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A great deal of research went into writing the book you’re about to read. While some of the places existed in 1889, other locations are fictional, including Black Bear Creek, which is modeled after the town where I live in the hills of Northwest Connecticut. 

The heroine, Bella McGuire, is half Mohegan, half Irish, a mix that wasn’t uncommon in the late 1800s, a time when Mohegans were adapting to changes brought about by European Colonization. Though many Mohegans still lived in villages with dome-shaped structures called wigwams and received sustenance from fishing, hunting, and farming, others co-opted to living in towns and cities throughout the state.[1] 

Bella initially scoffs at Mohegan beliefs, choosing to assimilate the white woman’s ways instead. Nevertheless, as the story unfolds, she gains a healthy respect for her lineage, understanding that things like “wampum” (items made from the purple, white, and black shells of clams in the region) were not a substitute for European currency. Rather, wampum carried essential messages for future generations by way of weaving patterns that conveyed stories and significant diplomatic agreements in Mohegan history.[2] When Bella plunges into the waters of Lake Kahokak, she takes the first step in embracing her Mohegan identity. By the end of the story, Bella proudly dons a wampum necklace in recognition of her ancestral past. 

Present-day knowledge of the Mohegan tribe varies from person to person. If you were to ask a Connecticut resident what they think of when the word Mohegan comes to mind, some would reference the Algonquian Native American tribe known as the Wolf People based in the south-central region of the state.[3] Others would think of Mohegan Sun, a casino and entertainment venue operated by the Mohegan Tribe on reservation land situated along the banks of the Thames River in Uncasville, Connecticut. Mohegan Sun is a place where you can lose a little money, or win some, if you’re lucky, and enjoy a great concert. The Mohegan Trading Post at the resort offers a unique selection of Native American art, crafts, jewelry, and dream catchers (woven hoops created by the Ojibwe people to ward off nightmares.)[4] 

Mohegans also foster deep connections to sacred places in Southwest Connecticut, like Moshup’s Rock, a rock carrying the footprint of a giant named Moshup who is said to “roam New England.”[5]  Not surprisingly, Euro Christians once derided the Mohegan’s sacred rock, stating that the rock contained “the Devil’s footprint.”[6] In the face of such denigration, Mohegans were quietly defiant. Even those who embraced Christianity continued to hold onto their beliefs in Mohegan myths and traditions, including the story of the Makiawisug, or “Little People,” tiny ancient beings who reside along the shores of the ocean and rivers of southern New England.[7] 

According to the Mohegan myth, the Makiawisug assisted with teaching the Mohegan people how to grow corn and use healing plants. Mohegans left small baskets in the forest that contained items like corncakes, berries, and meat for the Makiawisug. The offering was a gesture of respect—also, since the tiny creatures could make mischief, it was best to appease them with gifts. If one heard the sound of their little feet moccasined in flower pedals, they knew to skedaddle. It was considered rude to look a Makiawisug in the eye.[8]

A Makiawisug named Granny Squannit is a powerful sorcerer. Not surprisingly, early colonial Christian leaders like Roger Williams labeled Granny Squannit as “a Pagan women’s god.”[9] He missed the point. Granny was said to traipse the border between the Natural World and Spirit Land. Her role reflects the Mohegan’s profound awareness of the spiritual landscape that exists beyond our three-dimensional reality. According to the Mohegans, union with the Creator occurs when we’re absorbed in the wonder of our natural environment. Through the silent strength of the trees, the rustling leaves, and bubbling brooks, all of us can discern echoes of a surrounding spirit world. 

In Book One of the Ungilded Series, The Ghost in Her, I touch on issues of oppression and ridicule facing women in the late 1800s who expressed beliefs that offended Church teachings. Often, the women were labeled as witches or lunatics, and they suffered harsh consequences for their convictions. Likewise, the medicine women of the Mohegan culture were disparaged by many white settlers. Again, the Euro Christians missed the point. The roles of the Mohegan medicine woman and wise female elders were crucial to the survival of the tribe. They played a vital part in preserving the Mohegan identity through medicinal practices and oral traditions. Consequently, Mohegan tales like the Creation Story survive to this day.[10] 

While the role of the medicine woman varies in Native American cultures, all share the common trait of fostering physical and spiritual well-being in their communities. The character of Hannah Occom in Mayhem in Disguise is representative of a strong-willed Mohegan medicine woman. Hannah teaches young Zadie to preserve her Mohegan traditions: herbal healing, reverence for nature, and the importance of the wooden succotash bowl with wooden handles, known as the Uncas bowl. The original artifact belonged to Sachem Uncas, a prominent Mohegan chief in the 1600s. It “represents the Mohegan’s connection to their past, their land, and their culture.”[11] The bowl is on display at the Tantaquidgeon Museum in Uncasville, Connecticut, where you can find a host of Mohegan artifacts such as the Flying Bird Belt, worn by four Mohegan women, one of which was the last fluent speaker of the Mohegan language, Fidelia Field, who died in 1908.[12] 

Fortunately, the Mohegan language didn’t disappear upon Field’s death. In 2017, The Mohegan Tribe began the Mohegan Language Project, offering lessons and an online dictionary to revive the language. Scholars like Stephanie Fielding, a relation to Fidelia Field by marriage, are presently engaged in a linguistic investigation reconstructing the language, word for word.[13] 

Modern-day Mohegans can also credit male and female elders for their strategic planning regarding non-Indian ways to preserve their land and community when confronted with the powers of European imperialism. Their hard work paid off. As a sovereign Nation, the Mohegan Tribe has its own governmental structure and the power to govern itself within the guidelines of the U.S. Constitution.[14]  

Now that I’ve provided a crash course in Mohegan culture that only skims the surface, I’ll address some elements of Mayhem in Disguise that have been fictionalized. For example, Mohegans did not wear special talismans for protection, at least, not to my knowledge, and there is no such entity as Matanto in the Mohegan belief system. Those details were added for entertainment purposes only. By introducing the shape-shifting energy vampire, Matanto, I endeavor to blend facets of Bram Stoker’s Gothic novel Dracula with Mohegan beliefs. Dracula was published in 1897 and received critical acclaim. It’s little wonder that our hero, Russell, hands a copy of the book to Bella at his cabin. 

I also found inspiration for the character of Matanto in Oscar Wilde’s classic novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, the sordid story of a young man who trades handsomeness and youth for his very soul. While Gray’s appearance never changes, a hidden self-portrait reveals the true ugliness of his being. The Picture of Dorian Gray was published two years after 1889, when Mayhem in Disguise takes place.  

In a nutshell, I’ve attempted to be respectful when discussing Mohegan culture and artifacts while adding a few fantastical elements when writing Mayhem in Disguise. I often meditate on the many Native Indians who roamed our region as I walk my dogs along the shores and forested trails of our beautiful state. I believe the peaceful tribe can teach us a lot about the importance of honoring nature and existing in harmony with our fellow travelers on this earth. More than anything, I’ve endeavored to offer the reader a fun and fast-paced paranormal romance that leaves them wanting more ... 

I hope you enjoy reading the story as much as I enjoyed writing it. I encourage you to also visit my website: www.anikasavoyauthor.com. My blog includes photos of Blackwell’s Island (now Roosevelt Island) and articles discussing life in the Victorian Era. Don’t forget to subscribe to my newsletter!  

Anika Savoy

~*~
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“There’s blood in those hills.”

Spooked, Bella turned to the fair-skinned stranger sitting beside her on the train. “Blood?” she asked, her voice just above a whisper. 

The stranger somberly nodded. He looked like Bella’s father in his youth: thick waves of rusty brown hair, ghostly blue eyes, and a sculpted face darkened by a faint trace of stubble. 

“The blood of your ancestors,” he said. “I assume you’re Mohegan?”

Bella blushed. She tried to cover her Mohegan heritage with powder, proper English grammar, and respectable dress. Evidently, the ruse was not working—at least, not with this man. 

“Is it so obvious?” she asked.

“Not to most people, I’m sure. You have exceptionally light skin for a Mohegan. You could pass as Portuguese.”

Bella thought about his words. She could pass as Portuguese, insinuating that Mediterranean blood was acceptable in America, whereas Mohegan blood failed.

“Your green eyes must throw people off,” he surmised. 

Again, Bella thought about his words. To throw people off implied that she was camouflaging herself like a bird of prey hiding from predators. She had to admit, whether blunt or just plain rude, the stranger was insightful. Even though she was half Irish, Bella hid from the white man every day of her life, whether he took the form of a patronizing doctor at the asylum where she worked, or her first and only lover, a duplicitous financier whom she desperately wanted to forget. 

“Are you afraid that I will scalp you alive before our journey is over?” she asked. 

The stranger’s eyes widened, though he chuckled and seemed pleased, almost impressed, by Bella’s audacity. 

“Not at all,” he casually replied. “Scalping is the habit of the Plains Indians, tribes like the Cherokee. In general, the Mohegans are a gentle people.” 

At least he doesn’t lump all brown-skinned people into the same group, Bella sardonically thought. 

“Then I suppose you also know,” she said, “that the Mohegans weren’t slaughtered by the English colonists. At least, most weren’t slaughtered. We offered the settlers our alliance and received smallpox in return.”

“Don’t forget about diphtheria and measles.” 

“Add influenza to the list,” Bella cheerlessly replied, staring out the window as the rural landscape rolled past. 

It wasn’t long before her mind began conjuring grisly images of diseased Mohegan corpses buried under standing stones in the woods. She recalled her mother sharing macabre tales of “ghost sickness” that came upon the settlers who desecrated Indian graves. Those afflicted with ghost sickness experienced nausea, faintness, and delirium, not to mention personal misfortune. Though the Mohegans were a peaceful tribe, unearthed Mohegan spirits were remarkably vindictive. 

“Did you know that the name Connecticut comes from the Algonquian Tribe’s word, Quinnehtukqut?” the stranger asked. 

Bella restlessly tapped her boot against the floor. “Yes,” she flatly replied.  

“You’re probably wondering how I know so much about your people,” said the stranger.

She reluctantly turned to him. “Are you some kind of expert?”  

He edged closer to her on the upholstered bench. “Oh, I’m no expert. But I did grow up in these parts. When I was a boy, there were quite a few Mohegans living in the forest outside the village. They migrated from Southeastern Connecticut. My father used to treat them as patients. They rarely paid with coins or bills, but we always had fresh game and fish to eat, and a bounty of corn and squash to take us through the winter.”

Bella fidgeted in her seat. She had been courteous enough to converse for a few minutes, but did this man expect that they would intimately swap stories for the remainder of the trip? She sincerely hoped not. The four-hour journey from Grand Central Depot to Black Bear Creek was a peaceful monthly ritual that she looked forward to. No screaming of lunatics, no harsh orders from Nurse Stoddard or the arrogant physicians who treated Bella like a second-class citizen at the insane asylum where she worked. Only the steady rumble of wheels on tracks as the city’s grimy edifices and congested streets melted into the distance, replaced by quaint Connecticut towns interspersed with rolling meadows, swift-moving rivers, and verdant wooded hills. 

“My father passed away a few years ago,” the stranger said. “Now I tend to the medical needs in Black Bear Creek.”

Bella forced a tight smile. She was beginning to wonder if this man, however handsome, was a masher—a pesky nuisance making the moves on every attractive woman he encountered in public settings. Bella had endured her fair share of mashers in the city. Because of them, she always carried an umbrella when boarding streetcars. It came in handy when the mashers hovered and groped. One nimble thrust of the umbrella’s tip to an unsuspecting groin usually did the trick.

But she did not have an umbrella with her today. Up until now, she had never encountered an unscrupulous man on the journey from mid-Manhattan to Black Bear Creek. Anticipation is the heart of wisdom, she warily thought, making a mental note to bring her umbrella next time. For now, she would simply have to ignore the garrulous stranger. She turned her head from his expectant gaze and resumed staring out the window. 

The stranger didn’t take the hint. “What brings you to Black Bear Creek?” 

Bella huffed. “Why do you talk so much?”  

His smile dropped. “Do I?” he asked, astonished. 

“I’m afraid so.” 

The wounded look in the stranger’s eyes made Bella regret her impertinence. Perhaps her fellow traveler wasn’t a randy rogue. Maybe he was just trying to be friendly. Whatever his intentions, Bella had no time for idle chit-chat. For all she knew, Zadie had only months, or days, left to live. Bella needed to stay focused on her younger sister, not a lonely man looking for a friend. 

The train couldn’t get to Black Bear Creek soon enough ...
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The stranger pressed his lips together and straightened his cravat. His clothing, Bella noticed, left a lot to be desired. He wore a plain brown suit, wrinkled, and outdated by at least a decade, and a white linen shirt, frayed at the cuffs, with a collar that was stained with sweat. It was the suit of an unmarried man with no time for vanity, Bella thought. And no money.

The silence grew between them. It felt worse than the conversation itself. 

“I’m visiting the sanitorium,” Bella said, trying to make amends.

The stranger nodded, impassive. 

“My sister is a patient there.” 

The stranger said nothing.

“Oh, come now,” she begged. “I didn’t mean to offend you!”

The stranger abruptly turned to her. “The behavior of city people is something that I’ll never understand. Believe it or not, we country folk regularly inquire about one another’s well-being. We take an interest in what our neighbors are doing—how they’re feeling. It’s called common decency.” 

Now Bella was the one with wounded eyes. “Yes, of course ...” 

He glanced at her, the lines on his face softening. “Is your sister Zadie McGuire?”  

Bella instantly brightened. “How did you know?”

“I performed her appendectomy last year. The sanitorium calls on me when patients require surgical care.”

Bella’s mouth dropped open. “You are Dr. Murphy?”

He nodded. “And you must be Bella McGuire. Zadie talks about you all the time. You’re a nurse, right?” 

“I am,” she sweetly replied. “Thank you so much for taking care of my sister, Dr. Murphy. She was in excruciating pain. And I was very relieved to hear that you’re an advocate of Dr. Lister’s germ theory. I’m a nurse, you see, and you wouldn’t believe how often the physicians I work with fail to sterilize the instruments or even wash their hands.”  

Dr. Murphy grimaced. “I’m sorry to hear that. Progress takes time. Eventually Lister’s germ theory won’t be radical at all. I suspect physicians in the twentieth century will have a good laugh at our resistance to embrace it as common sense.” 

They enthusiastically talked shop for the rest of the journey. Bella confided her hopes and fears about Zadie’s prognosis. Her little sister was afflicted with tuberculosis, more commonly known as consumption or the white plague. The seven-year-old girl appeared to be wasting away with each of Bella’s passing visits, and her cough was worsening.

Dr. Murphy discussed the newest research of Robert Koch, a German microbiologist who had isolated the causative agent of the disease. The discovery of a rod-shaped bacterium, tubercule bacillus, was something of a double-edged sword, Dr. Murphy said. On one hand, understanding that hundreds of lethal bacterium could be spread by an ordinary cough or sneeze helped to curb the spread of the disease but, sadly, the absence of a genetic link resulted in patients being treated like lepers, and it was difficult to find staff to treat them. 

Bella frowned. “That’s just how poor Zadie feels. Like a leper—like she will never be normal again.” 

Her emerald eyes returned to the window. Her heart swelled with anticipation. The foliage was glorious in late September. Zadie was just beyond those leaves. She imagined her sister’s frail figure on the veranda of the Red Cottage, resting in a rocking chair, wrapped in woolen blankets, and wheezing the early autumn air into her weakened lungs. 

“Dr. Murphy, would you mind keeping an eye on Zadie when I’m not around?” she asked. “I visit on the last weekend of every month. I worry about her in the days in between.” 

“I’m sorry, Miss McGuire, but I’m leaving Black Bear Creek on Wednesday.” 

Bella’s shoulders slumped in dismay. “Leaving? Forever?” 

“Probably. News of your sister’s successful appendectomy has spread throughout medical circles in New York. It’s highly unusual for a tuberculosis patient to survive that level of surgery. I’ve been offered a well-paying job at a prominent hospital in the city.”  

Bella wanted to ask Dr. Murphy the name of the prominent hospital but refrained. She feared it would lead him to ask her about the hospital where she was employed. She had never told Zadie that she worked at the insane asylum on Blackwell’s Island, a short boat ride from downtown Manhattan. Why trouble the sick child? Likewise, she didn’t want to divulge her place of employment to Dr. Murphy, worrying that he would see her as something less than a real nurse and more of a prison guard. 

He handed her a copy of the New York Tribune. “I’ve read it from cover to cover. Would you like it for the return trip?” 

She took the paper, touched by his thoughtfulness. The Tribune’s headline shared President Harrison’s proclamation that Thanksgiving would become a national holiday, to be celebrated on Thursday, November 28th. While Bella held back from engaging in political discussions, she found herself inwardly thanking the president for a decision that benefited the working class. 

She neatly folded the newspaper and placed it in her basket. “Thank you, Dr. Murphy.”  

“Please, call me Russell,” he amiably replied. 

Bella’s cocoa-hued cheeks colored at the mention of his first name. It’s a good name, she thought, uncommon and yet strong. “I’ve never met a Russell.” 

He offered a weary smile. “Russell was my mother’s family name. She passed away a few years ago. She took great pride in being a descendant of English aristocracy.” 

“Yet she married an Irish man ...” Bella prodded, eager for him to share more of his family history—more of himself. 

His back stiffened as his fingers anxiously tugged at his collar. Bella had obviously struck a sensitive nerve by bringing up his British mother’s decision to marry an Irishman. Bella patiently waited, hoping he would divulge some of the story, whether romantic or scandalous, but her new friend remained uncharacteristically silent. 

How our roles have changed, Bella thought. Now he is the secretive one, and I am desperate to pry! 
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As the train entered Black Bear Creek, Bella reached for her baggage on the floor to discover that the heel of her right boot had partially loosened. She inwardly groaned. The heel had unlatched last summer. New boots were costly, so she had inserted a thick gob of glue in the crack between the sole and heel and pressed the two together with a wooden vice. The contraption sat on the stone hearth of the asylum’s kitchen for twelve hours, the glue working its magic. By morning, the heel was affixed to the sole like a fossil in stone. 

Or so she thought.

Bella silently cursed. How would she be able to walk the wooded trail leading from the station to the sanitorium with a busted boot? It was hard enough to avoid stumbling over rippling tides of tree roots, rocks, and hard-skinned acorns in the best of shoes. Making matters worse, today she would also have to balance a woven basket in her arms that held a new doll and a pretty new dress for Zadie, in addition to carrying her carpet bag. 

“Next stop, Black Bear Creek!” the conductor bellowed from the front of the car. The iron beast gradually slowed, then came to a screeching halt. 

Russell stood. “Ladies before gents,” he said, waving his free hand toward the front of the train. 

Cradling her baggage, Bella awkwardly reached for her black cape while maneuvering her way out of the seat. 

“Let me carry those for you,” Russell offered.

Against her better judgment, Bella cheerfully replied, “Oh, don’t worry about me.”

There was a slight wobble to her gait as she walked down the narrow aisle. Standing atop the metal stairway, her gaze swept across the pastoral terrain, spellbound by the majestic pines set against a smokey gray sky, their sweet, woody fragrance offering a pleasant blend of comfort and exhilaration. 

Tumble is too kind a word for what happened next. 

As Bella’s right foot landed on the top step, the heel of her boot completely gave way and she dove, face first, to the ground. It was a great, big clown fall—arms flailing, blindly grasping at a railing that did not exist as her head bobbled like a chicken. Her ankle collapsed against the gravel as her face met the pathway with a terrible thump! 

“Holy Joe!” Russel cried out from behind. 

Bella pulled her body upright on the ground and clasped her right ankle. Her carpet bag had opened in the spill. A fresh pair of knickers sprawled absurdly on the ground beside her. It looked as though the occupant had fled from the cotton confines and bolted into the woods. 

Russel rushed down the steps. “Don’t try to stand!” 

Bella did as he said, not out of submission, but because she worried that she had broken a bone. There were so many in the human foot, twenty-six to be exact, and even the smallest fracture could make it impossible to perform her duties at the asylum in the weeks to come. 

Russel knelt between her and the stray knickers. “Mind if I take a look?” 

She mutely shook her head. Russell lifted the hemline of her dress and examined the limb. Bella relished the sensation of his warm hand stroking her stockinged calf, but her pleasure quickly turned to pain when his fingers lowered to the lateral region of her ankle. A hard press of his thumb caused Bella to expel a high-pitched whimper, furthering her humiliation. 

“It’s quite swollen.” He released her injured ankle and stood. “Let’s see if you can put weight on it.”

Bella grasped his outstretched hand carefully rose, then exhaled with relief when she released her grip and discovered that she could stand on her own. 

“Take a few slow steps,” he advised. 

It was painful to walk, but not impossible. “It’s just a sprain,” she said, turning to meet his worried gaze. 

In the light of day, his face was nothing short of dazzling: chiseled and yet soft, with a deep cleft in his chin and a near-perfect nose. And here she was, hair unclipped, her powder blue nurse’s uniform besmirched with gravel, looking like the greatest foozler to ever walk the streets of Black Bear Creek ...

She demurely dropped her eyes to the abandoned knickers on the ground. Russell followed her gaze and retrieved the lace-trimmed garment. 

“Your knickers, madame.”

Their eyes locked with mischievous delight as the knickers exchanged hands. Russell’s fingers lightly brushed over Bella’s open palm, sending a bolt of energy up her spine. She turned away from his expectant stare, fearing that he could sense the craving that unexpectedly seized her loins. 

“Oh no!” she moaned, eyeing the toppled basket and its former occupant. “Zadie’s new doll shattered to pieces ...” 

Russell went about collecting the bone-white shards of the doll’s decapitated head, then delicately placed each shard into the basket that Bella had purchased to serve as a makeshift bassinet—now a casket. 

“Perhaps you could glue the head back together.”

“I don’t have very good luck with glue,” she drily replied, pointing to her damaged boot. “I glued this heel to this sole a few months ago.”

He chuckled. “I see ...” He stepped forward and tenderly touched her brow. “You have a bump the size of a small egg.” He brushed the soot and embedded gravel away. “You may be concussed. Do you have a headache? Any delirium?”

Bella had no headache, although the touch of Russell’s smooth fingertips on her skin did incite a mild delirium born from lust, not injury. 

“It probably looks worse than it feels,” she said. 

She glanced at their surroundings. Black Bear Creek could have been just about any town in America. The main street, with a butcher, a dry goods store, and an apothecary, lured customers by greeting them on a first-name basis. Across the way, well-kept homes dotted side streets with names like Cherry and Pine. The local post office, a white clapboard Church, and a brick town hall stood at the tip of the grassy commons—quaint structures reminding Black Bear Creek residents of their allegiance to God and country. 

She gathered the former contents of her carpet bag and stuffed them inside. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Dr. Mur ... I mean, Russell, but I must be on my way.” 

He balked. “You can’t be serious!”

She turned to him, puzzlement etching her face. “Pardon me?”

“You mean to tell me you plan to take your luggage and walk the full mile to the sanitorium with a severely sprained ankle?”

“What other choice do I have? I don’t know anyone in this town. I can’t just knock on a stranger’s door and request free use of a horse. Even if I did, I wouldn’t know the first thing about how to stay balanced in a saddle.”  

“Well, fortunately for you, I know everyone in this town. Most of them owe me a favor.” 

Before Bella could object, Russell ran across the street and knocked on the door of a modest wooden cottage with a solid stone foundation. A dark-skinned man emerged from an adjacent barn and approached Russell. He appeared happy to see the young doctor paying an unexpected visit. Shortly after, a dark-skinned woman presented in the doorway of the cottage and joined them on the front porch. 

Russell pointed at Bella, who now leaned against the wall of the rail station, the carpet bag and woven basket with the shattered porcelain doll lying in repose at her feet. The old man nodded and disappeared into the barn, emerging a few seconds later with a wooden sled that Bella recognized as a travois, a contraption employed by native Indians to drag loads across the land. 

Bella tipped her head against the brickwork and released an unladylike grunt. Did those men intend to drag her to the sanitorium in that rickety travois? She pictured herself performing yet another clown’s fall, clumsily rolling off the travois and eating wet earth for lunch.

Bella began limping across the street after Russell lifted his hand and signaled for her to come join them.

“Miss McGuire, I’d like you to meet my friends, Henry and Hannah Occom.”  

Bella tipped her head to the wiry Mohegan man standing beside the travois. Henry’s weathered face lifted into a big boyish smile, revealing a set of strong yellow teeth. In contrast, his wife, Hannah, stared in horror at Bella from her position on the front porch. Hannah’s hand clutched the talisman hanging around her neck. Her gnarled fingertips anxiously stroked the gem-bearing arrowhead as she mumbled in Mohegan. Though Bella was not fluent in the language, not even her mother had been fluent, she managed to translate two of Hannah’s words: squaw, meaning woman, and debe, meaning evil spirit.  

Russell turned to Henry. His face wordlessly asked the question that was on Bella’s mind. What in tarnation is wrong with your wife? 

Henry frowned. “Hannah says your woman friend can’t return to the city.”

“You face grave danger!” Hannah squawked. She removed the talisman, descended the porch steps, and forced Bella to take it. “Wear this. It will protect you from the Evil One.”  

Flummoxed, Bella turned to Russell for guidance. He shrugged. “I guess we could all use a little help now and then.”  

Bella held back a laugh. Who but Russell Murphy could diplomatically manage a feisty old medicine woman bearing bad tidings of gloom and doom? 

“Put it on,” Hannah gruffly insisted.

Bella did as asked and placed the stringed arrowhead around her neck. It did nothing to accent her nurse’s uniform, a well-tailored frock made from Egyptian cotton. Still, if it calmed the old woman down, she was happy to assist. 

“Beware of Matanto,” Hannah warned.

“Matanto?” Bella asked. 

“The spirit of death. Matanto hides in bats, stinging insects, and poisonous plants in search of a human host. Woe to the woman who encounters Matanto in human form!”  

“You have my word, Mrs. Occom,” Bella cordially replied, gladdened by the knowledge that she did not entertain the childish superstitions of her ancestors. She glanced at Russell and assumed he also adhered to a belief system where facts and science ruled supreme. 

Bats, stinging insects, and poisonous plants were carriers of disease, that much was true, but what was the point of adding the bogeyman to the mix? 
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The travois ride to the Sanatorium was surprisingly pleasant. Henry’s horse, a sleek black mare named Luna, maintained a leisurely pace along the wooded trail. Russell followed from behind. Bella averted her face from his steady gaze, fearing that she would accidentally blush, giggle, or in some other way expose her secret. 

And what a titillating secret it was! Bella had a crush on the handsome young surgeon. Not just an ordinary, fly-by-night sentiment that fades over time. No, she had a massive crush that made her feel breathlessly alive and a little drunk. It made absolutely no sense to her. She had only met Russell two hours ago, yet in that short period of time, she felt he had respected her more than any man she had ever met. When they discussed medical research on the train, he didn’t condescend to her like the doctors at the asylum. Rather, he listened to her theories and expressed appreciation for her ideas, treating her like his equal in every way. And why shouldn’t he treat her as an equal? She had just as much knowledge to bring to the table as he did.  

The crush would linger, she was sure of it. She would take it back to the city on Sunday night and pine after a man who had moved on to a lucrative surgical position while she carried out the drudgery of working at a madhouse on Blackwell’s Island. 

“Everything okay up there?” Russell asked. 

Bella felt the color rise to her cheeks. “Yes. It’s quite comfortable.” 

Good heavens, listen to me, she thought, talking like Queen Victoria on her blessed throne.

She gripped the sides of the travois and absorbed her surroundings. The forest was a magical wonderland. The cool air, dense with the musky sugared scents of fresh-fallen leaves and split maple. The sound of acorns crunching beneath Luna’s hooves, and the rhythmic bubbling of a nearby brook gave voice to her contentment. High above, white-throated robins chirped and flitted through the trees as the mid-morning sun beamed down with the promise of a freshly minted day.  

Bella shifted her head and viewed the sanitorium looming on the horizon. She recalled how Zadie had adored the gingerbread-style cottages on their first visit, two years before. Square and symmetrical, the cottages would have appeared dull without the jigsaw-cut trim of each tiny porch or the brightly painted shingles unique to each structure. The hued cubes shone like whimsical paint strokes brushed across the hilly meadow: ruby red, royal blue, lemon yellow, and magenta pink. 

“Are they made of marshmallows and gumdrops?” Zadie had asked.

“Let’s go find out,” Bella had suggested. She was so happy that Zadie’s first impression of her new home was a good one.

Luna presently pulled Bella past the Red Cottage where Zadie was housed with two other children. A wave of fear rose in Bella’s chest when she saw that her sister was not waiting for her on the front porch. Had Zadie been transferred to the sanatorium’s main building where the more severe cases were treated? Bella pressed her eyes shut, willing the worry away.

Luna trotted up the dirt roadway with Henry walking beside her, his long-fingered hand resting on the saddle. “Easy, girl,” he softly instructed, and Luna’s cantor slowed to a jog. 

They arrived at the administration building, a two-storied brick farmhouse once inhabited by the owner of the sprawling seventy acres of land. An enormous chimney stood in the center of the sloping saltbox roof. Wooden shingles, the same shade as the ruby red cottage, framed diamond-paned windows. In the summer, bright blue morning glories burst forth from decorative wooden window boxes. Now in late September, the boxes teemed with dried gourds, miniature pumpkins, Indian corn, and autumn leaves. 

How different the sanitorium’s grounds and buildings were from the ones at the lunatic asylum where Bella worked. On Blackwell’s Island, everything was designed to function in the least costly and most utilitarian way possible, right down to the bland timbered dormitories housing patients and staff, and the utterly flowerless main building, known as the Octagon for its arresting geometric construction. Some considered the imposing edifice an architectural triumph—to Bella, the asylum’s Octagon resembled a giant mausoleum. 

“Whoa,” Henry commanded. Luna obediently stopped. 

Henry unloosed the leather straps that had secured Bella to the travois. She jumped off the wobbly contraption, momentarily forgetting that her ankle was sprained, and yelped when her right heel landed on the ground, sending a bolt of burning pain up her calf. 

“Careful now,” Russell called from behind.

Bella rubbed her sore ankle. “Too late. The deed is done.”

He joined her at her side. “They have elastic wraps in the storeroom. Let’s get that foot elevated and I’ll fetch one for you.”

“I’ll wait here,” Henry told Russell.

“No need,” Russell said. “Go back to town, Henry. I don’t plan to return until nightfall. Thanks again for the travois.”

The corner of Henry’s mouth lifted into a wry grin. “I don’t blame you for wanting to stick around, doc.” 

Bella’s heart drummed beneath the Egyptian cotton of her bodice. Of course Henry could see that something was brewing between her and Russell. Henry was a Mohegan, after all. Like Bella’s mother, he could sense and interpret human energies that the white man had neither the patience nor the desire to detect. For Mohegans, the blossoming lust between a man and a woman was as obvious as a full Wolf Moon on a clear winter night. It was something to be honored and lavishly explored. No need to disguise it with idle chatter and religious mores.  

If Russell understood that Henry was referring to the intensifying ardor between her and Russell, which of course, Russell had to understand—the man was not dumb, he did a good job of covering it. He turned to Bella, his face full of doctorly concern. 

“Lean against my arm,” he instructed. 

They carefully ascended the clapboard stairway and entered the farmhouse. Bella was relieved to hear Zadie’s sweet voice floating in from the parlor. Her relief was short-lived, however, when she walked into the spacious living area and laid eyes on her sister.  

Zadie rested on a cushioned settee before the fire. At age seven, she weighed less than when she had entered the hospital two years ago, despite getting taller. Now she resembled a stick person, or a stick child, to be exact, with a long pole for a spine, spindly legs, scrawny arms, and a head that seemed too large for the gangling body to which it was attached. 

But it was Zadie’s complexion that caused Bella to stifle a horrified gasp. The pigmentation of her sister’s skin carried a dull leaden hue, the same color as muted rock pigeons in the city. Bella had seen that ghostly pallor before. It always preceded death.

She rushed to Zadie’s side, dropped to the floor, and stroked her younger sister’s damp forehead with trembling fingertips. 

“Little peanut,” she affectionately purred, swallowing the terror that she felt as her eyes fell upon the bloodied handkerchief on Zadie’s lap. “How are you feeling today?”  

“I want to go home,” Zadie whimpered. “Bella, can you take me home?” 

Bella’s heart sank. Poor Zadie had no idea that home as she knew it no longer existed. In order to pay for her sister’s care at the sanatorium, Bella had left her low-paying job with a local Christian mission two years before and accepted a post with the New York City Insane Asylum. The asylum required most of its staff to live on the premises, offering free room and board in addition to a modest salary. 

On Christmas Eve, 1887, Bella had vacated the one-bedroom flat at 125th Street that she and Zadie once shared. As silver bells chimed and spirited revelers filled the streets of upper Manhattan, Bella boarded a rundown watercraft, ironically named a “jolly boat,” and drifted across the East River’s icy currents—leaving all that she knew and loved behind, including the cozy Harlem apartment that Zadie called home. 

“Zadie dear, you know it’s best for you to stay here.” 

“The air is just as cold in the city,” Zadie feebly argued. 

“Yes, but it’s not clean. Nothing is clean in the city, you know that. And if I took you back home ...” she faltered, knowing that the flat in Harlem was now inhabited by a German couple and their cat. “You wouldn’t receive proper medical care.”  

A single tear slipped down Zadie’s ashen cheek. “I’m not allowed at the Red Cottage anymore. They moved me to the farmhouse for good.”

