “He didn’t come through!” He started toward the flames but Charlotte ran toward him and stopped him.
“No, son,” she said. “We can’t go back now.”
“My calf! We can‘t just leave him back there, Ma!” he exclaimed distraughtly.
“I’ll get him,” Daniel said as he mounted his horse again.
“Daniel, no!” Charlotte cried.
“Stay back there, stay away from the smoke!” he ordered as he put his bandana back over his face and galloped back into the flames.
Brian cried quietly against Charlotte’s chest and Josef and Christopher walked up to her and clutched her skirts fearfully.
After what seemed like forever they could finally make out some movement from the flames. Sully and Michaela were riding the horses pulling the wagon, galloping them toward safety.
“Oh, thank the Lord,” Charlotte breathed.
Robert E. and Matthew galloped up to the wagon and helped slow it to a stop.
Robert E. hugged Grace and Michaela and Sully dismounted and pulled Hanna down, both of them hugging her and kissing her with relief.
Charlotte ran over and helped Colleen down. “Where’s Daniel?”
“Daniel? Thought he road ahead of us before,” Sully replied.
“He went back into the flames to get the boys’ calf,” Charlotte explained.
“We didn’t see him,” Michaela said worriedly. She stepped away from the wagon, still carrying Hanna, and searched the smoke and flames.
“Daniel!” Sully shouted.
“Daniel!” Charlotte echoed. “We have to go back. We have to go back!”
“It’s too dangerous, Charlotte,” Sully said as he swallowed hard. “We can’t go back now. He‘ll make it. It‘s Daniel, he always makes it.”
She pressed her hands to her mouth fearfully. It was an agonizing several minutes while they all stood there, watching and waiting for any sign of him. Finally, Daniel suddenly emerged from the flames, galloping at full speed toward them, the calf across his lap.
“Daniel,” Charlotte breathed.
“My calf!” Brain cried with relief. “He found him!”
Daniel galloped up to Charlotte and Brian and Brian helped him guide the calf down to the ground. Josef, Christopher and Hanna ran over and they all hugged the calf with relief.
Daniel dismounted and everyone else rushed over.
“You fool! You coulda been killed!” Charlotte exclaimed.
He walked a few steps and suddenly stumbled, falling to his knees.
“Daniel!” Charlotte cried. She crouched down with him and pulled his banana down. “Are you all right?!”
“Get him some water!” Michaela cried.
Sully ran over to his horse to retrieve his canteen. He opened it and gave it to Daniel. “Here, drink this.”
Daniel tipped it back and took a few big swigs, then he sighed and wiped his upper lip with the back of his hand. He burst into laughter.
“Why are you laughing? It’s not funny!” Charlotte scolded. She sighed. “You stupid, stupid fool!” She hit his chest, then gave him a big hug.
Michaela and Sully exchanged a pleased glance. Sully gently grasped her hand.
Daniel closed his eyes and caressed Charlotte’s head, holding her all the closer.
* * *
Sully finished up his coffee outside his tent as Michaela slowly approached him, gazing at him with a soft smile. Her hair was draped down her back and she was in a fresh blouse and petticoats. He thought she had never looked so beautiful standing there in the soft glow of the firelight.
“You were gone awhile,” he remarked.
“I just wanted to wash all that soot off,” she murmured as she sat beside him.
He put his arm around her and held her close. “Ya smell good.”
She grasped his hand and they linked fingers, sitting together in front of the fire.
“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking on this trip,” she said.
“About what?” he asked curiously.
“You and me, our relationship. Where we are now. And where I want us to be.” She sighed. “I’ve had a lot of challenges in my life. Going to college and then medical school when women weren‘t allowed, trying to be accepted at the hospital when they said I had no place there. Starting my clinic in Dorchester when everyone told me it would fail. But, Sully, I’d never quit anything in my life until I asked David for a divorce.”
“You call that quittin’?”
“I don’t know. In some ways it was.”
“He was gonna kill ya. You had to divorce him.”
“I know I did at that point. But the ten years leading up to that moment, I keep thinking about what I could have done differently, where things went wrong. And I see all these little things. Fights we had we shouldn‘t have, things we said we never apologized for, time we had that we should have spent together. I know it‘s not all my fault. I know that now. I know he’s responsible, too. I suppose what I‘m trying to say is that when it comes to you and me, our marriage, I never want to just let those little things go.”
He squeezed her hand lovingly. “I know, me neither.”
“And the big things,” she added. She took a deep, brave breath. “Sully, about the baby. I‘m sorry.”
“It’s all right,” he said, holding up the fingers of his other hands. “I had a lotta time to think on this trip, too. Michaela, what we got, you and me and the kids, it’s special. Even if we never have a baby of our own, I’m still the luckiest man in the world.”
“You know I’ve been thinking the same thing?”
“That I’m the luckiest man in the world?” he replied wryly.
“No.” She held his hand in her lap. “That what we have, you and me and the children, it’s special. And I’m not going to let … being afraid of failing … stop it from growing.”
He drew her into a warm, long hug, closing his eyes and caressing her hair. Quietly, they got up together and went into the tent. Sully guided her to kneel on their bedroll and he undressed her in the warm lamplight, slipping her blouse down her arms and bending his head to kiss the soft skin of her shoulders and back. She was comfortable being with Sully in a way she had never been with David. She undressed him too and kissed his chest and eventually, when the moment felt right, she shifted into his lap, wrapping one arm around his back and kneeling across his lap, and guided him inside her, joining them together at her own pace. Their lovemaking was symbolic in a way. A relationship in which she was no longer forced to submit to everything and anything her husband wanted was like nothing she had ever experienced before, as if she had finally made it to a place where she had taken back some control. It was the most beautiful and liberating feeling she had ever experienced. Eventually they laid down under the covers, Sully drew her back against his chest, and quietly and discreetly kept making love wrapped in each other’s arms.
Afterward, he spooned her close in the cool night air, his hand resting tenderly across her belly.
“Sully?” she whispered.
“Hm?”
“I’m not going to look at my calendar anymore, is that all right? Or drink those herbs or try anything else.”
He glided his hand down toward her thigh and tenderly rubbed it. “Sure, that’s all right.”
“I think perhaps I was trying too hard to make this happen. I was worrying too much about it. Perhaps if we just relax and enjoy each other and our marriage, that will help. I mean, help us conceive again. What do you think?”
He smiled and raised his head up, giving her a soft kiss. “There’s nothin’ I can think of that I’d like better.”
* * *
“There’s gonna be water there, right, Pa?” Christopher asked as Sully held him in front of him on his horse.
“Yeah, it’ll be there,” Sully reassured him.
“How do you know?”
“You know all the deer tracks we been seein’? They’re all headed this way. They’re goin’ to water, too.”
Daniel suddenly galloped back toward the herd, waving his hat. “Up here! Up ahead!” he shouted.
“What’s wrong?” Matthew called as he galloped toward him.
“Nothing’s wrong. It’s water! Water!” he cried.
The entire group erupted into shouts of joy and everyone started galloping toward the ridge. They made their way over the ridge where a glistening lake came into view. Everyone rode their horses into the water or jumped straight in themselves.
Sully picked Christopher off his horse and threw him into the water and he laughed and splashed him. The entire family splashed each other and hugged each other and laughed.
Charlotte waded over to Daniel, who was rubbing the water on the back of his neck and through his hair.
“I’ll marry you,” she said simply.
“Huh?” he replied.
She looked up at him passionately. “I said I’ll marry you, Daniel Simon. Yes.”
“Yes?” he cried. “Yes?!”
“Yes.”
He let out a whoop and spun her around. He kissed her passionately as he put her back on her feet.
Michaela and Sully stopped splashing and looked at them. They smiled at each other.
“Everybody, listen up!“ Daniel cried. “We’re gettin’ married!” He picked Charlotte up and she shrieked. “She said yes!” He gazed at her and kissed her again. “Ya finally said yes.”
She laughed. “Finally!”
* * *
Michaela sat in front of the campfire with her calendar, flipping through the pages and counting them over and over.
Sully came over with two mugs of coffee. “Here ya go.”
She ignored him and kept flipping pages.
He put the coffee down at her feet and sat beside her. “Thought you weren’t gonna look at that anymore.”
She glanced at him. “I wasn’t. Until I realized how late I am.”
“We ain’t late. We’ll get back to town by tomorrow.”
“Sully, not late getting back to town for heaven sake. Late getting my monthly. Fourteen days late.”
“You’re two weeks late?” he replied with surprise. “Let me see that.”
She handed him the calendar. “I keep thinking I must have counted wrong. You do it. Start there, on the ninth.”
She watched him nervously as he flipped through the pages, counting to himself.
“I’m sure it’s nothing,” she said as she rubbed her thighs with her hands. “It’s probably just from the rough trip. It doesn’t seem to take much to throw off my cycle.”
“I can’t count when you’re talkin’,” he replied.
“Oh. I’m sorry,” she replied. She pursed her lips.
He looked up at last. “You’re right, ya counted wrong.”
“There, you see! I thought so.”
“You’re two and a half weeks late, Michaela.”
“What?” She took the calendar back from him with surprise.
“Let’s tell Charlotte.” He started to get up.
“No, don’t do that. Not now. She just got engaged. Besides, I‘m sure it‘s just another false alarm. I‘m not going to get all worked up about this like I used to.”
He slowly sat back down and put his arm around her. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Sides, we just started tryin’ again. Probably hasn‘t happened just yet.”
“Yes, I’m not expecting it to happen anytime soon. It‘s going to take awhile just like it did the first time. Won‘t it?”
He paused a moment. “Maybe ya should, maybe ya should ride in the wagon the rest of the trip. I don’t think you should be ridin’ Flash you’re pregnant.”
“Yes. Yes you’re right. I‘ll ride in the wagon.”
He gazed at her a moment, then smiled wryly. She smiled back at him mischievously and he held her closer.
* * *
“Matthew got forty-two dollars a head for those cattle,” Sully said over breakfast.
“That’s wonderful. I’m so happy for him,” Michaela said. She pushed her eggs around a little and then put her fork down. “Does anyone want seconds?”
“No, thanks,” Josef said as he got up and found his schoolbooks.
“He thinks he might take up ranching for good now,” Sully asked.
“Can I take up ranching?” Christopher said.
“Not just yet, young man,” Michaela said.
“Ya need to grow a few more feet,” Sully said wryly.
“I want to be like Miss Olive when I grow up and have all my own cattle,” Hanna said.
“Well, if you want to do that ya need to go to school and learn how to count all them cattle,” Sully said. “Come on. Get your books. All of ya. We‘ll be there in a minute.”
Michaela watched them go with a soft smile. Then she realized Sully was gazing at her.
“What?” she murmured.
“How ya feelin’?”
She shrugged.
He glanced at her plate. “Ya didn’t eat much.”
She picked up her fork again, but she didn’t eat anything.
“Michaela,” he murmured.
She reluctantly met his eyes.
“We waited long enough. Let’s go see Charlotte,” he said.
“I see her all the time,” she said. Her lips turned up into a half smile.
“I mean, let’s see her as a patient this time.”
It had been more than a week since she first noticed her monthly was late. She woke up every morning telling herself, and Sully, surely it would come today and all this silly wondering would be over. And yet it never did. Of course it had been late before and it never meant anything, but the past few days she was also feeling tired and a little nauseous and just not herself. She felt similar to how she felt when she was pregnant a few months ago. She hadn’t thrown up, but she was definitely feeling queasy this morning and not really interested in eating. And Sully remarked that she looked different somehow, there was a healthy glow about her that wasn’t there before. But she couldn’t really be sure it was a pregnancy without an examination. She was putting off going to Charlotte. She didn’t want to be disappointed. But Sully was right, it was time they go. If she was, they should know for sure. And if she wasn’t, well, she decided she would rather know now than keep getting their hopes up about it.
“All right. Let’s see her,” she said with a brave breath.
* * *
“Sully, you wanna come in here?” Charlotte said as she opened the door to one of her rooms.
Sully had been through this before with Abigail, all this waiting and anticipation, but this time around it seemed all the more intensified and worrying. He and Abigail hadn’t had the kind of struggle he and Michaela were going through to get pregnant. Abigail never had a miscarriage; it never even really crossed his mind that a miscarriage was a possibility until Michaela went through it. It was not something he had counted on, and yet the journey to this point over the past few years, everything they had learned about each other through all the ups and downs, had only deepened his love for Michaela. And their strengthened their bond. If they could get through this challenge, he was confident there was nothing they couldn’t face. He had never felt more committed to her and her children and the family they had made together, the family they were trying to grow. Nor had he ever felt so at peace. Whatever the news, he felt very content with this new life he had built with her.
Sully went over to the bed where Michaela was sitting. He suddenly realized Charlotte had discreetly left the room, leaving them alone. Tears welled in Michaela’s eyes and fell down her cheeks, and Sully had a sinking feeling they were being gravely disappointed again.
“Hey,” he murmured. “Hey, it’s all right. We’ll keep tryin’. We won’t give up. Shh, don‘t cry.”
Her lips curled into a smile. “No, I … Sully, I … we’re going to have a baby.”
He let out his breath in shock. Then burst into a smile.
“Oh,” she said emotively. He drew her into a hug, pressing her head to his shoulder. He rocked her a moment and then she pulled back, sniffling. “Oh, Sully. I’m so glad we decided not to give up on this.”
He smiled at her and caressed her cheek. “Everything’s gonna be fine this time, I know it will. You’re gonna be such a good ma for this baby. It’s so lucky.”
“Oh,” she choked as he rocked her some more.
* * *
Sully awoke with a start, panic gripping his chest. He immediately reached for Michaela toward her spot beside him. She was gone.
“Michaela!” he called urgently. He shifted up in bed a little. “Michaela!”
Michaela opened the door and came back into the room. “Sully? Were you calling me?” she whispered.
He glanced at the window where it was still dark out. “No. Yeah. Just didn’t know where you were is all.” He rubbed his eyes a moment.
She sat on the bed beside him and rubbed his back. “Are you all right? Was it a dream?”
“No,” he murmured. He swallowed hard.
She rubbed his arm a moment pensively. Sully had certainly been thrilled to find out a baby was on the way again, and after only trying a few months since her miscarriage. They walked around on a cloud for days, while at the same time trying to keep the news secret, even from the children. Michaela couldn’t bear disappointing them again. She wanted to wait until she was a comfortable several months along before they told people this time. But then, a few weeks later, Sully seemed to begin to withdraw. He stopped talking so much about the baby, he seemed reluctant to go with her when she went to see Charlotte for a checkup, and he was quiet. More quiet than usual for Sully. Michaela couldn’t fathom what was wrong. When she tried to ask him what was on his mind, he denied it all and said everything was just fine.
“Where were ya?” he asked at last.
“Oh. Just in the outhouse.”
“Again?”
“Yes, again. I can‘t help it. Lots of women find they have to use the outhouse all the time these first few months. That’s how a lot of women realize actually.”
He let out a sigh. “I’m all right now. Let’s go back to bed.”
She got in bed and cuddled up in his arms.
“I’m sorry you’re wakin’ up so much,” he remarked after awhile as he stroked her head. “Don’t sound like much fun.”
She titled her head up. “I don’t mind. I’m just so happy to be pregnant. I don’t care if I need the outhouse every hour the rest of this pregnancy. We‘re having a baby. Oh, I love saying that.” She smiled at him ecstatically. “And did you notice? I’m starting to get a belly now.”
He glanced down a moment. “Your stomach? Looks like it always does to me.”
“Sully, no it doesn’t. What do you mean? You mean I was fat before?”
“No,” he immediately said. “No, uh-”
“Sully, it’s a little belly. It’s the baby.” She caressed his cheek, searching his eys. “You are happy, aren‘t you?”
“About your belly gettin’ big or the baby?”
“Sully,” she scolded. “Both I suppose.”
He hugged her a little closer and closed his eyes, giving her cheek a soft kiss. “Yeah, I‘m happy,” he whispered, swallowing hard.
Chapter Thirty-five
Thanksgiving arrived shortly after Michaela and Sully found out about the pregnancy. It was Michaela’s idea to have Thanksgiving at the Reservation, to share their meal with a people who had been so kind and generous to the townsfolk over the years. It was a wonderful day and one the town would probably talk about for a long time.
With the recent arrival of the train the town was growing by leaps and bounds and with all that growth meant more lawlessness, petty thefts and fights at the saloon and Preston’s bank was even robbed. With Matthew spending more time out at Miss Olive’s old ranch with a new heard of cattle, the town decided to elect a full-time sheriff, and much to Charlotte’s chagrin, Daniel won. As much as Charlotte had been Michaela’s best friend in Colorado Springs, a woman she could always turn to, now Charlotte turned to Michaela for support and reassurance as she worried endlessly about her fiancé’s safety.
For Christmas Elizabeth sent the children a parlor dog named Fifi. Sully kept making jokes about the little dog being bait and attracting the coyotes, and after the dog ate an entire roast and spat it up on their bed, Michaela decided it was time he go. Fortunately Brian Cooper helped find him a new home with his friend Sarah, and Charlotte had something new to bemoan to Michaela about whenever Michaela came for a check-up, her last little boy growing up and showing an interest in girls and how old it made her feel.
Michaela had until now never been to see a midwife before or really even known one, but she had never felt more safe and secure in Charlotte’s care. She certainly had never felt like her doctor in Boston was all that interested in any of her concerns when she was pregnant with the boys. But here was a woman, a medical professional, who genuinely cared about both her and the baby. It was the kind of doctor Michaela always tried to be. She also liked that Charlotte included Sully in the whole process, encouraged him to ask questions and stay for the appointments. Michaela thought Sully would appreciate that, but instead he often seemed very uncomfortable about it all. Michaela began to notice how tense it made him whenever they talked about the pregnancy and birth with Charlotte. She wondered if perhaps he was feeling nervous about being a father again. Having a baby was a big step, life changing, even if one had been through it before. But when she tried to talk to him about what was bothering him he brushed her off and insisted everything was fine. By January Michaela had made it to her twelfth week, longer than they had ever made it before, and Charlotte assured them that at this point miscarriage was unlikely, and that everything looked very encouraging to carry this baby to term. And at fourteen weeks, they told the children the news, she wired all her family back home, and they started telling their friends in town.
Elizabeth promptly shipped them two crates full of the finest baby clothes, hats and booties, baby blankets, and a beautiful wicker bassinet the baby could sleep in while Michaela worked in the clinic. Elizabeth seemed as excited about this baby as if it were her first grandchild. Michaela knew it had been a long while since Elizabeth last had a grandchild to spoil and be excited about, not since Christopher, and that, coupled with how well aware she was of how much Michaela and Sully had struggled to get pregnant, was probably the motive for going so overboard, as Sully called it.
In the winter Michaela treated a patient named Rosemary Hart, a friend of Colleen’s, who had been raped. It was the most difficult, emotionally challenging case Michaela had ever faced. Several weeks later the man who raped her was hanged in town. Sully didn’t go to the hanging and he didn’t say very much for several days after, and Michaela thought perhaps he was angry at her for wanting that man hanged. She asked him about it one evening and he again said no, he wasn’t angry at her, everything was fine. But this time Michaela wasn’t sure she believed him.
* * *
“Are you going to finish those potatoes?” Michaela asked as she gestured at the Reverend’s plate.
“Oh, no, please, help yourself,” he replied.