From the corner of her eye, Bella saw Russell slip out of the room and head down the hall. She hoped he would find a nurse or doctor and get an update on Zadie’s condition. As for receiving an elasticized ankle brace from the storeroom, it was the least of her concerns. 

Zadie’s scrawny arm lifted to the collar of Bella’s uniform. “What’s this?”  

“It’s a Mohegan talisman,” Bella said, grateful that the gift from Hannah had provided a distraction. 

Zadie touched the stone’s smooth surface. “Like a cross?”  

“Something like that.” 

“Does it heal people?” Zadie asked, transfixed by the shiny tumbled bloodstone embedded in the center of the triangular pendant. 

Bella livened. “You know, I think it does heal people. But only people who believe in its powers.” 

“I believe in its powers!” Zadie breathlessly exclaimed. 

“Then you must wear it.” Bella removed the talisman and placed it around Zadie’s neck. Leaning forward, she whispered in her ear, “You are my world, little peanut. Stay with me forever. Do you promise?” 

“I promise,” Zadie whispered in return.  
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At dinner, Zadie managed to swallow only three teaspoons of broth. After, Russell lifted her from the settee and carried her to a pavilion located on the first floor. Wood-framed cots lined the sanitized open space, each one carrying a muted human pigeon gasping for breath. Icy air blew through open windows as a birch log melted on the hearth. Bella tucked Zadie between the crisp white linen sheets and added a second wool blanket for warmth. 

Zadie stroked her cherished arrowhead. “I won’t take it off until I’m home with you.”

Bella pressed her palm over Zadie’s cold hand. “Good. Keep it close to your heart.”  

She kissed Zadie goodnight and followed Russell to the parlor. The ankle brace that he applied before dinner helped to restore her gait, and the sharp hot pain had diminished to a dull ache. She took heart in knowing that she would be able to return to work on Monday—but how could she tear herself away from Zadie at the sanitorium on Sunday evening? It was obvious that her sister had only days to live. Bella dropped to the settee, consumed with dread. 

Russell pulled a footstool over. “Lift your leg. Doctor’s orders.” 

Bella obliged, resting her right foot on the stool. “She’s going to die, isn’t she?”  

“Duncan says it doesn’t look promising.”

“Duncan?” Bella asked. 

“Dr. Duncan, the head surgeon. Zadie’s night sweats have returned. Her cot is soaked in the morning. According to the night nurse, Zadie’s cough contains a lot of sputum and blood.”

“I see ...” Bella murmured.

Russell slowly inhaled, as if trying to gather courage for what he was about to say.

“Zadie complains of spinal pain. She hasn’t been able to walk on her own for several weeks. Dr. Duncan thinks the bacterium may be spreading to her brain as well. He described fugue states that Zadie slips into now and then, somewhat like petit mal seizures.” 

At Bella’s moan, Russell reached for her hand, his fingers warm and smooth. 

“Zadie sure took a liking to that arrowhead pendant Hannah gave you.” 

“Yes, Zadie was always fond of religion,” Bella said. 

His eyebrows arched. “Is that how you think of Mohegan beliefs? As a form of religion?”

She nodded. “Every culture has stories about God and creation. The Mohegans are no different.” 

“Am I to understand that you are not a believer, Miss McGuire?” he playfully inquired.  

She turned to face him. “I believe in the here and now, Russell. How we treat one another on this earth, that’s all that matters—” 

“Because there’s nothing else beyond the here and now. When we die, it’s like going under ether. No more consciousness, only blackness,” he finished her thought.

“Exactly,” Bella said. 

He stared into the fire. “You’re a brave woman, to be able to embrace such a bleak reality.”

“Oh, I don’t know if I would call it bleak,” Bella said. 

He shrugged. “I’m afraid I’m on Zadie’s team when it comes to having faith in things we cannot see. Surely, our souls are eternal.” 

Bella’s mouth dropped open. In that one statement, the magnificent Russell Murphy had transformed from a man of science to a small-town Bible thumper. Would he try to convert her there on the settee as the early settlers did to native Indians throughout the continent? The mere thought of it made Bella squirm even more than when she had imagined Russell as a masher on the train. 

Not wanting to continue the religious conversation further, she delicately changed the subject. “Where will I sleep tonight? I usually share a bed with Zadie at the Red Cottage.” 

“I was told that you’re still welcome at the Red Cottage.” 

“Promise me that someone will come to get me if there are any problems in the night,” Bella said. By that, she meant, If Zadie dies, I want to be beside her.

“Right. I’ll let the staff know.” 

She glanced at the crate beside his feet. “What do you have there?”

His hands lowered and produced a pair of stove pipe boots. “I found these in the storage room. Thought they might come in handy.” He handed over the plain leather boots, which were about Bella’s size. “They belonged to a former patient. His name was Jacob. He was twelve years old.” 

“Was?” Bella asked. 

Russell’s eyes glistened. He bowed his head and pressed the right temple with his fingers. “He passed away last year. I’m sorry to say, it was under my knife.”  
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Bella rose from her bed in the Red Cottage at dawn. She pulled on dead Jacob’s rugged stove pipe boots. They absurdly contrasted her powder blue dress, making her look like a prairie girl dressed up for a shindig. Still, what choice did she have? 

She crossed the grounds as quickly as her sore ankle would allow and entered the pavilion. To her astonishment, Zadie stood before an open window, her eyes alight with what could only be described as ecstasy. 

Is she suffering another fugue state? Bella wondered. “Zadie dear, go back to bed.” 

She guided the child to her cot, where Zadie then dropped back on the mattress. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Her green eyes glowed, bright as gems. She reminded Bella of paintings of Catholic saints depicted in states of pure rapture. But there was nothing mystical about Zadie’s condition. Her mental trance was brought on by a potentially terminal illness, not religious fervor. 

Bella snapped her fingers. “Zadie. Zadie, wake up!”

Zadie giggled. “I am awake, silly.”

Bella blinked. For the first time she noticed that natural color had returned to Zadie’s face. Her younger sister’s cheeks were rosy but not flushed. They were pink with health. 

“Are you feeling better?” she asked in disbelief. 

Zadie smiled. “A great elk came to visit me in the night. He stood at that window. He told me to be strong, like a warrior. He said I would live a long life as a prophetess. What’s a prophetess, Bella? Is it like being a princess?”  

Bella pressed her eyelids shut. Stay calm, she told herself. It’s all part of the process. 

She figured that the infection had traveled to Zadie’s brain. The child hallucinated or slept walked and the word prophetess must have emerged from a murky region of her brain. A random, meaningless word that she once heard in church and somehow retained. 

“Yes, being a prophetess is like being a princess,” Bella said, all the while thinking that giving Hannah’s talisman to Zadie may not have been a wise move. 

As the morning progressed, however, Bella would come to realize that giving Zadie the arrowhead was a sheer stroke of luck. The artifact had convinced the child that she was well again. As a nurse, Bella had witnessed a few seemingly miraculous turnabouts triggered by the power of the patient’s mind to overcome disease. She reasoned that the talisman was a type of placebo. If it restored Zadie’s health, then Bella was happy to partake in the ruse. 

“Come with me, little peanut,” she presently said, lifting Zadie from the cot and helping her to her feet. “When was the last time you had a proper bath?” 

“The nurses sponge me every day,” Zadie said. “I haven’t gone in the tub since ... well, I don’t know, but it’s been a long time.” 

“Just as I thought,” Bella said. “You need a good soaking in warm water.”  

They walked hand in hand to a communal washroom where a clawfoot bathtub stood beneath an open window. Bella grabbed a bar of soap, knelt to the tiled floor, and ran the faucet as Zadie removed her clothing without asking for assistance. Zadie slipped her rail-thin body into the tub’s sudsy waters, and Bella went about moving the soap and washcloth over her sister’s bony rib cage. She made a mental note to feed Zadie as much as possible at breakfast, for the child’s emaciated appearance remained a deep concern. 

“Almost done,” she said as she grabbed a tin bucket, filled it with fresh water from the tap, and rinsed the suds from Zadie’s hair. Bella leaned into her sister and took a big sniff. “Your wet hair smells like honey, little peanut.”

Zadie giggled in her arms. 

Bella marveled at Zadie’s agility when her sister climbed out of the tub, reached for a terry towel, and wrapped it around her dripping form. Zadie then dressed herself in clean garments, something she hadn’t been able to do in months, and sat on a stool so Bella could comb the tangles out of her long black hair. As Bella braided the wet strands into a French-style braid, Zadie made an announcement that seemingly came from left field:

“By Christmas, we’ll be living together in a cozy cabin in the woods, Bella. It’ll be like a fairy tale ...” 

Bella smiled. “Like Goldilocks and the three bears. Who will be our companions?” she asked, decorating Zadie’s braid with a pastel pink ribbon. “Bears or dwarfs?” 

“Only the Makiawisug,” Zadie replied.

“The Maki-who?” Bella asked.

“The Makiawisug. They’re tiny people who roam the forest. Hannah told me all about them. Mohegans give the little people baskets of food to show their respect.”

Bella was only half-listening to Zadie’s banter as her thoughts spun to the man who had made her stomach fill with butterflies every time he was near. Russell had escorted Bella to the Red Cottage the night before, and when they parted ways, he didn’t mention ever seeing her again. Still, she had a sneaking suspicion that he would show up at the sanitorium at some point in the day, if only to check on Zadie’s status and the condition of Bella’s lame ankle. As for any other motives on his part, Bella could only hope that the good doctor experienced the same exhilarating butterflies as she did.  
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When Russell arrived at the sanitorium later that morning, he discovered Bella sitting in the parlor with a squeaky clean and happy child at her side. He blinked in rapid succession, apparently struggling to process what he saw. 

“Zadie ... you look ... amazing!” he sputtered. 

“Bella gave me a proper bath,” Zadie said. 

Russell turned to Bella. “What happened in the night?” he asked, astonished by Zadie’s healthy appearance. 

“I’ll tell you all about it over breakfast,” Bella said, appearing pleased as punch that he had shown up at the sanitorium without an invite. “Will you join us in the dining room?” she asked. 

He winked at Bella, and her heart skipped a beat. 

“I’d love to ...” he replied.  

At breakfast, Zadie devoured a stack of flapjacks smothered in butter and maple syrup as Bella updated Russell on the bizarre visitation that Zadie had allegedly received in the night, a tale that baffled both of them. 

By day’s end, Zadie was running—yes, running, in the yard, chasing after chickens and laughing as she had not laughed in years. Bella and Russell watched, stupefied. 

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said. “I mean, there are always those few patients who rally when you think all is lost, but not like this. It happened so quickly. Her vitals are better than they’ve been in two years.” He looked at Bella, a flash of mischief lighting his pale blue eyes. “I guess Hannah’s talisman did the trick.” 

Bella could only shake her head in wonder. “Who am I to argue with a talking elk?”

Russell laughed. Oh, how she adored his laughter! It was rich and velvety and wrapped around her like sunshine. If only he wasn’t a religious man, she thought. She recalled the self-righteous alienist who ran the asylum where she worked. Dr. Blackstone was the proverbial Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, presenting a pious face to the public and lecherously groping the younger nurses when no one else was around. 

“Are you still worried about leaving Zadie tomorrow?” Russell asked. 

Bella watched her sister rolling about on the grass. What on earth was she up to? Well, Bella supposed if she were on death’s doorstep and awoke feeling good as gold, she would madly roll around like a frisky puppy, too. 

“I’m not the least bit worried,” she replied. 

And she truly meant it. With the passing of every hour, Zadie improved in leaps and bounds, as her active toothpick legs plainly illustrated. Earlier that afternoon, the little girl had been transferred to the Red Cottage, where she happily chatted with children much sicker than her. Who knew, if Zadie’s progress continued, maybe Bella could check her out of the sanitorium and take her to a new apartment in the city when the weather warmed. Bella smiled at the prospect of quitting her miserable job at the asylum and returning to normal work again.

“Mind if I stop by tomorrow to escort you back to the depot?” Russell asked. 

Do I mind? Bella thought. I expect nothing less. 

“I wouldn’t want you to miss Sunday service,” she courteously replied. 

His next words were music to her ears. “Sunday service? I haven’t stepped inside a church since my father’s funeral.”

“And why is that?” she asked. 

He shrugged. “Great Spirit is everywhere. No need to look for it inside a building.”

Bella scrutinized him with skeptical eyes. “Then you adhere to Mohegan beliefs?”

He waved at Zadie, who repeatedly hopped over a cantankerous rooster whilst howling in triumph. “Miss McGuire, far be it for me to offend you, it’s the last thing I would ever want to do ...”

Bella’s forehead crinkled with alarm. “Say what you need to say, Dr. Murphy.” As the words fell from her lips, she realized that calling him Dr. Murphy was an attempt at protecting herself from getting hurt. 

He turned and stared directly at her. “You’re in the habit of labeling people and dismissing them based on your cursory assessment.”

Bella raised her fists to her chest. “Labeling people and dismissing them?”

“Oh, we all do it. That person is a certain way because he’s a Mohegan, another person is a certain way because he’s a doctor or a religious man. The list goes on and on. We all tend to put people into well-defined boxes in our heads without really trying to know what makes them tick.” 

Bella scoffed. The good doctor may as well have thrown a pie in her face. “You’re saying I put people into boxes in my head?”

Russell went mute. He dug his hands into his pockets and watched as Zadie chased a petrified chicken. 

Fury burned in Bella. She was not about to let him get away with tagging her as a judgmental prude. Wasn’t he the one who first labeled her as a Mohegan who could pass for Portuguese? 

“You put me into a neat little box when we first met!” she huffed. 

He looked at her. “I was trying to get to know you.”

“By investigating the color of my skin?” 

What’s happening here, she anxiously thought. Are we having a fight? She was about to say that Russell was exactly like the arrogant doctors that she worked under before realizing that doing so would prove his point. She would be casting him in the role of men she despised, men he didn’t resemble in the least. In so doing, she could dismiss him and protect herself from further hassle. 

“You’re right,” she reluctantly confessed. “That is what I do.” 

Russell’s head jerked in surprise. “As I said, we all do it.” 

“No, you’re wrong. You didn’t label me on the train. You wanted to know more about my heritage.” She paused, debating whether to say what followed next. She inhaled a deep breath and took the plunge. “I also wanted to know more about you, Russell. I truly did. I still want to know more.”

The corner of his mouth lifted. “I was hoping you would say that, Miss McGuire.” 

“Please, call me Bella,” she said, defying the advice that she had learned from The Ladies' Book of Etiquette, and Manual of Politeness. A man must make his intentions fully known before having the right to call a woman by her given name. To do otherwise was brazen. 

Who cares about the white woman’s rule book? Bella thought. I want Russell to know me as Bella. 
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Morning arrived and with it came pouring rain. Russell loaded Bella’s luggage onto the travois as Bella eyed the basket in which the cracked doll’s head rested over folds of pink-and-white checkered gingham. 

“Zadie’s dress!” she exclaimed. “I’ve been so focused on her progress that I forgot to give her the dress.”

She grabbed the pretty garment and returned to Zadie on the front porch of the Red Cottage. 

“This is from Maggie,” she said. 

Zadie beamed at the mention of Bella’s dearest friend. “I remember Maggie. She visited on my birthday. She promised to make me a dress.” 

“She was true to her word.” Bella dangled the frock in the air. She savored seeing the joy on her sister’s face as she touched the gingham and watched as the flowing skirt billowed in the frigid wind. 

“It won’t be too big for me?”  

“Don’t worry about that,” Bella said. “If you keep eating flapjacks with syrup, you’ll fit into this dress in no time at all.”  

After a fervent hug goodbye, Bella climbed aboard the travois and endured the humiliation of Henry strapping her in like a load of wampum. Over breakfast, she had insisted on walking back to the station on her own, but Russell had staunchly refused. The rain had changed to ice pellets, the wind had picked up in strength, and the sky above shimmered with streaks of reddish pink that promised an even bigger storm. 

“There’s no way you’ll make it back to town, even with a walking stick,” Russell had said. 

He was right. On the trip back to the train station, Luna repeatedly slipped on sheets of ice covering the wooded trail. If that heavy-hooved beast was struggling, Bella could only imagine the time that she would have had of it—and with a lame ankle, no less.  

Russell followed from behind, slipping this way and that as he clutched hold of tree trunks to steady himself. Bella wondered if she would ever see him again. Likely not. With a population of well over a million people, New York City was a place where chance encounters rarely occurred. If she did see the handsome surgeon again, it would have to be because they planned to meet in advance. 

She considered how to arrange such a meeting without appearing desperate or uncouth. As the travois entered town and headed for the depot, she sadly concluded that there was no way for her to initiate an invitation to enjoy a night out in the city. The Ladies’ Book of Etiquette, and Manual of Politeness forbade it. Although Bella had made an exception when she implored Russell to call her by her first name, initiating courtship was taking it too far. 

She sighed and returned Russell’s good-natured smile with a genteel one of her own, showing just enough teeth so as not to seem threatening. 

She would have to wait for him to make the next move. With her departure scheduled in less than an hour, time was running out ...
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Russell’s gaze followed the sway of Bella’s full hips as she dismounted the travois. Her coat and dress were drenched in melting ice. Wet black hair fell in ringlets around her face, giving her an untamed mien. My Mohegan goddess, he thought.  

He considered taking her in his arms before she boarded the train and whispering a date and time for a future rendezvous, perhaps at the foot of Cleopatra’s Needle in Central Park. They could stroll across the manicured grounds, arm in arm, and purchase roasted peanuts from a street vendor. After that, they would dine at an expensive restaurant. 

But how could he pursue a romance with Bella when he was trapped in a lie? He had told her that he was moving to the city on Wednesday. That much was true, although he had not been offered a position at a prominent hospital. He had only said that to impress a beautiful woman on a train. 

In fact, Russell had taken a low-paying job at the New York City Insane Asylum on Blackwell’s Island. As a nurse, Bella would know that practicing medicine at the asylum was one step above working in a morgue. The facility allowed inexperienced surgeons the opportunity to operate on patients who had no say in the matter. Few people noticed, much less cared if an inmate perished during a botched surgery. 

Russell had reluctantly accepted the position the day before Bella’s arrival. He had reasoned that working at the asylum was a necessary evil in his career. He could fatten his resume with a long list of surgeries performed in hopes of finding future work at a reputable hospital. He would live in the men’s dormitory alongside other young doctors with similar aspirations and take the boat into Manhattan on the weekends. There, he would attend social gatherings and make connections with distinguished physicians in the medical community. 

It’s all about making connections, his mother once told him. Interact with powerful men and you will become a powerful man. 

“Lost in thought?” Bella asked.

Russell managed a tepid grin. 

Henry joined them. “I’ve got bad news. The station master says a freight car derailed in Bridgeport. The line is closed.” 

“But ... but that can’t be ...” Bella sputtered, the tip of her nose twitching. “How will I return to the city?”

“You’ll have to wait until tomorrow,” Henry said. 

Bella’s face twisted with worry. She swung around to face Russell. “If I don’t show up for work I’ll be fired.” 

Russell wondered what kind of hospital would fire a nurse simply for missing one day due to circumstances beyond her control. It seemed a little harsh. 

“We’ll have to get you back to the sanitorium for the night,” he said. 

Henry vigorously shook his head. “The storm’s getting worse. I can’t risk injuring Luna.”

“Perhaps I could stay with your family, Henry?” Bella awkwardly suggested.

Henry kicked an ice-coated rock as his eyes shifted in the direction of the house that he and Hannah shared. 

“Do you still have the arrowhead?” he asked.

“No. I gave it to Zadie.” 

“Hannah won’t let you in our house without the arrowhead for protection.” 

Bella rolled her eyes. 

“Stay at my cabin,” Russell offered. “It’s right down that lane. There’s a spare cot in the barn. I’ll set it up in the main room. The fire will keep you warm and your clothes will be dry in the morning.” 

Bella inched back. “What about your neighbors?”

“What about them?” 

“As a physician, you have a reputation to uphold. An unmarried woman sleeping in the home of an unmarried man ...” She eyed the houses lining Main Street and imagined judgmental townspeople peeping through cracks in the curtains. “Tongues will wag,” she said. 

“Let them wag. You’re coming home with me.”
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Russell’s log house was bland and weathered, not unlike his attire. He opened the front door and moved aside so Bella could enter first. 

She stepped inside and looked around, attempting to find something nice to say. “The walls are thick and sturdy,” was all she could produce. 

Russell placed her luggage on the floor. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll get a fire started.”  

Bella removed her sopping wet cape and hung it on a hook in the mudroom. Her body trembled with cold as she crossed the parlor and lowered into a decidedly uncomfortable hardbacked chair set beside a drafty window. Again, she looked around. The windows were covered with large strips of burlap rather than curtains. There wasn’t a crochet blanket, a velvet cushion, or a woven rug in site—only crudely fashioned rattan and a battered alpine clock nailed to the kitchen wall. 

Bella wondered how a young child would find comfort in such austere surroundings. “Did you grow up in this house?” she asked. 

“Yes.” 

Russell struck a match and tossed it into a massive open fireplace consuming the wall. The stone structure was a throwback to a bygone colonial era when women boiled water and cooked stews and oats in tin pots and cast-iron kettles that hung from a suspended crane. A bake oven with a wooden door was carved into the right side of the fireplace, beneath which a small warming oven and ash oven stood. 

“Why don’t you have a stove?” she asked. 

“We never needed one.”  

“Were you an only child?” 

“I had a brother. He died of scarlet fever.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that.” 

The kindling crackled and popped with bright yellow flames, providing a momentary pause to their conversation. Russell threw a dry wedge of ash wood into the mix, causing it to ignite like a block soaked in kerosene. 

“Were you close with your brother?” Bella asked. 

Russell pulled himself up from the hearth and slapped the dirt and ash from his knees. “David and I were twins. When he died, a part of me went into the ground with him. I was seven years old.”

Zadie’s age, Bella thought. A lump of sadness formed in her throat. Her eyes veered to the bare walls. No artwork, no decorative figurines, no framed photos of loved ones. It’s like a tomb, she sadly thought. A tomb haunted by the ghosts of Russell’s past. 

She envisioned what a woman’s touch could do to the desolate cabin. She saw rich tapestries, cushioned chairs, lace curtains, crystal vases, and tasseled lamps. Part of her longed to be that woman—to resurrect the lonely structure in hopes of giving Russell a reprieve from his grief. 

A knock suddenly sounded on the door. Russell went to open it, but no one was there. Instead, he found a meat pie accompanied by a covered casserole dish on the porch railing. 

“Thanks, Hannah!” he called out. 

Bella lifted the burlap window covering and watched as the old woman’s shadowy figure evaporated into the woods. 

Once back inside, Russell placed the items inside the warming oven and lit a bundle of kindling in the bake oven above. 

“Are you hungry?” 

Bella rose from the chair, still visibly shaking within the restraints of her dripping wet dress, blowing warm air into her cupped hands. 

“I’m famished.” 

“You’re also freezing. Let’s get you out of that dress.” He quickly cleared his throat. “What I meant to say is that you should change into dry clothes.” 

Bella held back an impish smile. “With pleasure,” she said. 
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Hannah’s meat pie was delicious, chock full of turkey, bacon, and salt pork. The casserole was equally sumptuous, thickened with chunks of potatoes, turnips, and carrots, all saturated in a savory gravy that made Bella’s taste buds erupt. They wiped their plates clean with slices of buttered bread—etiquette be damned. 

Russell produced a bottle of sherry from the cupboard, then proposed a toast. “To Zadie’s continued health,” he said, filling their cups. 

Bella raised her tin cup and clinked it against his. “Here, here!” she sang in a festive tone. Her eyes widened at the first small sip. “My, it’s very good.” 

Russell swallowed down a thirsty mouthful. “There’s more in the cellar. We could make a night of it if you want.” 

“One cup is enough for me.” 

Though she was ecstatic about Zadie’s breakthrough, she was burdened by the thought of what awaited her when she returned to the city the next morning. Job termination and homelessness topped the list. A big part of her longed to drown her sorrows in a bottle of sherry and regret the consequences in the morning, but a searing headache would only add to her dilemma, and who knew what an inebriated version of herself could do with Russell in the dark of night? 

“Do you sleep in the downstairs bedroom?” she asked, wondering how she could fall to sleep on a cot by the fire as he slept only feet away. 

“I prefer the loft,” he said. 

“Why don’t I sleep in the bedroom?”

He flinched. “That’s where my parents slept. The door is locked.” 

Bella fidgeted in the chair. She breathed in the liquor’s tangy scent. “I would never have taken you for a sherry drinker. You strike me as a man who appreciates a warm pint of Guinness at a neighborhood pub.”  

Russell placed his cup on the table. “You’re right. I prefer dry stout. The sherry belonged to my mother.”

“I see, so your mother, a descendent of the English aristocracy, enjoyed a racy soiree now and then?” She was about to add a victorious “Good for her!” and raise her cup in another toast, but the frown on Russell’s face had deepened and the enigmatic stare had returned. 

“She drank it for the pain,” he said. 

Bella felt like an idiot. “I’m sorry.” 

He added more sherry to their cups. Bella did not object. “Don’t apologize. How could you have known?” 

Bella sensed a storm of unresolved emotions festering behind eyes that were now impossible to read.  

“I assume you’ve heard about the research of Jean-Martin Charcot?” he asked.

“The Parisian neurologist?” 

Russell sipped the sherry. “That’s right. Have you read any of his studies on multiple sclerosis?” 

Bella shook her head. 

“One of Charcot’s female patients suffered from slurred speech, abnormal eye movements, and tremors. She visited physicians throughout Europe without success. Most thought she was a hypochondriac.” 

Bella snorted. “Why is it that when a man gets ill, his complaints are taken seriously, but when a woman has a mysterious condition, she’s labeled with hypochondria or a wandering uterus that causes hysteria or some other man-made condition that puts the blame on her?” 

The tin cup in Russell’s hand froze in mid-air. “Is that a fact?”  

Bella nervously twirled a strand of hair around her finger. “No, not a fact. Just a trend that I’ve noticed with the male doctors at the ...” She almost let the word asylum slip from her tongue. “At the hospital where I work,” she swiftly recovered. 

She held her breath. Her thoughts wildly whirred. 

Please, please don’t ask me the name of the hospital where I work or I’ll be forced to lie, and if I lie once, then I’ll have to remember that lie and tell more falsehoods to flesh it out and make it sound true and, at some point, in the not-so-distant future, the tangled web will be revealed, and you will never trust me again.  

“My mother was labeled a hypochondriac by some of the physicians that examined her,” Russell said.

Bella exhaled.

“They thought that she was a bored housewife seeking attention. My father was not convinced, however. He kept reading the latest medical journals in search of a diagnosis. He came upon an article discussing an autopsy that Dr. Charcot performed on his former servant who suffered the same symptoms as my mother. Charcot found numerous sclerotic plaques in the dead man’s brain and spinal cord. The lesions were similar if not identical to my mother’s plaques. So you see, her complaints were not psychosomatic. She had multiple sclerosis. Her autopsy confirmed it.” 

Bella leaned forward. “There’s no cure?”

He shook his head. “No cure, and no viable treatment, either. Most patients with multiple sclerosis die from secondary complications of the disease. In my mother’s case, her swallowing and breathing were severely compromised in her final days. My father and I watched her choke for her last breath.” 

“How terrible ...” 

“Death usually is,” he muttered, his hand resting over hers. “Listen, Bella, that’s the past. We’re here tonight. We’re young, we’re healthy, and might I say you look smashing in my winter underwear?”  

Bella came close to spitting out a mouthful of sherry. Her frock and linen stockings were presently drying on a rack before the blazing fire. Russell had given her a pair of full-body long johns that buttoned at the crouch, with a large flap buttoned over her fanny. He had also given her a black-and-red checkered flannel shirt that draped to her thighs. She felt like a small lumberjack dwarfed by a giant lumberjack’s attire. 

“Where’s the nearest ax-throwing contest?” she asked, punctuating it with a kittenish wink. 

“Behind the local tavern next Saturday,” Russell replied. 

Her fingers lifted to her throat. “You actually throw axes for sport in Black Bear Creek?”

“You’d be amazed at the shenanigans that take place at Ye’ Ole Pig Snout,” he said.  

“And your parents, did they partake in such shenanigans?”  

Russell lowly chuckled, but it was a joyless utterance. At once, a veil of sadness shrouded his face. “My mother was an English lady in every respect, but my father loved nothing better than to participate in the town’s activities. He was a champion of the three-legged race at the annual Strawberry Festival, and he was a master at bobbing for apples, too.” 

While Bella expected the memory would provide happiness, Russell’s eyes, now aching with sorrow, said otherwise. He looked as though his father’s death had happened the day before. 

Bella’s smile quickly faded. “Russell,” she carefully prodded. “Something has changed in you since we walked into this house ...” 

“Changed?” he asked. 

“Yes. On the train and at the sanitorium, there was ... I don’t know, a consistent lightness to your being. You smiled more. Your eyes were bright. You even looked younger than you do right now. It’s not that you haven’t been happy since we’ve arrived at your cabin, but every time we discuss your parents, it’s like you become a different man.”

He lifted the cup to his mouth and took a liberal swig. “Huh. I had no idea.”

Bella allowed the silence to settle between them. Great insights, her mother often said, were discovered in stillness. A tiny stuffed yellow bird suddenly sprung from the alpine clock, prompting Bella to jump to her feet and release an ear-splitting yap. 

Russell hooted with laughter—genuine, warmhearted laughter—as the stuffed bird vocalized seven cuckoos to mark the hour. 

Bella pointed a finger at him. “There!” she triumphantly exclaimed. “That’s the Russell Murphy I first came to know!” 

“Touché,” he said. “Miss McGuire, I’m beginning to think that you understand me better than I understand myself.” His eyes lingered on her lips, gradually dropping to her breasts and legs. “Even in my old long johns, you look absolutely bodacious.”

Bella went scarlet. Her throat constricted as she wondered where the night would take them.  

“I apologize, Miss McGuire ...”

“Bella,” she corrected him, a knowing twinkle in her eyes. 

“Bella,” he tenderly voiced.
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Russell stood from the table and approached Bella. She rose to meet him. She longed for him to thoroughly embrace her, to press his mouth to her neck and whisper sweet nothings in her ear. In response, she would melt in his arms, tilt her face upward, and succumb to the pleasure of an ardent kiss. If he lifted her up, she would kick off the stove pipe boots and permit him to take her on the floor, right then and there—although she preferred his mattress in the loft above. If he invited her to his garret, she would follow him up the ladder, no questions asked. 

“Let’s go to the barn and find that camp bed,” he said, grabbing the kerosene lamp from the center of the table and heading for the door.

Bella pressed her eyes shut, willing away the disappointment. When she opened them, Russell was already waiting for her on the porch. She took a deep breath and followed him through the ice storm to an unpainted structure, where Russell then led her to a back corner in which a folding cot was stored.  

“This belonged to my father in the Civil War,” he said. 

“Your father fought the Confederates?” 

“Not quite. He amputated the limbs of the Union soldiers who fought the Confederates. Dad was a doctor in the 14th Connecticut Infantry Regiment, also known as the Nutmeg Regiment.” 

“It’s a well-made bed,” Bella observed. She unfolded the cot and brushed her hand across the iron mesh.  

“Imagine,” Russell said. “My father slept on this after working forty-eight-hour shifts at the Battle of Gettysburg.” 

Bella’s fingers nimbly touched the cot’s cast iron brackets and slender maple legs. She patted the mattress. It was thin but firm. 

“It’s a wonder he got any sleep at all.” 

“Mountains of men is how Dad used to describe it. He would remove the bullets, stitch up the bayonet wounds, and slice off the limbs of mountains of men. He said his eyes were always bloodshot with exhaustion. He operated in a mental fog. When his shift was over, he collapsed onto this cot and slept a dreamless sleep. When he awoke, the nightmare resumed. More stitching, more cutting, more death ...”

“May our nation never suffer such horror again,” Bella said, then walked over to a stack of cobwebbed portraits leaning against the wall. She lifted a sketch encased by a simple oak frame. “Who’s this?”  

“That’s my father. Henry Occom drew it when Dad returned from the war.” 

Bella studied the handsome face in the sketch. The elder Dr. Murphy looked so much like his son, right down to the affable grin and haunted eyes. 

“Why is it out here in the barn?” she asked. “It should hang on a wall in the cabin.” 

“Every time I look at it I’m reminded of his absence.”

Bella scrutinized Russell’s face. It was impossible to gauge what he was thinking, let alone feeling. 

“How long has it been since your father passed?” 

“Two years,” he replied.  

Bella recalled the heart-crushing sorrow that followed the respective deaths of her parents. Her father passed suddenly. Her mother was ill for less than a year. Their portraits and family heirlooms were sacred objects to her. She would never discard them in a cold storage space to collect dust and erode over time. 

“But surely,” she broached, “you would grow used to seeing this depiction of your father. It would comfort you in your sorrow.” 

Russell said nothing. 

Bella shuffled through the artwork and came upon an oil portrait framed in gilded gold leaf. She looked into the face of the female subject, a young woman with eyes as pale as Russell’s and snow-white skin. A mane of thick auburn hair dripped like curls of melting copper beneath the woman’s delicately woven veil. 

“Your mother?” she asked.

He nodded. “Would you believe that she was four months pregnant with me and David when this was painted?”

“Oh, poor you!” Bella exclaimed, marveling that the unborn twins could survive and grow while imprisoned in the tight corset hidden beneath the woman’s silken bodice.

“My father commissioned a local artist to paint it. He gave it to my mother on their wedding day.” 

Bella gasped. “She was with child before the wedding?” 