She eagerly picked up his plate, sliding the rest of his potatoes onto her plate with her fork. Sully sat beside her, quietly finishing up his coffee. “Well, I’d love to help out, Reverend. When do we leave?”
“How about tomorrow?”
She took a big bite of potatoes, glancing at Sully for approval.
“Yeah. Sure,” he murmured, swallowing hard.
“Mm, tomorrow’s fine.” She swallowed the potatoes, thinking a moment. “Reverend, what would you think if we brought Colleen Cooper along?”
“Colleen?”
“Yes. She wants to be a doctor. She could assist me. And helping with a vaccination clinic would be a wonderful experience for her. I’m sure Charlotte and Daniel would encourage it.”
“Well, I don’t see why not. Those Indian children need all the help they can get.”
Michaela smiled. “Then we’ll see you at the train station tomorrow.” She cut another bite of potatoes pensively. “Denver has so many good restaurants. Sully and I went to this lovely little French place on our honeymoon. Remember that, Sully?”
“That place with snails?” Sully replied.
“Snails?” the Reverend echoed skeptically.
“Well, there are other things on the menu besides snails. We are going to have to eat,” Michaela replied.
The Reverend chuckled as Sully got up and touched her shoulder.
“I’ll get ya some pie,” he offered.
“No, I couldn’t possibly,” she protested.
“Yes, ya could,” Sully said wryly.
“Well, now that you say so I suppose I could,” she replied. “Could you ask Grace if she has any pickles, too?”
“Pickles?” Sully echoed, wrinkling his brow. “Again?”
“Please?” Michaela said sweetly. “I can’t help it if I’m craving them.”
“Guess not,” he said. He squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll ask.”
* * *
Sully shifted up in bed a little and gazed at Michaela, who was sleeping beside him, her arm draped across her belly protectively. He breathed an anxious sigh. “Michaela,” he whispered. “Michaela.”
“Hm,” she replied, her eyes closed.
“Michaela.” He rubbed her arm.
“What is it? Did I oversleep again?” she muttered.
“No, it’s still early,” he whispered.
“Mm,” she replied.
“Michaela, I don’t want ya to go today.”
“Hm. Go where?”
“To Denver. I don’t want ya to go.”
She slowly opened her eyes, confused. “What do you mean? But everything’s all planned. Colleen‘s so excited.”
“I know that. I just don’t think it’s a good idea you bein’ around smallpox.’
“Oh, don’t worry about that. I was vaccinated for smallpox when I was in medical school. I’ve been exposed to it dozens of times. It‘s perfectly safe.”
“You weren’t pregnant all those times.”
“That doesn’t matter. If I can’t get it the baby won’t get it.”
“You don’t know that for sure.”
“Yes I do.” She closed her eyes again. “Let’s go back to sleep.”
“No, I wanna talk about this,” he said a little more firmly. “I don’t think you should be goin’ on any trips right now.”
“Sully. Why?”
“You know why.”
“Sully, I’m perfectly healthy, so is the baby. There’s no reason I can’t take a short trip. I won’t overdue it. I don‘t want to be chained to this house my entire pregnancy like my mother would want. Just because I‘m having a baby doesn‘t mean I can‘t live my life.” She opened her eyes and caressed his cheek. “I promise I won’t overdue it. Don’t worry about me.” She searched his eyes a moment. “Is this about the Reverend?”
“No,” he replied shortly.
“Sully, that was three years ago. It was one buggy ride.”
“Didn’t he propose on that buggy ride?”
“No. Not exactly. We talked about it, that‘s all. I never felt anything for him. Besides, how could he feel anything for me now?” She glanced at her belly. “Look at me, for heaven sake.”
He rubbed her belly lovingly. “Got your heart set on goin’, I’m goin’ with ya.”
“You can’t. I need you to stay with the children.”
“We’ll leave ‘em with Charlotte.”
“No, I’m not doing that to her. Her wedding’s in two weeks and she has a dozen things to do. The last thing she needs to worry about is three small children underfoot.”
“Then Grace’ll have to watch ‘em.”
“And they’ll be waiting in the café for her all afternoon and evening after school. She’s so busy. That’s not fair to her. Or the children.” She rubbed his arm. “I want their father to stay with them. I want you. Sully, there were so many times I wished the boys‘ father would have stayed with them when I wasn‘t home instead of leaving them with our nanny. They would have much preferred him. And I know our children prefer you.” She bit her lip a moment. “Is it that you don’t want to stay home?”
“No, course not. I love bein’ with ‘em.”
“All right. Then it’s settled. Let me get a few more hours of sleep before I have to get up for my train. I just got to sleep as it is.” She kissed him. “Goodnight.”
* * *
Michaela came back from Denver safe and sound, much to Sully’s relief. The vaccination clinic for the Indians was a grand success. Colleen learned so much, and she asked Michaela if perhaps she could come over after school sometimes and help her at the clinic. Michaela was thrilled of course, told her she would love to have her help. The entire train ride back the two of them talked about college and medical school, and for the first time, Colleen seemed to realize that such a thing might even be possible for a girl like her from a town like Colorado Springs, and Michaela wanted to encourage her every step of the way.
Late at night, Sully held Michaela in bed and kissed her, made love to her very slowly and gently, and didn’t seem to want to let her go. Michaela asked him again if something was wrong. He told her no, that he just missed her and was glad she was home. When she pressed him, he just seemed to close up and didn’t want to talk. And so she reluctantly curled up with him and fell asleep, still feeling like something was terribly wrong between them, and yet having no idea what it was.
* * *
“What ya doin’?” Sully asked as he came into the kitchen.
“Making you lunch,” Michaela said as she stirred the stew at the stove.
“You don’t have to do that,” he replied.
“I owe you, remember? I missed four entire lunches with you while I was in Denver.”
He rubbed her belly a moment. “Baby’s really movin’. Ya feel that?”
“Oh, I feel it. He’s been kicking me all morning.”
“He?” he replied.
“Yes, he. I’ve told you it’s a boy.”
“Just ‘cause your ma said so?”
“No. Because I just know so.”
He took the spoon from her. “Why don’t ya sit down? I can finish this.”
“I’m all right,” she protested.
“I know you are. But the baby needs a rest.” She let him guide her over to the kitchen table to sit in a chair. “I think the truth is we ain’t gonna know for sure he’s a boy until we got him in our arms.”
“See, you just said him,” she replied wryly. “You think it’s a boy, too, don’t you?”
He smiled softly. “Guess I been thinkin’ the same thing. Still, we‘re gonna have to wait and see, won‘t we?”
She stroked her belly pensively. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that. About the baby‘s birth and what I‘ve been thinking about that.”
He seemed to tense slightly. “That’s a long way off. We can talk about that later.”
“Sully, it’s going to sneak up on us before we know it and we keep putting off this conversation.” She swallowed. “It’s just, my boys were born in the hospital and it wasn’t a good experience for me. In fact it was rather dreadful.”
“Hospital’s a safe place for you and the baby,” he said decidedly.
“In Denver in a city I barely know with a doctor I’ve met only once? Sully, you know the scarring I have. I just know that never would have happened had I had a midwife come to my home and help me there.”
“What scarrin’? I ain‘t seen no scarrin‘,” he replied. He put the spoon aside a moment and strolled over to the table.
She swallowed. “The scarring I have down there from the last time I let a doctor deliver my baby in the hospital.”
He wrinkled his brow a moment. “Oh, that. Guess I seen it. Just never thought much about it.” He gently rubbed her shoulder. “Always thought you were beautiful,” he whispered.
She smiled at him shyly. Then she gestured at the chair beside her. “Sit down. Hear me out on this.”
He pulled out the chair slowly. “All right,” he murmured as he sat.
“It’s just, there’s no place I would feel more comfortable giving birth to our baby, Sully,” she began. “Than in our home, in our bedroom in our bed.”
He gazed at her a long moment, then he got up and paced a few times, folding his arms. “What do ya mean?” he finally asked. “You mean Charlotte’s gonna deliver the baby?”
“Yes, that‘s what I‘d like. I trust her. I feel comfortable with her. No doctor has ever cared about me or my baby like she does. I just can‘t imagine doing this without her help. And she‘s my best friend. I’d want her there for support anyway even if she weren‘t a midwife.” He didn’t say anything for another long moment. “How do you feel about that?” she finally asked. “What do you think?”
He paused in his pacing. “Why? You’re gonna just do what you want anyway.”
Her face fell. “What? Of course not.”
“Ya always just do what ya want.”
“That’s not true. That’s why I’m discussing this with you. I want to know how you feel.”
“Ya do?” he replied.
“Yes, of course I do. You’re as much a parent of this baby as I am. Why are you turning this into a fight? I thought we were having an important discussion about our baby.”
“This ain’t a fight. This is you tellin’ me what you’re gonna do.”
“Sully,” she breathed, taken aback.
“Deliver the baby where ya want,” he muttered. “Have who you want there. It’s your baby.”
“It’s our baby, these are our decisions. At least I want them to be,” she said tearfully. “Sully, what’s wrong? Please tell me. Why are you so upset anytime we talk about this?”
“Nothin’ is wrong,” he retorted. Suddenly someone knocked on the door. “I’ll get it,” he murmured. He headed over to the door and opened it.
Matthew, Preston and Jake were riding up with the senator who was in town.
“Mr. Sully?” the senator said. “My son’s been kidnapped and I need your help.”
* * *
While Sully was away helping the senator find his son after he was kidnapped by a recluse named McBride, Michaela had a big scare. She was helping the children with their homework in the clinic and at the same time trying to tidy things up and put away all the laundry when she felt some horrible cramping in her belly and blood between her legs. Charlotte rushed right over, stopped the bleeding fairly quickly with some belladonna and ice, and ordered her to stay in bed with her feet up for at least the next week. Then they would reevaluate her. It was difficult for someone like Michaela to just stay home and stay in bed, but the children helped out and her friends stopped by all the time and she got through it. Just when Charlotte was comfortable letting her get out of bed again as long as she promised to take it much easier, Sully came home with the senator’s son safe and sound. He was beside himself to find out what had happened. Michaela had never seen him like that. Sully never lost control, but now he was even upset with Charlotte.
“Sully, it doesn’t have to mean there’s anything wrong,” Charlotte explained to him patiently as he stood on the clinic porch, brow narrowed. He had guided Michaela to sit on the bench while he talked to Charlotte. “It’s normal sometimes.”
“How’s bleedin’ ever normal?” he blurted, shaking his head.
“I just mean sometimes it’s just the body’s way of telling a mother to slow down. We took heed and she’s feeling a lot better now.”
Michaela grasped his hand. “Sully, let’s just go home. It‘s late.”
He didn’t say anything else to Charlotte and helped Michaela off the bench, guiding her over to their buckboard and carefully into the seat. Then he climbed up and headed the wagon home at a gentle pace.
“Sully, don’t be angry at Charlotte,” she said as she held his arm. “If you’re going to be angry at someone you should be angry at me. I’m the one who worked too hard, did too much. That had nothing to do with Charlotte. She tells me all the time not to overdue it. She said this never would have happened in the first place had I just listened to her, and she‘s probably right.” She sighed. “I suppose I just forgot I can’t do everything I’m used to doing. I forgot to slow down.” She smiled at him softly. “I need you here to remind me. I‘m sorry.”
Sully swallowed hard but he didn’t reply to her. Michaela had this strong sense that all of this was far more complicated that he was willing to let on. He wasn’t just a husband worried for his wife, it just seemed to be something much more than that.
“You can talk to me, Sully,” she whispered. “About anything at all that’s bothering you.”
He grasped the reins in one hand and put his arm around her lovingly. “Nothin’s botherin’ me. I’m just glad you’re all right.” He gave her a soft kiss. “Let’s go home.”
* * *
“Something new,” Michaela said as she handed Charlotte a beautiful pair of tall white shoes. They were gathered in one of the recovery rooms where they had helped Charlotte dress, curl her hair for the wedding and secure her veil. Hanna sat on the bed with her flower girl basket of petals and Christopher and Josef lingered in the doorway in their handsome black suits and ties.
“Oh, Mike, thank you,” Charlotte breathed.
“Here’s something blue,” Dorothy said with a smile as she handed her a bouquet.
“You need something borrowed,” Grace said.
Christopher stepped forward, touching his collar. “You can borrow my tie. It’s itchy!”
“Not something from a boy, silly,” Hanna protested.
Charlotte chuckled. “Thank you, Chris. But that tie needs to stay around your neck, remember? The ring bearer is one important job and you need a tie for it.”
“Me? I got an important job?”
“You sure do.”
“I think I might have something. Wait here,” Michaela said as she went to the front room. Colleen was sitting at Michaela’s desk in her bridesmaid dress with an envelope in front of her. Michaela thought she looked upset.
“Colleen? Are you all right?”
She nodded, trying to smile.
“What’s that? Did something come in the mail from you?”
“It’s nothing. I can worry about it after the weddin’.”
“Worry about what, sweetheart?” Michaela asked.
Colleen bit back tears. “Oh, Dr. Mike. I can’t go to college.”
“What do you mean? Of course you can. I’m preparing you for it.”
“I applied to Colorado Seminary college. Look.” She handed her the letter.
“Colleen, you got accepted!” Michaela exclaimed joyfully. “Oh, this is wonderful news!”
“No, it’s not. It’s too expensive. How can I ever ask Ma and Daniel to pay for that?”
Michaela skimmed the letter. “Well, it is expensive. But it’s not impossible. You can work for me this summer and save up your money. And perhaps they offer scholarships to the best students. Certainly you would qualify for something.” She folded the letter pensively. “In fact, why don’t the two of us go visit this college next week?”
Sully opened the door quietly, wearing his best man’s suit. He shut it after him.
“You mean go back to Denver?” Colleen replied.
“That’s right. We could arrange a meeting with the headmaster to discuss scholarship opportunities. I’m sure we can work this out.”
“Oh, Dr. Mike. You’d do that for me?”
“Of course.” She squeezed her shoulders. “You’re going to make a gifted doctor, Colleen. Don’t let this little setback stop you.”
She smiled softly. “Don’t tell Ma until after the weddin’. I want this to be her day.”
Michaela caressed her cheek. That was just like Colleen to put others before herself. “I won’t say a word,” Michaela vowed. She opened up her desk drawer and took out a pretty lacy white handkerchief. “Now I want you to take this handkerchief of mine to your mother. It’s something borrowed.”
“Thank you, Dr. Mike. For everything.”
Michaela smiled at her as she watched her go to the next room and join the rest of the women. She turned around and spotted Sully.
“Oh, you’re here. Is Daniel ready?”
“Yeah,” Sully replied. “How about Charlotte?”
“Almost,” Michaela said. “Oh, Sully. Wait until you see her. She’s gorgeous.”
“What’s this about goin’ back to Denver?” he asked.
She walked over to him and held his hands. “Colleen got accepted into Colorado Seminary College,” she whispered excitedly. “Isn’t it wonderful? I‘m going to take her back to Denver next week to visit it.”
He sighed. “No.”
“No?” she echoed, confused.
“You ain’t goin’.”
“Why?” she demanded, letting go of his hands. “She needs my help.”
“She’ll figure it out without ya.”
“No, I’m not going to just abandon her in this after everything.”
“Why do you always gotta be everything to everybody?” he demanded. “Colleen is Charlotte’s daughter, not ours. You don’t always have to jump every time anybody calls.”
“I don’t jump every time anyone calls,” she retorted. “Sully, she wants to be a doctor. Do you realize what that means for a young woman? An uphill battle like nothing she’ll ever face. If I can help see her through that in even the smallest way, I owe it to her. I owe it to my profession.”
“We got our own kids to worry about, new baby comin’,” he said, gesturing at her.
“I’m not neglecting our children to help Colleen if that‘s what you‘re implying,” she said firmly. “You’re the one who leaves us all day to ride out to Tanner Flats four days a week. You’ve been away far more evenings than I have.”
“That’s different. I gotta work,” he retorted.
“So do I. Just because I’m a woman I should stay home with them and not go into the clinic or go to Denver? Is that what you think?”
He sighed. “No. I think you can wait to go to Denver until after the baby’s born is what I think. College don‘t start until next fall. Tell me one good reason this can‘t wait.”
She faltered a little. “Well, I suppose it could.”
“Good. Then it’s settled.”
“It’s not settled at all. What is wrong? Why are you so upset with me all the time? Why are we fighting?”
“I ain’t upset,” he said.
“All right, ready or not,” Charlotte said as she came into the room, Colleen and Hanna helping her with her little train.
“Isn’t Miz Cooper beautiful, Papa?” Hanna asked sweetly.
He stepped away from Michaela and both of them tried to put on their happiest expressions. Neither of them wanted their disagreement to bring down the mood of their best friends’ wedding day in the slightest.
“How long is all this married stuff gonna take?” Christopher asked as he itched his neck under his tie.
Sully picked him up. “Not long if Daniel has his way,” he said wryly. “He’s ready.” He grasped Charlotte’s hand and gave it a light kiss. “She’s right. You’re beautiful, Charlotte.”
“Means so much to us. Two of you standin’ up with us,” Charlotte said emotively.
“There’s no place we’d rather be,” Michaela replied as she gave her a loving hug.
* * *
“Benjamin,“ Brian said as she slowly flipped through the baby names book at their table in the café.
“I like that one, Mommy,” Josef said, taking a big bite of his biscuit. “What do you think?”
Michaela rubbed her belly. “I‘m not sure, I don’t know if I want people calling him Benny. Benny Sully. What do you think, Sully?”
He took a sip of coffee. He was still so quiet lately. They were still fighting so often lately, usually over silly things. Sometimes she felt like he was picking fights with her. She felt like she was missing something, like there was something weighing heavily on his mind that she simply couldn’t get to the bottom of. He wouldn’t let her, he didn‘t want to talk about it, refused to. This pregnancy was so long-anticipated, she was so thrilled about it. Any fears of a miscarriage had all but disappeared as she got farther and farther a long. She was approaching her ninth month now and even if the baby was born right now, he would still have a very good chance. This was supposed to be a happy time, not a time to be fighting with her husband. Colleen and Brian had been staying with them while Charlotte was on her honeymoon with Daniel back in Nevada where he lived for a long time. At least with all the children in the house it had been a nice distraction from all the discord between the two of them. But now Charlotte and Daniel were back, happy as could be, while Michaela and Sully seemed to be doing worse than ever.
“It’s all right,” Sully murmured.
Hanna took the book from Brian and flipped a few more pages. “Um, Jesse?”
“No, he’s not an outlaw,” Josef said with a giggle.
“Here, Chris, you look,” Hanna said, handing it to him.
“No, I don’t wanna look,” Christopher muttered. He glanced at Sully.
Sully got up and put his mug on the table. “I better get over to the Reservation.”
“I thought you weren’t going today,” Michaela said. “We have another check-up this afternoon.”
“I’ll be there for it,” he said.
“It’s at three.”
“I know what time it’s at,” he said, touching her shoulder and glancing at Josef. “Look after your ma. No overdoin’ it.”
“We will, Pa,” Josef vowed.
* * *
“Nice and head down,” Charlotte said pensively as she felt Michaela’s belly in the clinic. Josef and Hanna were sitting on Michaela’s desk chair playing with Charlotte’s stethoscope and Christopher was sitting on the edge of the desk quietly. “You’re measuring right where you should be, too. Everything is just by the book.”