Russell seemed tickled by her shock. “She was with children,” he said, his eyes flashing with devilment. “My mother may have descended from British aristocracy, but she was a red-blooded American in her youth.” 

Just like me, Bella thought, red-blooded and hungry for the touch of a Murphy man. She diverted her face from his sharp-eyed regard, fearing that he could read her mind. 

“The frame alone must have cost a fortune,” she said. “You simply must hang this in the cabin.”  

“I’ll think about it.”

She lifted the lid of a vintage trunk in which an assortment of shoes and boots were neatly stacked and pulled a rectangular lockbox from the depths. 

“What’s in here?”  

“My mother’s jewelry, including her diamond engagement ring. The key is tucked between two stones in the cabin, near the hearth.” 

“Don’t you worry someone will steal it?”

“Black Bear Creek isn’t exactly a crime-infested metropolis. I worry more about forgetting where I put the box.”  

Bella walked to a pair of upholstered Chippendale armchairs behind where lines of pottery, porcelain vases, and fine linens cluttered a nearby shelf. So that was where the family keepsakes were kept while a barren cabin stood mere feet away. She hoped that one day she could help Russell carry the precious objects back to the cabin and place them where they belonged. To be looked upon with love, not despair.

Her eyes fell upon a small leatherbound book. She took it from the shelf and thumbed through pages of handwritten notes describing cities throughout Europe alongside different dates. 

“Who kept this travel log?” she asked. 

“My mother,” Russell said. 

Bella’s eyes returned to reading. The last date was 1878, leaving the remaining half of the book untouched.

“Can I borrow this?” she asked. “I’d love to read about her adventures.” 

“You can keep it,” Russell said. “Pick your favorite city and the two of us will go there one day.” 

Bella couldn’t help but smile. It was the first time Russell had hinted at seeing her in the future, and not just meeting up for tea and crumpets, but traveling with her overseas. While her last lover, a man who she now dubbed “Skunk Cloud” whenever the image of him tarnished her thoughts, frequently vowed to shower Bella with trips abroad, expensive jewelry, and even his hand in marriage, he never meant a word of it. In contrast, the man standing before her seemed altogether different. There was an honest ring to his voice, and his pale blue eyes shined with promise, not deceit.  

“You’ve had a long day,” Russell said, likely mistaking her silence for fatigue. “Let’s get you back to the cabin and set this camp cot by the fire. Maybe a good night’s rest will give you the courage to fight for your job tomorrow.”

Though Bella nodded, she knew that no amount of sleep or courage would change the outcome that probably awaited her on the island. According to the asylum’s pecking order, the nurses were one step above the patients in status, with a handful of doctors climbing to the top of the list in importance—ending with the head alienist, Dr. Blackstone. 

If only Russell understood that she was nothing more than a nameless laborer to her superiors, a woman as replaceable as a toilet brush whose bristles were starting to bend. But how could he begin to understand her pitiful circumstances when a marvelous surgical position awaited him in the city, a job with no shortage of adoring nurses to keep him company?

Russell clasped hold of her hand and headed for the door, simultaneously reassuring Bella that for tonight, at least, he was all hers.
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Bella fell into a deep slumber on the camp cot as icy rain pelted the cabin’s shingled roof. Images of Russell penetrated her mind, suffusing her dreamscape with erotic desire. Upon waking, she vividly recalled one dream in particular in which she and Russell stood at the edge of a towering cliff. In the ocean below, Bella’s life unfolded within the water’s ebb and flow. She witnessed her birth, her childhood, and her coming of age, and somehow understood that all of it was meant to be. 

The waves depicting her ill-fated affair with Skunk Cloud were murky and littered with seaweed, while the waves illustrating happier moments were crystal clear. The last wave, a white-capped breaker sparkling with beads of light, reflected Bella’s future self. She donned an elegant lavender gown, its short train dissolving into the water’s greenish-blue foam, and a necklace made of wampum graced her full bosom. In the dream, Bella turned her gaze from the ocean’s waves to face Russell on the cliff. She lightly touched his chest, causing a bolt of energy to shoot through her body—a love-ridden electrical current that shocked her in the most wonderful of ways.  

She presently turned over on the cot and glanced up at the cuckoo clock. It can’t be, she thought as she eyed the hands marking the nine o’clock hour. I couldn’t have overslept three hours! She was in the habit of arising before dawn at the asylum, but the darkness of the ice storm must have fooled her into thinking it was still night. 

She rolled on her back and envisioned Russell sleeping in the second-floor loft. The mere thought of his undressed body beneath the covers gave rise to yearning. 

She heard a rustling on the porch, then the front door swung open. “Are you decent?” Russell asked.

Bella leapt from the cot and threw Russell’s flannel shirt over her. “As decent as circumstances allow,” she replied. 

He entered the cabin, brushing shards of ice from his jacket. “Did you think I was still sleeping?”  

Oh, I thought of a lot more than you sleeping, Bella thought. “Yes,” she said. 

“You looked so peaceful that I didn’t want to wake you.” 

“I don’t know what came over me,” Bella said. “I haven’t overslept in years.” 

He threw her a smile that turned her insides to mush. “Must have been the comfort of the cot.”  

Bella went to the window, lifted the strip of burlap, and peered at the dense curtain of rain pounding the ground. “I had hoped the storm would let up in the night.” 

“No such luck,” Russell said, warming his hands over the fire. “I went to the train station while you were sleeping. The line to New York City is closed for another day.” 

Bella’s shoulders slumped. “My employer will be livid when I return to the city ...” 

“But the weather is beyond your control,” Russell said. “Surely they’ll understand.”

Bella lowered the burlap to prevent the chilly draft from entering the room. “Believe me, my supervisor hasn’t a human heart. I suspect I’ll be promptly fired.” She quickly changed the subject, lest Russell ask where she worked. “It seems I’ll be trapped in your cabin for another day. Please, don’t let me keep you from your duties.”

“Everyone’s trapped in their homes,” Russell said, “and that includes me. I won’t be making any house calls unless there’s a medical emergency.”

At this, Bella felt a disconcerting mix of relief, excitement, and dread. Relief, because she didn’t want to be alone all day with absolutely nothing to do. Excitement, because she more than enjoyed Russell’s company—she felt a milder version of the rush of energy that she experienced in her dream every time his eyes locked with hers—and dread, because her need to touch his bare flesh was almost palpable. How could she contain that primal longing for another twenty-four hours?  

“How will we fill the time?” she innocently asked.  

“Let’s start with breakfast. Are you hungry?”

Bella smiled. “I’m always hungry.” 

She followed him into the kitchen, where Russell filled a kettle with coffee grains and water from the pump, then returned to the main room and positioned the kettle over the red-hot coals. 

“Care to join me for a cup of brew?” he asked. 

“Coffee sounds wonderful,” Bella said. She retrieved two cups from the cupboard and returned to the main room, but not before grabbing the quilted blanket from the cot and wrapping it around her quivering limbs. “Can I help you with breakfast?” she asked as she placed the cups on the hearth.  

Russell turned from the fireplace and faced her, standing so close that she could smell the lemony scent of his cologne. She took the invigorating aroma as a good omen, since he hadn’t worn cologne on the train. Did he put it on today for her benefit? She certainly hoped so. 

“I don’t need any help,” he said. “I’ve got stewed crab apples and porridge in the ice box.  It’s just a matter of reheating them.” 

He tossed a bunch of kindling and a large log over the coals, causing the fire to burn at full tilt. Bella marveled at the effectiveness of the colonial fireplace. Wood seemed to magically melt in its all-consuming heat without hardly any stoking. 

Russell went to the kitchen to retrieve the porridge and stewed apples. He returned to the hearth and poured the bowl’s contents into a blackened cast iron pot hanging above the crackling flames.

“It’s not exactly a farmer’s breakfast,” he apologetically said. 

Bella inwardly smiled. If only he knew that her breakfasts at the asylum were comprised of gruel so thin that the nurses preferred to drink it from cups. As for stewed apples, they were an unusual treat at her workplace.  

She settled into the chair, taking care to button the oversized shirt that she wore to the collar. She imagined the author of The Ladies’ Book of Etiquette, and Manual of Politeness would be mortified by her situation: a single woman dressed in man’s attire, her messy hair hanging to her elbows, and feet that wore no slippers. Worst of all, Bella couldn’t have cared less. Something about Russell’s amiable personality removed her deepest inhibitions. 

With his back turned, Bella could brazenly appreciate the view. Though Russell was fully dressed in flannel trousers and a frayed Oxford shirt, she could see that his limbs were lean and muscular, and his buttocks were tight and firm. She imagined that a rural lifestyle had helped to create such a perfect male specimen—tasks like splitting wood and thatching the rooftop were highly effective forms of exercise. She watched as he lifted the kettle from the coals and poured the coffee into the cups on the hearth. When he handed her a cup of steaming coffee, Bella had to force the image of his naked figure from her mind. 

“I’m out of milk. I hope you like it black.” 

She lifted the cup and tasted the brew. “As long as it’s hot,” she said, pulling the quilt tighter around her chest. 

“We’ll get you warmed up in no time at all,” he said before swallowing a mouthful of coffee.

As the porridge and stewed apples began to bubble in the pot, Bella left the main room and went to the kitchen where she located bowls in the cupboard and spoons in the drawer. She set them on the table as Russell carried over the crockery and ladled a generous serving of pottage into each bowl. Bella found a jar of honey in the pantry and topped off the simple repast with gooey dollops of the confection, then they sat at the table and dove into the gruel. 

“Now that we’ve accomplished breakfast, how will we fill our time today?” she asked.  

“We could read,” Russell suggested. “I’ve got a stack of unread medical journals in the loft and a fascinating book called Dracula.”

“Dracula?” Bella asked. “What does that mean?” 

“Devil in Romanian. It’s a great story. The author drew from Transylvanian folklore and history and created a fictional character, Count Dracula, who sucks people’s blood for sustenance. In so doing, his victims also become vampires.”

Bella pressed her open palm over her heart. “What in heaven’s name is a vampire?” 

“A corpse that leaves its grave at night to drink the blood of the living,” Russell matter-of-factly replied. 

Bella shuddered. “And you think I will enjoy this book?” 

He chuckled. “I couldn’t put it down.” He left the table and climbed the ladder to the loft, returning momentarily with the hardcover novel. “Promise me you’ll read it,” he said, handing her the tome.

Bella sifted through the pages. “It resembles a diary.” 

“That’s what I liked most about the book,” Russell said. “It’s a mixture of diary entries, ships logs, and written correspondence. I found myself trying to put all the puzzle pieces together as it went along.” 

The corner of Bella’s mouth lifted. Besides scientific curiosity, literature was another passion that they shared. She had torn through The Scarlet Letter in the space of two nights, leaving her itchy-eyed and headachy as she performed her chores at the asylum in the days that followed. It was as if the book’s heroine, Hester Prynne, was a living creature in her mind, indifferently observing Bella as she worked. 

Another favorite was Moby Dick. Bella had nursed that novel, reading a few chapters each night before bed, her head teeming with images of great white whales and haggard men floating on coffin-shaped lifeboats as she went about cleaning bedpans and sedating patients at the asylum. The stories were not only enjoyable, but they also had a way of making her cheerless job a little more bearable.  

She finished her porridge and carried their empty dishes to the sink. After washing the cups and bowls, she settled on the floor before the roaring fire and began to read Dracula as Russell plowed through a heap of medical journals, reading every article, word for word. He occasionally took a break in the form of asking Bella her thoughts about a wide range of subjects that he was immersed in reading, ranging from public health and hygiene to novel surgical techniques. For Bella, the compatibility that she and Russell shared seemed almost too good to be true. They could easily converse for hours and still have more to thrash out.  

By dusk, Bella had consumed over one hundred pages of Dracula. Over dinner, they finished what remained of Hannah’s turkey pie and potato casserole while enthusiastically discussing Dracula’s plot, with Russell promising not to give away the ending.

“You were right,” Bella said as she cleared away the dishes. “It’s a spectacular book.”

Russell nodded in agreement. “It’s both horrifying and addictive.” He glanced at the Civil War cot in the main room. “I’ve been thinking about you sleeping on that old cot, Bella ...”

Bella’s hands froze around the dishware. “What about it?” she asked, wondering if he was heading in the direction of inviting her to his loft. With her back turned to him, she waited for what felt like an unbearable amount of time for his response to come. 

He left the table and approached her from behind. She instinctively leaned into him as his strong arms wrapped around her. His mouth lowered to her ear. She shivered at the sensation of his warm breath caressing her neck. 

“Why don’t we find you a more comfortable bed to sleep on tonight?” he murmured.

Her back straightened in his arms. “But you haven’t any extra beds ...” 

“There’s a firm double bed in my parent’s former bedroom,” he said.  

Her heart constricted. Was he suggesting that they share that bed? His next words provided a most disheartening answer. 

“I’ll sleep in the loft, and you can sleep in a bed befitting a Mohegan goddess.” 

Bella swallowed her chagrin. “I thought you kept that room locked?”

He shrugged. “It’s not a mausoleum. I realized that when I watched you sleeping this morning. My parents would be aghast if they knew I forced a lady to sleep on Dad’s old cot. They’d insist that you sleep in their empty bed.” 

Bella pivoted to him, revealing a face that showed no hint of her disappointment. “That’s very kind of you.” 

He clasped her hands. “I’ll show you the room. We’ll need to shake the dust from the linens. They haven’t been changed in years.” 

“I appreciate your consideration,” Bella said as he led her down a hallway jutting off of the kitchen, then reached for a key resting above the bedroom doorway. He jiggled it in the lock and pushed the door open, taking care to step aside so Bella could enter first. Wooden shutters covered the room’s large window, prompting Russell to light a kerosene lamp on the dresser. The room instantly came to life. 

Bella was pleased to see that none of its contents had been relegated to the barn. Unlike the rest of the cabin, the large space was a peaceful haven mirroring the colors of the surrounding forest. A woven green coverlet topped the walnut-framed bed beneath which an intricately designed oriental carpet warmed the wooden floorboards. An enormous marble-topped walnut dresser lined a side wall, with two matching night tables framing each side of the bed’s sturdy headboard. 

Bella was further delighted upon seeing that the log-hewn walls were accessorized with framed miniatures of Parisian scenes: Notre Dame Cathedral, The Arc de Triomphe, and a wide assortment of outdoor cafes in which men and women sipped tea and champagne, apparently without a care in the world.  

“Did your parents get these paintings in France?” she asked, blowing the dust off one the bronzed frames. 

“Yes, my mother purchased them during a trip to Paris about ten years ago,” Russell said. “She fell in love with the city of lights.” His voice suddenly broke. “It was the last time she was able to travel.” 

Bella went to the bed, sat down, and patted the spot beside her. “Sit with me,” she said.

Russell dutifully sat. 

“We need to talk about your parents, Russell,” she said with trepidation. 

He turned to her. “What would you like to know?” 

“How do you feel about their deaths?” Bella asked. “It seems to me that you’ve been keeping your grief bottled up inside.” 

“And how do you suggest I express my grief?” he asked, ostensibly oblivious to what she was getting at. 

While there was no handbook on how to grieve—everyone’s process was unique—Bella sensed that Russell had closed a chamber of his heart following his parent’s respective deaths. She longed for him to do whatever he needed to release the anguish, otherwise it would eat away at him like an unwanted parasite. 

She rested her hand over his. “Say whatever comes to mind ...”

He scoffed as his voice lifted, his words infused with long-repressed anger. “Do you really want to know what comes to mind? I’m bloody furious. I can’t tell you how awful it is to watch someone you love slowly wither up and die.”

“I do know what it’s like,” Bella quietly said. “My mother was afflicted with the great scourge. A lump formed in her right breast. It seemed harmless enough. We thought it was a cyst, but it grew in size as her body weakened. The doctor removed her right breast out of necessity, and her left breast as a preventative measure. I watched on as she bit a stick of wood and howled in pain during the grisly procedure. It was a terrible thing to witness. I can’t imagine how she felt ...” 

“I’m sorry,” Russell said. 

“Oh, don’t be sorry. Except for sharing it with you now, I’ve practically banished the memory from my mind. Whenever I think of Mama, I concentrate on the good times.”

“How were you able to do that?” he asked. 

“It didn’t happen overnight,” Bella said. “It took months. I recall one evening when I repeatedly punched a pillow and screamed like a banshee—the neighbors thought someone was being murdered! After that, the anger began to lessen, and acceptance gradually set in.”  

Russell paused, appearing to think about her words. When he next spoke, his tone was soft and calm. 

“You know, I think I’m angrier about my father’s sudden death than my mother’s lingering demise. He was devastated when she passed. I have no doubt that the stress over losing her caused his massive heart attack.” He wearily sighed. “Bella, I can’t tell you how many people I’ve known who lived well past the age of sixty despite their selfish behaviors—some scoundrels survive into their eighties. It’s the randomness of death that maddens me, how good people die young and old bastards seem to live forever.” 

Bella inched closer to him on the bedside. “It’s natural to be angry. It’s also normal to cry ...” 

She reached out her arms and held him. In response, Russell’s head dropped to her bosom, as what was left of his anger slowly transitioned into sorrow. He surrendered to the tears, voicing muffled sobs. 

Bella’s hand tenderly circled his trembling back. “Let it all out ...” she whispered in his ear, for if there was one thing that her work at the asylum had taught her, it was how to comfort a melancholic soul.  

The sound of Russell’s sobs intermixed with the reverberation of ice pellets pounding the roof above them. His lamentations gradually diminished, transitioning to quiet snivels. He eventually pulled away and wiped his tear-soaked face with his sleeve. 

“I’m embarrassed,” he quietly confessed.

“Why?” Bella asked.

“Men shouldn’t cry.”

“That’s a lie,” she firmly replied. “I once saw my father cry after he was laid off from his job at the docks. I’d say the deaths of a brother, mother, and father warrant more than a tear or two.” 

Russell sniffed and slowly nodded. “I saw my father cry, too. He wept when David died. He also wept when my mother died.”

“Did you ever cry?” Bella asked.  

Russell adamantly shook his head. “No. I wanted to be strong for my parents. What good would a blathering son be?”

Bella pursed her lips, picturing Russell as a young child trying his best to stoically endure the painful loss of losing his twin brother for the sake of others, not himself. 

“Well, you don’t have to hide your feelings anymore,” she said. “Consider me a safe refuge.” 

Russell lifted his hand and traced Bella’s distinctly Mohegan jawline with his fingertips. “I’ve been mistaken. You’re more than a goddess, you’re an angel.”

Bella laughed, wondering if he would think the same of her if he knew her checkered romantic history. Alas, there was no use conjuring Skunk Cloud, not with a handsome, eligible bachelor at her side. 

“Do angels drink sherry?” she impulsively asked. 

He smiled. “I don’t know. Would you like a glass now?” 

She threw him a coy smile. “Only if you join me ...” 

Russell stood and extended his arm. Bella took hold and rose to face him, then unexpectedly experienced the moment that she had been waiting for. Looking her deeply in the eyes, Russell lowered his face and pressed his full lips to her mouth. Bella returned his ardor with gusto, drowning in the newfound passion that they shared. She longed to fall back on the bed and remove her lumberjack attire, thereby inviting him to engage in a fervent coupling. Lady-like restraint took over, however, and she pulled away from his embrace. 

“Shall we go search for that sherry?” she asked.

The look of letdown on Russell’s face was reassuring. Evidently, she wasn’t the only one wanting to partake in the forbidden act that had garnered Hester Prynne a scarlet letter for adultery.

Regaining his composure, Russell led her across the threshold and headed in the direction of the pantry, where the Devil’s poison sat waiting. He located the bottle of sherry and poured bountiful servings into each of their cups. He handed one cup to Bella, then raised his cup in the air between them. “Shall we toast?”  

Lifting her glass, Bella let go a girlish giggle. “Let’s toast to Dracula.”  

He clicked her cup with his. “To Dracula!” he proclaimed. “May we never see the likes of him in Black Bear Creek!”

“Or New York City,” Bella added. 

“Or New York City,” Russell said, mimicking an authoritative tone. “May that ruthless malefactor never set foot on American soil!” 

“Here, here!” Bella sang. “Be gone, feral beast!” As she swallowed down the sherry, Matanto came to mind. “Shall I propose a second toast?” she merrily inquired.

“Whatever pleases the lady,” Russell said, topping off their respective cups. 

Bella raised her cup. “To Matanto! May he rot in Hell!” 

They both had a good laugh and drank the sherry as though it were the finest of champagnes. Meanwhile, heavy rain pelted the rooftop and windowpanes as a bright flash of lightning lit up the night sky, followed by an ominous boom of thunder. 

Despite her upbeat mood, Bella couldn’t shake the feeling that danger awaited her in the city, just as the old medicine woman Hannah Occom had prophesied ... 
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Bella awoke the next morning to the sound of sparrows trilling in the trees. Rolling over on the double bed, she noticed her long johns were damp with sweat, defying the freezing temperatures of the day before. She threw on Russell’s flannel shirt and walked out to the porch. Warm sunshine beat down upon the lawn, transforming last night’s sheet of ice into a blanket of sparkling dew. 

It wasn’t long before Russell emerged from the cabin and joined her on the porch. 

“I should have known that inviting a Mohegan goddess to my home would result in an Indian Summer.” 

“I don’t understand the relationship between Native Indians and hot weather in autumn,” Bella said. 

Russell casually draped his arm around her shoulders as they gazed into the verdant forest. “I suppose the first taste of fall in New England takes some Europeans by surprise. They can’t help but associate the unpredictable weather with the people who’ve lived here the longest.” 

“Perhaps,” Bella said, then turned to him and was pleased to see that he looked so rested, despite retiring to the loft well after midnight the night before. Her thoughts pivoted to a reality she wished didn’t exist, namely, returning to the asylum and facing the punishment of her superiors.

“When does the first train leave for the city?” she asked. 

“Not until noon.” The corner of his mouth crinkled into a mischievous dare as he stepped close to Bella, so close that she could smell the roasted coffee on his breath. “There’s plenty of time for us to take a dip in the lake,” he said. 

Bella pulled back. Yes, the day was sunny and unusually warm, without a wisp of wind, but the lake they had passed on their way to Russell’s cabin had been pummeled with freezing rain less than twenty-four hours ago. 

“Not on your life,” she said. 

“Pshaw! Your ancestors washed in the lake all year round. Henry and Hannah still do.” 

“Well, hurrah for them. But there is no way you’ll ever convince me to get into that melting glacier. I’ll heat some water over the fire and take a sponge bath.” 

Russell pitched a cheeky grin. “Just as I thought. You’re a namby-pamby city girl.” 

“Me, a namby-pamby?” Bella cried out, sputtering the words with mock disdain. “Oh, I’ll show you!” She leaped from the porch and limped down the lane with remarkable aspiration. 

“Where are you going?” he called after her.

“To the lake, you mutton head! Where else?”

***
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Russell rushed back inside the cabin, grabbed a bar of soap from the drawer and a blanket from the cot, and set off after Bella. He arrived at the lake to discover her stripped down to the bare essentials. Russell hid behind a tree, a modern-day Peeping Tom watching Lady Godiva ride naked through The Coventry. In this case, Lady Godiva was about to take a seductive soak. 

Bella no longer wore his long johns. Only the unbuttoned flannel shirt draped her upper body, rumpling to the crest of her thighs and revealing a dark triangle that Russell longed to explore. Her shapely brown legs relaxed on the sand, limber yet muscular. She leaned forward and unwrapped the bandage around her ankle, expertly rolling it into her hand. 

That Bella McGuire was utterly gorgeous was beyond dispute, but it was her ancient native blood that made Russell’s heart constrict. The proper Miss McGuire may have attempted to play the role of a well-behaved white woman, but she was wildly Indigenous at her core. He knew it the moment he set eyes on her, poised like a burnished topaz on the bench of the train.  

She rose from the beach, walked to the shoreline, and tested the water with her toes. Russell’s heart throbbed with craving as he watched her walk to waist level in the water. She dove, revealing heart-shaped buttocks as her body immersed. Having seen enough and not wanting to wait a second longer to be next to her, Russell left the tree’s protection and sauntered onto the beach, absurdly performing the part of an unwitting English gentleman out for a leisurely stroll.

“Who’s the namby-pamby now?” Bella called out.  

Russell dropped the blanket, kicked off his boots, tore off his shirt, and ran after Bella into the lake. He submerged in the final seconds, materializing from the water only inches from her half-naked body. 

“Soap, my lady?” he asked, dangling the bar of soap in the air between them. 

She seized the offering. “Thank you, kind sir,” she ceremoniously replied. 

He expected her to delicately rub the soap over her face, perhaps lather it into her long hair. Instead, she removed the wet flannel shirt and gave him what he wanted. Staring directly into his eyes, she slowly ran the soap over her bare arms, beneath them, and across her apple-sized breasts. She dipped into the water to rinse away the suds. Arising for breath, she lowered her arm and cleansed her legs and lower regions, rendering Russell speechless. 

“Does the good doctor like what he sees?” she boldly inquired as her emerald eyes fixed on his face,  her long black lashes glistening.

At a loss for words, Russell could only pronounce a full-hearted yes.  

She smiled. “My mother told me when the first settlers arrived, they were stunned to see bare-breasted Mohegan women going about their daily tasks. They weren’t ashamed of their bodies, as white women were.”

“That’s ... that’s right,” Russell stammered. 

“Here you go.” She handed him the soap after washing her hair. “Your turn.”

He looked at the bar of soap as though it was a foreign object. Could she hear his shallow breathing, the way it rattled in his throat? 

“Penny for your thoughts,” she purred, treading so close that her legs brushed against his.

He dumbly shook his head. Truth was, he had no thoughts—only an animal urge to carry her to the beach and make love to her beneath the rays of a balmy late September sun. 

“Bella,” he said, so softly that he could hardly hear himself.

“Yes?” she asked.  

Droplets of water shimmered on her high cheekbones. Her full pink lips were lusciously wet. And those firm round breasts ensconced above a slender ribcage? They begged to be stroked. 

“What ... what I’d like to ask,” he faltered, his rapid breathing chopping through the air. “Or rather, what I need to ask ...” He helplessly turned to the line of hills on the other side of the lake. “Would it be too much of ... an imposition—” 

Bella closed in on him, silencing him with a kiss. Russell tasted her lips, sweet as honey, and licked the pronounced Cupid’s bow. Cupping the nape of her neck, he pulled her close, instantly feeling her hard nipples pressed against his chest. He closed his eyes and surrendered, an intoxicating euphoria consuming his mind. His fingers trailed down her spine and pressed an indentation in her lower back, just above the buttocks, causing her to moan, deeply. 

He grasped her hand and led her to the beach, where he then laid the blanket over the sand and guided her to the makeshift bed. She lay down, gazing up at him with hungry eyes. He hurriedly unfastened his belt and dropped his pants, then suddenly stopped. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked, worry darkening her eyes. 

“I want to look at you.” 

He stared in wonder at her naked figure, the perfectly curved thighs, the hourglass waist, the voluptuous hips. She was beyond beautiful—she was a work of art. 

Bella gave him a come-hither stare. Oh, he would come hither. Just wait! 

He knelt down and gently caressed her belly, his hand then drifting to her right nipple and tasting it with his tongue. Bella shuddered as his mouth rose to the hollow of her throat—breathing, kissing, tasting. Moving on top of her, he simultaneously reached for the indention in her lower back. The one that made her moan. Bella groaned and pulled him inside of her, enveloping his body with her sleek brown legs. 

With every thrust, he felt as though he was living and dying at the same time. He ground against her, his fingers still pressing the curve of her lower back. She cried out. A fierce, liberating cry. It induced him to explode inside of her as jagged streaks of blue and yellow ignited in his mind. 

His mouth found hers. “Bella,” he murmured. “I have fallen in love with you ...”
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Bella loved him too. It was a savage love. A pure love. She had never experienced anything like it before. That it happened so quickly left her reeling with amazement, though she didn’t doubt the veracity of what she felt. After all, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert were rumored to have instantly fallen in love when they met at Victoria’s seventeenth birthday celebration. If the Queen of England’s heart was unexpectedly pierced by Cupid’s burning arrow, Bella reasoned, why couldn’t it happen to an ordinary American nurse?  

They lay on the blanket and gazed at each other, Russell’s palm trailing the curve of her bare hips. 

“What just happened?” 

“I think I lost my mind,” Bella said. 

“Me too ...” 

Bella wanted to stay at the lake all day, soaking up the last warm rays of 1889 whilst dreaming of their future together. At dusk, they could return to his cabin and make love until their bodies were depleted of strength, then fall to sleep in his loft, entwined in each other’s arms.

If only fate didn’t have other plans. Bella had no option but to return to the city on the noonday train and beg to keep her job at the asylum. How else could she afford to keep Zadie at the sanitorium? In turn, Russell had committed to a surgical post at a reputable hospital. He was an ambitious man with no intention of thwarting his aspirations by growing old and penniless in an isolated rural town. 

“The Jewel of the Northwest Corner,” he said, squinting up at the cloudless sky. “That’s what they call Black Bear Creek.”

“What do they call this lake?” 

“Lake Kahokak,” he said.  

Bella sat up on the blanket and stared at the dark blue water. Her ankle no longer ached. The icy water had served as a healing salve—not to mention the rush of blood that coursed through every inch of her as she climaxed in Russell’s arms. 

He sat up and protectively draped his arm around her shoulder. “Do you know what Kahokak means?” 

“It’s a Mohegan word, I know that much.”

“It means geese,” he said. “On account of the flocks of Canadian geese that reside here in the summer and migrate south in the winter.”

“It should have a more mysterious name, like Konchi Manto Lake.” 

“Doesn’t that mean Great Spirit?” he asked.

She nodded. 

His eyebrows arched. “This, from a woman who rejects the supernatural?” 

She tugged at his hand. “I’m serious, Russell. Something happened to me in those waters ...” 

“I’ll say.”  

She ignored his teasing and continued. “For the first time, I felt a connection to my ancestors. I communed with the trees and water. I felt one with the hills.” 

“A sort of Mohegan baptism,” he reflected. 

“Yes. That’s right. It was beautiful.” She turned to face him. “What was it that you did to my back with your fingers? You opened a hidden door.” 

He clamped his lips together, a look of bemusement lighting his eyes. 

She playfully punched his side. “What, Russell? What did you do to me?” 

“Only what Hannah instructed.” 

“What Hannah instructed?” 

He nodded. “She once told me about the chakras of the Pueblo Indians.”

“Chakras?” Bella had never heard the word before. 

“Spiritual centers that correlate to physical parts of the body. Each center carries a different vibration.” He lightly touched the top of her head. “This is the first chakra, where your soul entered your body at birth and where it will depart at death.” His hand cupped the side of her head. “Herein lies the brain chakra.” His hand lowered and stroked her throat. “The breath chakra.” His palm dipped to her belly, just above her pubic bone. “And most importantly, the sacral chakra, where the reproductive organs are located. Now, according to Hannah, the sacral chakra’s sexual and creative powers are best activated by a simple massage of the lower back at precisely this spot.” 

He pressed the indentation above her buttocks and a surge of heat spontaneously infused her. 

“I see ... Between that savory meat pie and her instructions on chakras, I’m starting to think Hannah is a woman of many talents.” 

“She is indeed.” 

Bella frowned. “If only she liked me.”

“On the contrary, I think Hannah likes you very much. She’s only afraid to be around you without the arrowhead around your neck.” 

Bella scoffed, though the irrational feeling that the old medicine woman spoke the truth continued to pester her like a mosquito on a sticky summer night. “It makes no sense. Hannah said that danger awaited in the city, not here at Black Bear Creek.” 

“I stopped trying to figure out how Hannah thinks a long time ago.” He stood up, pulled on his pants and boots, and reached out his hand. “Let’s get back to the cabin. We don’t want you to miss your train.” 

Just then, a hulking dark figure emerged from the woods. Bella sprang like a jack in the box from the blanket and let loose a terrified shriek. She darted to the lake and plunged into the icy waters, swimming out as far as she could. Russell stared in bafflement from the beach. 

“Get in the water!” Bella cried out. 

Russell glanced at the black bear standing about twenty feet away. “Bears are great swimmers!” he shouted. 

“Then go climb a tree!” 

“They climb trees too.” 

“Russell! Get away from that bear, it will kill you!” 

He laughed. “Her name is Gladys, Bella. She’s been around for years. Come on, get out of that water! Come back to the beach!” 

Bella tread water for a few minutes, growing more and more tired as Gladys lazily ambled through the bushes. Eventually, Bella swam back to shore, her eyes focused on Gladys, who could have cared less about her. Once outside the water, Russell lifted the blanket and wrapped it around her trembling form. 

“What if she has cubs nearby?” Bella asked. “Mother bears are protective of their cubs.” 

“Gladys didn’t have a litter this year. Believe me, she’s harmless. If you ignore her, she’ll ignore you. Maybe you’re not as Mohegan as I thought.” 

“I dare say, not all Mohegans naïvely trust bears as you do,” she said.  

“But the Mohegans are discerning. They sense the dangerous bears.” 

“Well, I never have been a good judge of character,” Bella admitted as she slid her legs into the long johns and buttoned the undershirt.  

“What makes you say that?” Russell asked, handing her the stovepipe boots.

Bella shrugged, remembering Skunk Cloud and the damage he had done. She would never tell Russell about Skunk Cloud. The less Russell knew, the better. 

She watched as Gladys disappeared into the forest, envious of the mammal’s autonomy. Gladys had no job to worry about, no kin with astronomical health care expenses, and no ex-lovers that poisoned her mind with regret. Ah, what Gladys can teach all of us about tranquility, Bella thought as she slipped on the stovepipe boots and followed Russell to the road. 