“Mommy likes books,“ Josef remarked.
Charlotte helped her sit up. “Big day’s comin’ soon, just about four weeks now. Call me any time, I‘m ready.”
“He’s turned the right way and everything?” Michaela asked anxiously.
“Looks that way. Like I said, everything looks good.”
“I’m sorry. I just, I had some bad experiences before. I want this to be better.” She buttoned up her blouse
Charlotte went over to wash her hands. “You’ve had some bad tearing, haven’t you? I saw the scarring.”
She nodded. “With Chris. It was a fourth degree tear.” She took a shaky breath. “I don’t know if I can do it again without tearing, with all that scar tissue there.”
“Doesn’t mean it has to happen again. There’s lots we can do to help. Lots of hot cloths and olive oil and taking it nice and gentle. I’ll help you with it when the moment comes. I’ll tell you what to do.”
“I don’t want to be cut. I‘d rather tear than be cut.”
“I won’t cut you if that’s what you want. That’s up to you. You just listen to me and don‘t worry about it. I’ll be right there with you and Sully and I know you‘re gonna do just fine.” She patted her hand.
“Actually, Charlotte, I … ” She took a shaky breath. “I’m not sure we’re having the baby at home. I think Sully wants me to go to the hospital in Denver. Truthfully I don‘t know what he wants.”
“Oh?” she asked, confused. “You two talk about this?”
“Well, we tried to. I don’t know, he’s been acting so strange about everything. I don’t know what to do.” She sniffled. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be laying all this on you.”
“Oh, Mike. What are friends for but to complain about their husbands to each other?” She smiled wryly. “Listen, fathers get nervous about things like this just like mothers do. He’ll be fine. You’ll talk this out and you two are gonna have a beautiful birth and everything’s gonna be fine. Any which way you decide to have this baby, hospital or at home? I‘m gonna be there to help wherever I can.”
“Oh, Charlotte, thank you.” Michaela couldn’t have felt more comfortable in Charlotte’s care. Charlotte was positive and optimistic and seemed to be of the mindset that Michaela was perfectly capable of achieving the delivery she wanted. Michaela vividly remembered Dr. Razor endlessly pointing out all the things wrong with the way she delivered her sons. He never acted like she might be capable of doing something right. Charlotte reassured her and eased her fears.
“Can we help, too, Mrs. Cooper?” Hanna asked.
“It’s Mrs. Simon now, remember?” Josef said.
“I’m never gonna remember that!” Hanna cried.
Charlotte smiled. “You can help right now. Bring that stethoscope over, three of you.”
Josef and Hanna walked over with the stethoscope.
“Chris, you, too,” Charlotte called.
“No, thanks,” he murmured.
Charlotte touched Michaela’s belly down low. “Now if his head’s right here, where do you expect we’d find his heartbeat?”
Josef touched his fingers to his mouth. “I don’t know, maybe here?” He pressed his fingers a few inches up from where the head was.
“Go on, give it a try,” Charlotte instructed.
Josef put the stethoscope in his ears and pressed the bell to Michaela’s belly. He listened a moment, then his eyes lighted up. “I did it. That’s the heartbeat. I found it, Mama.”
“I wanna listen, let me!” Hanna cried excitedly.
Josef handed her the stethoscope and she put it in her ears.
“It sounds like an ocean,” Hanna said.
“You’ve never even seen an ocean,” Josef said.
“Well, if I did this is what it would sound like,” she said. “It’s so fast. Way faster than mine.”
“That’s good, it’s supposed to be fast,” Charlotte said. “This baby your mama’s carryin’ sounds just about as healthy as they come.”
Michaela smiled. Then she sighed and glanced at the door. Christopher too seemed overly preoccupied with watching the door. Sully had missed the appointment, even though he promised he wouldn’t. It wasn’t like Sully to miss anything when it came to her and the children and certainly the new baby. It was a painful reminder of all the things David had missed that were important to her, including the death of her own father. She tried to shake the negative thoughts and focus on happy ones, on the baby and being under the care of an excellent midwife and how exciting this all was.
* * *
“The smocking’s the difficult part,” Michaela said softly as she stitched the baby’s Christening gown in front of the fire. “Dorothy’s been helping me with it.”
Sully sat nearby in the other chair, just pensively whittling away at some wood.
She slowly lowered the fabric into her lap. “Charlotte let the children listen to the baby‘s heartbeat today. They were so excited.”
He looked confused. “Today?”
“At our appointment.”
“Oh. How’d it go?”
“Fine. Charlotte says the baby’s healthy and I’m healthy and we’re following all the books.”
“Didn’t know the baby could read already,” he said half-heartedly.
She smiled softly at him. “I missed you today.”
“I’m sorry,” he murmured.
“I just want you to know I want you there. I need you there.”
“I know that. I said I was sorry. I miss things sometimes. So do you.”
“Sully, I’m not trying to fight with you,” she said with a sigh. “I just want to talk about it.”
“Talk about what? What‘s there to talk about?”
“You, what’s upsetting you. What‘s wrong between us?”
“Didn’t know there was somethin’ wrong,” he said as he stood up and went to tend the fire.
“I don’t know what I did but you’re angry with me about something,” she said emotively. “I don’t want a fight like this to just fester on and on without ever resolving it. Sully, we can’t let that happen. We promised each other we wouldn‘t let that happen. We‘re about to have a child together and you‘re so angry at me. That‘s not what I want to bring our child into, all this discord. Do you?”
“I ain’t angry. You‘re makin’ things up in your head.”
“I’m not making anything up,” she said defensively.
He looked at her. “Maybe you look for things to be wrong. Ya come outta a bad marriage before, it don’t mean it’s gonna happen again. Maybe a part of you don’t think folks can have a good marriage. Maybe you’re afraid of it. Why’s there always gotta be somethin’ wrong with us?”
“Because I know you more deeply than I could have ever hoped to know him,” she whispered. “And I see it in your eyes.”
He laid the fire poker against the wall. “I’m goin’ to bed. Ya comin’?”
She hesitated a moment, then glanced at the Christening gown. “No, I, I want to finish this part.”
He ever so gently touched her shoulder. “Don’t stay up too late. Ya need your rest.”
“I won’t.”
Sully headed to the stairs and stopped short, shocked to see Christopher standing at the base of the stairs, staring at him solemnly. Sully wondered how much he had heard. He reached out to touch his shoulder reassuringly but Christopher spun around and quietly raced back upstairs, shutting his bedroom door.
* * *
“Something’s wrong,” Maude whispered as she paced outside the homestead in the darkness.
“First babies take a long time,” Sully said hoarsely. “Charlotte said so.” Although he too couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that all was not well inside the little homestead.
Charlotte had come out a few hours before and talked to Sully about taking Abigail to Denver where a real doctor could help her. But the trip was long and rough and they might have to deliver the baby on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere or worse yet, Abigail or the baby or both could die along the way. Collectively they made the decision to stay here for now, for Charlotte to do everything she could for her here and pray it was the right decision to make.
Charlotte suddenly opened the door, wiping her hand on a towel. “Loren, hitch the wagon. Hurry.”
Sully leaped to his feet. “What’s wrong?”
“Sully, I need your help. She suddenly started hemorrhaging.”
He went inside and was shocked at what he saw. Abigail was so pale he thought she was already dead. There was a puddle of dark blood between her legs.
“Sully,” she said breathlessly.
He was relieved she was at least alive and recognized him. Numbly, as if he couldn’t even hear or see anything around him, he followed Charlotte’s orders to pick her up and carry her out to the wagon. He held her head in his lap the entire long drive, stroking her cold cheek, and when they got to Denver, when she was already nearly dead in his arms, he carried her inside the busy hospital. When he looked back at the wagon, he saw the quilts they had laid out soaked through with blood. The doctors ushered him out of the room, telling him she was nearly gone, they would do what they could to try to save the baby but it didn’t look good.
Not long after, after a doctor came out and told Sully, Loren and Maude the terrible news, a kind nurse offered to let him come see his wife for a moment, give her a final kiss goodbye. And so he went into the cold little hospital operating room where her body was draped with a sheet. He ever so gently lifted the cool sheet down from her face.
Only this time, it wasn’t Abigail’s face. It was Michaela’s, cold and pale with death.
Sully awoke with a start, panting. He was bathed in sweat. He looked around the dark bedroom, regaining his bearings.
“Sully?” Michaela murmured as she rubbed his chest. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong?”
He swallowed hard. “Nothin’. Nothin’. Go back to sleep.”
She shifted up a little, gazing at him worriedly. “You’re soaked. Tell me. Talk to me.”
He pressed his hand to his forehead and smoothed his hair back. “I had a dream I guess.”
She stroked his arm with her fingers. “What about? Tell me.” She paused a moment. “You’ve been having a lot of dreams lately, haven’t you?”
“I don’t know. Maybe a few.“ He shifted up a little. “It’s nothin’. Go back to sleep.”
“I can’t sleep anyway, he’s kicking me up near my ribs and I can barely breathe.” She smoothed a damp tendril of hair from his brow. “You can tell me anything, you know that.”
He rubbed her belly a moment with the back of his hand. “It’s been a long time since I thought about what happened to her.”
“To whom?”
“Hanna’s ma,” he whispered.
She let out her breath and suddenly everything about the way he had been acting throughout her pregnancy made sense.
“I keep seein’ her in my dreams, seein’ things go wrong when Hanna was born. It’s so real. Sometimes, in those dreams? I see your face instead of Abigail‘s.” He swallowed hard and gazed at her. “Guess I can’t help worryin’ about it.”
“About the delivery you mean,” she whispered.
He nodded.
“Oh, Sully, I should have realized. Oh, I‘m sorry.”
“I thought I left all those bad memories behind, moved on from ‘em. All this time we been tryin’, I didn’t think about it at all. But I guess seein’ you pregnant; seein’ how real this is … they all just came back.”
“Oh, of course they did,” she said reassuringly.
“Just don’t know what I would do if … I can’t go through that again.”
“Well, I’m in good hands.”
“Abigail was in good hands, too,” he murmured. “We trusted her.”
“Do you hold Charlotte responsible?” she asked softly.
“Not really. I know she did what she could.”
“Well, would you feel better if a doctor delivered the baby? Mother offered to send out a doctor from Boston. I told her that wouldn‘t be necessary. I could tell her we just changed our minds.”
“No. I know you want Charlotte. I seen how she is with ya. We’re lucky to have her. It’s just, sometimes it just don‘t matter if it‘s the best midwife or doctor around. Things go wrong.” He glanced at her a moment. “Hey, last thing you need to worry about is me. I’ll be all right.”
She found his hand and threaded her fingers with his. “Sully, we’re a team now. If you’re going through something I am, too. I’m here for you for this, all right? And that’s where I want you when I‘m going through something as momentous as going through childbirth, by my side.”
“Ya do? But Charlotte-”
“I talked to Charlotte. She said it was fine by her.”
“I wouldn’t wanna get in the way.”
“She promised you won’t be. She doesn‘t mind, Sully. Honestly. She said she could use your help. I know I could.” She stroked the back of his hand with her thumb. “I think with David’s addiction to morphine, when he wouldn’t let me help him with it anymore. That’s when I felt like I had completely lost control. I couldn’t do anything for him or be there for him and the fear, the panic I felt over it, like I was going to lose him at any moment, it was so dreadful. I think perhaps that’s what you felt with Abigail. You weren’t with her. You couldn‘t help her. It was out of your control.”
“Guess I feel like I shoulda been there, like I coulda done somethin’.”
“Perhaps if you know you’re going to be part of this whole process of giving birth, with me and supporting me while I go through it, perhaps that will help set your mind at ease a little, feel like you‘ve gotten some of that control back you lost with Abigail.” She gave his cheek a soft kiss. “I want you to feel good about this, happy. We’re finally having our baby, Sully. This is a happy time.”
He pictured being able to be there with Michaela during the birth and she was right, it did set his mind at ease. He felt like if he was there he could protect her, and he could focus on doing something for her and not so much on the waiting and worrying. He smiled at her and drew her into his arms. “You’re right. This is a real happy time. Happiest I ever been.” He gave her lips a soft kiss. “And I’m real sorry I ever made ya feel like it wasn’t.”
“I’m sorry, too. I’m sorry I didn’t realize what was wrong.”
“I didn’t want ya, too. Not before anyway.” He held her a little tighter.
“Mm, feel your son,” she said as she guided his hand to the top of her belly.
He bent his head. “I don’t know, feels like that’s maybe a girl’s foot to me,” he said pensively.
“Two boys already, Sully. Odds are I’m having another.” The truth was she was afraid to get her hopes up about a girl. And Sully knew it.
He rubbed her belly. “You all right with that, another boy? You and Hanna must feel outnumbered sometimes.”
She smiled softly. “I don’t care what the baby is. I just want it to be healthy.”
He gazed at her lovingly. “It will be. Three more weeks and we’re gonna have a baby in bed between us.”
“I can hardly believe it. I feel so ready to be a mother again, to do this again. Are you excited to be a pa again?” she asked.
“Yeah, real excited. “ He smiled and gave her another comforting kiss and then he drew her into his arms and gradually they fell into a peaceful sleep.
* * *
Michaela tenderly stroked Christopher’s back as he snuggled up with her in bed in the early morning light and dozed. She gazed at him pensively a long moment and then gave his forehead a soft kiss just as Sully came in the door from doing the chores.
“Mornin’,” he whispered, leaning across the bed to kiss her.
“Mm, morning,” she whispered back.
He went over to the basin to wash up. “You were pretty restless last night.”
“I barely slept at all,” she said with a sigh. “I just couldn’t get comfortable. I‘m sorry if I kept you awake.”
“No, ya didn’t. What time did he get in bed with us?” Sully asked as he rubbed water on his chest.
“Around four.”
“Been awhile since he done that. He say anything?”
“No.” She stroked Christopher’s hair. “This is a real adjustment for him. Do you suppose that’s all this is? He’s jealous of the baby?”
“Maybe part of it.” He came over to the bed and sat down, gently rubbing his back. “Maybe I could take him today. Just the two of us. We go fishin’.”
“He has school, Sully.”
“He’s months ahead of all the other kids in his grade. He can miss one day. Sides, I think he needs the extra attention. Once the new baby‘s here won‘t be easy to just get away like this.”
She rubbed her belly. “The way I’m feeling I think your son’s going to be making his grand entrance any day now. I suppose you’re right. You should spend some time with him today.”
“Maybe Mama could meet us in the café for lunch.”
She smiled. “That certainly sounds like a plan.”
* * *
“You know, once your ma has the baby, we’re gonna need your help more than ever,” Sully said as he helped to bait Christopher’s hook beside the creek.
Christopher sighed and tied off his line.
“Bein’ a big brother is a real important job,” Sully added.
“Mommy needs your help, too,” he said a little impatiently.
Sully looked at him confused a moment. “I know.”
“Then stop fighting with her.”
“Son, we weren’t fighting, we-”
“You were, too.” He put his line in the water.
Sully sighed. “You’re right. We were. That was my fault. Sometimes, when folks got things worryin’ ’em, they fight with other folks. When it would be better to just talk out your troubles.”
He swallowed hard. “I just don’t ever want Mommy to take us away from you, Sully. I don‘t want you to get a divorce.”
He let out his breath. “Chris, we ain’t gettin’ a divorce. Is that what‘s been botherin‘ ya?”
“Mommy and Daddy got a divorce,” he whispered.
“I know. But there were a lotta things that happened that led up to that. Things that won’t happen to me and your ma.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I made a promise to her, day I married her. I promised I wouldn’t let that happen to her again.” He put his arm around him. “And I made the same promise to you and your brother. I ain’t breakin’ it. Never.” He hugged him close and Christopher buried his face against his chest. Sully stroked his hair. “Your ma and me talked things out last night. And now everything’s fine. I used to think it would be better not to bother her with things that were on my mind. But I was wrong. I needed her help to get through it. No shame in lettin’ folks help ya.” He gazed up at a nearby cliff. “And now I need your help with somethin’.”
Christopher raised his head. “Me? What can I do? I’m just a little kid.”
“You see that ledge over there? We’re gonna help each other get to the top of that. Pretty view right at the top up there.”
“That?!” he cried, shielding his eyes. “It’s so high! We’ll never make it!”
“Maybe I wouldn’t make it on my own, and you wouldn’t make it on your own. But together we can do it.”
“You think so, Pa?”
“I know so.” He got up and grabbed his hand. “Come on.”
* * *
Christopher reached his hand down for Sully. “Grab my hand! I’ll pull you up!”
Sully grasped his hand and Christopher pulled with all his might. Sully worked his way up the last ledge of the cliff and finally reached Christopher. He let out his breath with relief.
“You were right! We did it, Sully!” Christopher cried as he hugged him.
Sully hugged him tightly. “Good job. Never seen somebody climb a mountain so good.”
“Really? Not even Mommy? She climbed Pike’s Peak.”
He chuckled. “Not even Mommy.”
“Could I climb Pike’s Peak, too? We could climb it together.”
Sully looked out at the towering mountain. “Don‘t see why we couldn‘t someday.”
“Yippie!”
“But not right now,” Sully said with a soft chuckle. “In a couple years, all right? That’s a promise.” He picked him up. “First, come over and see this.” He carried him over to the edge of the cliff overlooking a vast view of the valley.
“I can see all of Colorado!” Christopher cried.
“Look, there’s the train,” Sully said as he pointed to a little plume of smoke in the distance.” He put him on his feet and put his hand on his shoulder.
“There’s the creek right there,” Christopher said, looking down. “Can we go for a swim? I need to practice.”
“Sure.”
“This is fun, Pa. Thanks.”
Sully smiled at him and caressed his hair. “You’re welcome.”
“Put your hands in the air!” Sergeant O’Connor suddenly shouted.
Sully and Christopher spun around.
“What‘s this about?” Sully breathed.
“Put ‘em up where I can see ‘em!” the soldier ordered as he moved closer to him. He cocked the gun. “Now!”
Chapter Thirty-six
“Put ‘em in the air, now!” O’Connor shouted again.
Sully slowly raised his hands and Christopher followed suit and raised his.
“Not you, boy,” O’Connor spat, glancing at Christopher. “Get out of my way.“ He pushed him aside.
“Hey!” Sully shouted. “Don’t touch him!”
O’Connor grabbed Sully’s arm roughly and dragged him over a few feet. “Turn around. Slowly. And put your hands behind your back.”
“Why don’t ya just put the gun down, O’Connor, before somebody gets hurt? And tell me what this is all about.”
O’Connor reached inside his coat pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. “I got a warrant here, signed yesterday morning by District Court Judge Webster, for your arrest.”
“On what charge?” Sully demanded.
“Charges,” O’Connor retorted. “For aiding and abetting the escape of Chief Black Kettle. For conspiracy to bomb that Union Pacific Railroad. For trespassing more times than anybody can count on the Reservation you been barred from. For treason against the U.S. government.” He narrowed his brow. “I’m gonna see to it you never see the outside of a jail cell again.”
“I can explain those things,” Sully said. “You’re makin’ a mistake.”
“My only mistake was not taking care of the likes of you a long time ago.”
“Pa, run!” Christopher suddenly cried. He bolted straight for O’Connor and pushed him as hard as he could. O’Connor stumbled only slightly, but in that moment Sully managed to kick his gun out of his hand.
“Chris, stay back!” Sully ordered as he raised his fists.
He fought O’Connor at the top of the cliff, both of them swinging hard punches and kicks. Christopher cowered against the rock face in terror, grimacing at each blow O’Connor gave Sully.
Finally Sully managed to throw O’Connor against the rock face. O’Connor growled and ran toward him in retaliation, pushing him as hard as could toward the edge of the cliff. Sully felt the ground running out. He tried to stop the momentum but it was too late. He sailed over the cliff, taking O’Connor with him as they fell to the rocky creek below.
Christopher ran to the ledge and looked over it. “Pa! No!” he screamed.
* * *
“Daniel?” Charlotte said as she opened the jailhouse door and came in carrying a tray with a plate of food. “You didn’t come home for supper.”
Daniel was sitting at his desk. “I know, darlin’. Marshall Burch is overdue to pick up these two fine characters.”
She glanced in the jail cell where the Courier brothers were asleep on their cots.
She put the tray on his desk and wrapped her arm around him. “Real hero you are tracking down these two before they ever had a chance to come to our town.”
“Just doin’ my job.”
“And you do a fine job of it, husband.” She leaned down and kissed him softly.
“Aw, don’t just leave it at that. Come ‘ere, beautiful,” he whispered, drawing her into a loving kiss as he rubbed her back.
Michaela knocked on the door to the jailhouse. “Daniel?” she called.
“Is that Dr. Mike?” Charlotte said as she went to the door and opened it. “Mike, what are you doin’ in town this late? You’re supposed to leave at two o’clock.”
“I know, and I did,” she replied as she held Hanna’s hand. Josef was waiting in the wagon. “Did you see Sully and Chris come through town today?”
Daniel got up. “No, I ain‘t seen them all day. Where are they?”
“I don’t know. They went fishing this morning and never came home. I’m worried.”
Daniel immediately grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair. “I’ll go look for ‘em.”
“Come on, let me drive you and the children home,” Charlotte said. “I’ll stay with you tonight.”
“Charlotte, that’s really not necessary,” Michaela protested.
“I ain’t gonna just leave my best friend home alone her baby due in three weeks.”
“But-”
“No buts about it.”
“Charlotte’s right, Michaela,” Daniel said. “She’ll look after things at your homestead tonight. I’ll find ‘em.”
* * *
Michaela hugged the lush soft baby blanket to her chest as she sat in the wingback chair. She glanced at the clock worriedly.
Charlotte headed down the stairs. “They’re asleep,” she said. “You best head that way yourself.”
“I will. In a few minutes,” Michaela replied.
Charlotte sat across from her and touched the blanket. “Oh, ain’t this beautiful.”
“My mother made it for the baby,” she replied.
“Mrs. Quinn made something like this? Why it must have taken her …”
“She said it was no trouble at all.”
“How is she these days anyway? I mean, about everything.”
“She’s … coming around,” Michaela said wryly. “She‘s visiting this summer with my sisters to meet the baby.” She rubbed her belly lovingly.
“Oh, won’t that be nice.”
Michaela swallowed hard as she thought about Sully and Christopher again.
“Mike, they’ll be fine,” Charlotte said, patting her hand. “He’s with Sully. Whatever it is goin‘ on here, two of ‘em will look after each other.”
“I know,” Michaela said.
Charlotte squeezed her shoulder. “Goodnight.”
“Goodnight,” Michaela whispered. She watched her go upstairs, then she rested her head back against the wingback chair and closed her eyes a moment. She was startled when she heard a dove call coming from outside, the call that Cloud Dancing usually made. Perplexed, she got up and went to the door. Cloud Dancing came up the porch.
“Cloud Dancing?” she said, alarmed.
“I need to talk to Sully,” he replied.
“He’s not here,” she replied. “He and Christopher went fishing this morning and never came home.”
Cloud Dancing suddenly looked very distressed.
“Cloud Dancing, what is it, what’s wrong?” she demanded.
“There is talk that O’Connor was getting a warrant for his arrest.”
“For Sully? What?” she exclaimed.
“He has wanted to do this for a long time. He thinks he has enough now to put Sully in jail.”
“Do you think O’Connor arrested him?”
“I don’t know.”
“We have to find him before he does. Hitch our wagon. I’ll be right there.” She went back inside and went over to her hutch, scratching a quick note to Charlotte that read, “Gone to find Sully and Chris.” Then she gathered her medical bag and her coat and a few provisions and met Cloud Dancing outside. He helped her carefully up onto the seat and then headed the wagon north at a gentle pace.
* * *
“Sully!” Christopher shouted as he paced desperately up and down the creek in the darkness, searching for any sign of him. “Sully! Pa!” He whimpered quietly and wiped away a few tears. “Please don’t be dead,” he whispered plaintively. “Please.”
He suddenly heard some brush moving at the bank of the creek. He ran over to it. “Pa?”
Sully was carefully dragging himself out of the water. He looked battered and bruised, but he was alive.
“Pa!” Christopher cried, falling to his knees beside him. “Oh. Are you hurt?”
Sully put his arm around him and hugged him tightly. “I hit a patch of deep water. I’m all right.”
Christopher helped him drag himself all the way out of the water. Sully grimaced and clutched his side.
“We gotta get you home to Mommy so she can fix you,” Christopher said.
“Have you seen O’Connor?”
He nodded tearfully. “He‘s back where you fell. I think he‘s …. he’s dead, Pa. I was too scared to look.”
Sully squeezed his shoulder. “Come on, we gotta go back there.” He carefully got to his feet, limping ever so slightly and leaning on Christopher.
“I thought you were dead, too,” Christopher said tearfully.
Sully paused and drew him into another tight hug. “I’m all right. Everything’s gonna be all right now, son. Ya found me. You‘re real brave.”
* * *
“Stay here,” Sully ordered Christopher. He waded into the creek bed and slowly approached Sergeant O’Connor. The soldier was strewn across a rock, not moving, blood draining from his mouth.
“Is he dead?” Christopher called tearfully. “Pa, I’m scared.”
“Shut your eyes, Chris,” Sully said. “Don’t look. It‘s gonna be all right, son, just close your eyes.”
He sniffled and bent his head, closing his eyes tightly.
Sully reached O’Connor and pressed his fingers to his neck, feeling for a pulse as he had seen Michaela do at her clinic. He held his fingers there for a long moment. Suddenly he looked up in shock. “He’s alive. Chris, he’s alive.”
Christopher snapped his head up. “He is?!”
“O’Connor,” Sully said. He patted his cheek. “O’Connor, wake up.” He looped his arms under his and dragged him slowly across the water to the shoreline.
Christopher helped him drag him to shore.
“What do we do, Sully?” he asked. “What would Mommy do?”
“She’d try to figure out what his injuries are, patch him up. Try to keep him warm. And then get him back.”
O’Connor suddenly groaned.
“O’Connor,” Sully said firmly. “O’Connor.”
He slowly opened his eyes, blinking at them in confusion.
“Where ya hurt?” Sully asked.
“Leave me be,” he groaned, turning his head.
Sully began unbuttoning O’Connor’s coat.
“Get your hands off me! Just go find my unit, tell them to send for the medic,” the sergeant shouted. He suddenly groaned and clutched his side.
“We ain’t gonna just leave ya here,” Sully said. “Wolves’ll come after ya like this in two minutes. Now tell us where you‘re hurt.”
“You gotta let Sully help you,” Christopher pleaded. “Sully says there’s no shame in letting folks help!”
“My legs,” O’Connor finally breathed. “I think they’re broken. And my side, my left. I musta busted up a lotta ribs.”
“Lay real still, try not to move,“ Sully instructed. “We’re gonna build a travois to get ya back to the Army camp.”
* * *
Cloud Dancing pulled the wagon up to the bank of the creek and jumped down. He reached up for Michaela and helped her to the ground.
“This is where we usually fish,” Michaela said as she looked up and down the bank worriedly. “Sully!” she called. “Christopher!”
Cloud Dancing searched the shoreline a moment. “Wait here. I’ll look,” he said as he touched her arm.
Michaela nodded gratefully and clutched the side of the wagon, closing her eyes. It had been a long, bumpy trip out here in the dark that left her exhausted and breathless. Her back ached unbearably and the baby was kicking so much it hurt, but first and foremost on her mind was finding Sully and Christopher.
Cloud Dancing came jogging back several minutes later. “I found their fishing poles, Sully‘s pack, about half a mile from here,” he said urgently. “They were here.”
Michaela felt relief at first they had at least found some sign of them, and yet it was frightening to think why Sully would ever just abandon their belongings like that. Something was terribly wrong. “What happened?” she asked. “Where did they go?”
“Footprints lead farther down the creek. Can you walk?”
She let out her breath and nodded and he held her arm as they made their way down the creek.
* * *
“Tie this one off, right here, Chris,” Sully instructed as he worked at assembling the travois.
Christopher tied the rawhide tightly. O’Connor groaned nearby next to the fire Sully built. The soldier pulled out his flask of whiskey and took another sip, his hand shaking as he tilted the flask.
“He ain’t gonna hang on much longer,” Sully said. “We gotta work faster.” Suddenly he snapped his head up as he heard some twigs snapping. “Somebody’s comin’. Maybe it‘s the Army.”
Suddenly Michaela and Cloud Dancing appeared from the trees.
“Michaela, Cloud Dancin’,” Sully breathed. “What’re ya doin’ out here?” He got up and rushed over to them. He drew Michaela into a tight hug.
“Oh, Sully, thank God you’re all right!” she cried. Christopher ran over to them and Michaela held him close. “Chrissy. What happened? What happened?”
“We ran into O’Connor, up on the ridge,” Sully said. “He tried to arrest me.”
“He pushed Sully over the cliff!” Christopher cried. “They fell so far!”
“Oh, my God!” she cried. “You went over the cliff?! Are you all right? Are you hurt?” She gently touched the scrape at his hairline.
“I’m all right. I was lucky, I hit some deep water. It’s O’Connor who’s bad hurt. He’s over here.” He put his arm around her to steady her and led them over to the fire.
“Sergeant,” Michaela said. “Sergeant, I’ve come to help you.”
“I don’t need your help,” he retorted. “Yours or anybody else’s. I oughta have you arrested, too!”
“She’s a doctor. She could save your life,” Sully told him.
O’Connor stared at Sully coldly. “Why are you doing this?” he muttered. He suddenly spotted Cloud Dancing. He scrambled to pull his spare pistol out of his boot. “Hold it right there,” he said hoarsely. He raised his head off the ground, sweat pouring down his face, and pointed his gun shakily at Cloud Dancing. “You’re off the Reservation!”
“Sergeant, you’re seriously injured, let me help you,” Michaela said gently as she crouched down beside him awkwardly.
“I’m arresting you, ya filthy Injun,” he muttered weakly. “Get back on the Reservation.” His eyes rolled back and he dropped his head back to the ground, fainting.
Sully crouched beside Michaela. “He’s pretty bad off, ain’t he?” he murmured.
“Yes, it looks that way,” she whispered. She opened her medical bag and began cutting the sergeant’s pants from the ankle up to his knee. She drew in his breath. “The bone went right through. I’m going to have to set the bone and cauterize the wound.” She took out a long cauterizing knife from her bag and gave it to Sully. “Put the blade in the fire. Has he been coughing blood?”
“Yeah, Mommy. A little,” Christopher replied.
She nodded. “He might have punctured a lung. There’s nothing I can do about that right now. Let me look at his other leg.” She cut open the pant leg of his right leg. She grimaced. “This one’s even worse.”
“He gonna lose his legs?” Sully asked.
“I don’t know,” she replied. “I’ll do what I can.”
“What can I do?” Cloud Dancing asked.
Michaela gazed at the shiny pistol in O’Connor’s hand. “You can get rid of that gun.”
* * *
Sully kneeled behind Michaela as she sat on a fallen log. He rubbed her back soothingly while she drank some tea. Lying down on the ground where Cloud Dancing and Christopher were sleeping near the fire was out of the question for her. It was far too uncomfortable. She told Sully she would honestly rather sleep sitting up than to recline on that ground. So he sat with her, rubbed her back where it was aching, and tried to keep her as comfortable as possible.
O’Connor was resting quietly in front of the fire. He hadn’t woken up since she set his legs and performed the cauterizing procedure. But his pulse was fairly steady and remarkably, he seemed to be stabilizing somewhat. In the morning they would transport him to the Army camp.
“How’d you find us?” Sully asked.
“Cloud Dancing came to get me when he heard O’Connor had a warrant for you. We found your fishing poles along the creek.”
“You been up all night?”
“That’s nothing new.”
“How angry were they?” Sully asked curiously.
“Who?”
“Everybody. When ya told ‘em you were gonna go out lookin’ for us.”
“I didn’t tell anyone. I left a note.”
“Whole towns gotta be out lookin’ for ya by now.”
“I had to go. My family was in danger and I had to do something.”
“Glad you found us,” he said as he kissed her.
She smiled softly. “I was thinking, wouldn’t it be just like me for my water to break right now?”
“It ain’t broke is it?” he blurted frantically, glancing down.
“No, no. I was just thinking it would be rather amusing.”
“Some joke,” he retorted.
She smiled wryly. “If I have this baby out here I’ll never forgive you.”
“Michaela, you have this baby out here I’ll never forgive myself,” he replied.
“What would you do if that happened?” she asked curiously. “Do you think you could deliver the baby yourself?”
“No,” he said firmly. “I couldn’t.”
She smiled at him. “I think you could. I think you’d do just fine. We both would.”
“I’d just as soon not find out.”
She rubbed his arm and kissed him. “Sully? You saved O’Connor’s life you know.”
“So did you.”
“But if you hadn’t pulled him out of that water and kept him warm, I’m sure he would have been dead by the time I ever got here.”
“Just did what I had to do.”
“I don’t think he understands why.”
“No, he don‘t. He don’t understand now, he probably never will. ”
She took another sip of tea. “With those kind of injuries, I’m not sure he’ll ever be able to ride again, even walk. That’s if he even makes it.”
“Maybe the Army’ll find a quiet desk job for him somewhere.”
“O’Connor sitting at a desk? I don’t think I can picture that,” she said with a soft chuckle.
He smiled and rubbed her back again. “How ya feelin’?”
“Nine months pregnant sitting on a log in the dark in the middle of the woods? I feel wonderful.”
He gazed at her. “I love ya so much, you know that? I‘m so happy we‘re havin‘a baby. I can‘t wait.”
“But not out here,” she said as she rubbed her belly and gazed at it. “You’re not coming while we’re out here, sweetheart.”
“Yeah, that’s an order,” Sully said teasingly as he put his hand atop hers.
“Sully, Michaela?” Daniel called as he rode his horse up to them and dismounted. He shook his head. “Thought I’d never find ya. You didn‘t leave a trace, Sully.”
“Thought I taught you how to track somebody like me, remember?” Sully said.
“I reckon I wasn‘t listenin‘as well as I should. Charlotte’s sick with worry she realized you took off, Michaela.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“That O’Connor over there?” Daniel asked, squinting his eyes. “What’s wrong with him?”
“He took a pretty big fall. Michaela fixed him up, we’re gonna take him to the Army camp at first light,” Sully explained.
“What you’re gonna do is head back to town right now. I’ll take him to the fort,” Daniel said.
“All by yourself?” Sully asked.
Cloud Dancing came over to them. “I will go with the sheriff and help return O‘Connor to the fort.”
“Cloud Dancin’, they’ll confine ya,” Sully breathed. “No, you gotta get outta here. Get back to the Reservation.”
“Yes, you must go, Cloud Dancing,” Michaela said.
“No. I must bring him back,” Cloud Dancing said.
Michaela gazed at him reverently. “I’ll get Chris,” she said softly as she headed over to the fire. She walked over, crouched down again, and rubbed his back. “Sweetheart,” she whispered. “Wake up, Chrissy. We’re going home.”
He slowly opened his eyes and sat up. “I had a dream I helped Sully save the soldier. And I was so brave, Mommy.”
She smiled and caressed his cheek. “That wasn’t a dream. You did help. You were very brave.”
“I was?”
She hugged him tightly. “As brave as your pa.”
“I’m just like Sully,” he whispered.
“You are. You remind me so much of him.” She shifted a little and grimaced.
“You all right, Mommy?” he asked.
“Hm-hm. The baby just keeps kicking me. He‘s restless.” She rubbed her belly.
“Can I feel?” he asked softly.
She smiled at him, relieved. Christopher never seemed all that interested in anything to do with the baby. This whole idea of his mother having another baby, someone to replace his standing as the youngest child in the family, had been difficult for him. But now he seemed to be opening up, however slightly, to this momentous change.
Michaela pressed her hand to his belly and his face lighted up.
“Mommy, whoa!”
“Whoa is right,” she said with a chuckle.
“Mommy, can I ask you something?”
“Certainly.”
He bit his lip. “Well, if I’m going to be a big brother now. Maybe you shouldn’t call me that anymore.”
“Call you what?” she asked curiously.
“You know. Chrissy.”
She smiled wryly. “Oh, I see. You know, I’m thinking you’re right? You’re getting far too grown up for that name.”
“Think so? So you don’t mind?”
She kissed his forehead. “No, not at all. If I do it again, just remind me. Mothers forget things like that.”
He smiled. “Don‘t worry, I will.”
She got up slowly and held his hand. “Come on, let’s go home.”
* * *
Sully knocked on the clinic door and opened it. Michaela was at her desk writing in a medical chart.
“Michaela? It’s two o’clock,” he said. He went to the coat rack and took down her jacket.
“I know. I’m almost done.” She wrote one last thing on chart, then she closed it and got up, putting it back in her file drawer. She went over to Sully and kissed him. “How was your day?”
He helped her on with her jacket. “Pretty good. You?”
She sighed and looked around. “I can’t believe I’m not going to be coming back to this place until after the baby’s born.”
He put his arm around her. “Don’t worry. We’re gonna be so busy with the new baby ya won’t have time to miss it. And speaking of which? Don’t we got somethin’ we need to talk to Charlotte about?”
“Yes, we do. Let’s go see her right now.” She smiled and they walked out of the clinic. Michaela locked up the door, hung up her closed sign with a sigh, and then held Sully’s hand as they headed over to the boarding house.
They knocked on the door together and Charlotte opened it, a squawking chicken tucked under her arm. “Yes?”
“Charlotte, ya busy?” Sully said.
“Well, if truth be told, a little.” The chicken screeched under her arm. “But never too busy for you two. Come on in. Coffee?” She let the chicken loose back outside and guided them into the kitchen.
“Actually, we wanted to ask you something,” Michaela said.
“What is it? I’m all ears.”
“Charlotte, both of us would feel real honored you come out to our homestead when the time comes, help deliver our baby,” Sully said with a soft smile.
Charlotte exchanged a glance with Michaela and she smiled. “Oh, Sully. Mike.” She drew them into a hug. “The honor’s mine, ya hear?” She grasped their hands. “Don’t you two worry. Everything’s gonna go just fine.”
“We hope so,” Michaela said softly as she caressed her belly.
“I know so,” Charlotte vowed, putting her hand atop hers. “Now what do we say we celebrate? Get some pie over at the café?”
“I never say no to pie,” Michaela said wryly.
“Not for the past nine months anyway,” Sully teased.