“I’ll bet you the farm Hannah left a plate of flapjacks on my porch,” he said. “We’d better hurry up. I don’t want Gladys finding them first.” 
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They arrived at the depot as the noon train rolled into town. Bella had transformed into her pseudo-white woman persona, donning her neatly pressed powder blue frock, with her black wool cape slung over her arm. Her silky black hair was neatly gathered in a braided bun, and she had traded in the stovepipe boots for a pair of close-fitting lace-up boots that she had located in the trunk containing Mrs. Murphy’s personal effects. The boots were not only fashionable, but they were also a perfect fit. Unfortunately, the lovely gowns and bodices were too small for Bella’s full figure, and most were destroyed by dampness and mice droppings.

Russell waved away a cloud of black smoke hanging between them. His velvety voice bellowed over the train’s hissing brakes.

“Where do you live in the city? I’ll pay a visit as soon as I’ve settled into my new job.”

Bella’s heart raced with panic. What a tangled web we weave, she thought. “I ... I don’t know if I’ll still be living at that address. If I lose my job, I’ll need to find cheaper housing.” 

It wasn’t a total lie. Her impending loss of employment would bring the loss of free housing at the nurses’ dormitory on Blackwell’s Island. For all Bella knew, Russell would one day discover her living alongside homeless transients beneath the anchorage of the East River Bridge. 

But of course, her dearest friend Maggie Moskowitz would never let it come to that. A successful seamstress married to an architect who worked for Andrew Carnegie, Maggie wouldn’t hesitate to open her upscale home at Astor Place to Bella for as long as she needed a roof over her head. 

“Why don’t we meet in Central Park?” she suggested.  

“Perfect. We’ll meet at Cleopatra’s Needle next Saturday.”

“I work on Saturdays. That is if I still have a job.” 

“Sunday then?” 

Bella flicked away a burning cinder that threatened to singe a hole into the only dress she owned. “I work on Sundays, too, except for my monthly visits with Zadie.”

“Does your slave-driving boss give you any time off?” Russell asked in exasperation. 

“Mondays,” she said. 

His brow furrowed. “Mondays will be my busiest days.”

Bella’s thoughts turned to Thanksgiving. Other than her monthly weekend visits to Black Bear Creek, it was the one day she knew her services were not needed at the asylum. The superintendent, Dr. Blackstone, hosted a bizarrely pitiful ball in the Octagon. Upstanding members of the community attended the event, mostly clergymen and their pious wives, alongside groups of philanthropists with fistfuls of dollars. 

Following an early repast of tea, punch, and finger foods in the main building, guests were led to a decorated gymnasium sanitized with carbolic soap and turpentine. The female patients wore hand-me-down ball gowns. The handful of male patients that were shipped in from a sister facility on Ward’s Island wore hand-me-down suits. Pumped up on laudanum, they stumbled through four-step waltzes like sedated ghouls. Onlookers gushed. They praised Dr. Blackstone for his marvelous work, naïvely assuming that this was the festive status of the asylum all year long. 

Everything returned to normal on Black Friday, the day marking the gold market crash of 1869. Gowns and suits were stripped away and stored in the asylum’s attic until next Thanksgiving. Female patients went back to shivering in flimsy muslin shifts while male patients were transported to Ward’s Island wearing dingy gray uniforms. The charade was over. No more fruitcake or Viennese sausages. No more dancing to a Salvation Army three-piece brass band. From Black Friday on, the asylum’s inmates choked down meals of watery gruel and stewed fish.  

“Why not meet on Thanksgiving?” she suggested. 

“All right, we’ll stroll the entire park and dine at Delmonico’s after that.”  

Bella gasped. “Delmonico’s? It’s too dear!”

Russell lifted her hand to his mouth and gently kissed the knuckles. “Nothing is too dear for my Mohegan goddess.” 

The thought of Skunk Cloud invaded Bella’s mind. Skunk Cloud had always taken Bella to unpretentious venues—gypsy-like taverns and cafes that were off the beaten track. Not because he was cheap. Skunk Cloud was one of the wealthiest financiers in the city. No, he discreetly escorted Bella to those hidden alcoves because he didn’t want to be seen with her in public.  

She dismissed Skunk Cloud from her mind and focused on the handsome suitor standing before her. 

“I’m afraid I have nothing nicer than this frock to wear,” she fretted. 

“I’ll have a new dress delivered to your apartment.” 

Heavens to Betsy, Bella thought. Here we go again, inching dangerously close to my tangled web! 

“As I said, I don’t know if I’ll be at that same location.” 

“Then I’ll bring the dress with me to Cleopatra’s Needle. You can change into it behind a bush.”

She looked at him, aghast. “You can’t be serious?”

A Cheshire cat grin spread across his face. “It won’t be the first time you undressed in nature.”

She met his bawdy gaze with a coy one of her own. “It’s different in the city, Russell. If I stripped off my clothing in Central Park I could be arrested for indecent exposure.”  

“I beg to differ. Any copper in his right mind would stand in awe. He might even thank you for making his Thanksgiving a whole lot better.”

She blinked in rapid succession. “You are incorrigible!”

He stepped closer. “So, you’ll do it?” 

“I’ll do it!” she proclaimed. “If disrobing behind a bush in Central Park lands me a fancy dress and a meal at Delmonico’s, your wish is my command.” 

He planted a soft, lingering kiss on her mouth. “I meant what I said on the beach,” he murmured, his lips still touching hers. “I love you, Bella.” 

“And I love you,” she said, though the three simple words did not come close to expressing the storm of passion that gripped her. 

She reluctantly boarded the train and waved goodbye through the window. Ensconced in a cloud of smoke, Russell assumed a dreamy tenor.

“Meet me at noon on Thanksgiving,” he shouted from the walkway. 

“Noon at Cleopatra’s Needle,” she confirmed. 

His tall figure faded from view as the train pushed forward, leaving a pall of black smoke in its wake. Bella’s fingers touched the collar of her dress. She fingered the lace and suddenly wished that she had kept Hannah’s talisman. Though she was not a superstitious woman, she would need all the luck she could get when encountering her barbarous supervisor at the asylum later that day.
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Bella was keeping secrets. Russell was sure of it. If her reluctance to reveal her home address was truly motivated by the fact that she might no longer be at that address when he came to call, why wouldn’t she give him the street and apartment number and let him figure it out for himself when he got there? She could easily leave her new address with a neighbor or a landlord in the event that she needed to relocate.  

And what of the fact that she tip-toed around telling him her place of employment? That gave him pause. Not that he was any less secretive in refusing to come clean and tell her that his new job was at the notorious lunatic asylum on Blackwell’s Island. But his deceit was motivated by pride, he reasoned, while Bella’s odd behavior was motivated by something else.

Holy Joe, don’t tell me she has a husband! The mere thought of it made him queasy. 

He made a mental note to check Zadie’s records at the sanatorium and confirm that the line listing “next of kin” did not include a Mr. McGuire. Mistrusting Bella was the last thing he wanted to do. Nevertheless, he viewed the investigation of Zadie’s records as a necessary evil in light of his brief affair with a city woman the year before. Lady Adele, as she preferred to be called, dazzled him with her fineries and her fluency in German and French only to drop him like a hot potato when he showed up on her doorstep in Washington Heights unannounced, carrying a bouquet of tulips in hand. 

“How did you find me?” Lady Adele had hissed. Like Bella, she never told Russell where she lived. “Make yourself scarce before my husband sees you here!”

Russell had never been so humiliated in his life.  

He shook off the memory, reassuring himself that Bella was an honest woman. She would never let him down. At least, not like that.

Leaving the train depot and walking back home, Russell considered how he would come up with the money to pay for the gifts he had promised Bella: a pretty new gown and a five-star meal at the most expensive restaurant in New York City. He had planned to pawn his father’s pocket watch for spending money when he arrived in the city. Now he considered other items that he could auction off from the barn. The antique grandfather clock would fetch enough money to cover a five-course meal and a bottle of wine. As for the dress, his mother’s amethyst tiara would cover the cost of a resplendent gown. Her diamond engagement ring, on the other hand, was off-limits. 

Provided Bella passed the availability test, he would one day give her that ring.  
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Bella pressed through dense throngs of noisy travelers crowding Grand Central Depot. Their faces appeared as nameless ghosts penetrating a fog of steam and smoke. Is that what I look like to them? she wondered, feeling oddly disembodied and alone. 

She emerged onto 42nd Street as a setting sun cast rays of reddish violet over multi-storied buildings. The warm air reeked of horse dung and garbage. Bella glanced at the pedestrians walking past. There was a hurried, near frantic, rush to their pace. Even the children seemed stressed. Funny, the things she noticed after spending a weekend at Black Bear Creek. 

She headed to the Tenderloin, a red-light district in mid-Manhattan teeming with brothels, saloons, and gambling dens—what religious critics called a modern-day Gomorrah. She stopped off at a cheap diner and purchased a ham sandwich and a bottle of ginger beer. As she sank her teeth into the sourdough bread, Bella recalled the time that Skunk Cloud had taken her to a similar establishment in the summer of 1886.  

She was so much younger then, not in years, but in spirit—so trusting and eager to please. She had entertained girlish dreams of marrying Rupert Augustus III and gracefully gliding into his world of privilege and wealth. Rupert, who now assumed the more accurate designation of Skunk Cloud whenever the wretched memory of him accosted Bella’s mind, was happy to feed those fantasies with long-winded tales of how he would one day give Bella his name and share with her his fortune. At the time, Bella had no clue that Skunk Cloud had a wife and children and a grand house in Murray Hill. Bella was nothing more than a high-priced mistress. Skunk Cloud’s naughty Mohegan fling.

Skunk Cloud is the past, she told herself. Russell is the present. She took a swig of ginger beer and quietly burped into her hand. It was an exorcism of sorts, her body’s way of expelling Skunk Cloud in a single satisfied belch. 

She lifted the carpet bag and left the diner. Outside, the sun had fully lowered. Gas lamps lit the city streets, creating a dreamlike ambiance. Bella hurried to the dock where a weather-beaten boat transported staff and patients across the East River to Blackwell’s Island. She stepped on board and settled into the tiny cabin, wedging herself between two unfortunate souls who were headed to one of the island’s facilities. They reminded Bella of the patients that she treated at the asylum—the vacant stares, the hopeless eyes. They set sail in silence. 

She arrived at Blackwell’s Island shortly after 8:00 p.m. She walked north, past the almshouse and the smallpox hospital. The asylum’s Octagon building loomed in the distance. A brilliant Beaver Moon softly illumed the bluish-gray stone walls, giving the eight-sided edifice a deceptively ethereal quality. 

Bella approached the nurses’ dormitory and stepped inside. She was on the cusp of getting fired. A big part of her no longer cared.  

To her surprise, the termination of her employment was relatively painless. A typed note on her bed, signed by the head nurse, stated that Bella’s recent dereliction of duty required her immediate termination as a nurse at the asylum. She was ordered to pack her belongings and depart the premises the following day. There were no threats, no insults, just one underlying message that the typed notice made loud and clear: Get Lost.  

Following a terrible night’s sleep, Bella went to the communal kitchen in the nurses’ dormitory and scanned the Help Wanted section of the New York Tribune. Her gaze fell upon a lengthy advertisement that seemed not only bizarre but also too good to be true. She read the solicitation twice to make certain her eyes hadn’t deceived her:

Affluent elderly gentleman is desirous of obtaining for his situation a resident nurse and companion. A lady of high respectability, sober and reliable, accustomed to working with the infirm. Salary: $30.00 monthly plus meals and elegant living quarters, which include a private guest room and bathroom at the Hotel Victoria. Native American Indian woman preferred. Submit letter of inquiry to the front desk of the Hotel Victoria, care of apartment Suite 800.  

Bella tore the advertisement from the page and slipped it into the pocket of her cape. The pay was triple what she earned as a nurse at the asylum, and complimentary living quarters at the opulent hotel exceeded her wildest expectations. She wondered if the affluent elderly man was himself a Native American Indian. If so, he must have been the only Indigenous man in the country who could afford to rent an apartment suite at Hotel Victoria, and on the highest floor, no less. 

Renewed with hope, she left the nurses’ dormitory for the last time and walked in the direction of the docks. At predawn, what Bella’s father used to call “nautical twilight,” the dark sky held the faintest trace of light, infusing the landscape with a sense of mystery. Walking past a rectangular brick outbuilding where the most virulent of diseases were tested, Bella thought of the Canarsie Indians, who first occupied the island before selling it to the Dutch Governor of the Hudson in the early sixteen hundreds. She envisioned Canarsie men and women traipsing over the lush terrain, then imagined the horror they would feel in knowing that the fertile land teeming with strawberries and butternuts had been transformed into a bleak exile for the city’s undesirables. 

A short while later, as the sun fully crested the grassy horizon, she eyed an impressive brougham carriage approaching on the dirt lane. Bella instantly recognized the vehicle as belonging to the asylum’s head alienist, Dr. Blackstone, who she secretly despised. She took comfort in knowing that she would never have to work beneath the religious hypocrite again.

As the carriage sped past, Bella caught a glimpse of the occupants through the window’s tinted glass. On the back bench sat Dr. Blackstone along with the profile of a younger man. 

It can’t be, she thought. Is that Russell? He was set to arrive in the city that day. What would compel him to visit Blackwell’s Island, of all places? 

The carriage faded into the distance, leaving Bella to wonder if she was deluded by love. Perhaps her yearning for Russell had manifested in conjuring his image at every turn. Regardless, she would soon meet the living and breathing Dr. Murphy at Cleopatra’s Needle in Central Park. 
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Dr. Blackstone had taken an instant liking to Russell during the job interview the week before. The asylum’s head alienist promised to connect him with some of his colleagues in the city, one of whom was the chief of staff at New York Cancer Hospital. If Russell one day landed a job at the renowned facility, there would be no shortage of tumors for him to remove.  

Still, a sense of foreboding gnawed at him as the jolly boat docked at the southern tip of Blackwell’s Island on the morning of October 2, 1889. Was he willing to compromise his values by operating on helpless outcasts as though they were guinea pigs?  

“Good day, Dr. Murphy!” Dr. Blackstone bellowed as Russell stepped onto the dock’s rickety ramp. 

They shook hands like old pals and boarded a handsome brougham carriage. As they rode to the asylum, Russell felt like his personality was split in two. The genteel Russell presented to his boss as a young surgeon eager to get to work. The troubled Russell hid behind friendly eyes, dwelling on the horrors that awaited him at the asylum. 

Midway through the journey, he eyed a woman hustling down the lane, carpet bag in hand. She wore a black cape and a powder blue dress. Her face was shaded by a large bonnet. Holy Joe, he thought. Is that Bella? 

The carriage lurched forward, and the black cape and powder blue dress faded from view. Russell experienced the sudden urge to jump from the vehicle and chase after the woman, now certain that it was Bella, for her spunky gait and slight limp were dead giveaways. But how would he explain himself? Hey Bella, nice to see you. Remember that great job I told you about? It’s at the New York City Insane Asylum, but now I have a serious case of buyer’s remorse. Mind if I join you on the jolly boat back to Manhattan?  

All the while, Dr. Blackstone was blathering on about his daughter. “Priscilla can hardly wait to meet you. She’s a sweet and timid young lady. Why don’t you join us for dinner tonight? Priscilla has been practicing a song for you on her harpsichord.” 

A vice of anxiety gripped Russell. Hold on a second, he thought, courting your daughter wasn’t part of the deal. 

“I’d be happy to join you,” he replied, inwardly kicking himself for his inability to speak his mind.  

“Fabulous!” Dr. Blackstone squeezed Russell’s knee. “Let’s get you to the operating theater, son. Your first patient awaits.” 

“Already?” 

“No time like the present,” Dr. Blackstone affably replied. 

Russell felt an unusual blend of excitement and unease. While the prospect of showing off his surgical skills pumped up his adrenaline, he knew nothing about the patient’s condition or what type of operation was required. How could he be expected to adequately perform surgery without knowing their medical history? As for Dr. Blackstone calling him “son,” that fueled his growing disquiet. The only person who had ever called him son was, not surprisingly, his father. He wanted to keep it that way.  

As the carriage passed the Smallpox Hospital, Dr. Blackstone pointed out the window at a nearby dormitory building where the asylum’s physicians slept. “That’s your new home,” he said. “I’ve arranged for one of the nurses to deliver your luggage to a private room.” 

The carriage slowed down and parked before a ramshackle eyesore devoid of windows. Holy Joe, Russell thought, don’t tell me they perform operations in that dump! 

His heart sank as Dr. Blackstone led him inside, down a dark corridor wreaking of mildew and urine, and into a grimy operating theater. 

An alert woman lay on the table, her arms and feet shackled in chains. A soiled sheet covered her naked form. A man about Russell’s age sat on a stool beside her, chomping on a pickled egg. Russell stifled the impulse to shout “No food in the theater, you moron!” His irritation rose when the man stood to greet him with an outstretched hand covered in blood and flecks of yellow egg yolk. 

“Dr. Murphy, welcome to the asylum. I’m Dr. Sanguine.” 

The irony of the surgeon’s surname was not lost on Russell, though he limply shook the man’s hand.  

Following a few vigorous shakes, Dr. Sanguine let go of Russell’s hand and wiped his fingers on his coat. “Sorry about that. I removed the largest bladder stone I’ve ever laid eyes on earlier this morning.”

“Did you get it all?” Dr. Blackstone asked.

Dr. Sanguine nervously smiled. “I did. But we lost the patient.” 

“Ah, well.” Dr. Blackstone sighed. “It was the Lord’s will. Courage, Dr. Sanguine!”

“This here is Mary Dooley,” Dr. Sanguine told Russell, pointing at the wide-eyed waif on the table. “I removed a tumor near her tibia a few months ago. She returns to us today with a massive infection.” He lifted the blanket, revealing a foul-smelling wound leaking with pus. Russell visibly flinched as Dr. Sanguine lowered his right hand—the same one that had held the pickled egg—to the infected wound and fingered it. Mary yelped in pain. 

“With so much pus,” Dr Sanguine said, “we assumed the infection would clear. As you can see, it’s spreading. You’ll need to amputate the entire leg.”

Mary shrieked at his last words and began writhing against the shackles. 

“There, there, old girl,” Dr. Sanguine cajoled. “You know we haven’t any other choice.” 

“Courage!” Dr. Blackstone proclaimed, then handed Dr. Sanguine a mask soaked in ether. “You should put her under now. It will save all of us further grief.” 

Dr. Sanguine pressed the mask to Mary’s mouth and nose and the men watched as she slipped into unconsciousness. Russell’s gaze shifted from Mary’s slack countenance to the row of knives on a nearby table. The rusty blades were dull and blood-stained. Even the scalpel and Caitlin knife looked like they belonged in a butcher’s shop. 

“I need to change my shirt and wash my hands,” he said. “By the way, pus is a sign of infection, not healing. You should check out The Lancet’s recent studies on the subject.” He eyed the table. “Are all of these instruments sterilized?” 

Dr. Sanguine shot Dr. Blackstone a knowing look. Russell knew what they were thinking: Oh bother, we’ve hired another one of Lister’s fanatics.  

Dr. Blackstone gestured to a basin at the back of the room. “There’s water and soap over there.”  

“Where do you suggest we cut?” Russell asked. 

Dr. Sanguine located a fountain pen and drew a jagged line extending across the top of Mary’s atrophied thigh, about six inches beneath her hip bone.

Russell adamantly shook his head. “No. That won’t work. The incision is too close to the hip.” 

“I’ve heard of success with similar patients in Europe,” Dr. Sanguine said. “The key is to cauterize the veins and arteries before sealing the limb with hot tar.” 

Russell stifled his anger. “I know how to amputate a leg, doctor. My point is that the incision is too close to the femoral artery. As for what you have heard, science isn’t an anecdotal art. Perhaps you could cite the medical journal to which you refer?”

Dr. Sanguine reddened with rage. “Now listen here, you backcountry dope—” 

Before things got out of hand, Dr. Blackstone stepped between the sparring surgeons. “Gentleman, surely we can agree to disagree?” He faced Russell. “I appreciate your concern for the patient’s well-being, Dr. Murphy, but I’m afraid amputation is our last resort. If you don’t cut above the source of infection, then the procedure is nonproductive.” 

“If I amputate above the infection, the patient will die,” Russell argued. “I’m certain of it.” 

“So be it,” Dr. Blackstone coolly replied.  

Russell clenched his hands at his sides. He suspected that the infection was the result of an earlier botched surgery, coupled with the unhygienic environment and practices of not only the operating theater but the entire asylum. As for pus being a positive sign of healing, every doctor he knew had dismissed that archaic theory long ago. 

“May I suggest excision, instead?” he said. “I can cut out the damaged bone and clean the infection while leaving the soft tissue intact.”

“We haven’t the time or the resources for a novel procedure,” Dr. Blackstone grumbled. “The first rule of order in working at this asylum, Dr. Murphy, is to treat our patients as realistically as possible without giving way to sympathetic inclinations.” 

“Sympathetic inclinations?” Russell blurted. “This woman is a human—”

“I’ve heard enough, Dr. Murphy. I must confess, I’m disappointed. I didn’t take you for an idealistic dreamer, or an elitist academic, when I hired you. I suggest you lower your highfalutin expectations immediately if you want to keep this job.” 

In that moment, Russell realized that he had no future at the asylum. So why did he agree to undertake an operation that, for all intent and purpose, was murder? He had no idea, other than the fact that the poor woman’s leg would be amputated regardless of his opinion. 

He dipped a towel in a bucket of carbolic acid and went about swabbing Mary’s upper thigh, leading Dr. Blackstone and Dr. Sanguine to dispense a series of judgmental expressions. 

“I assume the instruments have already been sterilized?” Russell repeated, for he didn’t recall either doctor answering him the first time he asked.

“Just get on with it,” Dr. Blackstone curtly replied. 

Russell voiced a muffled prayer as he lifted a serrated scalpel and cut a clean line across Mary’s freckled flesh. So far, so good, he thought as moderate streams of dark venous blood trickled to the table. He then exchanged the scalpel for a bone saw and got to work on slicing the thick femur bone from Mary’s pelvis. Just as he predicted, the bone saw pierced Mary’s femoral artery, causing pulsating bright red blood to gush like Old Faithful, spraying buckets of blood on the ceiling, the walls, and the surgeons’ black coats. In a matter of seconds, the patient had exhaled her final breath. 

Russell stared at the dead woman held by shackles on the table. “Forgive me, Mary,” he muttered. He turned to Dr. Blackstone, his eyes brimming with contempt. “Are you happy now?” he asked.  

Dr. Blackstone’s nostrils flared. “How dare you blame me for your egregious error! I’m writing you up for insubordination, young man. You’re banned from entering the operating theater until I receive a written apology!” 

Ignoring the head physician’s empty threats, Russell walked to the basin and washed the blood and pus from his hands. Without so much as a goodbye, he left the theater and headed to the doctor’s dormitory, where his luggage sat beside a bed in which he would never sleep. He removed his blood-soaked surgeon’s coat, changed into his brown suit, and combed wet crusts of Mary’s blood from his hair. His heart sank when he closed the door behind him and discovered Dr. Blackstone waiting in the hallway, the older man’s face guised with the same good-natured mask that had fooled Russell into taking the job.  

“Where are you going, son?” 

“I quit,” Russell told him. “And don’t call me son.”
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Russell took the jolly boat across the East River and arrived in Manhattan at half past noon. He felt like a fool—and a failure. He had told everyone in Black Bear Creek about his important new job at an unnamed hospital. Now he was forced to return to his hometown with his tail between his legs. 

He thought of Bella. Blast! She’ll be expecting me at Cleopatra’s Needle on Thanksgiving! I’ll have to take the train into the city and tell her I’m not the man I said I was. 

His ears colored at the mere thought of the humiliation, but then he recalled his mother’s favorite saying “When one door closes, another door opens,” and underwent a change of heart. The lie had to stop, once and for all. He needed to man up, find Bella, and come clean by telling her that he had taken a low-wage job at a madhouse and quit only hours into his first shift. In so doing, he would put his pride on the back burner and lay himself bare before the woman he loved. Yes, it would wound his vanity, but he had a strong feeling that the truth would also set him free.  

As the jolly boat approached Manhattan’s rocky shore, Russell looked over his shoulder and bid Blackwell’s Island a bitter farewell. He wondered why Bella had visited the island earlier that morning and concluded that she was probably running some kind of errand, perhaps transferring a new patient to the facility or delivering badly needed medical supplies from the hospital where she was hopefully still employed. 

He cursed himself for not acting on instinct and escaping the confines of Dr. Blackstone’s carriage when he had the chance to do so. It would have been so easy to catch hold of Bella on the dirt lane and return with her to the city. Alas, there was no use berating himself over it, not with an afternoon of detective work stretched out before him. Having mailed his curriculum vitae to all of the hospitals in the city the previous summer, and having quickly received cordial rejections in response, Russell now knew where to look for Bella. 

The boat dropped anchor and Russell hurriedly set foot ashore, energized by the prospect of seeing his Mohegan goddess once again. He walked south and boarded a streetcar that took him to Bellevue Hospital on First Avenue. The nurse at the front desk gave him the same disappointing news that he would repeatedly hear from nurses at Presbyterian Hospital above 54th Street, and a daunting host of public health facilities that served the poor as the day progressed—there was no record of Bella McGuire’s employment today, or any other time in the last year.

Beyond discouraged, Russell trudged away from the last facility on his list, Gotham Health in the Bowery, and considered whether to take the last train back to Black Bear Creek or spend the night at a cheap flophouse and resume his hunt for Bella the following day. He scanned the busy roadway in search of accommodations and inadvertently eyed a shop, Maggie O! Women’s Apparels at the corner of Bowery and Christie Streets. The gowns in the window display were stunning—wildly colorful and cosmopolitan, with a modern sensibility to the bodices and skirts. He couldn’t help but open the door and step inside. 

Upon entering, a stout older woman emerged from the back room. “We’re about to close.”  

Russell pointed at the rack of premade dresses in the center of the store. “Would you be so kind as to give me a few minutes to browse?” 

The old woman curtly nodded. 

Russell examined the dresses. They looked either too small or too big for Bella’s slender waist and ample hips. “How do I know if a dress will fit?” he stupidly asked. 

The old woman cocked one eyebrow. “You bring your lady friend to the shop, and she tries it on in our changing room.” 

“And if none of the dresses fit her?”  

“Well then, she can choose some material from the bolts in the backroom. One of our seamstresses will take her measurements and make a new dress.”

Russell scratched his temple. “That won’t do. I don’t even know where she lives.” 

The old woman cocked her eyebrow, this time even higher. 

“But I could easily describe her figure to a seamstress,” he quickly added. “I know it very well, you see.” 

“You do, do you?” 

“Oh yes. It’s a lovely figure. Wide hips, long legs, breasts the size of small apples, broad, sturdy clavicles, and a very slim waist in light of her height, about twenty-six inches around. Oh, and she stands about so high.” He raised his hand to the bottom of his chin. “She’s not large-boned, but she’s not small-boned, either. She’s relatively average, in that regard.” He flashed her a great big smile, causing the old seamstress to surrender to his charm. 

“You’ve certainly given this some consideration,” she said, amusement lighting her wrinkled face. 

Russell shifted on his feet. “I suppose I have.” 

The clerk went behind the front counter and produced a business card from the drawer before handing it to him. 

“The shop’s owner, Mrs. Moskowitz, lives at this address. Pay her a visit. Tell her Sara sent you. She can sketch a design for your approval and suggest the appropriate materials. If she has the time, that is. Mrs. Moskowitz is a very busy woman.” 

Russell glanced at the card. “23 Astor Place. Is that far from here?” 

“About a mile away. Now, move along.” She flicked her pin-pricked fingers toward the door. “It’s getting dark outside. The Bowery isn’t safe at night.”

––––––––
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Russell emerged to the street, sought directions from a pedestrian, then hastily made his way to Astor Place. He was surprised to see that the shop owner’s house was an elegant three-story brick edifice topped with a steeply pitched slate roof and an imposing red oak door marking the entryway. He climbed the front steps and lifted the handle of a lion-headed brass knocker. 

It took three deliberate knocks before an old woman, who looked remarkably similar to the clerk at the dress shop, opened the door. She wore a paisley pink scarf around her head and held a small boy with a runny nose in her arms. Her gaze held a healthy combination of interest and mistrust. Russell imagined the homeowners were accustomed to fending off peddlers selling their wares. Given his shabby flannel suit and mud-covered boots, he could easily be labeled as a potential nuisance. 

“Can I help you?” she asked. 

Russell presented the business card. “My name is Russell Murphy. Dr. Russell Murphy. Sara from the dress shop gave me this address. Are you the seamstress who makes such wonderful gowns?”

“I only stitch the garments,” the old woman replied as the little boy squirmed like a jellyfish in her arms. She put him down and tapped his behind. “Go see Mama,” she said. The boy scrambled off to an adjacent room as the old woman studied Russell’s business card. “I see you’ve met my sister Sara.” She looked up at him, not a trace of the earlier skepticism in her eyes. 

“Ah, that explains the similarities in your appearance,” Russell amiably remarked. “Are the two of you fraternal twins?” 

The seamstress shyly smiled. “Sara and I are what your people call ‘Irish twins’—born less than a year apart and looking almost identical. Please, come inside, Dr. Murphy. I’ll tell Mrs. Moskowitz that you’re here. My name is Lydia, by the way.” 

She led him through the narthex, into a high-ceilinged parlor, and gestured to the leather chesterfield facing two upholstered wingback chairs set before the fireplace. “Have a seat,” she said, then shuffled down a side corridor, leaving Russell alone on the chesterfield. 

Not knowing what to do as he waited, he let his eyes roam the extravagant room. Tall-standing windows, draped at the sides with opulent silk, rose to meet a towering ceiling encased with exquisitely crafted crown molding. Landscapes painted in impressionist style adorned the pale-yellow walls, adding to the airy atmosphere. 

Mrs. Moskowitz sure does like to read, he thought, eyeing the built-in mahogany shelves that bowed beneath a tonnage of leather-bound books. He heard the click-clack of women’s shoe heels tapping the narthex’s polished tile floor. Seconds later, an attractive woman entered the room, approaching with an unbalanced gait. Russell recalled his mother’s problematic carriage—the way she swayed like she was drunk even though she wasn’t. He wondered if Mrs. Moskowitz was afflicted with multiple sclerosis, although he suspected her limp was the result of a grave injury incurred in childhood, as she seemed well accustomed to walking that way.

He rose to meet her in the center of the room. “Mrs. Moskowitz, I presume?”

She cordially tipped her head. “Please, call me Maggie. Have a seat, Dr. Murphy.” 

Russell returned to the sofa as Maggie gracefully lowered into a wingback chair near the tall-standing window. 

Russell didn’t know what he was expecting the shop owner to look like, but it certainly wasn’t this. Maggie Moskowitz was young, in her early twenties, at most. She was bewitching in an elfin sort of way. Her wavy blond hair, naturally highlighted with shimmering platinum streaks, was arranged in a loose knot at the nape of her freckled neck. A few stray wisps tumbled like satin ribbons around her girlish face, softening it and adding to the elfin effect. 

But it was her eyes that Russell found most notable. They were magnetic yet strangely serene. Russell initially thought they were azure, but now, like crystals or mirrors, they reflected the multi-colored lights of a nearby stained-glass window. 

Mr. Moskowitz is one lucky fellow, he thought, eyeing the slender gold band on Maggie’s left hand.  

“Lydia tells me you’re interested in a dress,” she said, a soft Irish lilt resonating her words.

“That’s right. The ones in your window display are stunning.” She smiled. “Thank you. I designed all of them myself, although Sara and Lydia deserve credit for stitching them together.” 

“I see, so Lydia also works at Maggie O! Apparels?” he asked.

“Aye, I inherited Sara and Lydia’s services from my husband’s father. Leo Moskowitz was an accomplished tailor. He owned a little shop in a nearby building. Lydia and Sara worked for Leo until he passed away. We sold that shop, and Lydia and Sara came to work for me.”  

“The name Maggie O!” Russell said. “How did you come up with that?”

“My maiden name is O’Connor,” she enthusiastically replied, apparently pleased that a stranger would take interest in her profession. “When my husband first saw one of my dress designs, he shouted, ‘Maggie, Oh!’ I said, ‘That’s it, Gershom! I’ll name the shop Maggie O! Women’s Apparels.’”

“So, you’re Irish, and your husband, I assume, is Jewish?”

Maggie’s enthusiasm instantly evaporated. She shot him a dagger-like stare. “Is that a problem for you, Dr. Murphy?”

He relaxed into the chesterfield, confident that Maggie would come to understand that he held nothing but respect for couples who defied societal expectations and married whomever they wished. 

“A problem?” he asked. “Not at all. You don’t see many mixed marriages in the small town where I live,” he truthfully remarked.  

“We make it work,” she steadily replied.  

He leaned forward, flashing the smile that had won Sara over at the dress shop. “I think it’s grand,” he said. “The woman that I’m ordering the dress for is of a different race. We are poles apart in so many ways. I think that’s what first attracted me to her.” 

At this, Maggie livened. She handed him a pencil and a slip of paper. The anatomical sketch on the paper reminded Russell of a diagram in Grey’s Anatomy. 

“If you could pencil in her measurements—bust, waist, hips, and so forth. I’ll get to work on the gown right away. What material would you like?” 

Russell conjured Bella wearing different fabrics. “Satin, perhaps? A color like purple or red would go well with her skin.”

“I just received a bolt of lavender velvet. Would you be open to using velvet rather than satin?”