The three of them headed over there. Michaela was surprised to see lots of pretty light blue and white streamers strung up in the café and all of their friends and the three children gathered inside waiting quietly, among them Loren and Dorothy, Myra and Horace, Miss Teresa, Matthew and Ingrid and Colleen and Brian, Daniel, Hank with some of the saloon girls Michaela had befriended, the Reverend and even Preston.
“What’s going on here?” Michaela asked curiously.
“I don’t know,” Sully said innocently, mischief in his eye as he glanced at Charlotte.
“Me neither,” Charlotte added with a wink to Sully.
“Surprise!” everyone shouted. There was lots of delicious food spread out on the tables and another table stacked high with gifts.
“Surprise? What surprise? What is all this?” Michaela asked again, baffled.
“It’s a party, Mommy!” Christopher shouted as he ran up to her. “A party for the baby. It was my idea!”
“No, it was mine!” Josef cried.
“I had the idea, too!” Hanna interjected.
“It was all our ideas,” Sully said, putting his hand on her shoulder. “Kids said ya always had parties in Boston.”
“And so we thought, what better reason to celebrate than a new baby comin’?” Charlotte added.
Dorothy raised her glass. “To Michaela and Sully. All our best wishes for the new baby.”
“Here, here,” everyone shouted as they raised their glasses.
“I don’t know what to say,” Michaela said. “Thank you. Thank you, everyone.”
“Come open the presents, Mama,” Hanna encouraged.
Michaela gazed at Sully accusingly. “So you had something to do with this, did you?”
“Maybe a little.” He smiled. “I got a present, too. But I want to give it to you at home.”
She smiled back at him, caressing his cheek and kissing him. Hanna and the boys dragged her over to the presents and Michaela and Sully spent the afternoon at the lively party with their friends, opening all the thoughtful gifts and laughing and eating all the delicious food. Michaela had never known dearer friends, and she felt so lucky to be raising the children, and soon the new baby, in such a supportive, close-knit town. And when they finally went home late in the afternoon, Sully presented the beautiful, hand-carved cradle he had made, stained and polished until it shone. Michaela was awestruck at the gift. She had never seen such a beautiful cradle, nor had she ever felt the kind of profound love Sully had for both her and the new baby. She pictured rocking the baby to sleep there, Sully’s child, and the happiness and anticipation filled her up so completely she was overwhelmed. She had a sense of peace about the past three years. As difficult as it had been going through all the infertility and even a miscarriage, it was as if they both needed that time to get to a point where they were fully emotionally ready for this baby, for leaving both of their pasts behind so completely.
The next morning, Michaela asked Sully to stay close to home, to not go out to the Reservation or stay in town too long when he brought the children to school. She was ready, she told him, and just had a feeling perhaps something was about to happen. So he smiled and kissed her and hugged her, told her he was ready, too, and that they would both stay close to home until it happened.
* * *
“What’s a picket line?” Josef asked curiously as Sully dished up another piece of pie.
Sully looked to Michaela who usually was the first to answer the children’s questions. But she looked tired and unfocused. She hardly was touching her supper.
“It’s a group of men who won’t work,” Sully explained. “Those miners won’t go down into the mine again until their boss makes it safer.”
“But Matthew’s working in the mine,” Hanna spoke up.
Michaela got up restlessly and went to the kitchen with her plate and mug. Sully watched her worriedly.
“Matthew’s crossin’ the line,” Sully explained. “He’s got his reasons.”
“Know what? I think I’m gonna be a miner when I grow up,” Christopher said.
“You wanted to be a rancher,” Hanna said.
“That was last year,” Christopher said dismissively.
“You were supposed to be a doctor,” Josef said.
“I know. But I won’t meet any Tommy knockers in the hospital!”
“Tommy knockers are just made up,” Josef said.
“I don’t know about that,” Sully said as he finished off his coffee. “When I worked in the mines here lotta men swore they saw little green men runnin‘off with our tools.”
“See,” Christopher said smugly as he ate the last bite of his pie.
“I believe in them, Papa,” Hanna said.
“Me, too,” Christopher said. “Mama, you believe in Tommy knockers, don’t you?” he called.
Sully glanced toward the kitchen. She didn’t reply. He got up and put his napkin aside and joined her over at the sink. She had put her dishes beside the sink as if she were about to wash them, but she was just holding onto the edge of the sink.
“You all right?” he asked.
She nodded. “Just tired.”
“I’ll finish up, put the kids to bed. You go on up.”
She leaned forward to kiss him. He rubbed her arm and picked up a towel. Michaela paused at the stairs, looking back at him again as if about to speak. Then she thought better of it and headed up the stairs.
* * *
“They’re asleep,” Sully said as he came into the bedroom. “Took a couple stories.” He closed the door and walked over to Michaela, who was seated at her vanity in a sleeveless maternity nightgown, gently rubbing her belly with her hands and slowly breathing. He walked over to her, stopping short. “What’s wrong?”
“Shh,” she replied.
He watched her anxiously, trying with all his might to be patient. Finally she let out her breath with relief.
“What is it?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I’m having some cramping. I think I might be in labor, I‘m not sure.”
“Labor,” he breathed. “All right, I’ll run and get Charlotte. You stay put.”
“No, no,” she said. “Don’t disturb her at this hour. My water hasn’t even broken, the contractions are so mild. It could be a long time.”
“Contractions. Ya had more than one?”
She shrugged slightly. “Most of the evening.”
“I’m gonna go get her.” He turned to leave.
She grabbed his shirt, holding him back. “Sully, it’s all right. I promise it is. It’s just early labor. It takes a long time. At least for me it does. I just want to stay here and be with you and have things quiet. I don’t want other people here until we really need them.”
He hesitated a long moment. He slowly squatted down and touched her belly. “You in pain?”
“No, it’s not too bad.”
“You sure this kinda thing takes a long time?”
“I had long labors with both my boys. My babies take their time, I promise.”
“Yeah, but I’m the baby’s pa. What if he’s like me? What if he don’t wanna wait around? Impatient.”
She smiled softly and kissed him. “Sully, if you’re going to be this argumentative for the next several hours you’re not going to be of much use to me.”
He sighed. “I’m sorry. What should I do?”
She rubbed his arm. “Nothing. Let’s just go to bed and try to relax, get some sleep.”
“Sounds like a good idea.” He helped her out of the chair and guided her to the bed.
She turned toward him and held his arms a moment, gazing into his eyes. “I told you something was about to happen.”
“I know. Guess I just thought maybe he was gonna hold off a few more days.” He rubbed her belly lovingly.
“I don’t think so. It’s actually happening. Can you believe it?”
“Been a long time waitin’.” He helped her carefully into bed and then got in beside her, holding her warmly and soothingly stroking her back. “Didn‘t think things would be this calm. You told me you were in labor, ya acted like you were tellin’ me the price of eggs in the store.”
She giggled. “Sully.”
He smiled softly. “This ain’t how I pictured it.”
She smiled up at him. “This is exactly how I pictured it.” She gave him a gentle kiss and snuggled up to him to rest as they waited patiently for her labor to progress.
* * *
Sully knelt beside Michaela and held a cup to her lips. “Here, it’s a little tea with honey. Keep your strength up.”
She weakly raised her hand and titled the cup back to take a few sips. She couldn’t sleep for long before contractions started to get more uncomfortable and around about eleven she wanted to get up. Sully had been walking the rooms with her downstairs for a few hours, pausing when she had a contraction to let her lean against him and breathe through it. Still, her contractions were still rather sporadic, sometimes a good ten minutes apart, her water still hadn’t broken, and she kept saying she really didn’t think she was very far along yet and there was no need to drag Charlotte all the way out here in the middle of the night until labor was truly underway.
Finally they were coming frequently enough that she didn’t want to walk anymore, and she had found a spot over at one of the wingback chairs, kneeling beside it and leaning across the seat holding a pillow. Sully put two small pillows on the floor for her knees, laid some towels down on the floor and sat beside her, encouraging her and patiently rubbing her back when she had a contraction, and bringing her tea to sip or a cool cloth for the back of her neck when she was resting. Michaela was exactly right about what being at the birth would do for him. The more he focused on helping Michaela the less he worried. He was just fixated on what her needs were and being there for her.
He put the teacup on the table beside the chair and stroked her hair behind her ear. “They feelin’ stronger?”
“I don‘t know,” she whispered, closing her eyes tiredly.
“When do ya want me to get Charlotte?”
“I don’t know. In the morning.”
“Maybe we should get her now just in case. Sure ya don’t want me to get her now?”
“Sully, stop asking me that. Please, it‘s irritating me. I‘ll tell you when I want you to get her.”
“All right, sorry,” he whispered. He smoothed her hair again. “You’re beautiful. I love you.”
She found his hand and drew it to her lips, giving it a gentle kiss. Sully smiled softly at her and kept rubbing her back. She took some slow, deep breaths, trying to relax as much as she could.
Sully thought he heard someone on the stairwell. He glanced up to see the three children lingering there shyly in their nightclothes. “Hey, kids are up.”
“They are? What time is it?” Michaela asked.
He glanced at the window where it was still dark. “Pretty early still. Maybe one. Ya wanna see ‘em?”
She nodded.
“Ya sure?”
She nodded again. “I want them to see me. I don’t want them to be frightened.”
“Kids, come ’ere,” Sully called.
Hanna and the boys tentatively came over into the sitting room just as another contraction started and Michaela started breathing a lot faster.
“What’s wrong, Mommy?” Christopher asked.
“Nothin’s wrong,” Sully explained. “The baby’s just comin’.”
“Now?” Josef blurted. “In the middle of the night?”
“The baby doesn’t know what time it is, silly,” Hanna remarked.
“Mommy, does this mean you aren’t picking us up from school today?” Christopher added. “Mommy? Mommy?”
Sully caressed his head. “Shh, let your ma concentrate, all right?”
“All right,” he whispered. He found a seat in the other wingback chair and Josef and Hanna sat together on the nearby ottoman.
A long moment later Michaela at last let out her breath in a big sigh. “It’s over.”
“Strong one, huh?” Sully said.
She nodded and rested tiredly against her pillow.
“Mommy?” Christopher whispered. “Does this mean you won’t pick us up from school?” he asked again.
“Ya don’t have to go to school,” Sully said. “Ya can stay home if ya want.”
“Oh, goodie. I want to see the baby,” Josef said.
“When’s it gonna come out?” Hanna asked curiously.
“Pretty soon. Probably tomorrow sometime,” Sully said.
Christopher came over to Michaela and touched her arm. “Mommy, guess what? We’re stayin’ home from school. Sully said we could. We‘ll help you have the baby, Mommy.” He bent his head a little. “Um, nope, it’s not out yet. I think we‘re gonna have to be patient about this.”
She slowly opened her eyes and smiled softly at him. He smiled back and leaned forward to kiss her cheek. Christopher had always been the baby of the family. Now that was all changing. But he didn’t seem worried or apprehensive about all that anymore. He just looked excited. “I love you,” she whispered. “I love all of you.”
* * *
Sully bathed Michaela’s face with a cool cloth as she panted through a hard contraction. She was still leaning over the seat of the wingback chair, the children nearby, but the mood in the room had rapidly shifted from calm and lighthearted to much more serious. She didn’t want to hear jokes or talk and she seemed to really be withdrawing into herself. She had a focus on her labor that was so unconditional Sully had to admit it made him nervous. It didn’t seem like things should be this intense this soon into the labor. If this was just early labor like Michaela insisted, he worried what was to come. Finally the contraction gradually seemed to ease and her panting slowed down.
“Oh, I’m going to throw up again,” she bemoaned.
He quickly grabbed the basin. “It’s all right, throw up right in here.”
She vomited into the basin and then covered her face with one hand and moaned softly, ever so gently rocking her hips. Sully rubbed her arm worriedly. She was vomiting after every contraction, had been doing that for the past half hour or so. It worried him, but he tried not to let on to her and certainly not the children.
“Why’s Mommy keep throwing up?” Christopher asked quietly.
“It’s just real hard work is all. Sometimes mommies feel sick,” Sully said reassuringly. Although truthfully he wasn’t sure this was normal at all. He kissed her head a few times and then took the basin away to the kitchen to rinse out. He came back with a fresh basin in case she felt sick again and knelt back beside her to rub her back. “You’re doin’ a good job. So good.”
“Yeah. Good job, Mommy,” Josef said as he tenderly touched his mother’s arm.
“Papa, she’s cold,” Hanna said helpfully. “Her teeth are chattering.”
“I’ll get a blanket,” Sully said.
“No, I’m not cold. I’m so hot,” Michaela murmured.
Sully wasn’t sure how she could possibly be hot when she was shivering, but he didn’t say anything and kept rubbing her back. He had learned in a few short hours it was best to ere on the side of not giving his opinion on anything when it came to Michaela and her labor.
“This can’t be transition already, my water hasn‘t even broken,” Michaela muttered. And yet she was experiencing all the classic signs of transition, the vomiting, shivering and hot flashes, the long and intense contractions. The feeling like nothing in the world was helping her cope with the pain, like she couldn‘t get control of it. But it just didn’t seem possible the end of her labor could be here so soon. She couldn’t believe it.
“Transition, what’s that? Ain’t that just before the baby comes, that’s what ya said, right?” Sully said.
“Sully, I can’t do this like this for two days,” she said tearfully.
“Two days? Ya ain’t gonna do it two days,” he said sensibly.
“My labor with Josef was two days. I don’t even think I can do this for two more minutes,” she said hopelessly.
“Yes ya can. Sure ya can.” He hesitated a moment. “How long was it with Chris?”
“Oh, God. Eighteen hours. I can’t. I can’t.” Tears fell down her cheeks.
“Eighteen hours.” Sully swallowed hard. The children started to look a little frightened. Sully thought it was time the children start heading upstairs again.
“Mommy’s sad?” Christopher asked.
“No, Mommy’s all right,” Sully said reassuringly. “It’s just real hard work, all right?”
“All right, Pa,” Josef said bravely.
“Why don’t ya give her a kiss, ya go up to your rooms and get some sleep now, all right? It‘s real late.”
The children slowly got up. Josef stroked back his mother’s hair and kissed her head and Christopher and Hanna kissed her cheek.
“You can do it, Mommy,” Christopher said, echoing what he had heard Sully say to her so often tonight. “I know you can do it.”
She squeezed his hand ever so gently and the children headed quietly upstairs.
Sully smoothed her hair tenderly. “He’s right, ya know. You can do this.”
“I know, I’m trying,” she whimpered.
“I know ya are. You’re doin’ just fine, all right?”
“Sully, heat up some water on the stove. Put some cloths inside to warm up.”
“Why?”
“Why are you asking me why?“ she retorted. “Charlotte said to. Just do it.”
“All right,” he said as he got up again.
She glanced down and noticed some mucus and a little puddle of blood on the towel Sully had laid under her. That shouldn’t be happening this early in the labor either. Not until the baby was really moving down. Her knees were starting to hurt and rocking her hips didn’t seem to be helping anything anymore as it had earlier. Restlessly, she looked around the room in search of some kind of better position. She saw the rocking chair nearby and got up on her own, making her way over to it and sitting down. She rubbed her belly, leaned her head back to close her eyes and rocked rhythmically.
Another hard contraction hit her and she clenched her belly and moaned. Sully rushed back over.
“When’d you get over here?” he blurted.
She grabbed his hand and squeezed it hard. He knelt beside her and rubbed her thigh.
“Sully, what’s happening?”
“You’re havin’ the baby,” Sully said. “This is it.”
“Oh, it’s really coming, isn’t it?”
He smiled at her and rubbed her arm. “Yeah, looks that way. You‘re gonna have him in your arms pretty soon here. We waited a real long time for this, didn‘t we?” She smiled tearfully and Sully caressed her cheek. “Ya couldn’t do this any better. You are doin’ so, so good, all right? It ain‘t gonna be long. I don‘t think it‘s gonna be as long as ya thought, Michaela. Not two days anyway.”
She nodded, reassured, and went back to breathing through the contraction.
“After this one maybe we should head upstairs,” he said. “Ya wanted to deliver the baby there, right?”
“Yes, in our bed,” she murmured.
“See? We’re goin’ just by the plan,” he said. “There’s a first time for everything.” He kissed her head reassuringly and held her hand.
* * *
“Why am I shaking so much?” Michaela asked exhaustedly as she held onto her vanity and leaned over it. Her thighs were trembling uncontrollably and she couldn’t move anymore without leaning heavily on Sully.
“I don’t know,” Sully said nervously. He stood beside her and held her arm. “Your nightgown’s real damp. Ya want a fresh one?”
She nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry.”
“I’ll get it. Don’t worry about it.”
Her breath caught and she moaned. “Wait. Don’t go.”
Sully glanced at the pocket watch they had laid out on the vanity that had been a big help the last hour or so keeping track of how quickly the contractions were coming. She just had a contraction thirty seconds ago. Now here was another one. When he gave Michaela the timepiece as a Christmas gift when she was working for him, her first Christmas in Colorado Springs, he never could have imagined they would someday be using it to time contractions for the delivery of their baby together.
“Michaela. Michaela, maybe I better get Charlotte now, all right?”
“I don’t know. Oh, God. Yes, you should get her now, I-“ She moaned helplessly and squeezed the edges of the vanity hard. Her breathing escalated into quick pants and she moaned all the harder.
Sully reached his arm around to rub her back sympathetically.
“Don’t touch me! Don’t touch me!” she cried.
He snapped his hand away. He hadn’t thought how hard it would be to just watch Michaela be in so much pain. He felt like all he could do was just stand there. And yet that’s all she really seemed to want him to do, just stand by her.
She started to feel some pressure down low, between her legs, and she knew from her labor with the boys that meant the baby wasn’t too far off. It sent her into a panic. They were still alone. Charlotte was going to deliver the baby. Charlotte had no idea she was even in labor yet.
“Sully, the baby’s coming.”
“I know it is. You’re doin’ it.”
“No, now! It’s coming now!” she retorted.
“Now?” he blurted. “Ya said, ya said your labor takes a real long time. Ya said we got hours left still.”
“Sully, I don‘t know what I said, forget what I said, I just know it‘s coming now,” she retorted with frustration.
“All right. All right, let’s get you to the bed and I’ll go get her.”
“Oh, my God. It’s there. It’s right there. I can’t. I can’t.”
“I’ll be back as fast as I can.”
“Don’t leave me,” she suddenly pleaded tearfully. “Please don’t leave me here. Don‘t leave me, Sully. Oh, hold me. Just stay here and hold me.”
He instantly knew he wasn’t going anywhere. Not with her seemingly so close to the end of her labor. “I won’t leave,” he whispered. He put his arm around her and rubbed her arm. “I’m here.” He thought a moment. He could send Josef to get Charlotte. The little boy knew the way. Then he could stay with Michaela.
“Wait here. I’ll be right back.”
“No,” she whimpered.
“I’m not leavin’. Michaela, look at me, I ain’t gonna leave ya. I’m just gonna talk to Josef.” He gave her another soft kiss and quickly left the room, heading to the boys’ room.
Hanna was asleep at the end of Josef’s bed and Christopher was asleep beside his brother. They were excited about the baby coming, but Sully also knew all the noise Michaela couldn’t help making had to be a little hard to hear, and they had taken comfort in curling up together in the same bed.
“Josef,” he whispered, touching his chest. “Josef, son, can ya wake up?”
He stirred a little. “Is the baby here?”
“Almost. Can ya put on a warm jacket and run to town, tell Aunt Charlotte your mama needs her right now? Fast as she can get here.”
Christopher rolled over and roused and Hanna slowly sat up.
“Yeah, I’ll go, Sully.” He got out of bed and went to find his boots.
“Is it a boy or a girl? Christopher asked, rubbing his eyes.
He smiled softly. “I can’t tell yet. We‘ll find out soon.”
“What’s he look like? Does he look like me?” Christopher asked. “I hope he looks like Mama.”
“I don’t know who he looks like, son. The baby‘s not here yet. Almost.”
“Oh,” he said. “I knew we’d have to be patient.”
Josef had his boots on quickly and then hurried out the door.
“I wanna go see Mama, I wanna help,” Christopher said.
Sully caressed his hair. “I know ya do. But it’s like ya said, she needs ya to be patient right now and wait here, all right?”
“Papa? She’s all right, right?” Christopher whispered.
“Yeah. She’s doin’ real good. You’re gonna meet your little brother or sister real soon, all right? Mommy‘s doin‘ a good job. We knew she would, didn‘t we?”
He smiled softly. “Yeah.”
Sully made his way back to the bedroom and Michaela was exactly where he had left her beside her vanity. She looked so exhausted and overwhelmed, he felt like there must be something else he could do for her, something more. But whenever he asked her what to do she just keep telling him nothing, she didn’t want him to do anything, and she would just hold his hand.
“Josef’s gonna get Charlotte,” he whispered to her, smoothing her hair from her cheek. “She’ll be here soon.”
Chapter Thirty-seven
“Can’t Charlotte get here any faster?” Michaela murmured unsteadily as she leaned over the bed.
Sully stood behind her and pressed his hands hard against Michaela’s lower back, trying to ease some of the discomfort she felt. “She’ll be here soon.”
He had managed to get her over to the bed between contractions, but now she didn’t want to lie down. Instead she wanted to lean over it. She told him to be quiet and stop talking when he tried to suggest she might feel better if she laid down or even sat back against some pillows. Then she ordered him to stand behind her and press on her back as hard as he could. She knew what she needed him to do, what was helping her to cope with the intense contractions, and right now that meant staying exactly where they were. Sully really would prefer she be in bed, but he didn’t want to make her move either if she didn’t want to. So he just patiently stood with her, pushed on her lower back and tried to be as encouraging as possible and not let her feel any of his anxiety. It was about two o’clock, almost an hour after he had sent Josef to get Charlotte, and he didn’t know what was taking so long either.
“This pressure, Sully. It just gets worse and worse. Oh.”
“You’re just feelin’ the baby.”
“It’s not the baby; it doesn’t feel like the baby.”
“Well, what is it?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I don’t know.” Her breathing suddenly picked up and she started moaning again.
Sully shifted up her nightgown. There was a little bit of light membranes protruding out. “There’s somethin’ comin’ out of ya, I don’t know what it is, looks like some tissue.” He squeezed her arm worriedly. “This normal, this all right?”
She reached her hand down. “Oh, what is that? Is that my water?” Michaela wasn’t sure whether she wanted to try to break her water bag or just let it break on its own. She whimpered a little and then another contraction enveloped her. “Sully,” she breathed. She closed her eyes and her face reddened.
“What?”
“….I’m pushing,” she choked.
“You’re pushin’,“ he blurted. “All right, just try not to do that,” he said, swallowing hard.
She rested a little and then the water bag started easing out all the more. She groaned.
“Michaela, maybe ya should, maybe ya should wait for Charlotte, she’ll be here soon, she--just don’t push right now. Hold it back, ya hold it back.”
“I can’t hold it back! You try holding this back!” she retorted. She strained hard and the bag suddenly burst and a good amount of fluid spilled down her thigh. “Oh, my God, Sully, my water just broke,” she breathed. There was an amazing relief of all the pressure and the pain seemed to lessen, at least momentarily.
“Yeah, you’re right. Oh, good job. All right, it’s broke now,” Sully said as he grabbed a towel to wipe off her legs. There was some bloody mucus between her legs and he grabbed a cloth to try to wipe it away.
“What is it? The head?” she asked.
“I don’t think so. Not yet. Just some blood comin’ out,” He folded the cloth and wiped again.
“How much blood? Is it a lot?” she asked worriedly.
“No, it ain’t a lot,” he said reassuringly. “It ain’t a lot. I got it wiped up already.”
“Tell me if there’s any more.”
“I will. Don’t worry. You just focus on tryin‘ to wait for Charlotte, all right? I got it.”
“Oh, what was I thinking wanting to do this at home? I should have gone to the clinic, we should have asked a doctor to come.”
“You’re doin’ just fine right here. Ya don’t need to go to the clinic.”
She whimpered some more and he rubbed her back soothingly.
“It’s like your ma said, women been havin’ babies since the beginnin’ of time. You couldn‘t do this any better.”
She felt reassured by that and held his hand tightly. The relief of pressure was suddenly replaced by a distinct sensation of the baby’s head moving down into the birth canal. “Sully, you’ll deliver the baby if Charlotte doesn’t make it?” she murmured.
The idea that he might very well have to deliver the baby himself, something he had never anticipated would happen, filled him with fear. But he looked at Michaela and he loved her so much and was so in awe of her the way she was doing this so well and yet so dependent on him to get her through, he knew he had it in him to do it if he had to. “Yeah, I will,” he vowed. “I’ll deliver the baby.” He swallowed hard. “I’ll deliver it she don’t make it, don’t worry. I’m right here with ya.”
“Oh, it’s starting again. Oh.” She drew in her breath. “Sully, this pushing feeling, I just have to do it. I can‘t stop it. I‘m sorry.”
“It’s all right. If ya can’t stop it it’s all right. I’m right here with ya.”
She bore down hard, groaning with the effort. She bore down again and Sully saw a wrinkled bit of pink tissue, no bigger than the size of a dime, trying to emerge from between her legs.
“I think I can see the head. I think that’s the head. Oh, Michaela.” She bore down once more and he saw a little more of it. “Yeah, that’s gotta be the head.”
She gasped and it slipped back inside.
“Oh,” she whimpered. “Oh, oh, oh.”
He rubbed her back again. “It’s all right. You’re doin’ fine.”
“Oh, where is Charlotte?”
“Should be here any minute, she’ll be here.”
“I don’t think I can do this anymore!”
“Yes, ya can. He’s movin’. I could see the head on that one.”
“You can? You’re sure?”
“That was the head, Michaela.”
“I don’t believe you,” she muttered.
“Don’t know what else it could be.” He put his arm around her lovingly and kissed her cheek a few times. “Good job. Good job. I love you. I just saw our baby‘s head, Michaela.”
“He went back inside? You don‘t see anything now?”
“Yeah. Don’t worry, your next contraction I bet we’re gonna see it again.”
“I’ve never done this … without a doctor, in a hospital,” she whispered.
“And you’re doin’ real good,” he replied. “Real good. I knew ya would.”
“Am I bleeding?”
“No,” he said reassuringly. “No, you ain’t bleeding much at all. Just a little more of your water comin‘ out.”
“You’ll tell me if I am?”
“I’ll tell ya.”
Charlotte opened the door slowly and knocked softly on it. “Is it all right I come in?” she whispered.
“Charlotte, oh,” Michaela said gratefully. Even Sully couldn’t help letting out a relieved sigh.
She closed the door after her and calmly placed her medical bag on the bed. She touched Michaela’s back. “How we doin’?”
“She’s been pushin’, we’re seein’ the head,” Sully explained. He shifted to Michaela’s side so Charlotte could take over his spot and he kissed Michaela’s hair. “She’s doin’ good.”
“Good.” She took out her stethoscope and listened to Michaela’s belly, then her heart. “Sounds good, both of you. Water broke?”
“Yeah, maybe five minutes ago,” Sully said. “Soon as that happened everything just seemed to start goin’ real fast.”
“Yes, good, that’s normal.” She felt Michaela’s belly and that seemed to set off a contraction. Michaela moaned and balled up her hands in fists.
“Charlotte, can you wait until this contraction’s over before you examine me?” she choked. “I can’t cope with being touched during a contraction.”
Charlotte chuckled softly. “Mike, if Sully says he can see the head already I’m not gonna have to examine you at all. That tells me all we need to know.”
“It does? Good,” she breathed.
“Push if that’s what you want,” Charlotte instructed as Sully lifted up her nightgown again.
Michaela growled and bore down, bracing her knees against the bed.
“That’s the head, right?” Sully asked.
She glanced between Michaela’s legs. “Oh, yes, yes, a little bit of it. Just let me get washed up and we‘ll deliver this baby, all right? You don’t need an exam, Mike, you are definitely fully dilated.” She went over to the basin and scrubbed her hands with the bar of soap.
“Sorry we had to wake ya, we thought we could wait until mornin’,” Sully said.
Charlotte dried off her hands. “No harm done. It usually starts to go pretty quick by the third baby. I knew when you sent Josef instead of coming yourself things were pretty well along.”
Sully stroked Michaela’s arm. She was resting again. “Contraction over? Ya all right?” She didn’t answer him. She was becoming less and less interested in talking and just incredibly focused on the labor and pushing. Sully kept stroking her arm patiently. “How about another pillow? That sound good?” He gave Michaela a pillow to lean over.
“Pa?” Josef called quietly as he opened the door a sliver.
Charlotte went over to the door. “Mommy’s all right, darlin’,” she said reassuringly. “She’s almost done here then you‘ll meet your little brother or sister. Go on back to bed.”
“Can I see her? I’m not scared,” he said bravely.
Charlotte glanced at Sully.
He stroked Michaela’s hair. “I‘ll take him back to bed. I‘ll be right back,” he said.
“No, it’s all right. Just for a moment,” Michaela whispered.
“Ya sure?”
She nodded. Josef was like Sully. He would rather be here and help out rather than wait outside and do nothing.
“Come ‘ere,” Sully murmured as he drew Josef over to his side.
Josef gently touched her back. “Mommy, I brought back Mrs. Cooper. I did it all by myself. You can have the baby now, all right?”
“Ya did a good job,” Sully told him proudly.
Michaela started whimpering again. Her whimpering escalated into some low groans.
“Push, Mike,” Charlotte said. “It’ll feel better you push.”
She drew in her breath, buried her face behind one hand and strained.
“Mommy, what’s wrong? What’s wrong with her, Pa?” Josef whispered.
“Nothin’,” Sully said. “Mama’s doin’ things just right. This is how ya get the baby out.”
“Oh. Is it hard?”
“Yeah, son, your ma says it’s pretty hard. But we’re helpin’ her do it, she’ll be all right.”
Charlotte gently positioned Michaela’s legs farther apart. “Open nice and wide for me, wide as you can, good. Push.” She took out a little bottle of oil and poured some oil onto her fingers. “I’m gonna put some olive oil on your perineum, you’re gonna feel my fingers down here, all right?” She ever so gently massaged the oil between Michaela’s legs. “Sully? You have a warm cloth like I instructed?”
Sully nodded at the basin on the bed. “Yeah, couple in there.”
“Good.” She took one out. “You still having a contraction? Keep pushing, Mike.”
Michaela took another deep breath and strained hard again, slowly letting out her breath.
“Very good. You tell your mommy what a good job she’s doing, Josef?” Charlotte encouraged.
“Good job, Mommy. Good job,” Josef said reassuringly.
“You hear that precious voice talking to you, Michaela?” Charlotte murmured. “That’s your first baby.”
“Yes,” she whispered tearfully.
“What’s the oil and cloths for?” Sully asked softly.
“You see all that scarring she has? This whole bit of skin here has to stretch quite a bit for the head to come out,” Charlotte explained. “We’re going to try to protect it very well and encourage it to stretch around the head so she doesn’t tear again.” She gently pressed the cloth to Michaela’s perineum, supporting it with her fingers, and knelt beside her.
Michaela whimpered and suddenly looked distraught.
“It’s all right,” Sully soothed as he rubbed her arm. “You’re doin’ so good. Charlotte’s gonna help us do this.”
“Am I going to tear?” Michaela breathed.
Charlotte patted her back. “I don’t know. Remember what we talked about? We’ll do the best we can, all right? Your job is to push, I have everything else.” She shifted the cloth ever so slightly. “You found a good position to do this, didn’t you? It opens everything up, helps use gravity to move the baby down.”
“She wanted to lean over the bed. Just figured she should do what she wants,” Sully whispered.
“You figured just right. This is what women do when you leave them be, they find the best way to birth their baby all by themselves.” She patted Michaela’s back. “You know what you’re doin’, don’t you? Nature’s on your side.”
Sully kissed Michaela’s head lovingly, but he could see she still seemed very distressed. All the negativity and familiar feelings of fear from her previous childbirths were flooding back, nearly paralyzing her. She whimpered through the next few contractions, afraid to do anything.
“Come on, Mike. Push for us,” Charlotte encouraged.
“Come on, Michaela, push,” Sully said nervously.
Charlotte felt her belly. “You’re contracting. Take a deep breath and bear down. You can do it.”
Michaela just ignored them, closing her eyes and moaning softly.
“She’s not pushing,” Charlotte said, shaking her head at Sully. “Mike, push.”
“Come on, Michaela,” Sully said as he rubbed her back. “Come on. You gotta do this.”
Josef started to look a little apprehensive. Charlotte touched his shoulder. “Josef, you do me a big favor and go put another pot of water on the stove? Mommy and I need to have a little private talk, all right, darlin’?”
“I can do it, Mrs. Cooper. I’m a big boy.”
“I know you are. The biggest.” She kissed his head.
“Mommy,” he whispered. “When I see you again the baby’s gonna be here.” Josef kissed her shoulder and then left the room.
Charlotte at last sat on the bed on the other side of her. “It’s all right to rest for a few of them. But now we’ve got to get back to what needs to be done.”
Michaela whimpered again.
“Mike, listen to me. When you have your next contraction you have to push for us.” She rubbed her arm. “I brought my birth stool in the wagon. You want me to bring that up, have you sit on that? Maybe that would help you push. Lotta women tell me it really helps, helped bring a lotta babies in this town.”
“No,” she muttered.
“How about you reach your fingers down here and feel his head comin’ through while you‘re bearing down? You can feel your progress.”
“No, no,” she bemoaned.
“Well, we gotta do something here,” Charlotte said. “You tell us what you want to do.”
“I don‘t know, Charlotte. I think we should go to the hospital in Denver.”
Charlotte shook her head. “We won’t get you more than a mile down the road before this baby’s here we try taking you to some hospital. Sides, I know that ain‘t what you really want. Remember how long you been plannin’ to do this here, how bad you wanted somethin’ different this time around?”
“I didn’t know it would be like this,” she said tearfully.
Sully soothingly stroked her hair. “Michaela, you’re so close.”
“I can’t. I can’t. It’s not working, I can’t. Sully, I have so much scarring. I can feel him held up by all the scar tissue. I tried, I can‘t push the head out. I tried. Oh.”
“There’s not too much scarring to pass a baby’s head through it, I know there’s not. Let me see your hand,” Charlotte instructed. She guided it between Michaela’s legs. “Put your finger inside until you feel the top of the head. It‘s just about an inch inside, maybe a little more.”
Sully rubbed her back and Michaela let go the smallest of smiles. “Oh, there it is. I feel him.” She suddenly looked discouraged. “Oh, I have a lot more work to do.”
“Not too much more,” Charlotte said reassuringly. “It’s going to stretch just fine and it’ll come right on out.”
“Oh, I‘m going to have to have an episiotomy again. You’ll have to cut me.” She whimpered again helplessly.
“No, I won’t. Don’t think like that. I want you to picture getting this baby out right down here. It’s comin’ out exactly the way God intended, you picture that. You feel one building up take a big, deep breath like you’re going underwater. Then you hold that breath and I’ll hold the cloth and you push right down in your bottom where you feel that warm cloth, all right?”
Michaela looked overwhelmed with that instruction and she closed her eyes and whimpered.
“You can do this,” Sully said reassuringly.
“Trick is to just focus all that strength down on the baby,” Charlotte said. “Just keep thinking open, you‘re opening up and pushing it out. Down here, all your strength down here in your bottom, you push down here in your bottom, nowhere else, ya hear? You do that and I promise you‘re gonna get this baby out.”
Michaela felt rejuvenated by Charlotte’s encouraging words. She did just as she said and visualized opening up and pushing the baby out normally, vaginally. She felt like if she could picture it, she just might be able to do it. Her breathing started picking up.
“All right, you having one? Let’s give this a try.” Charlotte shifted back behind her and held the cloth.
Michaela took a deep breath, squeezed Sully’s hand hard and put everything into pushing, screaming along with it.
“Oh, excellent,” Charlotte praised. “Very good. Right down here. All your strength down here.”
She let out her breath with a big groan, then took another deep breath and pushed again, screaming all the harder.
“It’s all right. Push it out, come on,” Sully murmured. He rubbed her back down low where he knew it was aching her the most. “Push it out. You can do it. You‘re doin‘ so good.”
She let out her breath and panted a few seconds. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
“You still contracting? Get another push in, don’t waste it,“ Charlotte encouraged as Michaela pushed one last time. Michaela closed her mouth this time and just growled through her teeth. “That’s the way, perfect. It’s all right if you need to scream as long as you’re still pushing, too. Is that what you’re sorry about? Don’t worry, just do it the way you need to. Oh, oh. Sully, have a look at this. Oh, Mike, keep goin’, here he is!”
Sully shifted back a little and let out his breath when he saw a big portion of the head protruding from between Michaela’s legs and staying there. Michaela screamed again and then groaned hard as she released her breath.
“Oh, it’s right here. I see it. Michaela, it’s comin’,” Sully whispered excitedly. “It’s comin’!”
“Very good,“ Charlotte praised. “You did exactly what I needed you to do in just one contraction. Your baby’s crowning now.”
“He is?” Michaela murmured. “Oh my God. Oh, God. Oh, baby. Oh, I need you out.”
“Mike?” She touched her back. “Michaela? A few more pushes and this baby’s here. Could we have you lay back on the bed to deliver?” She paused a moment. “If you don’t want to you don’t have to. It’s just a little easier.”
“I can’t move,” she said tearfully. “Charlotte, the head’s coming out, I don’t think I can move. I‘m sorry.”
Charlotte patted her back. “All right. It’s all right. We’ll deliver the baby right here then.”
“Charlotte, he wants to come out right now. Oh, he‘s coming out of me. Help me.”
“I know he is, that’s what I came out for in the middle of the night. Just listen to what I tell you, all right? You‘re doing fine.”
She nodded breathlessly.
“You want to touch again? Feel this baby’s head crowning, reach your hand down just here,” Charlotte encouraged.
“I can’t.”
“It’s right here, Michaela, touch it,” Sully said.
“You touch it!” she retorted angrily.
He smiled softly at her and ever so gently touched his fingers to the head.
“Amazing isn’t it?” Charlotte whispered.
“Yeah,” he said breathlessly as he tenderly stroked the baby‘s head with his fingers. “It’s real soft, I thought it would be hard.”
“That’s right, the bones are shifting so it can fit on through.”
“He don’t got any hair, Michaela. Hanna had a lot.”
“Yes, I remember that,” Charlotte remarked.
“Which way is he facin’, can ya tell?”