“Absolutely.” Russell recalled Bela’s wet naked body on the beach as he jotted down estimates of her measurements on the outline of a faceless woman. 

Maggie watched on and softly tittered. “I’m not accustomed to male customers knowing so much about their partner’s measurements.”  

“Her proportions are impossible to forget,” Russell artfully replied, handing her the penciled representation of a slim-waisted but voluptuous woman without a face. 

Maggie studied the numbers. “And when will you need this dress?”

“I’m taking my sweetheart to Delmonico’s on Thanksgiving,” Russell proudly stated. “I know it’s right around the corner, but would you be able to finish the dress before then?”

“I’ll have it ready next week. Everyday dresses cost six dollars. If you want an evening dress, that will cost double.” 

“Make it an evening dress,” Russell said. “The nicest one you’ve ever designed. And there’s no need to rush. I won’t return to the city until the day before Thanksgiving. If you need a deposit—”

His words were cut short by a loud clamor in the hallway. He heard Lydia shout, “Solomon, no! Mommy’s in a private meeting!” just before a blond-haired toddler stormed into the room, followed by a muscular black dog. The child climbed onto Maggie’s lap as the dog licked her ankles. 

“Dr. Murphy, this is my son, Solomon,” Maggie said as she wiped the child’s wet nose with a kerchief. 

The little boy bashfully glanced at Russell, then buried his face into his mother’s shoulder. 

Russell noticed the boy’s small hand tug at his earlobe. 

“Would you mind if I take a look at his ear?”  

Maggie’s eyes widened with worry. “Of course. He started touching it this morning.”

Russell knelt before mother and child as the dog lapped the side of his face with an exceptionally long tongue. He ignored the dog’s licking and peered into Solomon’s ear. “Hmm, it’s very inflamed. There’s a little fluid, too. Is he prone to ear infections?”

Maggie shook her head. “Never. His nose has been running for days now, and he had a mild fever last night.” 

Russell pressed the back of his hand to the boy’s brow. “He’s warm. Send him to bed. Keep him hydrated and feed him broth. Place a cold towel to his forehead. If the infection doesn’t resolve within a day or so, you should see another doctor.” 

“Is that all I can do?” Maggie anxiously asked.  

“Unfortunately, I don’t have the equipment with me to puncture a tiny hole in the ear so the pus can drain. Besides, I don’t think the procedure is necessary at this early point in the infection. Most times, the problem resolves itself.” He recalled Hannah’s use of Echinacea roots to treat wounds and infections. “You could also try to find some tea made of dried-up roots and branches of the Echinacea angustifolia plant.” 

“That’s a mouthful. Could you write it down for me?” Before he could respond, Maggie was handing him a pencil and paper with her free arm.

Russell wrote down the plant’s name and handed the paper back.

“Where would I purchase this type of tea?”  

“I’m new to the city,” Russell replied. “Maybe a shop in Chinatown carries it.”  

“Perhaps,” she remarked, then grabbed a small brass bell from the side table and rang it. 

Seconds later, Lydia appeared in the doorway. 

“Can you take Solomon upstairs, Lydia? Dr. Murphy thinks he has an ear infection. Tuck him in and bring him some broth. I’ll join you soon.” 

Lydia gathered the boy in her arms. It touched Russell to see how the child cuddled into the old woman’s bosom with the same sense of comfort and familiarity that he enjoyed in his mother’s arms. 

After they left the parlor, Maggie turned her attention back to Russell. Seeing the dog resting his head on Russell’s knee, giving him big dopey eyes in hopes of more strokes, she happily said, “Ajax is smitten with you, Dr. Murphy.” 

Russell rubbed his fingers behind the dog’s floppy ears. “The feeling is mutual.”  

“You said you were new to the city?”

He nodded. “I arrived from Connecticut last night. I’m afraid the job I came for was not a good fit for me.”  

“At a hospital?” Maggie asked. 

Russell’s hand froze on Ajax’s neck. “Not exactly a hospital. An asylum.”

Maggie’s face twisted. “The New York City Insane Asylum?”  

“You’ve heard of it?” 

She loudly scoffed. “Heard of it? I was a patient there.”

Russell’s mouth dropped open. “A ... you ... you were a patient ...  at the lunatic asylum?” 

That a beautiful and accomplished woman living in a top-end house was committed to a facility that served the indigent was incomprehensible to him. Not only that—Maggie Moskowitz presented as one hundred percent sane.

The noise of children playing beneath the warm glow of lamplights, and wagons and carriages rumbling against the cobblestone sounded through the window. Russell watched as Maggie’s eyes peered through the glass and fell upon a dirty-faced girl staring directly at her from the street. He sensed that the lady of the house somehow related to the underfed child, though he couldn’t imagine why.  

“My commitment at the asylum was involuntary,” Maggie quietly said. “Were it not for my husband’s intervention, I would still be there today.”

Russell flexed his fingers on Ajax’s back. “I don’t understand ...” 

“This information troubles you,” she observed.

He nodded.

She leaned back in the wingback chair and smoothed the chiffon tufts of her skirt. “Tell me, Dr. Murphy, if I told you that there are many perfectly sane women incarcerated in the asylum, that their only shortcoming was poverty or the absence of family support, would you believe me?”

“Yes. But how could a reputable lady like yourself—”

She abruptly interrupted, as if to save him the hassle of figuring it all out. “I was a patient at the asylum almost two years ago. I dare say, you wouldn’t recognize me back then. I was destitute, close to homeless, without a friend in the world—except for my future husband, Gershom. We had only just met. When my enemies arranged for my deportation to the island, Gershom didn’t know what to make of it. A physician determined my insanity based on a two-minute examination. His conclusions were rubber-stamped by the judge. My enemies gloated. They thought that they had won the war—that I would be trapped in that madhouse for the rest of my life. As you can see, Dr. Murphy, they may have won the battle, but I won the war.”

“How did you escape?” Russell asked in astonishment. 

She wryly smiled. “Serendipity intervened. My husband is an architect. Out of nowhere, he landed a job working for Andrew Carnegie.” 

Russell’s posture stiffened. “The Andrew Carnegie?”  

Maggie smiled, revealing a set of pearl-white teeth. Russell tried to imagine the sophisticated shop owner as a destitute girl from the streets. It was impossible to digest. 

“The Andrew Carnegie,” Maggie confirmed. “Mr. Carnegie was kind enough to investigate my situation. He informed Gershom that I was not mad, as my enemies had convinced the doctor and the judge and even the local newspaper, a gossipy rag called Flash. Mr. Carnegie assigned his top lawyer to my case and, within days, I was declared sane and released.” She rose from the chair and limped to a nearby shelf. “Take a look at this ...”

Russell joined her at the shelf. The silver framed photograph depicted Maggie and a proverbial tall, dark, and handsome man standing before a misty fountain. Maggie wore a simply cut tea dress and held a bouquet of peonies. 

“Your wedding photo?” he asked. 

“Aye. Look at my head.” 

Russell examined the portrait. There didn’t seem to be anything noteworthy about her head. She wore a lavish straw hat laced with ribbons and flowers, and small jewels hung from her earlobes. Her face was radiant, the countenance of a beautiful young bride on her wedding day.  

“Notice anything unusual?” she asked.  

He shook his head. 

“Look closer,” she said. 

Russell leaned his face into the photo and squinted. Most people wouldn’t be able to discern what Maggie was getting at, but his medical training took over and he found what she wanted him to see. A jagged scar across her brow, partly hidden by the shadow of the hat brim and her wispy blond bangs. It didn’t take long for him to spot another scar, located just above her left eyebrow. He turned to look at the real-life Maggie. The scars had all but disappeared. 

“What happened?” 

“The asylum’s head nurse took a dull blade to my scalp and shaved off not only my hair, but also some of my skin. It was my punishment for refusing to step into a tub full of filth and lice. That’s how the women are bathed at the asylum. A long line leads to a single tub. If you are at the end of the line, then you wash in the waste of your fellow patients. If you refuse, you are beaten. Did I mention that the head nurse beat me before shaving my head?”

Russell looked at her, horrified. “You can’t be serious?” 

“I couldn’t be more serious if I tried, Dr. Murphy. Were you to take that job as a doctor at the asylum, you would probably not witness the abuses. They’re hidden from view. Trust me, the abuse happens. Patients are routinely beaten and whipped. They are fed spoiled food and overmedicated to the point of delirium. They shiver with cold in the winter and faint from heat stroke in the summer.”  

Russell was speechless. He knew conditions were bad at the asylum, he just didn’t know how bad. He recollected Mary’s terrified eyes in the operating theater. What had she endured in the years leading up to her death? 

“You were right to stay away from Blackwell’s Island,” Maggie said. “Were it not for the kindness of one of the asylum’s nurses who befriended me, I’m convinced I would have gone mad before my release.” 

A pronounced silence settled between them.  

“I can only imagine,” Russell finally said, dismally remembering Mary Dooley’s last gasp. Death was always difficult to observe in a patient who had never truly lived—at least, not in a way befitting a human being with unalienable rights. 

His ruminations were penetrated by Maggie’s melodious voice. “Have you found lodging in the city, Dr. Murphy?” she asked. 

“Lodging,” Russell said, instantly rising to his feet. “I’m afraid I must cut our visit short. I’ve so appreciated our conversation that I completely forgot about returning on the last train to Connecticut. Now I need to find a reasonably priced place to lay my head.”

“Of course,” Maggie said. “Every minute counts when it comes to securing a decent room.” She stood up and led him back to the narthex. “It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Dr. Murphy,” she said as she opened the enormous front door.  

Russell stepped onto the porch. He breathed in the crisp autumn air, then turned to face Maggie beneath the glow of an electric lantern mounted above the doorway. 

“The pleasure was all mine, Mrs. Moskowitz.” Though his answer was a simple courtesy, he meant every word. Meeting Maggie Moskowitz was the only good thing that had happened to him all day. 

He couldn’t fight the feeling that their friendship had only just begun.  
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CHAPTER 18
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Bella had dropped off her luggage at her friend Maggie’s house earlier that morning. She wished she had had more time to talk to her favorite confidante, they had so much to catch up on, but she was eager to nab her dream job before another nurse beat her to it. Moreover, Maggie’s little boy, Solomon, was sick with a fever and Maggie was clearly exhausted and distracted with his care. 

Bella headed to Hotel Victoria to submit her letter of inquiry along with written recommendations from past employers—excluding a letter from Dr. Blackstone. If asked about her last place of employment, she would skirt the issue by saying that she left the asylum because she needed more money to pay for Zadie’s care, which was not so much a lie as an omission of fact. 

She passed Tweed Courthouse, an architectural triumph boasting an elegant Italianate style that belied the banal political scheming that went on behind its majestic doors. Turning onto Broadway, she spotted a street-side vendor selling sausages and sweet pies. She rushed over and purchased her breakfast, then bit through the sausage’s cylindrical casing and tasted the fresh, spicy beef. 

“It’s very good,” she told the vendor. 

He beamed with pride. “I only serve the best!”

Bella sat on a nearby bench to finish her portable repast, for The Ladies’ Book of Etiquette, and Manual of Politeness strictly forbade eating whilst walking. Swallowing the last bite of flavorful meat, she glanced up at the overcast sky above, then turned to her surroundings.

A brisk wind funneled through the busy street, blowing delicately pinned toques and taxidermized dead mammals from women’s heads while causing the hemlines of their dresses to rise dangerously high. Bella delicately padded her mouth with a handkerchief before resuming her hero’s journey to the palace where perfect employment awaited. Her heart raced as she approached the magnificent Hotel Victoria. Occupying the entire block of 27th Street, Broadway, and Fifth Avenue, the eight-story edifice embodied the height of residential luxury in Manhattan. Apartment suites at the hotel rented for a whopping six dollars per day, almost double what Bella made in one week at the asylum. 

If I could live in such luxurious surroundings, it would be like experiencing a slice of paradise on earth, Bella wistfully thought as she moved through the hotel’s newfangled revolving doors.  

The spacious lobby carried the heavy scent of fresh-cut roses and Cuban cigars. The marble floors were topped with oriental carpets, and the ceiling dazzled with tall-hanging chandeliers. 

Yes, this is something I could easily get used to. 

She walked past the tables of crystal vases and floral print upholstered seats and approached the clerk’s high-standing desk. A long line of people waited for service. Bella could tell which of the females were wealthy patrons and which ones were applicants for the job she wanted. The hotel patrons were dressed in fineries purchased at upscale boutiques. The rear bustles of their skirts protruded like mini-hot air balloons. In contrast, the nurses wore black-and-gray floor-length dresses similar to nuns’ habits, fashioned from heavy wool in order to protect their inhabitants from infections. 

Propitiously, none of them were Native Indian. 

The clerk, a man with a pencil-thin mustache and elaborately waxed mutton chops, dutifully accepted each of the nurses’ letters when it was their turn to approach. 

“Mr. van den Berg will get back to you if he is interested,” he cordially told each applicant.

When Bella stepped forward and reached for the letters in her attaché case, the clerk visibly livened. 

“What’s your nationality?” he asked, eyeing Bella’s coco-hued skin and perfectly starched uniform.  

“I’m half Irish and half Mohegan. Most importantly, I’m one hundred percent American,” Bella confidently replied. 

The clerk signaled a porter. “Take this gentle lady to Mr. van den Berg’s apartment on the eighth floor.” 

Bella anxiously followed the porter across the lobby and into the ascending room, thankful that her sore ankle had recovered to the extent that few would notice the negligible limp to her gait. She couldn’t believe her good luck. In a matter of minutes, she would meet the wealthy man of mystery whose name she now knew—Mr. van den Berg. It was a fine Dutch name. Bella deduced that though he was not Native Indian, the elderly man must have entertained a fondness for indigenous people. But why? she wondered. The room’s doors slid shut, then the porter lifted the sliding lever affixed to a polished mahogany panel and the contraption jerked into motion.  

The ascending room rose at a much faster clip than the one Bella was accustomed to riding in at the Lord and Taylor Department Store, and it was prettier, too. Crimson red tapestries lined the walls, and a miniature electrified crystal chandelier hung from the wood-paneled ceiling. 

Bella discreetly glanced at her reflection in the gold-gilded mirror on the rising room’s wall. That can’t be me, she thought—dumbstruck by the image staring back at her in the glass. She looked at least ten years older than her given age, with dark rings around her eyes and a washed-out pallor to her face. Her reflection brought with it a sinking sensation in her gut, as if her internal organs were resisting the small room’s upward ascent. She grew dizzy and clutched hold of the porter’s arm to keep from toppling over. 

The porter chuckled. “You wouldn’t be the only guest to get motion sickness. Is this your first time in a lift?”

Bella shook her head. “I don’t know why I’m dizzy.” She placed her gloved hand over her mouth to stifle the queasiness that she felt. 

“You’re Native Indian, aren’t you?” the porter casually inquired. 

Bella wished he would stop talking. Her head pounded, and the vertigo increased. 

The porter ignored her silence and went on. “We sure do get a lot of Native Indians around here.” 

The little room smoothly moved past floors one through seven and came to a grinding halt at the eighth floor. The doors slid open, and Bella stepped onto the carpeted hallway. She expected the floor would stabilize her wobbly legs, but the musty, almost meaty scent in the windowless space worsened her nausea and vertigo. 

She looked about in confusion. Rows of doors lined the ornamentally papered walls, but which one belonged to Mr. van den Berg? Seeing her confusion, the porter explained that Mr. van den Berg occupied the entire eighth floor. The entryway to his suite was the largest of the doors at the end of the hallway. As the porter stepped back into the rising room, Bella slipped her fingers into her purse.  

“Don’t worry about that, Miss,” he said. “The ride is free. Mr. van den Berg gives the staff terrific bonuses at Christmas. Have a pleasant day.” 

After the ascending room lowered with the porter inside, Bella let loose a dry cough that she had been holding in since seeing her reflection in the rising room’s mirror. She took a few seconds to compose herself, then walked to the end of the hallway and lightly tapped on the apartment door. An elderly woman immediately opened it, as though expecting Bella’s arrival. 

The woman’s piggish eyes narrowed as she studied Bella from head to foot. “You’ve come for the job?” she asked.  

Bella lowered to a regal courtesy. “Good morning. Yes, I’m here to discuss employment as a private nurse.” 

“Of course,” the woman hissed. 

Bella rose to face the tight-lipped dowager. She was remarkably tall and erect for her age. Her day gown, though plain, boasted pearl buttons with a creamy melon and white cameo brooch securing the high collar. Aside from the brooch, she possessed no redeeming physical attributes. 

“I assume you’re Mrs. van den Berg?” Bella asked. 

The old woman looked at Bella as though she were the village idiot. “I’m not Mrs. van den Berg. Why would you ever think such a thing?” 

“I ... I apologize ...” Bella stammered. “I just thought—”  

“You thought wrong. There is no Mrs. van den Berg. I am Miss van den Berg. You can call me Cornelia. Noud is my brother.” 

Bella thought it odd that an elderly brother and his spinster sister would live alone together in a hotel suite, but she quickly dismissed her uneasiness, reasoning that the wealthy belong to a completely different species than the working class, and they had the habit of sticking together like glue. 

“Noud is in the snuggery.” Cornelia gestured to an enclosed space jutting off the front parlor. “Go in and have a seat. I’ll be in my private quarters.” 

“Won’t you join us?” Bella politely asked, though she desperately wanted the miserable woman to go away.  

“No. Noud prefers private interviews. Go on now, he’s waiting for you.”  

Bella entered the snuggery as Cornelia receded to her private chambers. She saw a winged chair on wheels parked before an empty brick fireplace beside which a small table held a brass servant’s bell. A frail figure occupied the chair. 

“Mr. van den Berg,” Bella quietly said. She didn’t want to wake or startle him. 

“Come, come ...” a raspy voice implored her.  

Bella approached the fireplace and pivoted on her heels to look upon her future boss. 

The poor soul! Enormous ulcers covered his face, a few so deep that the flesh had dropped off, leaving deep craters in their wake. Some of the ulcers, or “gummata” as they were called by medical professionals, appeared as small tumors that ate away at the old man’s nasal cavity, causing the bridge of his nose to collapse. Bella instantly recognized the condition as “saddle nose” caused by syphilis. The diagnosis was further evidenced by a milky-eyed gaze indicating blindness, and mild tremors agitated his gnarled hands. 

She was glad that Mr. van den Berg couldn’t see the horror that she felt. She had never encountered such an advanced stage of syphilis. Most of the patients that she treated for the disease at the asylum died long before saddle nose set in. She dismally concluded that Mr. van den Berg’s days were numbered, and she would be out of a job within months, if not weeks. 

“Come closer,” he muttered. “I won’t bite.” Bella stepped closer. 

“I would rise to greet you,” he weakly said, “but I’m afraid I haven’t had use of my legs in over a year.”

Bella lowered to a button back armchair nestled beside the hearth. “I’ve brought letters of recommendation—” she said, lifting the attaché case to her lap and opening the clasp. 

“That won’t be necessary. I’m sure you come highly recommended, Miss ...”

“McGuire. Miss Bella McGuire.”

What was left of Mr. van den Berg’s blistered lips lowered to a frown. “You’re Irish?”  

“Not entirely, sir. My father was Irish, and my mother was Mohegan.”  

The inflamed lips lifted into a pitiful, toothless smile. “Marvelous! I have a great affinity for Mohegans.” 

Perspiration dampened Bella’s armpits. She fought back the impulse to purge herself of the warm sausage that she had eaten on her way to the hotel. Her nerves must have caused the sudden queasiness, she reasoned, for she was accustomed to being around the ugly and the infirm. The other nurses at the asylum used to marvel at her strong stomach. They had even given her a nickname, Brawny Belly, because nothing made Bella squeamish, not even post-mortem inspections.  

“I was a fur trader in my youth,” said Mr. van den Berg, so softly that Bella had to perch forward on the chair to hear. “I encountered hundreds, possibly thousands of American Indians from many tribes.” 

Bella feigned interest as her stomach loudly squeaked and gurgled. She couldn’t hold down the half-digested sausage any longer. When the acidic bile rose in her throat, she sprang from her seat, causing the attaché to tumble to the ground, and bolted to the nearest doorway in desperate hope that a bathroom waited on the other side. Mercifully, a modern porcelain toilet and oyster-shell sink occupied the little green room. In one swift move, she kicked the door shut and expelled her breakfast into the toilet bowl.  

Thank God for indoor plumbing, she thought as she reached for the chain and flushed the toilet. She ran cold water into the sink and splashed it on her face, then patted her cheeks with a towel before reentering the snuggery, where she found Mr. van den Berg staring into the empty fireplace with sightless eyes.

“I apologize,” Bella said, overcome with embarrassment. “I must have eaten a spoiled sausage.” 

She lowered to the chair and nervously glanced at Mr. van den Berg. To her surprise, he was smiling. This time, his lips seemed pinker, and his eyes were not as milky as before. Though he remained a skin-covered skeleton draped in a satin dressing gown, he now looked slightly fuller. 

“Did you purchase the sausage from a street vendor?” he asked. 

“I did.”

“Be careful of those vendors, good woman. Their sausages are bags of mystery. No man knows what’s in them but the maker.” 

“Indeed,” Bella concurred. 

“Fortunately, you can trust me, Miss McGuire. I assure you that all of the food that you eat in this hotel will be of the best quality and prepared with the highest standards of safety in mind.” 

“Are you giving me the job, Mr. van den Berg?” she cautiously asked.  

He nodded. “I knew from the second you walked into the room that I would hire you. I may not be able to see you, but I can sense you, and what I sense is a vibrant Mohegan woman who will provide me with much-needed strength in the days to come.” 

“When shall I start, Mr. van den Berg?” Bella asked.  

“Why not today?” 

“Well ... I don’t know,” she faltered. “I’ll need to fetch my belongings from my friend Maggie’s house. She lives at Astor Place and—”  

“Not to worry,” said Mr. van den Berg, “I’ll send for a porter. Provide him with your friend’s address and he’ll retrieve your luggage.”  

Bella was on the verge of living a five-star life in the days ahead, so why didn’t she feel elated in that moment? She chalked it up to the lingering malaise that she felt following her excursion to the little green lavatory. 

Thanksgiving. The arbitrary thought exacerbated her unease. 

“Mr. van den Berg,” she asked. “Is it too much to ask for time off on Thanksgiving, and also one weekend every month? My younger sister is at a sanitorium in Connecticut, you see—”

“That won’t be a problem,” he said. 

“Thank you, Mr. van den Berg. You have no idea how much—”

“Hush, good woman. You needn’t explain. I’m sure the money I pay you will be put to good use. Tell me, have you a husband?”

“No,” Bella replied, picturing Russell as he made his daily rounds in the clean white hallways of an unnamed hospital nearby.

The old man’s milky eyes lowered to Bella’s bosom. “A sweetheart, perhaps?”

Bella’s back straightened. “Mr. van den Berg, I give you my word that nothing will come before my duties as your private nurse. I’m willing to stay by your side and attend to your every need seven days weekly. There will be no courtiers loitering around your door.” Her promise was sincere, given the high probability that Mr. van den Berg would be dead before the winter solstice.  

“Marvelous,” he murmured. “I want you all to myself.” 

Bella fidgeted on the seat. She didn’t want to think the worst of Mr. van den Berg, but if he did turn out to be a masher, she could easily handle him—he was paralyzed, after all.  

“You’ve met Cornelia?” he asked. 

“I have, sir.” 

He judiciously nodded. “Cornelia has left written instructions for you in the parlor. If you have further questions, please direct them to her. She has grown irritable with age, but my sister means well. And she won’t interfere with your duties. Cornelia spends most of her time in her private quarters, or The Archives.” 

“The Archives, sir?”

“I refer to the odd-numbered rooms across the hallway as The Archives. They contain the spoils of a lifetime: Indian artifacts and jewels I collected as a fur trader traveling through the colonies. Only Cornelia is allowed in The Archives. Many of the items are rare and quite costly. Cornelia adores my collection.”  

How strange that he calls the states “colonies.” Exactly how old is Mr. van den Berg? Bella’s thoughts then pivoted to Russell, who she assumed was renting a furnished flat somewhere in the vicinity. Wouldn’t it be nice to stroll the surrounding streets after sundown and accidentally bump into him? 

“When do you turn in for the night, Mr. van den Berg?” she asked.  

“Shortly after tea,” he replied, “but it’s imperative that you stay within the confines of the apartment at all times. I never know when I’ll need to ring the bell for assistance. I have grand mals, you see.”

Bella felt a pang of disappointment, as she was growing to like the idea of slipping away from the apartment for evening strolls in search of Russell. She reminded herself to be patient, Thanksgiving was less than two months away. Surely the weeks would fly by before she found herself with Russell at the foot of Cleopatra’s Needle in Central Park. 

Mr. van den Berg cleared his throat, apparently irritated by her unexplained silence. “Are you there, Miss McGuire?” 

She blinked and focused on the remnants of a nose that melted like hot wax above his ulcerated upper lip. “Yes, sir, you have grand mals,” she quickly replied. “I’m familiar with your condition. I assume you have bromide on the premises?”  

“No,” he firmly stated. “I refuse medications. If my health returns, it will be because of you.” 

Bella bristled with discomfort. That’s a tall order, she thought, considering your disease is one hundred percent terminal. 

“Of course, Mr. van den Berg,” she sweetly replied. 

He opened his mouth and yawned, simultaneously disclosing toothless red gums diseased with infection. 

“Are you tired?” Bella asked. “Shall I help you to bed?”  

He shook his head. “Leave me alone to rest. I’m afraid the sheer magnetism of your presence has taken me quite by surprise.” 

Bella cocked an eyebrow. How does my disgorging a bad sausage followed by quiet conversation classify as “magnetism? she confusedly wondered. Regardless, if the dying man wanted solitude, then she was glad to oblige. 

As she rose from the chair, another potent wave of vertigo overcame her. She clutched hold of the mantle and stabilized her stance, relieved that Mr. van den Berg’s blindness prevented him from seeing how terrible she felt. 

“I’ll be in the parlor if you need me,” she said.

“Don’t leave the premises ...” he reminded her. 

“You have my word,” Bella promised as she left the snuggery and slid the pocket doors shut behind her. 
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CHAPTER 19
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Bella located Cornelia’s hand-written instructions on a marble-topped table in the center of the parlor. The job couldn’t have been easier. Her sole duties involved bathing and dressing Mr. van den Berg and providing him with amiable companionship. She wouldn’t have to clean his linens or garments, and she wouldn’t have to clean Cornelia’s linens and garments, either. All soiled items were to be dropped down a hollowed-out pipe located at the end of the exterior hallway. Within twelve hours, a chambermaid returned the items neatly pressed and folded. 

Likewise, she was not required to prepare the patient’s meals or clean the premises. Room service delivered breakfast, dinner, and tea for the occupants of the eighth floor, and all of the suites were cleaned twice weekly—except for The Archives, which were off-limits to everyone except Cornelia.  

According to Cornelia’s instructions, Mr. van den Berg’s stomach couldn’t tolerate cow’s milk. Each morning, two bottles of goat milk were delivered to the doorway by an independent vendor. Bella was instructed to store the milk on the windowsill in the winter and in the icebox in the summer. Mr. van den Berg was to drink a glass of goat milk with every meal. In a rare moment of civility, Cornelia added, “You are also welcome to enjoy this rich delicacy, Miss McGuire.”  

Bella looked up from the parchment to discover Cornelia glaring at her from across the room. 

“Any questions?” 

“Your instructions are quite thorough. Thank you, Cornelia.”

“Is your stomach still upset?” 

“A little,” Bella said, cringing at the thought of Cornelia overhearing what happened in the lavatory. 

Cornelia walked to the windowsill and grasped a bottle of goat milk with her large, bony hands. “Drink this for the dyspepsia.” 

Bella crossed the carpet and took the bottle from Cornelia’s grasp. “Thank you.” 

Their eyes met. Shivers shot up Bella’s spine. The hatred coming from the old woman’s eyes was palpable, as though sharp-edged arrowheads flew forth from her pupils. 

“Your brother told me he was a fur trader,” Bella said, forcing an agreeable tone. “Did you travel with him?” 

Cornelia’s thin lips lifted into a contemptuous smirk. “Of course I didn’t travel the Americas with Noud. The West India Company would never permit a lady of my stature to do so. Besides, though Noud may speak highly of his Native friends, I have no interest in exposing myself to such incivility. American Indians are pagans and savage to the core.” 

Bella stepped back. 

“You’re offended?” Cornelia icily asked, seemingly pleased by the look of shock on Bella’s face.

Bella tightened her fists at her sides and forced a calm voice. “Miss van den Berg, you are free to say anything you wish. This is your home. My job is to care for your brother and keep my opinions to myself.” 

“Good woman!” Cornelia triumphantly proclaimed. “The less we talk, the better.” She swiftly brushed past Bella and disappeared into her private chambers. 

“Good riddance,” Bella muttered, reminding herself to avoid the heartless biddy whenever possible. 

She heard the soft ding-a-ling of the servant’s bell. “Miss McGuire?” Mr. van den Berg called from the snuggery. “Where are you?” 

Bella stifled her frustration. She had left his side only ten minutes before. Evidently, the old man’s short-term memory was as ineffective as his crumpled nose. 

“One moment,” Bella called back to him. 

She located a bottle of goat milk in an ice box beside the apothecary and filled two crystal glasses, then carried them into the snuggery on a sterling silver tray and carefully placed the items on the low-standing mahogany table. 

“I overheard your discussion with my sister,” Mr. van den Berg said. 

“You have excellent hearing, sir.”  

He chuckled. “Yes, my sight and mobility may be gone, but my hearing is intact.”

“I’ve brought goat milk. Can you hold the glass on your own, or shall I bring it to your lips?” 

“Yes, my lips ...” he murmured. 

Bella lowered the glass to his ulcerated lips. He took a small sip and coughed. 

“That’s enough for now.”

Bella placed the glass on the table. “Shall I read to you, Mr. van den Berg?”  

“Later, perhaps. Please, Miss McGuire, have a seat.” 

Bella lowered to the chair. “Shall I light a fire?” 

He shook his head, causing a thin stream of pus to leak from his nose and dribble down his chin. “I detest indoor fires. Wrap yourself in a blanket if you’re cold.”

Bella reached for a tartan throw and wrapped it around her shoulders. 

“Drink your milk,” he said. 

Bella sipped the goat milk. It was thick and creamy and calmed her gut. Still, nothing seemed to alleviate the heavy throbbing in her temples.  
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The morning passed uneventfully, with Mr. van den Berg fast asleep in his chair while Bella occupied her time by reading an old book by a theologian who suggested that the Devil had led the Indians to America at the same time the Vikings arrived. According to the pious blowhard, the Devil had lost ground in Europe as the Gospel took root, so he gathered all of the savages that had never heard of Christ and promised them the empty land of North America. The book was unclear on where, exactly, the Indians originated, but Germany and China were suggested. Bella looked forward to telling Russell about the author’s ridiculous hypothesis, knowing that he would share her distaste for what could only be described as “agnorance,” a word Bella’s mother had created to describe the arrogant ignorance of Euro Christian settlers.  

Shortly after one o’clock, she looked up from the brittle page to see that Mr. van den Berg had awakened and was now staring directly at her. 

“What are you reading?” he asked. 

“How did you know—”

“I heard your fingers turn the pages.” 

Bella smiled. “You are perceptive.” 

“And you, Nurse McGuire, are astonishingly fair to behold.”

Bella’s smile disappeared. “But you cannot see ...”

“I recognize shapes and gradations of light. Even with those limitations, I can discern your exotic beauty.”

Bella studied his eyes. The lids no longer drooped with blisters, and the globes appeared wider and clearer than before. Mr. van den Berg’s tenor had also changed. When they first met, he spoke in a barely audible whisper, but now the volume and clarity of his words matched hers. 

“I’m famished,” he said. 

Bella jumped from the seat, causing the book to fall from her lap. “Dinner! I apologize, sir. I completely forgot.” 

“Too absorbed in your studies,” he teased. 

Bella winced. The book on the floor was a sanctimonious pile of horse manure—not worthy of her time, let alone her studies. She returned the vile publication to its place on the shelf, then turned to Mr. van den Berg. “I’ll be right back with dinner.” 

A warming tray on wheels waited in the outside hallway. The tray held three meals, polished sterling silver utensils, and a single rose in a crystal vase. Bella rolled the tray into the snuggery. 

“Shall I invite Cornelia to join us?”  

“Cornelia dines alone,” said Mr. van den Berg as Bella placed two of the three entrees on the low-standing mahogany table and lifted a silver-plated dome. Warm steam rose from a generous portion of baked cod smothered with egg sauce. The fish was accompanied by boiled potatoes and minced cabbage. Seeing the bland repast caused her sore stomach to turn.  

“Would you like a beverage with your meal, Mr. van den Berg? A glass of goat milk perhaps?” 

The old man grunted. “Why must Cornelia purchase so much of that damned goat milk? I told her I don’t like it. She force-feeds me like I’m an infant. Curse the goat milk! I’m a grown man. I want wine!” 

Bella wasn’t surprised by his burst of belligerence. The sick and elderly were prone to moods, and who knew how the syphilis was affecting her employer’s brain? 

“Of course, Mr. van den Berg,” she submissively replied. 

She departed the snuggery with Cornelia’s meal balanced on her outstretched arm and lightly knocked on the cranky fusspot’s bedroom door. 

“Your dinner has arrived, Miss van den Berg,” she called out. 

“Go away!” the old woman barked. 

Bella wryly smiled. Isn’t the lady of the house a delight? With her pleasant disposition, it’s a wonder she never married.