“I’m pretty sure it’s face down, facing away from her belly. It’s making its way out here exactly the way it’s supposed to.”
“That’s good. Charlotte says he‘s comin‘ out the way he‘s supposed to, Michaela.” He gave the baby’s head a few more tender strokes and then held Michaela’s arm again. “He’s comin’ out just right, Michaela.”
“Sully, stop talking. Please.” Michaela drew in her breath sharply. “Oh. Oh. Charlotte, I’m having another contraction already.”
Charlotte touched her back. “Oh, you are? Good, go with it then.”
Sully held her arm and leaned forward a little to look between her legs again while she strained. He was equally in awe and terrified at the same time. He hadn‘t been there when Hanna was born. He had never seen a baby being born and it was so incredible to watch Michaela go through this and be here for her he just felt such an overwhelming love for her, and admiration. He couldn’t look away. “The head,” he breathed. “It’s almost out, we see it, I see the head. Push.”
Charlotte put the warm cloth back between her legs, trying to ease her stretching skin. “Yes. You’re doing fine. Push.”
“Charlotte, please don’t cut me!”
“No one’s cutting you,” Charlotte said. “I’m not cutting you. Not when you’re doing this well. Listen to me, you have a contraction bear down.”
“Push, push, push.“ Sully rubbed her arm and watched the head easing forward. “It’s comin’,” he whispered. “I can see it, it’s comin’….It’s comin’. Push, Michaela, push.”
Michaela gasped for breath and bore down again, moaning hard.
“Now it’s comin’,” Sully whispered excitedly. “Push. Oh, you got this. Push …. Push!”
“Get it out!” Michaela cried.
“It’s coming. Take all that strength and focus it down on the baby,” Charlotte encouraged. “Push right where I‘m holding the cloth, right here. I know, a lot of pressure. It’s gonna get real uncomfortable right now. You’re so close to meeting your baby, Mike. Push.”
“Push, push. Push,” Sully said.
Michaela gasped. “Sully, I can’t, the contraction’s gone!”
“That’s all right. Breathe then,” Charlotte instructed.
“Please get him out, Charlotte.”
“Mike, you are doing this. You made such good progress on that one, ya hear?” She took out her stethoscope again and listened to Michaela’s belly. “One last check here, little one.”
“He’s kicking me so hard,” Michaela whispered. “Is he doing all right?”
“He’s doing fine. Kicking’s good. Good healthy baby in there,” Charlotte said, putting her stethoscope back in her bag.
“Hot,” Michaela muttered.
“You’re hot?” Charlotte said.
“Ya hot?” Sully echoed.
“No, more hot.” She struggled to find the words to explain but Charlotte knew exactly what she meant.
“Oh, yes, of course.” She grabbed another cloth and pressed it between her legs. “How’s this?”
She nodded. “It helps.”
“Of course it does. It helps to know where to push, doesn‘t it?”
She nodded and panted a moment. “What should I do?” she asked breathlessly.
“You’re doing fine. You don‘t need to do anything. Just wait for a contraction.”
“I feel like I’m splitting apart!”
“You’re not at all. You’re doing this beautifully,” Charlotte said patiently. “I know it feels that way, the baby’s head is right here. You want some more oil? You want me to rub some more olive oil in your perineum?”
“Yes. Please,” she whispered
Sully stroked Michaela’s thigh comfortingly. It was trembling quite a bit, had been for the last minute or so. He watched Charlotte gently massage a liberal amount of oil between Michaela’s legs. “It’s gonna help ya stretch, it’s gonna work,” he whispered reassuringly.
“How much longer do I have to do this? Sully, I need him out,” Michaela said irritably.
“Not much longer,” Charlotte replied as she wiped the oil off her fingers with a towel. “You gotta let your skin stretch, the head’s stretching out your perineum little by little trying to get out, sometimes it takes a little time. Every time you push you‘re bringing him just a tiny bit closer.“
“Charlotte, will you have to cut me if I can’t get him out by myself?” she asked tearfully.
“We’re not there yet,” Charlotte said. “We’re not there yet. You focus on pushing. And you ain‘t by yourself, Sully and me are right here for you.”
“What if I can’t move him any farther than this?”
Charlotte gently rubbed her back with her free hand. “You can. Everything’s going to be fine, you gotta trust me. And trust yourself. You are perfectly capable of giving birth to this baby, all right? I know it.” She took the cloth away for a moment to fold it in half.
“Charlotte, no! Hot!” Michaela said in a panic. “I need it! Oh!”
“It’s all right, I have it right here, don’t worry,” Charlotte said as she pressed it back between her legs.
Sully rubbed her back sympathetically. He had never seen Michaela like this, so exhausted and irritated and discouraged. And yet, like Charlotte, his faith in her had never been stronger that she could do this. “You’re doin’ so good. I see the head. I can really see his head now. He don‘t got any hair, Michaela.”
“He doesn’t?” she whispered. “Oh, just like Chris.”
“Why don’t you feel it?” Charlotte encouraged. “Maybe Sully can help you feel it.”
Sully grasped her hand and gently guided it down between her legs.
“Mike, feel. Feel your baby,” Charlotte said.
She reluctantly touched her fingers to the head. “Oh, God,“ she breathed. “That’s the baby?”
“That’s it,” Charlotte affirmed.
“Sully, there’s a baby’s head coming out of me. It‘s really coming out.”
“I know, I‘m watchin’ him be born,” he replied with a soft smile.
“Good, I want you to,” she breathed.
“Good,” he echoed.
She felt sticky blood on her fingers. “Why is there so much blood, Charlotte?”
Charlotte shook her head. “Oh, no it’s not a lot. It’s just a little blood, you’ve just been dripping a little bloody show here the past couple minutes, it‘s normal. It’s hardly anything at all, Mike, don’t worry.” She took another cloth and gently wiped the blood off the head and then Michaela‘s fingers.
“Sully, it burns. Make it stop burning. Please help me.” She raised her hand back up and clutched her pillow again.
“We can’t make it stop, darlin’,” Charlotte said. “You have to push out the head, then it’ll stop, I promise.”
“Thirsty,” she muttered.
“I‘ll get ya some water,” Sully said. She grimaced and grabbed his hand tightly.
“Oh!” she moaned. She took a deep breath and pushed.
“Good girl, go with it, go with what your body wants to do,” Charlotte encouraged. “You’re gonna feel that burning but just push through it.”
“Michaela, I gotta get ya some water,” Sully said softly. “Ya gotta let go of my hand. Michaela. Michaela.”
“Sully, it doesn’t matter anymore, I don’t care!” she gasped.
“No time for water. Sully, you want to help me?” Charlotte asked.
He looked at her and hesitated a moment. He shifted down a little further.
“Put your hand just there,” she said as she guided his fingers against the cloth.
He breathed slowly, completely in awe as Michaela pushed again. He didn’t feel much fear at all at that moment, it was just a beautiful sense of wonderment as he helped his wife give birth to their child.
“Good, just steady counter-pressure,” Charlotte instructed. “We’re going to try to support her tissue very well so she doesn’t tear again. Mike, you’ve got the baby’s head nearly out now. You‘re opening up, stretching beautifully. You‘re stretching that scar tissue, it‘s working just the way we hoped. Push through the burning, push right on through it.”
“Oh, I can’t, this is so hard,” she breathed.
“I know, this is the hard part. Lots of burning and pressure. Just a little longer, Sully has the head. The biggest part of the baby‘s head is coming on through right now, this is the worst it‘s gonna get.”
“Charlotte, I don’t remember it hurting this much! Oh, it‘s so painful!”
“We never remember it hurting this much or we‘d never wanna do this more than once, would we?” Charlotte said wryly. She grasped Michaela’s knee and gently nudged it toward her. “Don’t close your legs. You’re gonna make it easier on yourself you keep nice and open so the baby has lots of room to get out.”
“Get out!”
“Open your legs. He’s right here,” Sully said, glancing up. “I got it.”
“Sully, just get him out!” she said tearfully.
“It‘s comin’, ya gotta push him out,” he told her.
“Get his head out of me! Oh, God, oh.” She grabbed Sully’s shirt, tipped her head back and pushed hard. She let out a piercing, long scream from deep within her chest. “Sully!”
“It’s all right, Michaela, he’s comin’,” Sully said emotively. “It’s all right.”
“You’re getting him out. Push,” Charlotte instructed.
“Come on, Michaela, push,” Sully encouraged. “Push, push, push.”
She gripped his shirt all the harder and kept bearing down.
“Push. There ya go, push, there ya go! Push. Push. Push!”
Michaela let out her breath. “Sully, stop. I can’t, it went away,” she said tearfully. “Oh, is he ever coming out?”
“It’s crowning real good here,” Charlotte said. “You’re almost to the forehead.”
“Oh, my God! Oh, this pain, oh it hurts so much.”
“I know it does,” Sully said, nearly tearful himself as he rubbed her trembling thigh again. “Hang on, sweet girl. Just a couple more pushes.”
“Once you push it past the forehead the rest of the head’s gonna slide out real easy and all that burning and stretch is gonna go away,” Charlotte said. “You want to try pushing a little without one? Just one big push and I think the head will come right on out. Sully‘s supporting the head very well.”
Michaela tried to push, groaning through it, but it was a dozen times more difficult without a contraction. She desperately wanted it over with, but she just couldn’t muster up the strength to do it voluntarily when there wasn’t a contraction to help. “I can’t, it’s too hard,” Michaela gasped. “I can’t do it without a contraction. I‘m sorry. I‘m sorry, Charlotte.”
“Nothing to be sorry for. This is your birth,” she said with a soft smile. “Just do it the way you know how. You want to wait for a contraction we‘ll just wait, too.”
“The head’s just sitting there. It hurts so much to have it just sitting there,” she muttered irritably. “Sully, it’s hurting me.”
“Head’s right here, he’s here, Michaela,” he replied.
“I know!” she cried. “Why can’t I do this?!”
“You are. You’ll get the head out on the next one and then it won‘t hurt so bad anymore,” Charlotte said reassuringly.
“Oh, I thought this was supposed to get easier by the third baby!”
“Not easier, just quicker,” Charlotte said. “It’s gonna be over before you know it.”
“Just cut me, Charlotte. I’m all right with it now, just cut me enough so the head can come out,” she pleaded. “Oh, it’s just sitting there, I can‘t get him out. I can’t take it anymore. Just do an episiotomy. Do it!”
“I don’t need to cut you now,” Charlotte reassured her. “You’re gonna do it without that.”
“I need help, I need an episiotomy,” she pleaded tearfully. “Sully, do something. Tell Charlotte to do something. I can‘t be in pain like this any longer! I can‘t do it!”
“Michaela, you’re doin’ it right now. You know how to do this,” Sully said calmly. “You’re doin’ such a good job havin’ our baby.”
“A perfect job,” Charlotte added. “Stay calm for us. Focus on your baby and breathe and relax. You‘re doing fine.”
“Michaela, we waited almost three years for tonight,” Sully told her lovingly as he rubbed her back. “Just a little more and all this waitin’ and hard work’s gonna be over and we’re gonna have our baby in our arms. He’s always gonna have a ma and pa who love each other and our family’s gonna be complete. I know you can do this just a little longer.”
“Reach down one more time and feel it,” Charlotte encouraged.
“Oh,” Michaela replied tearfully. She reached her hand down and touched the baby and suddenly felt encouraged by how much of the baby’s head was out. They were right, she really was almost done. She had never felt so supported in childbirth. No one had ever told her before how right she was doing things. Just knowing that Sully and Charlotte believed in her like they did filled her with so much strength and determination.
She took some slow, empowering breaths as she felt another contraction gradually build. She waited until it was so unbearable she couldn’t hold back anymore, then took a final deep breath and pushed as hard as she could. She could feel the baby’s head easing out all the more and a terrible stretching and burning worse than ever before and she screamed with all her might.
“Good, good, good. Push. Good girl,” Charlotte said. “I know, it feels just horrible but it‘s almost out.”
“Get out, baby!” she screamed.
“He‘s comin’, push him out, come on,” Sully encouraged emotively.
“You can get his head out on this contraction, push with everything you have,” Charlotte encouraged.
She screamed all the harder, closing her eyes, her face reddening.
“Push his head out,” Sully said. “It‘s all right, we’re here. Just push.”
“Take a breath,” Charlotte instructed. “Mike, take a breath now. Don‘t pass out on me, darlin’. You gotta remember to breathe.”
Michaela gasped for air, the baby’s head slipped back slightly as she did so, and then she went right back to pushing and the head thrust forward again.
“That’s it, good girl, good girl,” Charlotte encouraged. “Let‘s get him out now. Almost. It’s trying to get out here, he wants to come out, push through that pain, just a little more, help him just a little more.”
“Sully! Oh, God!”
“Push, you can do it,” Sully said. “Push!”
She gasped again and then screamed. She bent her knees a little, squeezed the blankets hard in her fists, and screamed all the harder. Suddenly the head burst into Sully‘s hands, coming out all the way to the baby’s chin, with a big gush of fluid. Michaela kept screaming and pushing and a moment later the chin came out. Sully was so overwhelmed he couldn’t speak.
Michaela gasped with shock and then relief and panted hard. “Oh. Oh, oh, oh. Oh.”
“Oh, oh,” Sully said breathlessly as he gently held the head.
“There you are, rest now,” Charlotte instructed. “Relax. Well done.”
“Is the head out?” Michaela asked with another gasp.
“Oh, yes, it definitely is,” Charlotte replied.
“Yeah, it’s out,” Sully breathed.
“Oh, thank God!”
“Sully, the head’ll stay there just fine if you let go,” Charlotte instructed softly.
“What should we do now?” he asked breathlessly as he lowered his hands.
“We wait for the next contraction, then we’ll have you help deliver the shoulders. And then you’ll be putting your baby right up on your wife’s belly.”
“All right,” he said nervously. “Michaela, oh. Oh, you did it. The head. It just come out. It‘s out.”
A lot more fluid flowed down Michaela’s thigh and Charlotte gently wiped it away with another cloth.
“Oh, oh, is that blood?” Michaela whimpered. “Oh.”
“No, no blood at all. It’s just your water, lots of nice clear fluid, nothing at all in the fluid, no meconium or blood or anything like that. Just what we want to see,” Charlotte replied reassuringly. “Wonderful job. Relax now. I told you the head was coming on this contraction. You want to touch? Reach down and touch the baby’s head. The whole head’s outside your body. You did it. Reach down.”
“Oh, God no,” she muttered, closing her eyes. “Charlotte, please, just please I need the rest of him out. I’m sorry. Just pull the rest of him out. Please. I can‘t do this anymore.”
“Of course you can. You will in one moment here, breathe and relax. You know you‘ve done the hardest part? The shoulders are a lot easier. Go on and touch your baby‘s head. It’s all right.”
She reluctantly reached her hand down. “Oh. Oh, oh, that’s a baby‘s head. There‘s a baby’s head there, Sully. Sully, I pushed our baby’s head out. I thought I wasn‘t going to be able to do it. Oh, little baby. Oh, sweetheart.”
Sully smiled and rubbed her back. “Ya did it. I knew ya could. That‘s his head right there.”
“Oh, it’s big. How did I push this out? “
Charlotte patted her back with a wry smile. “No, it’s not that big. It’s a tiny little thing. This baby decided to be born a little early here.”
She felt a little ridge on the baby’s head and it sent her into a panic. For some reason she couldn‘t connect what she was feeling to what she knew as a doctor. “What is that? What’s wrong? Oh, God. Charlotte, what‘s wrong with his head?”
“Nothing’s wrong at all, it‘s a perfect little head,” Charlotte said. “Your baby has some molding is all? Hardly much at all. It’s fine. He was fitting his head through his mama; he knew what it needed to do to get out.”
“Oh. Oh, “she said with relief. “This is going so quick. We thought he‘d be born tomorrow sometime, Charlotte. I‘m sorry.”
“Oh, I should say it‘s coming tonight. And would you stop apologizing?” Charlotte said. “Sweet little face. This is one beautiful baby. Bald little head here, no hair on this little one. Hard to believe considering the parents.”
“That feels so much better. Oh, Charlotte, that hurt so much. Oh, that was painful.”
“I know it was but you did a wonderful job. Just beautiful. Just one more big push for the shoulders and it‘s all gonna be over.”
“Push now?”
“No, when you get a contraction.” Even more fluid was easing out and she wiped that away, too. “Just more of your water, don’t worry. You just have a little more water than usual, that‘s all. Probably because it broke so late in your labor. It‘s normal.”
“Oh, I don’t think this was ever this painful with the boys.”
“Oh, you just don’t remember is all. That’s nature’s way. A day or two from now when you’re holding your baby you ain‘t gonna remember much about this birth either, I promise.”
“Did I tear? The head came out so fast, I felt myself rip. Oh.”
“I don’t know, I can’t tell yet. Don‘t think about that anymore, focus on those shoulders.”
“Should we suction him?” Michaela asked. “Oh.”
“Mike, just relax, breathe. He’s all right, I’ll just wipe his face a little,” Charlotte said as she took a towel and tenderly wiped away the fluid and blood from the baby’s face. She felt around the neck and discovered the cord. She tried to loop it over the head.
Sully just kept rubbing Michaela’s back, tears welling in his eyes. “His head is out. You did it. You did it. Oh, that was so amazin’. It come out, Michaela, it‘s out. You pushed it out.”
“Sully, please stop, I know it‘s out,” she said with irritation.
“Oh, ya did so good. Oh, I love you.”
She let go of the blankets with her left hand and held his hand tightly in hers. “Oh, I love you, too,” she whispered.
Sully wasn’t sure how much time had passed but it felt like awhile. He thought Charlotte looked a little distressed.
“Another contraction. Charlotte, what do I do?” Michaela spoke up tearfully. “I don’t know what to do, should I push?”
“Just take nice slow breaths, let me do my part,” Charlotte said. This time Sully thought he noticed the slightest bit of unease in her voice.
Michaela was vaguely aware that the head had been out awhile and she went through a dozen things that could be wrong and felt herself rapidly descending into a panic. “What is it?” she demanded. “Are the shoulders …?”
“No, darlin’, he has room here, I think it’s just the cord holding him up,” Charlotte said breathlessly. “I’m just trying to …. I’m trying to slip it over the head. Try not to move at all.”
“I think I should push,” Michaela said.
“No, don’t do that,” Charlotte said firmly.
“Do somethin’, ya gotta help it,” Sully suddenly said.
“Cord’s just around the neck pretty tight, I can‘t slip it over, it could be a short cord, I don‘t want to pull it too much,” she said. She sprung into action and reached into her bag for some clamps and scissors.
“It’s chokin’?” Sully asked.
“What‘s wrong?” Michaela spoke up.
“Nothing’s wrong. I’m going to have to clamp and cut the cord,” Charlotte said. “Breathe just like you are.”
“It’s chokin’ it,” Sully said frantically. “The cord is chokin’ it!”
“No, it’s not choking,” Charlotte said reassuringly. “Baby‘s doing fine, he‘s nice and pink.”
“Sully. Sully was going to cut the cord,” Michaela whispered.
“You can still cut it if you’d like,” Charlotte said. “Let me get it clamped.”
He nodded and swallowed hard, holding Michaela’s hand to his chest.
“Sully,” she said breathlessly.
“It’s gonna be fine,” he whispered to her. “Charlotte’s got it, it’s fine.” He stroked her hair.