She placed the meal at Cornelia’s door, then went in search of some wine. It took less than a minute for her to locate an impressive wine collection in the apothecary cabinet near the ice box. She chose a light Zinfandel to compliment the fish and poured a glass of goat milk for herself. When she returned to the snuggery, Mr. van den Berg had already eaten half of his meal. 

Bella gasped. “You’re able to eat on your own?” 

He smiled, displaying a set of fully formed bone white teeth. A row on top and a row below. Bella blinked. It couldn’t be. He was toothless only hours before. 

“Dentures,” he remarked, as if reading her mind, then deftly lifted a forkful of cabbage to his mouth. 

“Your tremors, Mr. van den Berg!” Bella sputtered, coming close to choking on a mouthful of goat milk. “They’ve disappeared!”  

He offered a secretive smile. “As I said, if my health returns, it’s because of you.”

Bella watched as Mr. van den Berg devoured the rest of his meal while the food on her plate remained untouched.  

“Aren’t you hungry?” he asked. 

She shook her head. “I’m afraid my stomach is still troubled.” 

“Would you mind if I eat your meal?” 

Bella’s eyes widened. “Not at all. I’m pleased that you have a strong appetite.” 

He winked at her, then reached for the plate of food and balanced it on his lap.

“Refreshments taste so much better with a pretty red squaw at my side.”  

Bella glanced at the single red rose in the miniature crystal vase. The satiny pedals were fragrant and alive when she rolled the tray into the snuggery. Now the corolla had wilted, and the tips of each pedal were singed in lackluster tones of yellow and brown.  

She marveled at the rapidity of the blossom’s decay and thought how closely it resembled her own condition. She had arrived at Hotel Victoria in the best of moods. In the lobby, she felt strong—nearly indestructible. When she stepped into the rising room, however, her vigor instantly diminished. Now, as she watched Mr. van den Berg finish the last of the cod, her nausea returned in spades.  

“I can ask room service to deliver a cup of clear broth and oyster crackers,” he suggested.

Bella shook her head. “Thank you, but I’ll stick with the goat milk.”

It felt like the clock ticked backward in the hour that followed. Bella desperately longed to retrieve the copy of Dracula from her purse in the parlor, but she didn’t want to test her luck. She suspected that Mr. van den Berg would strongly disapprove of her reading the book, what with all of the biblically based texts lining the snuggery’s walls. Then she remembered that she had placed Mrs. Murphy’s travel log in her attaché before leaving the asylum that morning. 

Bella lifted the case from the floor, located the little red book, and gave the headings of each city a cursory review. To her surprise, the pages that were once empty starting halfway into the journal now contained questions written in a distinctly male script reflective of a doctor’s prototypical chicken scratch. She hadn’t a clue as to when Russell found the time to write in the log without her knowing, but she was thrilled that he did, for the romantic gesture had saved her from an afternoon of tedium. She couldn’t help but giggle as she read Russell’s first entry: 

If you could travel anywhere on planet Earth with Dr. Russell Murphy as your companion, where would you go? (Turn the page to see my answer, and don’t peak first!)

Bella glanced at Mr. van den Berg snoring in the chair before locating a pencil in her attaché and quickly scribbling down her answer:

A mineral spa in either Norway or the Czech Republic, she wrote, thinking how nice it would be to soak in a resort’s warm waters and rid herself of the dull ache in her ankle, along with the merciless pounding in her head. She turned the page, eager to read Russell’s answer, which took her by surprise.

I’d take my Mohegan goddess on an African safari, he wrote, but we wouldn’t hunt the animals, we would take photographs instead.

Bella gleefully imagined her and Russell touring tall-grassed savannahs in khaki attire before turning the page and reading his second question.

Good news! Your favorite person in history would like to treat you to French cuisine at La Grande Boucherie! Who is this man or woman, and why do they intrigue you?

Bella thought long and hard before writing ... Joan of Arc, because I’ve always wondered if she was mentally ill. I would politely inquire as to the visions she allegedly received from Archangel Michael and other beings in hopes of debunking the myth.  

By the time Bella retired to her bedchamber later that evening, she had answered all twenty of Russell’s questions and read his responses several times over, committing them to memory. Though the exercise had delighted her, she still suffered the splitting headache that first afflicted her in the rising room. As she sponge-bathed in her private lavatory and slipped on her night chemise, she recalled Mr. van den Berg calling her a “pretty red squaw.” Unbelievably, it was the same moniker given to her by none other than Skunk Cloud. He sometimes sang a ditty before they engaged in amorous congress: 

Pretty Red Squaw,

Pretty Red Squaw,

My Ardor for You,

is Against the Law!

Dear God, I was such a dunce, Bella thought. Why did she giggle along as Skunk Cloud sang that stupid song? Her skin was not red, it was the hue of milky coffee, and she was hardly a vampy Pocahontas with a papoose on her back. She was a modern woman of science who took pride in her education and her service to the poor. Regardless, the worst part of the ditty was the ending. Skunk Cloud sang the truth without Bella even realizing it. Their relationship was against the law, so to speak. Skunk Cloud was already married. Bella was a home wrecker, and she didn’t even know it. 

Her friend Maggie’s words came to mind. Don’t beat yourself up over it, Bella. You were young. You were gullible. How could you have known he was married? 

Indeed, how could she have known? Skunk Cloud was a master of disguise. He didn’t wear a wedding band, never spoke of a wife, let alone children, and whenever he professed his love for her, tears came to his eyes. Big, fat bogus tears! 

Bravo, Skunk Cloud, Bella bitterly thought. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me. 

She crawled beneath the covers of the enormous canopied bed and closed her eyes, vowing to never allow a man to compromise her dignity again. As for Mr. van den Berg and his flirtations, her dignity was far from diminished. The feeble old fellow was nothing like Skunk Cloud or the doctors at the asylum where she worked. He was almost dead and relatively powerless. 

Mr. van den Berg was also delusional, as illustrated by his references to the colonies instead of calling them states. She knew full well that her employer never worked for the West India Company, as Cornelia had said. The lucrative outfit dissolved following the French invasion of the Dutch Republic almost one hundred years ago. At best, Mr. van den Berg was an infant at that time. Maybe her employer made it rich in the financing industry, she speculated, an occupation that held little drama or heroism for lively anecdotes in old age.

She sadly concluded that this was not the dream job she had imagined. Yes, the salary was superb, and having her own private bedroom and bathroom was a perk, not to mention free meals and laundering services. However, the occupants of the eighth floor left a lot to be desired: a viscous elderly sister, a sexually aberrant boss suffering the final throes of syphilis, and what could only be described as an imperceptible heaviness in the air that stagnated the entire floor.  

She pondered what caused the air to be so dense. If it had a color, it would be dull gray tinged with streaks of brown. The air of depression. The air of death. 

As the pounding in her head gradually subsided, she thought of Russell. They parted ways at the train station in Black Bear Creek only a day before. It felt like a lifetime ago. She closed her eyes and for at least the hundredth time, recalled their passionate exchange at Lake Kahokak. She had never felt so alive as she lay on the beach beneath a warm September sun. It was the exact opposite to how she felt now.  

“I’m afraid, Russell,” she softly murmured. Though she herself spoke the words, they somehow took her by surprise. 

What was she afraid of, and why did she feel so uncharacteristically weak?  
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CHAPTER 20
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The last thing Russell wanted to do was publicly announce his untimely return to Black Bear Creek. Nevertheless, a pronounced thirst for strong ale compelled him to make a beeline to Ye Ole Pig Snout after exiting the train.  

“Well, look at what the cat drug in!” Henry Occom called out. 

A row of curious faces lined the bar, all staring at Russell, who was supposed to be working as a surgeon in the city. 

Russell pulled out a stool and sat beside Henry at the bar. “The job didn’t work out,” he said, then flagged the innkeeper and ordered an Indian Pale Ale, known for its potent hop bitterness and high alcoholic content. He took a measured sip and turned to face the line of patrons still staring at him with unabashed curiosity. 

“I won’t keep you in suspense,” he told the group. “The job was not at a prominent hospital, as I previously boasted.” He chugged down the glass of ale in two spectacular gulps, hoping that it would give him the confidence to reveal the embarrassing truth. “I lied to all of you, and for that, I’m sorry. The surgical job was at the New York City Insane Asylum on Blackwell’s Island.”  

The silence was insufferable. 

“Well, come on!” he demanded. “Tell me I’m an idiot. Tell me I’m a failure. Go ahead. Fire away.” He snapped his fingers for a second pale ale. The innkeeper provided the brew at astonishing speed. 

“You know we don’t judge you, doc,” Henry said.

“Well then, I’ll be the judge,” Russell mumbled, his words peppered with self-loathing. He took a large swig of ale and went on: “I wanted all of you to be impressed. I wanted you to think I was so important, so intelligent! I couldn’t stand the thought of people knowing that I was working at a madhouse, operating on battered women without regard for their safety—without regard for their lives. Ironic, no? My father drilled the Hippocratic Oath into my head as a child. ‘Russell, my boy,’ he would say, ‘Every physician around the world takes an oath to do no harm. Better to intentionally harm yourself than to harm a patient who is entrusted to your care.’” He finished off the second glass and snapped his fingers for a third one. “Do you know what I did yesterday?” he asked no one in particular.

The confounded patrons looked on as the innkeeper filled a third glass of ale from the tap. He stopped short of handing the glass to Russell, wisely deciding to add a shot of whiskey and create a boilermaker, if only to smooth the wrinkles in the physician’s tattered thoughts.  

“Relax, doc,” said Henry, “You don’t owe us any explanations.”  

Wallowing in his misery, Russell continued. “I killed a woman today. Her name was Mary. She was a patient at the lunatic asylum. She was alone and terrified on the surgical table. I nicked her femoral artery with a dull blade. She instantly bled to death. Tell me, does that sound like the action of a doctor or a murderer?”

“All right, all right,” Henry soothed.  

From the far end of the bar, a red-faced Father O’Malley loudly belched. “The Good Lord forgives you, and I forgive you too!” 

The other patrons followed suit. 

“Aye, let it go, doc. You’re a good physician.”

“Damn right, you did a fine job delivering my daughter’s baby.”

“And helping all those poor children at the sanitorium ...”

It wasn’t so much their words as the kindness they conveyed that brought tears to Russell’s eyes.  Not wanting to call attention to his unexpected flush of sentimentality, he forced his gaze to the sign behind the bar: 

George Washington Slept Here

Everyone knew the proclamation was a bald-faced lie. Ye Ole Pig Snout didn’t open its doors until 1801, two years after Washington’s death. Still, if the residents of Black Bear Creek took pride in the fabrication, and out-of-town visitors were duly impressed, who cared? Patrons frequented Ye Ole Pig Snout to fill their bellies with rich stew carrying whatever ingredients were in season and numb their brains with firewater and ale. A rustic setting and simmering red coals warming the hearth contributed to the allure, despite the stench of sour cabbage that always permeated the room. 

Russell turned back to the customers at the bar, many of whom he had known since childhood. “Thank you,” he said. “You have no idea how much your kindness means to me right now.” 

“It’s not kindness,” slurred Father O’Malley. “It’s the truth! You’re a good man—better than most!” 

The drunken pronouncement gave way to another round of drinks, generously paid for by the jocular priest. 

While Russell appreciated their warm-spirited banter, he wasn’t in any mood to join the party. He looked at Henry. “Why don’t we talk over there?” he suggested, pointing to a small table and two rickety chairs tucked behind a row of wooden casks. 

A natural-born introvert, Henry welcomed the chance to escape the captive audience. He grabbed his glass of beer and followed Russell to the table where they sat.  

“What’s going on with you and that lady, Bella?” Henry asked, a glint of deviltry lighting his chestnut brown eyes.

For the first time since entering the tavern, Russell cracked a smile. “Henry, you old goat. Here I thought you wanted to talk business.” 

“Business?” Henry blurted. “What business do we have?”

Russell shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought you’d want to hear more about what happened with my job ... where I go from here.”

Henry wearily shook his head. “Damn, doc, pick yourself up. Didn’t everyone just say they don’t care?”

“They did.”

“Then take them at their word,” Henry advised. “No one gives a rat’s ass about the details. They’re happy to have a good doctor back in town.”  

Russell eyed the bar where patrons engaged in inebriated chit-chat, most of which they would forget in the cold sober hours of morning. For the second time since arriving at Ye Ole Pig Snout, Russell smiled. It seemed the residents of Black Bear Creek had a remarkable capacity to overlook facts in exchange for a better version of the story, whether it involved a dead president or a failed country surgeon. Good God, how he appreciated that quality. 

“So, what’s going on?” Henry pressed. 

“With Bella?” 

“Yes, with Bella!” 

“I don’t know where she lives or where she works in the city, Henry. She won’t tell me. Do you think she’s hiding something? Do you think she’s married?”

“Why don’t you ask her little sister?” 

“I don’t know. That seems too intrusive. Zadie could tell Bella that I was asking personal questions, and Bella would feel like I went behind her back by getting a child involved.”

“That’s true,” Henry conceded. “Still, something’s not right.” 

“Precisely,” Russell said. “What’s Bella hiding from me?” 

“I don’t have a crystal ball here, doc. All I know is that fine lady took a liking to you.” 

“You think so?”  

Henry roared with laughter. “The way the two of you were ogling each other—I should have handed over the key to the back room.” He tipped his chin in the direction of Ye Ole Pig Snout’s storage room, where a lot of monkey business was known to take place in the wee hours of the morning. 

“You plan on staying in town?” Henry asked. 

“Where else would I go?” Russell dismally replied. “I’ll pick up where I left off—doing grunt work in exchange for vegetables and salted fish.” 

Having no patience for his friend’s self-pity, Henry diverted the subject back to more pressing concerns, namely Bella. 

“Here’s what you need to do, doc. Visit the little girl at the Sanitarium tomorrow and do a little phishing. She doesn’t need to know you’re wondering about Bella. Hedge around it, you know?” 

Russell nodded. “Good plan, Henry. I’m also going to check out Zadie’s records—see if there’s a name for one Mr. McGuire.” 

“That’s also Zadie’s last name, doc.”

Russell shrugged. “Maybe Bella and her husband adopted Zadie ...”

Henry snorted. “The ale’s going to your head. There’s no Mr. McGuire.”

“Say what you want. I got burnt once by a secretive married woman. It’s not going to happen again.” 

Henry leaned forward and met Russell’s brooding eyes. “You need to worry about bigger things, doc. Hannah is a wreck about Bella. She thinks something bad is going to happen to her. She talks about it day and night.” 

Russell sat back in the chair. “Bella’s a big girl. She can handle herself.” 

Henry huffed with irritation. “You’re not listening to me. I’m not talking about vagabonds in the city chasing after Bella’s skirt. I’m talking about Matanto.” 

Russell sighed. “I forgot—Matanto ...”  

“Don’t look at me like I’m crazy,” Henry said. “You have no idea how strong Matanto is or what he’s capable of doing.”

Russell grunted. “How can you expect me to know anything about the dubious creature when I never heard his name until Hannah spoke it last week? I thought I knew everything about Mohegan culture. Why have I never heard about Matanto until now?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Henry gruffly said. “All you need to know is Matanto means business. One look at Bella, and he’ll consume her vitality like maggots on a rotting deer.”

“I see, so Matanto is a cannibal?”

Henry shook his head. “He doesn’t eat flesh. He drains energy.”

“So he’s an energy vampire?” Russell asked, trying hard to restrain himself from laughing out loud. 

“I’m not sure if he’s a vampire,” Henry admitted. “You’ll have to ask Hannah about that.”  

Russell rubbed his eyes. “Listen, Henry, I’m in no mood to discuss the Mohegan’s version of Dracula. I’m exhausted. I stayed at a cheap flophouse in the city last night and the mattress was full of bed bugs. I think I got about an hour of sleep. Then I went to the library this morning and checked the last Federal census to figure out where Bella lived, only to take the streetcar to some hole in the wall in Harlem and find out that she vacated the premises two years ago. Point being, my patience has run dry. I’m afraid further discussion of Matanto and his diabolical scheming will have to wait for another day.”

The long crooked vein on Henry’s forehead pulsated. “Don’t you care about Bella?”  

Russell finished his boilermaker and stood from the table. “Of course I care about her. I’m returning to the city next month. Bella and I have a date on Thanksgiving. I’ll report back to you after that.” 

“Make sure you get that talisman back from Zadie, doc. Even if it doesn’t look good with Bella’s dress, she needs to keep it on.” 

“Will do,” Russell said, having no intention whatsoever of following Henry’s advice. Why feed into a problem that didn’t really exist?
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A chilly gust of wind greeted Russell as he left the tavern. Newly fallen leaves swirled about, their musty scent blanketing the cool night air. He turned left on Main and headed in the direction of Lake Kahokak. At the corner of Maple and Elm, he stepped away from the dirt road and entered the forest. Vibrant foliage glimmered beneath the astral canopy of stars, giving the forest a mystical quality, as though the trees would come to life and speak at any moment. 

A high-pitched cheeping intermixed with the howling autumn wind. Russell located the source of the cheeping deep within the crevice of an early settler’s stone wall. He knelt to the ground and peered into the narrow cranny. It wasn’t uncommon for lame animals to crawl into stone walls for protection against predators and the elements. He eyed the dark bill and yellow spot of a white-throated sparrow—his mother’s favorite type of bird. 

He rolled a rock away, stuck his arm into the hole, and gently lay hold of the injured creature. It helplessly fluttered in his grasp, wildly pecking at his palm. He lifted the bird to the moonlight and examined the broken wing, recalling his mother’s words: If you listen very closely, you can hear them whistling “Oh-sweet-Canada-Canada!”

But the fragile bird cupped in his hands was not singing praises to the Great White North. It was precariously close to death. “You’ll be better by the spring,” Russell promised. 

He tucked the sparrow beneath the lapel of his coat and proceeded to the lake. Arriving at the beach, he stopped to take in the view. The far-off hills appeared as shadowy monsters, impervious to the blustering gale. Angry waves crashed against the sandy shore, leaving pools of white foam in their wake. Russell closed his eyes and conjured the exchange that he and Bella enjoyed on the very spot where he stood. 

She was truly the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on. How had he gotten so lucky? He wondered if, and when, it would happen again. Perhaps in a hotel room following their Thanksgiving dinner at Delmonico’s. He didn’t want to be presumptuous. On the other hand, wasn’t she the one who instigated their initial tryst?  

The little sparrow noiselessly quivered against his heart. Russell opened his eyes and gazed across the turbulent lake. At once, the wind stopped blowing. Silence consumed the crisp night air. He looked around, expecting the wind to resume at any second. But the wind did not recommence. How strange, he thought.  

His gaze returned to the dark hilltops framing the other side of the lake.  In that meditative state, he discerned a female presence faintly echoing across the water.

I’m afraid, Russell, said the terror-stricken voice.  
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CHAPTER 21
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Bella had no idea how long she had been sleeping, several days—maybe weeks? Dawn and dusk had blended into one as she fitfully dozed, intermittently waking to episodes of nausea, formidable headaches, and the all-pervasive odor of rotten meat. Were dead pigeons rotting in the pipes? When her health returned, she would notify management of the rancid smell.  

Her throat itched and she succumbed to a spate of dry coughing. She rolled on her side and squinted at the white-haired man standing in the bedroom doorway. He was tall and lanky, and his hands were enormous. Bella slipped into a fit of deranged laughter upon eyeing his navy wool dress sporting a lacy collar and cuffs. It wasn’t a man. It was Cornelia van den Berg. 

The old woman approached the canopied bed and placed a glass of goat milk on the bedside table. 

“What’s so funny?” she pointedly asked.

The question, along with the spite in Cornelia’s tone, tempered Bella’s humor. “I thought you were Mr. van den Berg.” 

Cornelia glared down at her. “It’s true, my brother and I have similar features.”

Bella clumsily sat up in the bed and straightened her nightgown. “Who is caring for Mr. van den Berg?” she asked.

“Must you keep asking that question?”  

“I’ve asked it before?” 

Bella had little recollection of her words, or behavior, since taking ill. She only knew that her nursing services ceased within days of arriving at the hotel, and now her hair was in tangles, her teeth were covered in plaque, and her nightdress reeked of body odor. 

“What day is it?” she asked.

“Thursday,” Cornelia replied. 

“But what is the exact date?” Bella pressed. 

“November 14, 1889,” said Cornelia. 

Bella’s mouth dropped open. Had over a month passed since she took ill? She slumped against the headboard. “I missed my monthly visit with my sister. Can I take the train to Black Bear Creek tomorrow? Mr. van den Berg promised I could see her.” 

“I’m afraid you missed your chance,” Cornelia said. “Besides, you’re in no condition to travel.” 

Tears pricked Bella’s eyes. Poor Zadie would have waited on the porch of the Red Cottage for an entire weekend. Did she think Bella had forgotten her? Bella threw off the bed covers and attempted to stand, but immediately a bout of vertigo took hold. Her knees buckled and she collapsed to the edge of the bed. 

“I must see my sister,” she said. 

“Calm yourself. You can see her next month when you’re feeling better.” 

Bella was about to insist on visiting Zadie at once, but she didn’t want to press her luck. Mr. van den Berg had been kind enough to permit her to stay on the premises despite her debilitating illness. He could have easily thrown her to the curb and hired a new nurse when her symptoms presented, if only to protect his compromised immunity. 

“Have you hired a new nurse?” she asked. 

Cornelia sneered with contempt. “Aren’t you a busybody? Why do you care so much about my brother?”

Bella scoffed. “He hired me to care about him.” 

“Well then, you’ll be happy to learn that Noud no longer needs help. He’s as fit as a fiddle. Yesterday, he managed to lift himself from the chair and walk to the parlor, and his appetite has steadily improved.” 

“How can that be?” Bella asked, astonished. Once chair-bound, those suffering from end-stage syphilis were never able to recoup the ability to ambulate. Was it possible that she had misdiagnosed him?  

“Noud swears he has you to thank,” Cornelia said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “He says you’re a Mohegan miracle worker.” 

Bella lifted a finger to her temple and pressed it to the spot that hurt the most. “None of this makes sense ...” she muttered. 

Cornelia lifted the glass of goat milk from the table and handed it to Bella. “Drink,” she ordered.

Locking eyes with Cornelia, Bella suddenly understood. The goat milk was poisoned. Cornelia was trying to kill her. True, she was sick with food poisoning when she arrived, but those symptoms would have disappeared after a few days, at most. Moreover, though she had eaten very little in recent weeks, she drank a bottle of the deceptively comforting beverage every day. Recently, in addition to nausea and vomiting, she experienced a sore throat, shortness of breath, and heart palpitations. She also coughed all of the time, as if trying to eject a prickly strand of hair lodged deep inside her throat. 

She covered her horror and placed the glass of goat milk on the table. 

“Not thirsty?” Cornelia asked. 

Bella shook her head. “I’ll drink it later.”  

“Don’t even think about playing the same game Noud plays,” Cornelia warned. 

“And what game is that?” Bella asked. 

“He pours the goat milk down the sink when he thinks I’m not around. He has been known to flush it down the toilet, as well.” 

Bella feigned disinterest as her mind assessed the Dutch biddy’s deadly scheme. Cornelia van den Berg followed in the footsteps of Mary Anne Geering, an English woman who had poisoned her husband fifty years ago. Tasteless and odorless, arsenic was the perfect venom for the unhappy wife. Geering could have gotten away with it but, like many killers, she was overconfident. When her adult sons subsequently died from similar symptoms as their father, the authorities came knocking. Geering confessed her crimes and was hanged in the town square. 

Bella conjured Cornelia van den Berg hanging from the gallows in Central Park. The image was enough to satisfy her brewing vengeance. For now, she had to keep a low profile and convince Cornelia that she had no clue about the poisoning. If Cornelia was deranged enough to drip arsenic into her milk, what else was she capable of doing? 

Her thoughts turned to Mr. van den Berg. Dear God, that must be why his health has improved. The poor man isn’t afflicted with syphilis! Cornelia has been poisoning both of us with arsenic. But why? she wondered.

Of course, the answer was obvious. Cornelia’s motive mirrored that of Mary Anne Geering—money. When Mr. van den Berg died, Cornelia would inherit his estate. As for poisoning Bella, why not throw a Mohegan nurse into the scheme, just for fun? 

As soon as Cornelia retired to her bedroom, or visited The Archives, Bella would pay Mr. van den Berg a visit in the snuggery and share the ghastly news.

His beloved sister was a murderess.  
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Russell returned to his former surgical position at the sanitorium on an “as needed” basis, meaning that most of his days were consumed with the mundane duties of a country doctor. He didn’t mind the work, in fact, serving the community gave him tremendous satisfaction. However, he couldn’t eschew the feelings of failure and inadequacy after his humiliating ordeal at the New York City Insane Asylum. 

“You dodged a bullet,” the sanatorium’s head surgeon, Duncan, said as they scrubbed their hands with soap and hot water following a routine tonsil removal. 

“How am I supposed to get connected with hospitals in the city if I’m stuck out here in Black Bear Creek?” Russell asked. 

Duncan shrugged. “I haven’t a clue, Russ, but working at a lunatic asylum wouldn’t help you one iota. It would be a blot on your record.” He turned off the tap and tossed Russell a fresh towel. 

“At least at the asylum I’d get more experience in the operating theater,” Russell argued. “I’m lucky if I perform two surgeries a month, and that includes patients in town as well as the sanitorium.” 

“You’re guaranteed my full-time position when I retire ... or kick the bucket,” Duncan said, his heavy Scottish accent lending warmth to his words.  

Russell suppressed a smirk. They both knew that, barring a serious disability, Duncan would work until his last breath. 

“Duncan, you’ll never retire.” 

Duncan chuckled. “The average lifespan of an American man is thirty-nine years. There’s hope for you yet.”  

Russell released a heavy sigh. In his early fifties, Dr. Duncan, who most staff members called Duncan, didn’t look a day over forty. In his free time, he fished, hiked, swam, canoed, hunted, made repairs to his large colonial-style house, and chopped cords of wood, all while his young wife popped out babies on a yearly basis—proving that the older surgeon’s vitality and plumbing were also intact. 

“We both know you’re not dying anytime soon, my friend,” said Russell. “You’re like Thomas Jefferson. You’ll outlive all of us and make it to your nineties.” 

“Thomas Jefferson was eighty-three when he passed,” said Duncan, consequently reminding Russell of the older surgeon’s voracious reading habits. “John Adams made it to ninety,” he added. “Of the two, Adams was the healthiest.”  

Russell grunted. “Great. Then I only have to wait another sixty years for your job.”  

“It’s cold comfort, I know,” conceded Duncan. In the absence of further career advice, he changed the subject. “Have you talked to Zadie McGuire yet?” 

“No. The girl’s never at the Red Cottage,” Russell said.  

Duncan cocked an eyebrow. “Where is she?” 

“Everywhere, evidently. Now that her strength has returned, she roams the forests with Hannah Occom and visits the sick and poor all over town. Father O’Malley thinks she may be called to the convent.”  

Duncan howled with laughter. “Sister Zadie? Not possible! That spirited little girl is a wild bird. No one can cage her, let alone the Roman Catholic Church!”

Russell smiled. “Be that as it may, most people see her as some kind of a saint.” 

“A saint? Zadie McGuire is a normal child.”

Russell dried his hands and threw the towel into the laundry bin, then followed that with unbuttoning his black surgical coat. 

“What can I say? The child’s instantaneous healing has resulted in a certain kind of mystique. Old Mrs. Cowell swears that Zadie’s afternoon visits cured her rheumatism, and the Methodist woman who directs the church choir says Zadie cured her infertility.”

“Ella Barrington is with child?” Duncan asked, stunned. 

Russell nodded. “I examined her myself.”

“Huh ...” Duncan considered the news. “Ella has been trying for decades. She gave up any hope of conceiving years ago. How old is she?”

“Fifty-one,” Russell said, and could see the wheels turning in his colleague’s rational mind.

“A modern-day Sarah,” Duncan absently remarked. Regaining his professionalism, he added, “Though not outside the realm of scientific possibility.”

“True, though she told me her menses stopped nine years ago,” Russell said, tossing the black surgical coat into the laundry bin and straightening his Oxford shirt. “How do you make sense of that?” he asked.

Duncan opened his mouth to speak, then refrained. 

“Exactly,” said Russell. “I can’t think of any medical explanation. Maybe one hundred years from now science will understand.” 

“Perhaps,” Duncan said with uncertainty. 

Russell sensed his colleague was trying to figure out Ella Barrington’s condition as though it were a quadratic equation. The faint lines on his forehead deepened with frustration. 

Russell pulled on his weathered brown suit coat and prepared to leave. “I need to get back to town. I’ll stop by the Red Cottage on my way out and see if Zadie is around. I have to figure out where Bella works. It’s driving me crazy not knowing.” 

He left the operating theater and walked down the corridor with Duncan following him from behind. 

“Did you check with the front desk?”  

“Nurse Johnson won’t let me see the administrative records,” Russell replied. “Not without good reason. And, of course, Zadie’s medical records don’t state where her sister works or lives.”

Duncan rested his hand on Russell’s shoulder. “Let’s pay Nurse Johnson a visit.”

“She won’t let you see the administrative records,” Russell said as they made their way to the lobby. “You know how tight-fisted she is about her precious files.” 

“She said you needed a good reason, right?” Duncan asked. 

Russell nodded.  

“Miss McGuire didn’t show up for her October visit,” Duncan informed him. 

Russell stopped in his tracks. “Bella was scheduled to visit?”

“She visits on the last weekend of every month,” Duncan said. “This is the first time in two years that she failed to show up. Zadie was crushed.”  

They rounded the corner and arrived at the front desk. Nurse Johnson was nowhere to be seen. Russell briefly considered pulling Zadie’s administrative records himself, but his mind was preoccupied with the news Duncan had shared: Bella was supposed to visit the sanitorium—and didn’t. What the devil was going on?

Nurse Johnson emerged from the backroom and skeptically eyed Russell. Upon seeing Duncan, her countenance brightened. “A bonnie mornin’ tae yu, Dr. Duncan,” she flirtatiously sang, using a terrible imitation of a Scottish accent. 

Duncan removed a pipe from his pocket and polished the briar wood with his shirt cuff. Russell stifled a smile. The older doctor was an expert at acting nonchalant when he had a distinct goal in mind. In so doing, he usually got what he wanted from an otherwise unsuspecting member of the staff. 

“I’m concerned about the welfare of Zadie McGuire’s sister,” he told the nurse. “She missed her visit last month. Nurse Johnson, has that ever happened before?”

“No, Dr. Duncan,” the nurse respectfully replied.

Duncan casually removed a tin of tobacco from the front pocket of his trousers and pressed a wad of the aromatic leaves into the pipe’s bowl. 

“Has she contacted anyone about it?”  

Nurse Johnson shook her head. “Not a soul, Dr. Duncan.” 

He lit the pipe and smoked. “Hmmm ... that’s odd.”

“Do you think she’s unwell?” Nurse Johnson asked. 

“I’ve no idea,” Duncan said, employing a decidedly troubled tone as he smoked up his pipe. “An unmarried woman living in a city brimming with miscreants ... anything could have happened to her ...” 

Nurse Johnson’s eyes widened. “Dear me, I didn’t think about that! Hold on a moment, I’ll retrieve the file and see how we can contact Miss McGuire.”  

After she disappeared into a back room, Russell elbowed Duncan. “You missed your true calling.” 

Duncan blew a perfect ring of fruity-smelling smoke into the air between them. “And what might that be?” 

“The theater. Your acting skills are superb.” 

“Kill them with kindness,” Duncan said. “It’s the only thing that works.” 

“I was kind to Nurse Johnson when I asked for the records,” Russell pointed out.

“True. But you failed to make her think that pulling the file was her idea and not yours.”

Russell marveled at the older physician’s cunning. “I stand corrected. You should have been a politician.” 

Nurse Johnson momentarily returned with a thin manilla file containing Zadie’s personal history. She opened it on the counter between them. 

“There’s no home address,” she said, clearly taking pleasure in the fact that she was privy to the coveted material, and they were not. “As for a work address ...” She paused for what seemed to Russell like a purposely long period of time. “It says Miss McGuire is employed at the New York City Insane Asylum,” she finally said. “It’s located on Blackwell’s Island. Miss McGuire resides at the nurses’ dormitory.”

Shocked, Russel reached for the file. He needed to see for himself.  

Nurse Johnson grabbed a ruler and forcefully slapped Russell’s fingers, causing him to instantly withdraw his hand from the counter. She ceremoniously closed the file and pulled it protectively to her bosom. 

“Will that be all, doctors?” 

Ordinarily, Russell would have stood up to her. He didn’t care how long she had worked at the sanitorium. A nurse should never smash a surgeon’s fingers with a ruler. His fingers, after all, were his livelihood. But the unveiling of Bella’s secret had brought him too much happiness—and relief. His eyes had not deceived him during the carriage ride to the asylum. The bonneted woman rushing down the lane on Blackwell’s Island was one hundred percent Bella. Most importantly, her place of residence at the asylum’s nurses’ dormitory meant one thing—Bella wasn’t married.  

Like him, she was ashamed of her job at the asylum. 
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After Cornelia left the bedroom, Bella reached for a shawl to cover her muslin nightgown. Her hands fumbled to grasp hold of the knit covering, suddenly gripped by an odd prickling sensation, as though hundreds of invisible needles acupunctured the skin. She finally succeeded in taking hold of the garment, then silently cursed the impossibly small buttons as her numb fingers attempted to slide them through the ribboned loops. What’s the point? she gloomily thought as she gave up on securing the shawl across her chest. The old man is blind. 

She left the room and stumbled into the parlor. Though her legs were like rubber and her head felt as though it were gripped in an ever-tightening vice, her mind was clear, and her intentions were robust. Time was of the essence. She needed to tell Mr. van den Berg about the poisoning immediately, but first, she needed to ascertain Cornelia’s whereabouts. The last thing she wanted was to risk the homicidal maniac overhearing her conversation with Mr. van den Berg.  

She walked to Cornelia’s bed chamber and knocked on the door. No sound issued from the other side, leading Bella to peek inside. Terrific. The murderess was gone.  

“If you’re looking for Cornelia,” Mr. van den Berg called out from the snuggery, “she’s in The Archives.” 

The strength and clarity of his voice startled Bella. She turned around to see Mr. van den Berg standing over the snuggery’s threshold holding an opened bottle of champagne and two glass flutes. 

“Will you join me for a cocktail?” he asked.

While the clarity of his voice was startling, his appearance was downright shocking. No longer an elderly invalid on the cusp of death, he now resembled a fit and well-groomed gentleman in his early sixties. To Bella’s amazement, the sores and blisters had completely disappeared from his face and hands, and his nose was fully restored. She assumed he wore a wig, for there was no way that the thick crop of gray hair hanging to his chin and tucked behind his ears could have emerged from nowhere in a matter of weeks. 

Today he wore thick-lensed spectacles atop eyes that could clearly see, causing Bella to nervously tug the sides of her shawl across her bare bosom draped in flimsy muslin.

He crossed the parlor with the assistance of a gold-plated walking stick and expertly filled the flutes, then handed one to her. “This will help you.” 

Bella took a small sip. “Thank you,” she murmured, too bewildered to say more. 

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

She pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of her bed jacket and delicately wiped her mouth. “I should ask that question of you, Mr. van den Berg. You’ve somehow turned the clock back thirty years.”  

He imbibed the bubbly with gusto. “I’ve never felt younger! It’s quite remarkable. Please, have a seat.”

Bella lowered to the chesterfield. Breaching etiquette, Mr. van den Berg sat beside her on the couch. “I must say, you don’t look well ...” he candidly observed. 

Bella placed the flute on the tableside and turned to face him. “I’m afraid I have terrible news,” she quietly said. Even though Cornelia was across the hall, she entertained the irrational fear that the old woman could hear her. She took a deep breath to gather courage. “I have reason to believe that Cornelia is poisoning both of us,” she whispered. 

He leaned closer to her. “Did you say poisoning?” he asked, his tone an odd mixture of delight and intrigue. 

She nodded. “My symptoms mirror those of arsenic poisoning. One spoiled sausage wouldn’t make me this ill. I think Cornelia has been dripping arsenic into the goat milk. You’re well now because you refuse to drink it. I, on the other hand, have been ingesting at least a bottle a day since my arrival.”  

“Aren’t you a clever girl?” 

Bella pulled away from him. “Why is this information not troubling you?”  

“I’ve suspected poisoning for weeks. That’s why I stopped drinking the goat milk ...”

Her back straightened. “And you didn’t think to tell me?” 

He shrugged. “I had no reason to think Cornelia was poisoning you, too.” 

Bella pulled herself up from the couch and stood over him like an aggravated schoolmistress about to give a mouth pie to an unruly student. 

He softly chuckled, causing her rage to boil. 

“You find this funny?” she sternly asked. “We must report Cornelia’s activity to the authorities!”  

“Calm yourself, good woman. I’ve been considering sending Cornelia to the Bloomingdale’s Insane Asylum since her shenanigans commenced last summer. Your words have served to confirm my suspicions. I’ll contact the asylum today and demand that she be removed from the premises at once.” 

“But ... but why are you not bothered by any of this?” Bella asked. 

“I’ve had weeks to digest the possibility,” he said. 

Bella crossed her arms across her chest in an attempt to contain her exasperation while also covering the thin muslin that failed to fully conceal her bare breasts. She reasoned that, while Mr. van den Berg’s physique may have recovered, his mind was still compromised. Any sound-minded man would be horrified by the news.  

“Bloomingdales is moving its operation to White Plains,” she said. “Will they accept her as a patient?” 

“Not to worry. With the money I’m willing to pay for her care, she’ll be transported to the new facility in White Plains at the appropriate time.” 

“Thank you,” she demurred. 

A sharp pain suddenly pierced her right flank, followed by an even sharper pain in her stomach. She stumbled back and grabbed hold of the mantlepiece to steady herself. Mr. van den Berg observed her torment with indifference. 

“When did you last drink goat milk?” he asked. 

The pain stretched across Bella’s torso and tightened like a hardened ball of wax in her throat. “Last night,” she breathlessly replied. “Take me to the hospital ...”

Mr. van den Berg jumped from the couch and stretched out his arm. As she grasped his elbow, she witnessed the wrinkles around his eyes spontaneously disappear. Had the arsenic precipitated hallucinations?

“I’m losing my mind,” she muttered, overcome with vertigo.  

“There, there,” he said, as if consoling a small child. “Let’s get you settled in your chambers, Miss McGuire. There’s no need for a hospital. The doctor will only tell us what we already know. You imbibed arsenic and it will take a while to leave your system.”

Bella inched her way to the bedroom doorway, careful to keep one hand pressed against the wall for support and the other hand gripping Mr. van den Berg’s steady arm. “But Cornelia ...” she lamented. 

“Don’t worry about my sister. I’ll take care of her transfer to the asylum. She’ll be gone by sundown.”

Bella lumbered to the bed and lay down on the coil spring mattress. Its downy comfort provided little relief. She took deep cleansing breaths to mitigate the pain, just as she had instructed women in the throes of child labor at the asylum. 

“Sweet dreams,” Mr. van den Berg whispered as he switched off the electric table lamp.

As soon as he left the room and closed the door behind him, Bella’s ferocious cramps abruptly ceased. Though the pain dramatically lessened, a preternatural fear invaded her gut and expanded. What if she never fully returned to a state of perfect health? What if the repeated poisoning had permanently impaired her? Her anxiety gyrated to thoughts of Zadie. Was she still in remission? If so, would the sanitorium allow her to stay at the Red Cottage much longer? And what if Bella perished from the poisoning? Who would take care of Zadie? 

It was all too much for her frazzled mind to consider. She took solace in knowing that Thanksgiving was only ten days away. By then, the arsenic would hopefully be gone from her system. She would meet Russell at the foot of Cleopatra’s Needle and tell him about Cornelia and the poisoning. Now that Mr. van den Berg was well, he no longer required her services, and she could find a new job. Perhaps Russell could connect her with employment at the hospital where he worked. 

The prospect gave her a renewed sense of hope. In a matter of days, she would be well enough to leave her post at Hotel Victoria and put the van den Berg nightmare behind her.  
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Russell raced across the sanitorium’s frosted grounds. There had been a “Zadie sighting” earlier that morning. One of the nurses reported seeing the little girl leave the forest and enter the grassy clearing where the sanitorium’s gingerbread-style cottages were located. 

From a distance, Russell eyed a lone figure on the porch of the Red Cottage. He blinked in fast succession. Was that the dead boy Jacob sitting on the porch swing? He recognized the heavy tweed jacket and matching newsboy hat, the corduroy trousers, and the stovepipe boots that Bella had previously borrowed. 

Alas, his eyes deceived him. It was no ghost. It was Zadie, dressed in the dead boy’s clothing.  

“Zadie McGuire!” he exclaimed. “You’re harder to find than a black cat in a coal cellar.”

Zadie smiled. She loved cats, especially black ones. “Bella promised to buy me a kitten when I return to the city.”

Russell joined her on the porch swing.  

“I’m sorry Bella didn’t show up for your last visit.” 

Zadie frowned. “Hannah thinks something’s wrong. Do you think something’s wrong, Dr. Murphy?” 

“I don’t know,” he honestly replied. “Maybe the demands at the asy ... at her workplace prevented her from coming.” 

“Maybe,” said Zadie, though Russell could see that she wasn’t buying his answer. “Hannah was upset when she saw me wearing the talisman. She said I must give it to Bella next time I see her. It will protect her from Matanto.” 

Russell stiffened with resentment. What was Hannah thinking, sharing frightening folktales with a young child? 

“There’s no such thing as Matanto,” he said. 

Zadie’s brown eyes widened. “Don’t say that! Matanto wants people to think he isn’t real. That’s how he fools them.”

Not wanting to waste one more second discussing a fictitious Native Indian threat, Russell deftly changed the subject. “I’m meeting your sister in Central Park on Thanksgiving day.” 

At hearing that, Zadie squealed with delight. “Can I come? Please, please take me with you!”  

Russell had half a mind to bring the girl along. However, soon after learning that Bella was an unmarried woman residing at the nurses’ dormitory of the lunatic asylum on Blackwell’s Island, he had made a life-altering decision. He would bring his mother’s diamond wedding ring to the city and propose to Bella as they ate roasted turkey and sipped fine wine at Delmonico’s. That he had only spent four days with her didn’t worry him in the least. He loved the Mohegan goddess and couldn’t imagine spending the rest of his life with anyone else but her.  

“You can join us another time,” he promised Zadie, knowing that there would be plenty of future trips to the city for the three of them to enjoy as a family.

Zadie lifted the stringed talisman over her head and handed it to him. “Will you give this to Bella?”

Russell accepted the talisman necklace and tucked it into his pocket. “If it makes you happy.”

“Make sure she always wears it, even when she sleeps.”

“I will.” He stood from the swing. “Will you join me for lunch at the main building?” 

Zadie shook her head. “I’m not hungry. Besides, I only drink broth.” 

Russell pressed the back of his hand to her forehead. “Do you feel unwell?” 

“I feel fine. Fasting is good for the spirit.”

Russell rolled his eyes. “Did Hannah tell you that?”

She nodded. “Hannah’s right, too. Everything seems brighter when I don’t eat.” 

Russell held back from expressing the anger he felt. He would have to talk to Hannah about her conversations with Zadie. While the talk of Matanto was concerning, encouraging the child to fast was completely out of line. Zadie needed nourishment, especially during her recovery from a life-threatening disease. 

“I can’t force-feed you,” he told her. “But as a physician, I can tell you that your bones are growing. A balanced diet heavy in meat and dairy will make you stronger.” 

“I already feel strong,” she argued. “Anyhow, I need to stay skinny so I can climb up the chute.” 

Russell’s brow furrowed. “The chute?”

“I’m not allowed to talk about it.” She lifted her finger to her mouth and mimed zipping it shut.

“It’s a secret?” he asked. 

She nodded. 

“Does anyone else know your secret?” 

She ran her forefinger over her lips, as if unzipping her mouth. “Only Hannah knows about the chute.” 

Russell bit his lower lip. His fondness for Hannah was decreasing by the minute. 

“Does the chute have to do with the way you’re dressed?” 

She nodded. “I found the clothes in the storage room.” 

He sighed. “I know, they belong to a boy who died.”

“Jacob,” she said. “I remember.”  

“How do the nurses at the sanitorium feel about you dressing like a boy?” 

She shrugged. “They don’t care one way or the other, except for Nurse Johnson. She wants me to wear the pink dress that Maggie made.” 

Russell recalled Bella giving Zadie a new dress during her last visit, but he was not privy to their conversation about the garment’s maker. 

“Do you remember Maggie’s last name?” he asked.

“I forget. Hold on, there’s a tag sewn on the back ...” She shot up from the swing and ran into the Red Cottage, returning seconds later and placing the pink checkered dress on Russell’s lap.  

He glanced at the tag boasting the meticulously embroidered words Maggie O’! Apparels and laughed in spite of himself. The irony was too rich. In the last month he had racked his brain trying to locate Bella, while, unbeknownst to him, she was employed at the very place where he planned to work. Moreover, he had encountered her best friend, Maggie, at Astor Place during his recent visit to the city. It warmed his heart, knowing that Bella trusted her instincts when she took an alleged lunatic under her protective wing at the asylum. 

“I’ve met this woman, Maggie Moskowitz,” he said, lightly fingering the embroidered label.

“She’s nice,” Zadie said. “She’s also touched by spirit, like me.” 

Russell’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

“Maggie sees ghosts. She also sees curious creatures in the forests—elves, brownies, and fae.”

“Fae?” Russell asked. 

“Fairies,” Zadie replied. “Maggie calls them her little helpers because they assist her in all sorts of chores, like sweeping the floor and mending socks, and they sometimes tell her how to make a pretty dress. Maggie sees into the future, too. She told me that she looked into a haberdasher’s face and saw how he would die in a fire that very night. She couldn’t tell the haberdasher what she saw.  Great Spirit doesn’t want us to meddle with destiny.” 

Russell fell back against the swing, confounded. Maggie Moskowitz struck him as a sensible woman. Now she joined the ranks of Hannah in his mind—well-meaning, but a little bit barmy.  

“I thought you believed in Great Spirit ...” Zadie said. 

He wrapped his arm around her. “I do.” 

“But you don’t believe Maggie is touched?” 

“I didn’t say if I believed it or not,” he said, considering Maggie’s purported visions of brownies and elves. It seemed Mrs. Moskowitz had left a crucial element out of her story when he first met her at Astor Place. Though she may have had enemies, it was likely her talk of the supernatural that landed her in a lunatic asylum. He concluded that the sophisticated Irish woman was an artist at heart. The sheer breadth of her imagination conjured ethereal beings whilst creating magnificent dresses.  

“I don’t know if Maggie is touched, as you say,” he told Zadie. “But she’s definitely an artist. Creatives are very different from ordinary people.” 

“How are they different?” Zadie asked.

“They’re consumed with beauty and magic. Have you ever looked through a stereoscopic viewer?”

Zadie snuggled into the crook of his arm. “Yes.”

“Now, imagine an artist looking into that viewer. She doesn’t see a flat, two-dimensional photo of Central Park, for example. Rather, she sees a moving world that comes to life in glorious pastel shades of yellow and blue. She detects peculiar creatures—black squirrels, hummingbirds and the like, and she instinctively knows the thoughts and feelings of not only the people walking the trails but also the daydreaming of the flora. An artist smells the scent of fresh lavender in the still summer air, and the tantalizing aroma of roasted chestnuts emanating from vendor carts.”  

“Maggie sees all that when she looks through a viewer?” Zadie asked, wondrous. 

“Not necessarily. The viewer is an example of how artists like Maggie move through life. They choose to overlook the mundane in favor of an electrified panorama bursting with colors, scents, and other such imaginings.”

“That’s why her dresses are so beautiful,” Zadie wistfully remarked. 

“Exactly. I suspect Maggie looks at pieces of fabric and lace and visualizes their truest potential, just as a painter does with oils, or a writer does with ink.” 

“When will you see Maggie again?” Zadie asked. 

“I’ve ordered a formal gown for your sister. I’m picking it up at Maggie’s house the day before Thanksgiving. I’ll send her your regards.”

“Can you ask Maggie to send fae to protect me in the chute?”  

“Fae?” he asked.

“Fairies,” she matter-of-factly replied. 

Russell’s anxiety returned. “Are you in danger?” 

Zadie adamantly shook her head. “Remember how the great elk healed me? Well, he came to me in a dream last night and told me not to worry. Everything will turn out for the best, as Great Spirit intends.” 

Russell looked down at the child. Though she closely resembled Bella, the two sisters could not have been more different. Whereas Bella was the no-nonsense type drawn to science and facts, Zadie chose to exist in a world of miracles and mystery. One was not better than the other. Nevertheless, Russell realized that a girl like Zadie could easily suffer societal rejection as an outcast—like Maggie. He couldn’t help but to genuinely worry about the child’s future. 

“I’ll mention the chute and the fairies to Maggie,” he said. “But know this—if the fairies fail to protect you, I will.” He longed to tell her about his plans to propose to Bella, to have both of them live with him in the cabin by the lake where they would enjoy sun-filled summers and cozy winters, but he restrained the urge. 

After all, there was always the chance that Bella would reject his proposal. 
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Thanksgiving was fast approaching. Bella questioned whether she would be well enough to meet Russell at Cleopatra’s Needle. Mercifully, she had not suffered any bouts of severe abdominal pain since her last exchange with Mr. van den Berg in the parlor. Since then, she had closed herself up in her bedroom, only opening the door twice daily for Mr. van den Berg’s food delivery. 

She would wait until she heard his steps return to the snuggery before retrieving the tray outside her door. The motive behind her self-enforced seclusion was based partially on vanity. A wasted reflection greeted her in the bathroom mirror every morning. Her extreme exhaustion and malaise made it impossible to perform a simple sponge bath. Consequently, her night dress stuck to her like the spoiled skin of a rotting apple.  

But there was another reason why she avoided Mr. van den Berg—contempt. His failure to warn her about the goat milk was unforgivable. Every time Bella thought of him, she was overcome with a loathing so intense, it tasted like acidic bile at the back of her throat. 

With great effort, she pulled herself out of bed, hobbled to the bedroom window, and opened the heavy drapes. Below, horse-drawn street cars and carriages rolled past, reminding her that life went on at full speed despite her misbegotten circumstances. Pedestrians the size of beetles hastily bustled about. Bella could almost feel their excitement as they shopped for Thursday’s Thanksgiving feast. 

From her perch on the eighth floor, she felt like an altogether different species languishing in a gilded cage. Making matters worse, the apartment’s heavy air continued to exacerbate her bouts of coughing, and the insidious odor of rotting meat did little to strengthen her appetite. She barely touched the food that Mr. van den Berg delivered. After Cornelia’s double-dealing, she pushed aside the glasses of juice and milk, choosing to drink water from her bathroom tap, instead. Who knew if Mr. van den Berg shared his sister’s fondness for arsenic? 

She longed to take control of her situation—to flee the hotel at once and go to a hospital, but her executive functioning skills moved at frustratingly slow speeds, as though pickled in an arsenic-laden fog. I must get out of here, she desperately thought.  

At once, all of the electric streetlights turned on, casting a warm golden glow over the cityscape. She imagined Russell working somewhere nearby. The image of pretty, healthy nurses flirting with him in a top-tier hospital invaded her mind, instantly fueling a surge of jealousy toward the nonexistent competition. For the umpteenth time, she reminded herself that Russell was not Skunk Cloud.  

She heard movement in the parlor followed by the sound of a metal tray clinking against the doorway. She waited for Mr. van den Berg to return to the snuggery, but today, he knocked on the door. 

Bella huffed in irritation. Had she never met the man, she would be comfortably residing at Maggie’s house while searching for a nursing position in which “must endure potentially fatal arsenic poisoning by elderly deranged sister” was not a requirement.  

“Come in,” she tersely said. 

Mr. van den Berg entered the bedroom carrying a large box wrapped in brown paper. “A gift for the fair lady,” he jubilantly announced, placing the box on the unmade bed.

Bella forced a brittle smile. “Thank you, but I hardly deserve a gift. I’ve done little to help you.” 

His eyes widened. “Good woman! Your presence in my home has brought me undeniable pleasure.”

Bella grimaced. “Why?” she brusquely asked. 

“Oh, loneliness, I suppose.” 

Bella’s head throbbed. Just looking at his clear eyes and hale and hearty complexion made her sick. “And yet, I’ve been shut in my room for weeks. We’ve shared few conversations.” 

“True, but simply knowing there’s another living being in the apartment brings me solace.”

“Am I to understand Cornelia was removed from the premises?” Bella asked. 

He solemnly nodded. “Poor Cornelia. She’s in good hands at Bloomingdales.” 

Bella glanced at the wrapped package. “I’m afraid I cannot accept your gift. I plan to leave soon. You no longer need my assistance, and our current arrangement is quite unnatural.”

“Nonsense!” he exclaimed. “If you leave, my condition will rapidly decline.” 

She dismissed him with a wave of her hand. “You’ll be fine now that Cornelia isn’t around with her arsenic. I’m meeting a friend for Thanksgiving on Thursday. I’ll depart with my belongings that morning.”

He scoffed. “Two more days of respite won’t be enough. I dare say, you look far worse than you did when you first succumbed to the poison and took to your bed.”

The room began to spin, slowly at first, like a one-oared gondola in a wavy lagoon. “Come what may,” Bella said, reaching for the window frame to steady her sea legs. “I’m leaving on Thursday morning.” 

“As you wish.”  

The spinning picked up speed as Bella floundered to the bed and collapsed back into the pillows. Go away, she thought as an all-consuming desire for sleep overtook her.  

Oblivious to her discomfort, Mr. van den Berg went on. “Won’t you give me the pleasure of watching you open my gift?”

Bella coughed and wrapped her shawl around her shivering form. “Do I look like I’m in any condition to open a gift?”  

“Well then, I’ll open it for you.” 

He tore off the wrapping, lifted the lid, and produced the most hideous dress that Bella had ever seen. Made from mustard-yellow damask, the garish garment resembled a window drape replete with shimmering golden tassels lining the cuffs and hem. The starched petticoat comprised at least six sturdy layers of fabric. She wondered how any woman could walk in it, let alone plant her encumbered behind on a chair. 

“The color goes wonderfully with your complexion,” he said. “And this lobster tail bustle is a site to behold ...” 

“The color will wash out my complexion,” Bella icily replied. “As for the bustle, it’s monstrously large. I’ll be the laughingstock of the city.”

A shadow of anger eclipsed his face at her words. “I’m sorry you don’t like it.”

Bella felt no remorse for speaking the truth. If anything, witnessing Mr. van den Berg’s displeasure gave her immense satisfaction. Why did he purchase the dress in the first place? Did he think they would become lovers? She instinctively pinched her knees together, revulsed by the image of a buck-naked Mr. van den Berg climbing into her bed. 

If only her health would return! Had she a normal degree of physical stamina and mental acuity, she could easily leave the apartment in the middle of the night, descend to the first floor, and travel on foot to the nearest hospital. Alas, if the formerly effortless chore of taking a comb to her hair or a brush to her teeth proved unworkable, how could she find the wherewithal to escape?

Her eyelids grew heavy as she watched Mr. van den Berg fold the gown and place it back in the box. “You’re just like all the others ...” he grumbled.

What others? Bella wondered. Mr. van den Berg’s old flames, or the Native Indian nurses who had likely quit the job she presently held upon realizing that the wealthy Dutchman and his sister were colossal pains in the ass? Though every part of her longed to follow in their footsteps and put an end to this dreadful chapter of her career, an overwhelming urge to sleep took hold.  

She closed her eyes and gradually drifted into a hallucinatory dreamscape in which she was unable to hear Mr. van den Berg’s parting words:

“You won’t be meeting anyone on Thanksgiving,” he growled. “You’ll live out the remainder of your pitiful life in this hotel—and die before the first snowfall.” 
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Russell spent the morning closing the cabin up for the winter: trimming the trees in case of windstorms, sealing the windows with greased newspaper to prevent drafts, and covering a crack in the crawl space so forest critters couldn’t claim occupancy. The white-throated sparrow’s clear whistle sounded from its cage on the mantlepiece as Russell pounded the last nail into the small window in the loft, reminding him that one more duty remained—finding a caregiver for his tan-striped feathered friend.  

He descended the ladder and walked to the mantle, making the split-second decision to leave the bird in the safest hands he knew during his upcoming trip to the city. While Hannah Occom had been grating his nerves as of late, her innate understanding of the needs of wild creatures couldn’t be denied. 

He lifted the cage and carried it onto the porch. It was a typical late November day featuring an overcast sky and temperatures hovering close to freezing. He’d have to remind Hannah to place a loose blanket over the cage at night.  

Together, man and bird journeyed the half-mile dirt road into town. As Russell turned right on Maple and headed in the direction of the railway station, he eyed Hannah and Zadie standing at a trestle table beneath the apple tree in Hannah’s backyard. With their backs turned, Hannah and Zadie didn’t see him approach, giving Russell the perfect opportunity to creep behind the great oak shading the cottage’s outer gate and eavesdrop on their conversation. He clutched the cage in his arms, hoping the sparrow wouldn’t crank out a melodious song and blow his cover.  

Through the dried-up leaves drooping from the oak’s thick branches, he observed Zadie  helping Hannah prepare trout chowder on a well-worn butcher’s block. Zadie was evidently charged with slicing the leeks, celery, and potatoes on the trestle table while Hannah performed the more difficult work of deboning.

“Are you angry with me?” the little girl asked.  

Hannah dexterously angled a sharp blade toward the fish’s head and swiftly sliced across its neck. “Why would I be angry at you?”  

The open-eyed fish head tumbled to the grass. Zadie picked it up and tossed it in a bucket.

“Because I took Bella’s talisman.” 

Hannah smoothly ran the blade down the trout’s backbone. “It’s not your fault. It’s Bella and Dr. Murphy’s fault. Your sister should never have given the talisman to you, and Dr. Murphy should have stopped her from doing it.” 

At this, Russell inwardly groaned. Thanks, Hannah, he sarcastically thought. So nice of you to put the blame on me and Bella. 

“But if I didn’t have it on,” Zadie pointed out, “I wouldn’t have seen the great elk. I would still be sick—maybe dead.”  

Russell silently chuckled. That Zadie’s a smart little firecracker, he thought. 

Hannah glanced at the child. “Everything is as it should be,” she said, flipping the trout over and cutting into another fillet. 

Having heard enough, Russell stepped away from the tree, unlatched the gate, and entered the yard with the wrought iron bird cage held tightly to his chest.  

“What are you two ladies up to?” he merrily asked.  

“We’re making trout chowder for the corn harvest!” Zadie replied. Though dead Jacob’s clothes hung on her bony frame, her complexion was radiant with health.  

“Good afternoon, Hannah,” Russell carefully said. 

The old woman refused to look at him. The trout took the brunt of her fury as she aggressively tugged off the slimy skin. Russell knew the source of Hannah’s wrath. He had refused to heed her warnings about Matanto by allowing Bella to return to the city without the bejeweled arrowhead around her neck. If there was one thing that Hannah couldn’t abide, it was disrespect.

He placed the cage on the grass and Zadie instantly rushed over. “Is that your bird, Dr. Murphy?”

“Yes, until its wing is fully healed. Then I’ll release it back to nature where it belongs.”

Zadie knelt and peered through the bars. Russell had improvised a twig splint wrapped in a soft cotton bandage and secured with string.

“I rescued it in a stone wall near the lake,” he said.  

“What does it eat?” Zadie asked. 

“Small crusts of bread and sunflower seeds soaked in water. Sometimes I add a little bit of mashed apple.” He looked at Hannah. “I need to leave for a few days. Would you mind keeping the bird with you until I return? Put the cage in a quiet, dark area. Don’t give the bird any comfrey. I’ve read that comfrey leaves contain toxic compounds.” 

Hannah sneered. “I know how to heal a bird.”

“That’s why I’m asking for your help,” Russell calmly said. 

“Put the cage in the back of the barn,” Hannah told Zadie. “Cover it loosely with a burlap bag.” 

Zadie lifted the cage and walked cautiously to the barn as Russell met Hannah’s damning eyes. “Where’s Henry?” he asked.

“Hunting for turkeys,” she gruffly replied. “Where’s Bella?”  

“At work, I assume.”  

Hannah lopped off another fish head. “Have you spoken to her?”  

“Not since she boarded the train in September.”

The old woman looked at Russell, her eyes flaring. “You shouldn’t be here. You should be in the city protecting Bella. Henry told me you were interested in the woman. You can’t be that interested if you’re wasting your time with us.”

“I’m leaving for the city tomorrow.” Russell thought the news would mitigate Hannah’s grudge, but it only made her angrier. 

“If you knew the power of Matanto, you would take the next train to the city!” she squawked. 

“Be reasonable, Hannah. One day won’t make a difference.” 

She gripped the knife and pointed it at his chest. “Fool!” she proclaimed. 

Russell stepped back in alarm as Zadie emerged from the barn and returned to the chopping block, completely unphased by the sight of Hannah holding a sharp knife to Russell’s heart.  

“Why didn’t Bella show up at the sanitorium last month?” Hannah asked. 

“I ... I don’t know ...” Russell sputtered. He really wished Hannah would put down the knife. “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation.” 

Hannah snorted and threw the knife on the chopping block, pointing at the bucket of piscine carnage.

“Chowder heads!” she exclaimed. “A bucket full here.” She turned to face Russell. “And a fresh chowder head here.” She licked her thumb and pressed it to Russell’s brow. 

He flinched at her wet touch. “That’s enough, Hannah. I won’t have you calling me stupid in front of the child.” 

The old woman cursed in Mohegan and returned to deboning the fish. 

“Did you tell Zadie about Matanto?” Russell asked, knowing full well that she had.  

“It’s a free country,” Hannah grumbled. “I can say what I want.”

Not to a child, Russell thought but did not say, for he knew if he spoke the words aloud, Hannah would dismiss him with a snort, a grunt, or the tip of her paring knife. For the aged Mohegan woman, children were mini adults imbued with all of the insights and resilience of the tribe at large. There was no sense arguing about it, Russell reasoned. He had to live in the same town as Hannah, and she wasn’t the type of woman anyone wanted as an enemy. 

“Tell me more about Matanto,” he said, hoping to assuage her foul mood.  

Hannah diced the trout into finger-sized wedges and dropped them into an enormous Dutch oven sitting on the chair beside her. 

“A hungry Matanto will seize every dark-skinned woman in his path.”

“So he’s a man?” Russell asked. 

“He’s not human.” Hannah scooped Zadie’s ingredients into the pot. “But yes, he has the energy of a white man.” 

“Henry told me a little about Matanto. It seems the devilish creature is a lot like Dracula,” Russell mused. “Have you read that book? Dracula devours the life of innocent women by sucking their blood. Is the talisman you gave Bella like a necklace made of garlic flowers worn by Dracula’s victims?”  

Hannah gripped the chopping board’s edge with such vigor that her knuckles turned white. “You think this is a joke?”

“Not at all,” Russell said. “I was only drawing a comparison.” 

“The hell you were. Dracula is a made-up story. Matanto is real. He doesn’t kill women by sucking their blood. Matanto steals their life force.”  

“Henry told me as much,” Russell said. “But exactly how does Matanto steal his victim’s energy?” he pressed.

“Simply by being in the woman’s presence. The exchange is invisible to the human eye.”

“Matanto’s victims don’t even know it’s happening,” Zadie added. “Hannah, have you ever seen Matanto?” she asked.

Hannah somberly nodded. “Fur traders raided our settlement when I was about your age. I can still see the hateful eyes of a trader who Matanto had possessed. He chased me through the forest and seized the hem of my deerskin skirt. I grabbed hold of a tree trunk and wriggled free from his grasp. Then I swiftly ascended the great red oak ...”

“Did he come after you?” Zadie asked, her face rapt with attention. 

Hannah shook her head. “No. I broke off the branches with my bare feet as I climbed. Matanto glared up at me, vowing revenge. I fell asleep on a thick branch at some point in the night. When I awoke, Matanto was gone.” 

“How did you know it was Matanto?” Russell asked. “Did he introduce himself?” 

Oh, Hannah didn’t like that verbal dig, not one bit. Her eyes blazed as her voice dropped. “You jest about things you’re too ignorant to grasp, Dr. High and Mighty,” she seethed. “I could feel my life force dwindling throughout the night, that’s why I fell asleep, and that’s how I knew it was Matanto looking up at me. But the name he went by wasn’t Matanto. The host he possessed was a man with a long Dutch name. I can’t remember it now. The name will come to me ...”  

Zadie stared at Hannah, wondrous. “You were a very brave little girl,” she said. 

Hannah smiled. “Just like you.” She removed Zadie’s newsboy cap and ran her arthritic fingers through the child’s sleek black hair. 

Russell saw that the bond the two had struck up in recent weeks was unbreakable. If Zadie had to choose sides, she would always choose Hannah. The old woman gestured for Zadie to help her carry the Dutch oven to the open fire pit. Together, they lifted the heavy cookware and hung it using an S-shaped rod perched above red-hot coals. The trout and legumes hissed and crackled as Hannah stirred the pot with a long wooden spoon.  

“What motivates Matanto to steal his victim’s life source?” Russell asked. He had to admit, it was a fascinating story.  

“Matanto has no life force,” Hannah explained. “He sickens and dies without the energy of Native women. The younger, the fairer, the stronger the woman, the more energy she possesses, and the more life force Matanto can seize.”

“That’s how Matanto lives forever,” Zadie said. “He goes from one lady to the next. If he can’t find any Native Indian ladies, he shrivels up like a rotten pumpkin. That’s when he’s the most dangerous, right, Hannah?”

The old woman nodded. “Matanto is a hungry beast. It was easy for him to prey on Mohegan women when I was a child. He gave the tribal elders trinkets and whiskey in exchange for flesh. Years passed. The elders caught on to Matanto’s schemes.”

“How did they know something was wrong?” Zadie asked. 

“A few women escaped Matanto’s clutches. They returned as sickly creatures. The elders swore that no Mohegan woman would be given to a white man again.” 

Now that’s interesting, Russell thought. The fable is a means of protecting the purity of the Mohegan bloodline. Nevertheless, it didn’t explain his growing unease.    

“Can I show Dr. Murphy our Uncas bowl?” Zadie asked. 

Hannah nodded as she sprinkled sawdust over the butcher’s block. 

Zadie ran back to the barn and emerged with a wooden succotash bowl boasting two wolf head handles. She reverently placed the bowl on the ground as Hannah settled beside her on the grass.  

Zadie peered up at Russell. “Hannah made us new talismans to wear whenever we’re with Bella.” She reached into the bowl and removed two tiny glass capsules hanging on rawhide strings.