“All right, Sully. You ready?” Charlotte handed him a pair of scissors. “Cut right there between the clamps.”
He shifted forward a little. He hesitated a moment, holding the scissors and gazing at the cord reluctantly.
Michaela grabbed his shirt. “Sully, it’s all right. Cut it and the baby will come. Oh.”
Reassured by that, he opened the scissors and cut through the tough cord. Charlotte drew the two ends of the cord down from the neck and the baby seemed to shift a little, as if finally free. Michaela panted and tried to gather her strength.
“Sully, you ready again?” Charlotte asked.
He met her eyes, not sure what to do.
“You want to bring him up to his mama? Come ‘ere and catch your baby.”
He nodded breathlessly and reached down between Michaela’s legs again.
“You’re gonna hold the head between your hands again, just real gently,” Charlotte instructed softly. Sully grasped the head and Charlotte put her hands over his. “Give a big push for us. Mike, big push, hard as you can. We need to get him out now that the cord‘s cut.”
Michaela groaned as she began bearing down again.
“Good. Just like you did so well before, push right down here in your bottom. Push down in your bottom,” Charlotte instructed. “Now gently guide him up this way,” Charlotte whispered to Sully as the two of them directed the head upward, trying to encourage the first shoulder to emerge. “Come on, Mike, help us here. Push harder than you ever have. Push!”
“Push. We got him. Ya gotta get him out, Michaela, push hard.” Sully glanced at her sympathetically. She screamed violently, putting everything into it. Charlotte helped him guide the head up further, ever so carefully nudging it back and forth, and at last they worked one shoulder free to a big groan of relief from Michaela. As soon as that shoulder was out everything seemed to happen within just a few seconds.
“Oh, there it is, catch him, Sully,” Charlotte said as she lowered her hands and let him do the rest on his own.
“Like this?” he whispered nervously as he kept one hand on the head to support it and the other underneath to catch the body. He didn‘t know how to do it, it just seemed to come instinctively.
“Just like that, you’re fine,” she encouraged.
Michaela groaned hard again and the other shoulder burst out and Sully grasped the baby around its chest and guided the baby down as the body slipped from Michaela and into his hands. Nine months going through this with Michaela, not to mention the more than two years it had taken to get pregnant in the first place, going through a devastating miscarriage along the way, and the baby was finally here. The moment of their baby’s birth was more extraordinary than Sully could ever have imagined. He was completely speechless.
“Oh. Well done. Well done, both of you,” Charlotte murmured, wiping off the baby’s face again. “There’s your precious child.”
“Oh!” Michaela exclaimed, looking down and trying to catch her breath. “Oh, Sully, oh, look at him!”
The baby let out a tiny cry and Michaela burst into tears.
Sully gazed at the baby cradled in his hands, in awe. It was so tiny, so perfect, a beautifully formed new little person. And then the baby kicked its legs and Sully looked between them, fully expecting to see it was a boy. His mouth dropped open and he slowly looked up.
“Tell her, Sully,” Charlotte encouraged in a whisper.
He finally found his voice. “It’s a girl!” he whispered. “Michaela, it’s a girl! It’s a girl!” Sully was stunned to discover the baby was a little girl. They had been expecting a boy this entire time. He knew how badly Michaela had always longed for a little girl and he felt so happy at that moment he felt like his heart would burst.
“What?! Oh!” Michaela cried, overwhelmed as she gazed down at her. “Oh! Oh! Oh!”
Michaela reached down shakily and touched the little girl’s chest. Sully tearfully lifted the baby up between Michaela’s legs to her belly and into her arms. Sully shifted beside her and put his arm around her. She cradled the baby to her breasts and gazed at her, overwhelmed. The baby sputtered a bit and let out a few more stronger cries.
“It’s a girl!” Sully exclaimed once more.
“Oh! Oh!” Michaela said tearfully, all the more overwhelmed. “Oh, little baby girl. Oh, oh. Oh.” She bent her head and kissed the baby’s soft cheek.
“Well done. What a sweet child,” Charlotte whispered again as she wiped the baby’s face once more. “You aren’t a boy at all, are you, sweet thing? Your silly ma and pa calling you a boy all this time.” She wiped Michaela’s chest of some blood and fluid.
“I don’t care about blood on me, just help her,” Michaela murmured.
“She’s fine,” Charlotte said with a reassuring smile. “Nice healthy crying here. Good color.”
Sully held Michaela and she held the baby for a long moment, the two of them just crying over her.
“Sully, it’s a girl!” Michaela sobbed. “Oh, I thought I was having another boy!”
He chuckled. “Yeah, me too.”
“Oh, I did it. I did it all at home. I didn’t think I could,” she said, overwhelmed. “Sully, I did it. We did it.”
“Yes, you did. We knew all along you could,” Charlotte said softly as she kept tenderly wiping down the baby. “Perfect job. What a beautiful birth. You did this all under your own steam, you know that? No medicine at all, no episiotomy. Just you.” Even she felt a little tearful herself and she sniffled. “Oh, Mike, you did it.”
Sully held Michaela all the closer. “Ya did it. Ya did it.” He kissed her head proudly.
“Charlotte, Sully, I need to sit down now,” Michaela finally said shakily.
Charlotte and Sully exchanged a smile.
“Just lean back right here on the bed, we’ll help you,” Charlotte said as they each took one of her arms. “The baby’s fine, her cord’s already cut.”
They guided her to the pillows and she reclined against them gratefully as Sully helped lift her legs onto the mattress.
The baby gagged and sputtered a little more, wrinkling up her little brow angrily. Michaela patted her back. “Oh, oh. Charlotte, is she? …. Oh, help her.”
“She‘s doing fine, she’s workin’ up everything all on her own. She knows what she needs to do, so do you. Just keep talking to her and stimulating her.”
“Oh, sweetheart,” Michaela murmured as she kept patting her back. “Oh, it’s been quite a night, hasn’t it? Oh, I know.”
The baby coughed again and Charlotte wiped some more mucus from her tiny lips.
Michaela could feel her belly tensing again and a sense of fullness down between her legs. She dreaded feeling any pain there again, but this time the sensation was soft and gentle and not painful at all. It seemed far too quick for that to be the afterbirth. It had only been a few minutes since the baby’s birth, or at least that‘s what it felt like. With Christopher the placenta took almost an hour and the doctor had to massage and push on her belly and it was excruciating and left her feeling so exhausted and violated and like she was lying in a river of blood, and then to top it all off it took another hour for the doctor to stitch her up from all the damage. All she remembered of that unpleasant experience was all the screaming she had done the whole time. And with Josef, they gave her chloroform even though she specifically told them she didn’t want that under any circumstances, and she remembered practically nothing, leaving her feeling rather detached for a time from the baby.
Josef and Christopher’s births had been such nightmares; it just seemed too good to be true that this child’s birth would go so smoothly. It was hard work and overwhelmingly painful, there was no denying that, and yet it had been beautiful at the same time to be so fully aware of all the sensations of her baby being born, Sully’s baby, and to know that Sully was right there experiencing it with her and helping her gently ease their little girl into the world and being such a big support to her. Even the children had been able to be part of it, being with her for some of the labor and encouraging her, and as things progressed, Josef getting Charlotte for her. And what a rock her best friend Charlotte had been, talking her through every moment of it and encouraging her to stay so connected to the birth by touching the baby’s head and feeling her progress. Michaela kept waiting for something to go wrong, and when nothing did, she was left a little in shock. “Charlotte, I’m cramping a little. Is that the placenta already?”
“It is,” Charlotte said. “You’re fine. Stay just where you are.”
Sully sat beside Michaela and put his arm around her again and together they admired the baby.
“Can you give me a real gentle push?” Charlotte instructed. “Not like before, just a little grunty push. Mike?”
“Oh, is it going to hurt?” she asked. “Oh, this part frightens me.”
“I don’t think it‘ll hurt,” Charlotte said. “If it does it ain’t gonna be near as bad as before.” She patted her knee. “You want me to put her in her cradle for a moment so you can focus a little better?”
“No,” she immediately said, clutching the baby closer. “No, I want to hold her. I can do it, don‘t take her.” She closed her eyes and let out a soft sigh. Then her face reddened slightly.
“You pushin’?” Charlotte asked. “Oh, yes, Mike. Perfect.”
“Push, Michaela,” Sully whispered. Michaela grimaced all the more, straining. She let out a soft groan. Sully stroked her arm sympathetically, swallowing hard.
“Good girl, just a little more. Oh. There, its over,” Charlotte said as she removed a basin.
“It’s all over now?” Michaela murmured, opening her eyes. “That’s it?”
“That’s it. Now you just gotta worry about the next eighteen years,” Charlotte replied wryly.
Sully kissed her cheek with another smile. “That was the most amazin’ thing I ever seen anybody ever do. I can’t believe what I just watched you do tonight. That was so beautiful.”
She rested her forehead against his cheek with a soft smile. “Sully, look at our daughter,” she whispered.
“I know. She’s beautiful, too, ain’t she?”
She nodded, at last able to fully relax now that the afterbirth was over and everything had gone just fine.
“Exactly what I expected,” he added as he gave her temple another soft kiss.
“Oh, she’s so perfect,” Michaela said tearfully. “Oh, this is such a miracle. Oh, Sully.”
Charlotte placed a blanket across the baby to keep her warm, then she felt Michaela’s belly a moment and seemed satisfied it was firming up well to stop any bleeding. She covered Michaela with a soft, clean sheet, then she set to work changing some towels and swiping a damp cloth ever so gently between Michaela’s legs and examining her tissue for any injuries.
Michaela tenderly stroked the baby’s head. Just like Charlotte told her, the baby did have just a little bit of molding at the top of her head. “Oh, that’s what I was feeling,” Michaela said. “Oh, I didn‘t know what that was. I couldn‘t think straight. You were scaring me, sweetheart.”
“Mike, you did so good,” Charlotte said. “You were alert and talkin’ to us and the baby the whole time. Most women can‘t talk at all at that point.”
Sully squeezed Michaela’s shoulder proudly. “You’re good at talkin’,” he said wryly as he gave her head another kiss.
“Charlotte?” Michaela murmured. “How bad is it?”
“How bad is what?” Charlotte asked, confused.
“How many stitches do I need? How badly did I tear?” she replied.
“You didn’t,” Charlotte said.
Michaela looked confused. “But, I felt it, I …”
Charlotte gave her hand a reassuring pat. “I think you felt it because you expected to feel it. No stitches. Not a one. Just rest and enjoy your new baby now, hm?” Michaela looked up at her with such gratitude and Charlotte gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “You two have a name for your little one?” she asked curiously.
“Yeah,” Sully whispered. He couldn’t take his eyes off the baby. She was so beautiful and perfect and he was so proud. “Yeah, it’s Katherine.”
“Oh, after your ma,” Charlotte breathed. “That’s lovely. What about a middle name, you fancy those?”
“We didn’t talk much about girls’ names,” Michaela said sheepishly. “We had our boys’ names settled; we just didn’t think we’d need a baby girl name.”
Sully thought a moment. “I was thinkin’ … what about, what about Katherine Annalise?” He tenderly squeezed Michaela’s arm.
Tears welled in her eyes again and she let out a soft sob. It was as if everything horrible about her marriage to David, even losing their little girl, was finally put to rest and she could start anew with Sully and their new child. And it felt as if a small part of Annalise was reborn in Katherine.
“You don’t like it we-” Sully said.
“No, like it, I …. Oh, Sully, it’s a perfect name,” she choked.
“Good. Then its Katherine Annalise Sully,” he said, giving Michaela’s forehead a loving kiss.
Michaela closed her eyes and more tears slipped down her cheeks. Sully caressed her cheek and turned her face gently to look at him.
“Ya know how good ya did?” he whispered. He gave her a soft kiss.
She just cried and smiled at him.
“She’s beautiful. We got our daughter. We got our little girl.” He stroked her cheek. “You all right?”
“I just can’t believe it’s real,” she choked. “Oh.”
He smiled at her. “It’s real.” He gazed at the baby, who had calmed down a bit warm in Michaela’s arms and was just looking up at them tiredly. “Hey, Katie,” he murmured. “What do ya think of your ma and pa?” He grasped her little hand. “Your ma’s pretty special, huh? I think so, too.”
“Katie? Is that what we’re going to call her?” Michaela whispered.
“Yeah, seems to suit her, don’t ya think?”
“Yes. You’re right, it does.”
He gazed at Michaela again and they kissed for a long moment, their precious daughter nestled between them.
* * *
Michaela realized she had no idea what time it is. She only knew it was still dark out and had been for awhile, and that she was very tired. She and the baby were still wrapped in Sully’s arms, she and Sully cuddled up together for the first time with their child, just enjoying the peaceful moment. She had been so completely immersed in the difficult labor the more intense it became that she had lost all concept of time around about when Josef went to get Charlotte. It all could have been a few minutes or several hours, she had no idea.
“What time was she born, did anyone look?” she asked Charlotte curiously.
Charlotte put her stethoscope back in her bag. “Half past two, Charlotte Cooper time.”
Michaela rested her head back, overwhelmed. “Oh, that was quick.”
“Guess when she decided she wanted to join us that was it, she was comin’ now ready or not,” Charlotte said wryly.
Michaela smiled down at the baby. She had a feeling the baby’s decisiveness today was something she was going to see a lot of from her in the future. “I think you have a little of your pa and your ma’s stubbornness, sweetheart,” she murmured, giving her tiny forehead a gentle kiss. “Sully, are the children awake? I want them to see her. And me.”
“You sure you’re up to that already?”
“Yes.”
“Don’t go away. Don’t go away.” He got up and left the room.
Charlotte chuckled softly to herself as she folded some towels. “Where does he think you’re gonna go?”
Michaela smiled and gazed at the baby, holding her little fingers between her thumb and forefinger. Her eyes were open and alert, looking right back at Michaela pensively. Michaela had a deep sense that she was a very old soul. They were dark eyes, brown, like Josef and herself. But her little button nose reminded her of Christopher, who also hadn‘t had any hair when he was born, and she had pink little lips like Hanna’s. The baby looked like Michaela and she looked like Sully, too. Katie looked like all of their family combined into one sweet, precious little person.
“Mommy,” Josef breathed in awe as the children approached the bed, Sully behind them.
Michaela smiled all the wider and shifted the baby up a little so they could see. “Look. Look at your sister,” she said hoarsely.
“This is Katie. This is your sister,” Sully said as he squatted down to their level.
“She’s the prettiest thing in the whole world,” Hanna said reverently.
“Hey, what happened to her hair?” Christopher asked curiously.
Sully smiled. “She doesn’t have any yet. Some babies don’t.”
“She’s all wrinkly,” he added skeptically.
“She was inside your ma just a minute ago, that’s why.”
“How did somethin’ this big come out of you, Mommy?” Christopher demanded.
“I don’t know. It was very hard work, sweetheart,” she murmured exhaustedly. She gave the baby’s brow a little kiss.
“Oh. That’s why it took you all night,” Christopher replied.
“Just like that calf that got born on the cattle drive, right, Pa?” Josef said.
“Somethin’ like that,” he said, exchanging a wry glance with Michaela. “So what do ya think?”
“I think,” Josef said pensively. “I think I’m gonna like her.”
“Yeah, me, too,” Hanna said.
“Chris? What do you think?” Sully asked as he picked him up. Christopher had adjusted to the idea of a new baby the slowest. Probably because he was the youngest. Sully and Michaela had been patient with him and given him lots of extra attention and as her due date got closer he seemed to finally be warming up to the momentous change about to happen. “I think …” he said. “I think I’m glad I’m not the baby anymore. I like being the big brother now.”
Sully and Michaela exchanged another proud smile.
“All right now,” Charlotte said. “It’s time to let your mama rest. I’ll take you downstairs and cook you some breakfast.”
“Can we make a cake?” Josef asked.
“A cake for breakfast?” Charlotte blurted.
“Yeah. A birthday cake. For the baby.”
“Yeah. It is her birthday,” Hanna added.
“Yeah, happy birthday, baby,” Christopher said. “Happy birthday, Mommy.”
Michaela chuckled softly. “It’s not my birthday.”
“Oh. I got confused,” he said.
She smiled at him. “It’s all right. I love you.”
Sully put him down and he came over to the bed and gave her a soft kiss. Then he kissed the baby, smiling at her.
“Come on, get,” Charlotte said softly as she guided them out of the room into the hallway. Sully followed them into the hall.
“Charlotte,” he murmured.
She turned around. Then she patted Hanna’s back. “Go on downstairs. I’ll be there in a minute.”
Sully walked up to her. Then he squeezed her shoulder and drew her into a gentle hug.
She smiled tearfully. Eight years ago she had been by his side when his first wife delivered Hanna, unable to do anything as Abigail slipped away. Now being here again for his second child and having it be such a wonderful outcome, it was as if the past had finally healed.
“I never told ya,” he whispered. “I know ya did everything ya could for her that night, Charlotte. I don‘t blame ya, never did. I‘m just sorry I never told ya.”
She sniffled and nodded. “Oh, Sully. I know.”
The hugged again, he gave her cheek a gentle kiss, then he slowly headed back to the bedroom to sit with Michaela and the baby again.
The baby had fallen asleep peacefully on Michaela‘s chest, curled up with her head under Michaela chin. Michaela was closing her eyes too and ever so tenderly stroking the baby’s soft, pink little back.
Sully watched them a long moment, overwhelmed with happiness. It was a picture of everything they had hoped and prayed for so long. It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, his wife and the love of his life cuddled up with their sweet little baby girl they had been through so much to have. He ever so carefully sat on the bed beside them again.
Michaela slowly opened her eyes. “Mm. I was asleep.”
“Ya tired?”
“Just a little.”
“Wonder why that is,” he teased gently. He kissed her temple. “You get all the rest ya need. I’m here.” He put his arm around her and smiled at her. “She tryin’ to nurse yet? Rootin‘ around?”
“Mm, not really. I’ll try to get her started in a moment.”
“She’s probably too excited to eat right now,” he remarked.
She gazed at the baby lovingly. “Oh, Sully. She’s everything I ever could have dreamed of. I can‘t believe I finally have her in my arms. I can’t believe we made something this beautiful together.”
“I‘d say she got the best of both of us. Especially you.”
That set Michaela crying again and Sully patiently stroked her right arm, shifted down a little and rested his cheek against her shoulder as they gazed at their precious baby.
“Ya all right?” he whispered at last.
She sniffled. “I’m sorry, I just, I never thought I’d have this again. I can’t stop crying. I never thought, I thought when I lost my little girl, my Annalise, that was, that was it for me …”
He squeezed her arm. “You deserve it. This little girl couldn‘t of asked for a better mama.”
“Or pa,” she choked, taking a shaky breath as she got her emotions under control again.
“Who do ya think she looks like?” he asked curiously. He tenderly stroked the baby’s head.
“I don’t know. She looks like the boys when they were born,” she remarked softly.
“Does she? I was thinkin’ she looks like Hanna when she was born.”
She smiled again, then gazed at him a long moment. “Thank you, Sully. For giving me our little girl. For being here with me.”
He gently stroked the back of her hand. “I was never so scared in my life … Or so happy.”
“Sully? You gave me more than our Katie. You gave me my life back, too. Do you know that?”
“No, you gave me mine.”
They kissed again and he gently rocked the two of them as the sun rose on their new life.
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