Russell inspected a capsule appearing to contain local herbs and some type of oil. Looking down at Zadie’s expectant eyes, he dutifully placed the talisman around his neck. 

“Hannah made the special potion yesterday,” Zadie said. “We chanted over this replica of the original Uncas bowl all afternoon and then we put the potion in the little glass tubes.”  

“Sounds like a grand time,” Russell cheerlessly remarked.  

Hannah lifted a large pitcher and poured fresh cream over the repast, prompting Zadie to throw a roll of butter into the pot. Seeing how Hannah refused to look at him, Russell decided it was time to leave.  

“Well, I’ll be off now. I’ll send Bella your love when I see her on Thanksgiving, Zadie.”

“You mean the Wigwam Festival, right?” Zadie asked. 

“That’s right. Bella and I will return to Black Bear Creek the day after. She must feel awful about missing your last visit. We’ll bring back some toffy and peppermint sticks from the candy shop. Would you like that?”

Zadie clapped her hands, delighted. “Oh yes! I’ll save it for Christmas.” 

“Why not eat it right away?”

“The chute ... remember? I can only drink water and broth.”

Russell frowned. “I remember.” He held back from lecturing the child on the importance of a balanced diet, choosing to focus on positive matters instead. “Do you have any messages for Bella?”

Zadie scrunched her nose, thinking. “Tell her I love her.”

“You got it,” Russell said, then smiled in Hannah’s direction. She did not smile back. 
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Russell took the early train into the city on the morning of November 27, 1889. While Grand Central Depot was always crowded, today it was packed to the gills with businessmen leaving the city and tourists pouring in. He cut through the droves of travelers, his mind abuzz with a list of to-do’s before meeting Bella in Central Park the following day. 

First and foremost, he needed to stop by Maggie Moskowitz’s house and pick up Bella’s gown. After that, he would search for a reasonably priced new suit. He wouldn’t subject Bella to the embarrassment of entering New York City’s finest restaurant with a man wearing a stained brown coat and tattered trousers. Lastly, he would find an inexpensive boarding house to spend the next two nights. 

As he made his way to Astor Place, he reconsidered paying for a room in a boarding house. The establishments were usually run by widows with no tolerance for female visitors inside of men’s rooms. He couldn’t blame them for wanting to keep the riff-raff out and maintain a semblance of integrity. However, he suspected that once he decorated Bella’s hand with his mother’s diamond ring at Delmonico’s, she would want to celebrate in the same way he did—within the private confines of a nice hotel room featuring a double bed dressed in satin sheets. 

Passing vendor carts emitting sumptuous aromas of fresh oysters pulled from the waters surrounding Staten Island, Russell decided to splurge on a two-night stay at a ritzy hotel where he and Bella could consummate their upcoming nuptials. He considered three options: the Windsor Hotel on Fifth Avenue, the Murray Hill Hotel on Park Avenue, and the enormous Hotel Victoria located along Broadway. 

He surmised that each venue would be equally dear. Thank the stars, Duncan had purchased several family heirlooms collecting dust in Russell’s barn, including his father’s Georgian mahogany longcase clock and his great uncle’s Castelfidardo accordion. As the prototypical Renaissance man, Duncan was keen to learn how to play the reedy-sounding instrument, and Russell wouldn’t miss it for a second. Best of all, the sale of the accordion allowed him to keep his mother’s amethyst tiara—another family heirloom he planned to give to Bella.  

At the junction of Lafayette and Cooper Square, he turned left and entered a lively hub boasting the city’s finest library and the Astor Place House Hotel. Maggie Moskowitz’s spectacular brick house presented as a beacon of light at the end of the roadway, with candles burning in every window. The circular front porch teemed with well-dressed people sipping from teacups and talking in hushed tones. Russell hoped he wasn’t crashing a family celebration, but Maggie did tell him that the dress would be ready for pick up that morning. 

He climbed the steps and lifted the brass ring of the door’s lion-headed knocker. 

“There’s no need to knock,” a woman standing near him said.

“Thank you,” Russell awkwardly replied. 

He opened the front door and stepped into the sunlit foyer. In his last visit, it had seemed so spacious. Today, the room burst at the seams with an assemblage of people, all talking in the same hushed tones as the people standing on the porch. Many of the women wore black headscarves and modest black gowns. Many of the men wore black Jewish skullcaps known as Kippahs. He pressed his eyes shut as the truth dawned on him. This was no ordinary gathering. It was a funeral. Reckoning he could come back later in the day, he turned to leave, then a familiar voice sounded from behind. 

“Dr. Murphy, how nice of you to show your respects.” 

Russell pivoted and looked down at Sara, the older woman from the dress shop. His heart drummed in his chest. He thought about playing along with the invented circumstance, but he did not know who, exactly, had died. 

“I apologize for my intrusion,” he stammered. “I was told to pick a dress up today.”

Sara’s hand lifted to her mouth. “Oh. The dress—” 

“This is clearly not a day for business transactions. I’ll return another time.” 

“Thank you for understanding. Poor Maggie has had a lot to deal with since your last visit.”

Russell remembered the sick little boy, Solomon. His shoulders dropped as he realized with intuitive certainty that the child had passed. 

“Solomon’s ear infection ...”  

Sara nodded. “Maggie took him straight away to the doctor, as you instructed. Every effort was made to save the child.”

“Of course,” he softly remarked.

“Maggie took an instant liking to you, Dr. Murphy. She thinks meeting you was somehow meant to be.”

“I’ve heard through the grapevine that she’s touched by spirit,” Russell said. “Is that true?”

Sara stepped back. “Who told you that?”

“Zadie McGuire,” he replied. 

Sara’s face lit up. “Bella’s young sister?”

He nodded, glad that he had found a source of connection that would secure her trust. “I operate at the sanitorium where Zadie lives.”  

Sara clasped his hand. “I’ll take you to Maggie. I’m sure she would appreciate your condolences.” 

They entered the parlor where Maggie and the handsome groom in her wedding photo stood beside a cloth-covered casket a little bigger than a dairy crate. Maggie’s face, although pretty, revealed the utter dejection over her sudden loss: darkened half-moons framed bloodshot eyes and formerly full cheeks were sunken and gaunt. Sara led him to the grieving parents. 

Maggie’s face softened when she saw him, and her pink lips lifted into a sorrowful smile. “Dr. Murphy, how nice of you to come.”

“I’m afraid I didn’t know about your son’s passing until Sara told me,” he said. “I stopped by to pick up the dress” 

“The dress!” Maggie exclaimed. “I completely forgot about your dress ...” 

“Don’t even think about it. I stuck around to pay my respects. I can retrieve the dress another time.” 

“But your lady friend will be disappointed ...”

“Not to worry. It’s only a dress. Do you mind if I sit for a while?”  

“Of course not. Please ...” Maggie gestured to the line of seats set against the wall. 

“Thank you for visiting,” the man standing beside her said. “I’m Maggie’s husband, by the way.”

“Where are my manners?” Maggie distractedly asked. “Dr. Murphy, this is my husband, Gershom.” 

Russell grasped Gershom’s outstretched hand. “I’m so sorry for your loss.” 

“Thank you. Mind if I join you? I’ve been standing all morning.”

“I’d be honored,” Russell said, recalling that Maggie’s husband was no ordinary man. He worked as an architect for Andrew Carnegie. No small thing. 

Once seated, Russell nervously considered what to say next. Funerals, or Shiva’s as this one appeared to be, although Shiva’s didn’t have caskets, were remarkably awkward affairs. He stared at Maggie from across the room. Though visibly bone-tired, she greeted each visitor with subdued elegance and grace. 

“My mother lost a son,” he said, and immediately regretted his words. How could sharing his morbid personal history help a father in mourning?

To his relief, Gershom responded with gratitude. “Indeed. It’s the plight of many women. Little Solomon was Maggie’s heart.” 

They sat in silence for several minutes and watched as scores of people poured in and out of the parlor to offer solace amidst the glow of burning candles. In that shared state of quietude, Russell felt himself connecting with Gershom Moskowitz. He sensed the successful architect was an intense and highly intelligent man, one that he could easily chat with for hours. 

“Where do you practice, Dr. Murphy?” Gershom finally asked. 

“A town in Connecticut named Black Bear Creek.”  

“At the sanitorium?”  

Russell nodded. “I perform the occasional surgeries at the sanitorium, but I mostly practice in the town itself. I hope to one day find a full-time surgical position in the city.”

Gershom was only half-listening. He stared at the small, closed casket at the front of the room and released a weary sigh, leaving Russell to conclude it was time for him to leave. 

As he rose from the folding chair, Gershom clutched his arm. “Please, Dr. Murphy. Stay for a while.”

Russell dutifully sat back down. 

“The younger sister of Maggie’s friend is a patient at Black Bear Sanitorium.”

“Zadie McGuire,” Russell confirmed. “I know her well. I removed her appendix last year. The dress that I ordered is for her sister, Bella.”

Gershom’s eyes bulged. “You’re courting Bella McGuire?”

Russell’s face flushed with pride. “I am. We’re going to celebrate Thanksgiving at Delmonico’s tomorrow evening.” 

Gershom shook his head in wonderment. “I’ll tell Maggie once she has regained her strength. She’ll be thrilled to know that you and Bella are an item.”

Russell wanted to find out more details regarding how Maggie and Bella met at the asylum when Maggie was a patient. Now was obviously not the right time. 

Turned out, he didn’t have to wait long to find out. As luck would have it, Gershom brought it up without prompting. 

“Maggie was wrongly committed to the lunatic asylum on Blackwell’s Island. Were it not for Bella, she may never have gotten out of that hell hole alive.”

“Your wife told me as much,” Russell said. “Perhaps the four of us can get together for dinner at a later date?”

“I’d like that,” Gershom said. “Be warned, however, that Maggie and Bella become perennial chatterboxes whenever they’re together.”

Russell softly smiled. He looked forward to seeing that side of Bella. “I’m afraid I must be on my way. I have to purchase a new suit and find lodging.”

“Of course, of course.” Gershom stood and ushered Russell to the front door. “Please give Bella our regards. A man from the hotel came for her luggage last month. I’m glad she left her post at the asylum. How does she like her new job?”

Russell stared at him with unblinking eyes. “Bella’s not working at the asylum anymore?”

“Didn’t you know?” Gershom asked. 

Russell shook his head. “I haven’t seen Bella since her visit to the sanitorium last September. Where’s she working now?” 

“Evidently, she found a terrific job caring for an elderly man at the Hotel Victoria. She told Maggie that the pay is triple what she received at the asylum, and she has free room and board at the hotel.”  

Russell couldn’t help but smile. He no longer had to decide where he would spend the night. After he shopped for a suit, he would reserve a room at Hotel Victoria—if only to have proximity to the woman he loved.  

Before he made his way out, he suddenly recalled Zadie’s request: Tell Maggie to send fae to protect me in the chute. Common sense told him to ignore his promise to deliver the message. Now was not the time to bother Maggie with a child’s fantasy. Nevertheless, his promise to Zadie gnawed at him. 

“Have you a pencil and paper?” he asked. 

Gersham retrieved a pencil and parchment from a nearby sideboard. Russell took the parchment and transcribed Zadie’s plea, word for word. He folded the paper and handed it back to Gershom. 

“Would you give this message to your wife after the funeral?” 

Gershom placed the parchment in the front pocket of his jacket. “Consider it done.”  
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Having purchased a navy tweed suit and a white Oxford shirt in the garment district, Russell took the streetcar to Hotel Victoria. His mind whirred with excitement all throughout the drive. He desperately wanted to see Bella. However, he didn’t want to jeopardize her job by knocking on the door of her hotel room. He decided to practice restraint and wait it out. Bella would be in his arms soon enough.

The streetcar stopped directly in front of the hotel’s revolving doorway. Russell hurried down the vehicle’s steps, crossed the sidewalk, and entered the upscale establishment.  

At rush hour, the opulent lobby contained just about every upscale visitor imaginable, from little boys wearing sailor suits with blousy tops to high society older couples dressed in cashmere and corded silk. Seeing everyone’s attire, he cursed himself for not changing into his new outfit in the garment shop’s dressing room. 

After standing in line for what seemed like an interminably long time, he arrived at the clerk’s desk. 

“Do you have a room available?” he asked.

The balding clerk coolly surveyed Russell’s weathered brown jacket. “We don’t rent rooms, sir. This is an apartment hotel.”

“An apartment hotel?” Russell had never heard of such a thing. 

“Yes, and all of our apartments are sold out for the holiday.” 

Russell glanced at the patrons in his midst. He couldn’t help but feel that they had something he didn’t. Affluence. 

He took out his wallet and laid a legal tender in the amount of five dollars on the desk. “It’s important that I stay at your establishment. Are you certain there’s no vacancy?” 

The clerk tilted his head and eyed the growing line of people. “We’re very busy, sir. I promise you there are no available apartments. I’d be surprised if any of the hotels or boarding houses in the city have vacancies. It’s a holiday weekend, you know.”

“Yes, I know.”  

Disheartened, he slipped the money back into his wallet. Then magic happened. An impeccably dressed woman standing behind him tapped her heavily bejeweled fingers on his back. 

“Excuse me, sir. Can I offer you some assistance?” 

Russell turned to her. “I’m afraid not. Unless you know of another place for me to lay my head.”

“Stay right there,” she told him, then stepped up to the clerk’s desk. “Dear sir, this gentleman is desperate. Isn’t there anything we can do to help him?”

The clerk’s demeanor changed forthwith. He was more than friendly now. He was starstruck, causing Russell to wonder who the woman was. She was obviously powerful because in a matter of seconds the clerk had called a porter to escort Russell to a cave-like room located between the hotel’s kitchen and laundry room. Russell followed the porter down a long back hallway as the man explained that the room was designated for a surplus of carriage drivers in the event that the chambers over the hotel’s stables were full. 

The porter unlocked the last door on the left and led Russell into a brick-walled enclave that was modest but clean. Russell supposed Bella wouldn’t mind sleeping beside him in the single bed. As for any other activities, they would make do. Best of all, he was charged only seventy-five cents for the room, leaving him plenty of extra money to purchase Bella a satin-lined wrap to wear at Delmonico’s. True, it wasn’t a fancy gown, but it would add an elegant touch to her powder blue nurse’s uniform.

––––––––
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The next morning, Russell showered in a multi-fountained stall assigned to the male carriage drivers and kitchen staff. He gave his face a close shave, splashed lemony cologne on his cheeks and neck, then put on his new suit. His old calf-skin wingtips were revitalized by a quick polish. A few drops of Macassar oil tamed his thick brown hair and lifted the long bangs from his face. He located a mirror and looked at the image staring back at him. Dad, he thought. It seemed almost cruel to look exactly like the father he remembered from his youth.

The day couldn’t have been more perfect; a cobalt blue sky without a trace of clouds, and a warm sun quickly melting the frost on windowpanes. Making his way to the garment district, Russell felt like he had a new lease on life. God willing, he would be engaged to his future wife in a matter of hours. 

He found a stunning opera wrap at a small boutique in the Upper West Side. Its varying shades of pink and blue would go wonderfully with Bella’s uniform. Leaving the shop, he eyed a street vendor selling rose bouquets. He purchased the largest bouquet and headed to Central Park. 

He arrived at Cleopatra’s Needle at exactly twelve noon and eagerly looked about. The beautiful day, coupled with Thanksgiving, meant the park was unusually crowded. He gazed over the heads of pedestrians, hoping to spot Bella coming down one of the paths that led to the monument. With each passing minute, his expectation grew, but after a full thirty minutes passed, his excitement gave way to worry. Russell walked to a bench and sat down with the roses resting on his lap. When the tower clock chimed once, indicating the hour, his worry changed to fear. Though he hadn’t known Bella long enough to be familiar with her habits, he assumed she was always punctual. Most nurses were. 

Four hours later, he left the bench and tossed the roses in the trash. 
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Bella opened her eyes and drowsily watched as Mr. van den Berg piled plates of uneaten food onto a rolling cart. There was a peppy spring to his steps, and he no longer required a cane. When he turned his face to her, she gasped. He looked forty years old, at most. Whereas his shoulder-length hair was gray the last time she saw him, it was now goldenrod-blond with a few strands of silver flecking the sideburns.

“I’m afraid you missed your chance to leave this morning,” he said. “You were sleeping so soundly, I didn’t want to wake you.” He pointed at the tray of moldy food. “You really must eat more.” 

Bella’s heart shattered to pieces. Poor Russell. He would assume her failure to show up at Cleopatra’s Needle meant she didn’t want him. In truth, she more than wanted him. She desperately needed him. Potent waves of panic coursed through her veins as the urgency of her plight took hold. She racked her brain with ways to escape the eighth floor, again realizing that nothing was possible absent her ability to walk. 

Making matters worse, the last time she looked at her reflection in the bathroom mirror, her skin had assumed the same muted gray tones of rock pigeons in the park, just as Zadie’s complexion had appeared when Bella arrived at the sanitorium in late September. With imminent death on the horizon, Bella could only castigate herself for stupidly assuming that the arsenic’s damage was temporary and would quickly reverse once she ceased drinking Cornelia’s goat milk.  

She turned her head to the window, longing for Russell to magically appear through the glass as the great elk had appeared to Zadie at the sanitorium. She envisioned Russell plucking her from the bed and carrying her to the window’s ledge. Together they would leap from the building and soar through the sky as the Hotel Victoria’s granite gargoyles watched on with bulging, angry eyes. Where would she and Russell fly to? she wondered. Black Bear Creek, of course, where Bella would properly recover at Russell’s cabin in the woods. 

Mr. van den Berg’s gruff voice interrupted her reverie. “You’re getting worse at every turn,” he coolly observed.  

Bella tried to sit up in the bed, but the act of pulling her body from the mattress was impossible. She mustered all the strength she could, and with great effort, she managed to roll on her side. Her tongue was limp and heavy, causing her to sound drunk. “Please, take me to ... the hospital,” she listlessly begged. 

To her utter shock, he lifted a plate and threw it dangerously close to her head. “Stop saying that!”  

She instinctively curled into fetal position. “Why ...?” she moaned, realizing with horror that Mr. van den Berg was as hateful and deranged as his sister.  

He hovered over her like a vulture fixing to pounce on injured prey. “Why what?” he spat. “Why is this happening to you? Why don’t I take you to the hospital? Why do I look so young and handsome? Why do you look like a sallow-faced whore?”

Bella groaned as the familiar knot of pain formed in her stomach and quickly engulfed her from the waist up. As for her legs, she could no longer feel them.

“Enough complaining,” he said. “It’s time for you to put on your new dress.” 

She shook her head against the pillow. “I’ll wear ... my uniform ...” 

“No, you won’t. I threw it in the East River, along with most of your personal effects, including that blasphemous book Dracula. How typical of a Mohegan, to gorge on heathen tales that muddy the spirit. You can keep your hairbrush, your panties, and your boots, that’s all you need apart from your new dress.”

“I hate you,” she hissed. 

He lowered his hands to her neck and pressed his thumbs to her throat, causing her to choke for breath. He laughed, utterly delighted by her terror, and released his thumbs. 

“Do you know how easy it would be for me to kill you?” he asked. 

She stared up at him, her jaundiced eyes brimming with terror. 

He pulled away his hands and walked to the mahogany wardrobe where the garish gown hung. “You’re dining with me tonight.” 

A glimmer of hope entered Bella’s otherwise hopeless mind. If they left the hotel, she could yell for help in the streets. Surely, a good Samaritan or a copper would come to her rescue.

“At ... at a restaurant?” she slurred.

“At a restaurant,” he confirmed. “Thanksgiving is almost over. It’s only right that we enjoy a meal downstairs.” 

The glimmer of hope dimmed. How could she escape from the hotel restaurant? Were she to shout, the man who so generously gave Christmas bonuses to the staff would offer a perfectly believable explanation and whisk her back to the eighth floor.  

She frantically wondered if Russell would look for her, then inwardly cursed herself for not telling him that she worked at the asylum. But even if he went to the asylum to inquire as to her whereabouts, no one would be able to tell him where she was. The only person who knew was Maggie. 

Mr. van den Berg dropped the dress to the bed and removed a hypodermic needle from the pocket of his flannel trousers. Before Bella could pull away, he successfully plunged the stick into a vein at the crook of her arm. 

“This will calm you,” he said. 

The morphine’s effect was immediate. Bella’s pain diminished, as did her ability to move her arms. 

“Close your eyes as I dress you,” he commanded. 

She closed her eyes and prayed that he wouldn’t molest her. 

His hands were like ice against her flesh. They moved with mechanical precision as he stripped off her night dress and pulled the mustard-colored atrocity over her head. Fastening the buttons of the bodice, he abruptly stopped at her pelvis. She opened her eyes to see him staring down at her distended abdomen, his face gleaming with disdain.

“The mystery is solved.” 

“What ... mystery?” she slurred. Her eyelids were so heavy that she was fighting back the urge to sleep and never wake up.  

“I couldn’t figure out why you contained so much force,” he replied, his eyes fixed on the sloping mound of light brown flesh. “This explains everything.” 

When Bella tried to speak, her tongue refused to comply. 

Mr. van den Berg gently stroked her bare belly. “Miss McGuire has been a naughty girl,” he darkly cooed. 

“I don’t ... What?” she garbled. 

“Don’t you know?” he asked. “You’re with child, Miss McGuire.” 
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Russell returned to Hotel Victoria and went directly to the front desk. Half of him assumed that Bella had stood him up. The other half worried that Hannah’s stories of Matanto were true.

“You have an elderly man living here with a private nurse named Bella McGuire,” he told the clerk. “Would you be so kind as to tell me the apartment number?”  

The clerk’s eyes bulged. “I’m not at liberty to share personal details about our guests.” 

“I understand,” Russell said, taking Duncan’s advice to heart—kill them with kindness. “Thank you for protecting your patrons. You’re doing a fine job. However, I have good reason to believe that the nurse is in serious peril.”

“Have you contacted the authorities?”  

Russell clenched his fists. “Not yet.”  

The clerk smirked. “Perhaps you should ...” 

Fearing that he would lose his composure and pulverize the clerk’s smug face with his fist, Russell stepped away from the counter and headed to his room. Today, the long hallway resembled a heavily trafficked block bristling with overworked staff. 

Russell passed the kitchen where a flurry of activity took place. A line of cooks were on hand for the holiday, along with a host of helpers. The tantalizing aroma of roasted turkey and pumpkin pie spilled into the hallway, reminding him that, while his Thanksgiving may have turned out terribly, everyone else in the city was having a whale of a time.

He closed the door behind him and fell back on the narrow bed. He considered his options. He could go to the authorities and risk being laughed at—he had no proof of Bella’s adduction, and they could easily view him as a rejected suitor. Alternatively, he could knock on every door in the hotel in hopes that Bella would answer, though that risked him receiving the bum’s rush from the asinine clerk. In the end, he decided to visit the hotel bar and order a drink, if only to calm his nerves and figure out a plan. 

The bar’s interior was unapologetically flamboyant. Shiny burgundy tiled walls displayed towering mirrors through which customers could discreetly engage in the “who’s who” game of watching American aristocracy flow in and out of the restaurant. Russell flagged the bartender with an open hand and ordered a whiskey sour. His gaze then returned to the mirrors. He could have cared less about who entered the restaurant. Unless it was Bella. 

Before he knew it, Russel was three whiskey sours into the evening when the volcanic glass reflected the hazy image of a middle-aged man pushing his invalid wife in a wheelchair. The pair emerged from the rising room, crossed the lobby, and entered the dining room. Russell lifted his glass and took a swig. He recalled how people openly gawked at his mother in her final months. The dying are a morbid curiosity to those who have convinced themselves that death exists for everyone but themselves. 

He placed a crisp one-dollar bill beneath his empty glass and rose from the stool. Glancing at the mirror one last time, he noticed that the couple’s meals had already been delivered to their table. While the husband ravenously ate, his wife, whose back was turned to Russell, remained completely immobile. Russell pitied the frail creature. Couldn’t her husband show the courtesy of helping her eat? It was clear that her bony arms had no strength. 

Though he didn’t want to be rude, he couldn’t help but stare. From Russell’s vantage point at the bar, the sickly woman’s skeletal frame drowned in an ostentatious gown replete with tawdry yellow ribbons and bows. He couldn’t say exactly what compelled him to leave the bar and approach the couple. Medical curiosity? Worry for the woman’s well-being? Regardless, he experienced the burning desire to introduce himself.  

Having made up his mind to approach, he smoothed his new suit jacket with his palms and confidently strode to the corner table. 

“Excuse me,” he said. 

The man didn’t bother to look up from his plate. 

Russell pivoted to acknowledge the woman, and upon seeing her face up close, his blood ran cold.  

“Bella?” 

She vaguely stared up at him. A glimmer of recognition crossed her emaciated face. “Russ ...” She attempted to stand but fell back in defeat. 

Russell reached out his arms to lift her from the chair, but the man sitting across from her leapt at him. 

“Waiter!” he hollered. Two waiters immediately rushed over. “This lecherous man is ogling my wife!” 

Russell’s eyes dropped to Bella’s boots. The same boots his mother once wore. “I wasn’t ogling,” he told the waiters. “I know this woman. She’s not his wife. He has taken her hostage!” 

Each waiter grabbed an arm and pushed Russell out of the room. 

Stumbling through the crowded lobby, Russell twisted his head in Bella’s direction. “I’ll  return for you, Bella! I promise!” 

The waiters dragged him out to the street and unleashed his arms. “Don’t come back,” the larger of the two ordered.

“I’m a patron at this establishment!” Russell shouted. 

Like an angel from above, the woman who previously procured his room entered the street through the hotel’s revolving glass doors. Enlivened by the drama, she hurried over and angled herself between Russell and the waiters. 

“How dare you manhandle this gentleman! He’s a very dear friend of mine!” 

The waiters appeared humiliated. “Our apologies, ma’am,” one said. “We had no idea.”  

“Come with me,” she told Russell as she linked her arm through his. 

Russell stepped aside as she entered the revolving door, then slipped into the compartment behind her. A woman with a plan, the wealthy socialite grabbed hold of Russell’s arm as he stepped onto the lobby’s polished floors and led him to a secluded back corner where a plush red sofa was positioned beside an enormous potted fern. She lowered and patted the cushion beside her. Russell respectfully sat.  

“Who are you?” he asked. 

She reached out a white gloved hand. “Mrs. Elizabeth Appleton. You can call me Lizzie.” 

Russell threw his head back and slapped his thighs. “Of course! I thought you looked familiar.” 

He recalled the old scrapbook that his mother kept, each page pasted with newspaper clippings about Lizzie Appleton. Born to working-class Irish parents, Lizzie O’Sullivan stole the heart of British aristocracy’s most eligible bachelor, William Appleton. Story had it that on a scorching summer day in 1868, Sir Appleton, who was visiting New York City for the first time, stepped into O’Sullivan’s Tavern on Canal Street to wet his whistle. There he discovered eighteen-year-old Lizzie bussing tables. Entranced by the young woman’s beauty, Sir Appleton threw caution to the wind. 

Their brief courtship and elopement gave British tabloids juicy speculative stories in the decades that followed. While the marriage was regarded as scandalous in England, most Americans celebrated the bar maid’s high society coup. As for Russell’s British mother, she delighted in Appleton’s entry into the hallowed halls of Kensington Palace, viewing it as a badly needed balancing act. If there was one thing the palace’s formal gardens lacked, it was a vivacious Irish rose.  

Russell marveled at the woman beside him. She wasn’t just rich—she was a legend. “You’re an angel,” he said. 

It wasn’t false flattery. A stranger never came to his aid, much less a famous stranger who had better things to do. Looking at Lizzie now, he recalled sketches of her in the newspapers dating back thirty years. She had successfully maintained her beauty in mid-life. As for the smile lines around her striking blue eyes, they gave her an air of maturation.

“Why in heaven’s name were those waiters treating you like a vagabond?” Lizzie asked. 

“I’d rather not talk about it,” Russell replied as his gaze shifted from Lizzie to the restaurant. His heart sank. Bella and her abductor were gone, causing Russell to nervously fidget on the sofa. Every second that he wasted chattering with Lizzie Appleton was a second wasted on rescuing Bella. “Do you know a man who lives with a private nurse at this hotel?”  

Lizzie’s powdered brow furrowed. “Why do you ask?” 

Russell inwardly debated how much information to share. He had been lucky enough to receive her unquestioning acceptance. He didn’t want to lose it, and so he decided to eliminate Matanto from the dreadful tale as he described what he had observed in the restaurant minutes before.

“Dear me!” Lizzie exclaimed. “You’re suggesting that this man hired your sweetheart so he could hold her against her will?” 

“I am,” Russell said. 

Lizzie discreetly looked about, then lowered her voice. “What brought on her illness?”

“I’ve no idea,” Russell lied. 

“Starvation, perhaps,” Lizzie speculated. She gasped. “Or poisoning!”  

“Anything’s possible,” said Russell, restlessly tapping his forefinger on the armrest. His blood curdled at the thought of Bella alone with Matanto in one of the apartments above them. 

“There’s only one solution,” Lizzie said.

Russell held his breath, hoping that she would offer tangible assistance.  

“You must go to the authorities, straight away,” she said.

Russell audibly sighed. “Of course.” 

He was sure that law enforcement would behave no differently than the hotel staff. New York City bobbies would take the word of a rich apartment lessor over that of a lowly country doctor any day of the week. 

Sensing that Lizzie had nothing to offer but consolation, he chose to part ways. Time was of the essence, after all. He rose from the sofa. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Lizzie.” 

“The pleasure was all mine, Dr. Murphy. I wish you every success.”

Russell returned to his room and collapsed in the chair. What am I going to do? 

The doorknob turned, and the planed slab of pine slowly creaked open. Russell grunted, anticipating another chastisement from the staff, only to discover a boyish figure with a blackened face standing in the open doorway. Russell leapt from the chair. 

“Zadie?” he blurted. “What are you doing here?”
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“Sshhh ...” Zadie said as she pressed a finger to her mouth. 

Russell briskly closed the door and pulled her to the bedside. “How did you get here?” 

“By carriage.” She sat on the straw mattress and crossed her stick-like legs in front of her. “Bella’s new boss sent someone to take me away from the sanitorium.” 

Russell froze. “Are ... are you living with Bella ... and her boss now?” he stammered. 

Zadie removed her newsboy cap and placed it on the pillow. “Not a chance. I jumped out of the carriage on Eighth Avenue and hid in Central Park. There’s a big bush behind the zoo. I waited for a few hours, then I walked to the hotel.”

“How did you know to come here?” Russell asked. 

“I heard the driver tell Nurse Johnson he was taking me to Hotel Victoria.”

Russell’s nostrils flared. “And Nurse Johnson had no problem handing you over to a stranger?” 

“You know Nurse Johnson,” Zadie said, employing a conspiratorial tone.

“What do you mean?” 

“She only cares about appearances. She’s a very phony lady.” 

Russell sat beside Zadie, removed a handkerchief from his pocket, and wiped the black dust coating her fingers.

“Why are you so dirty?”

“I’ve been hiding in a coal pit near the furnace. I heard the staff talking about you. They said a doctor got in a big fight with a rich Dutchman in the restaurant. They laughed because you’re staying in the servant’s room.”  

“Listen, Zadie, this is important. Did the carriage driver say what floor Bella is living on—what apartment number?” 

She shook her head. “No, but the great elk told me in a dream. Bella’s on the eighth floor. Her boss owns the entire top of the hotel.” 

Russell pulled her close. “Zadie, have I ever told you that I love you?” 

She giggled. “More than Bella?” 

“No, but close.” He stood and went to the door. 

“Where are you going?” Zadie asked. 

“To the eighth floor.”

Zadie jumped off the bed and pressed her small hand over his on the doorknob. “You can’t go up there, Dr. Murphy. I already tried. The elevator needs a key for the eighth floor. It won’t go any higher without the key.” 

Russell let go of the doorknob. Bella’s abductor was one step ahead of him. His mind raced with thoughts on how to get hold of the elevator’s key. 

“I’ve already looked for it,” Zadie said, as if reading his mind. “I found a bundle of keys to all the rooms, but I can’t find the elevator key to the eighth floor and the stairs stop at the seventh floor.”  

Damn it, Russell silently cursed. He considered paying Maggie and Gershom another visit to see if they could pull some strings at the Manhattan Police Department. He didn’t like the idea of requesting assistance in the midst of their grief, but what other choice did he have? 

Again, Zadie read his thoughts. “The police can’t help us. Matanto is too strong.”

“So you think her boss is Matanto?” Russell asked.

She nodded. “The great elk—”

“Told you in a dream,” he said. “He’s a very informative moose.”

“Elks and moose belong to different species.”  

Russell brushed a strand of hair from the child’s coal-smudged brow. He had not wept since unloading his sorrows on Bella at the cabin. Now he came close to breaking down and bawling like an infant. The devil had abducted Bella, and all Russell could do in response was prattle with an Irish socialite and a seven-year-old child. 

“Now do you understand why I only drink broth?” Zadie asked.  

He shook his head, dumbfounded. 

“I had to stay skinny to get up the chute.” 

“I don’t understand ...” 

“There’s a chute in the laundry room,” Zadie explained. “I’ve already climbed it to the eighth floor. It’s not difficult—for me, at least. The pipe is very narrow and there are these small rungs in the metal. I latch onto them with my fingers and toes. At the top of the chute, there’s a little door. I can pry my way through it. I already tested the elevator. You don’t need a key to make it go down, only up. I pulled the lever, and it took me to the lobby.” 

Russell looked at her in disbelief. “Zadie McGuire, you’re a genius.”

“It wasn’t my idea. It was—”

“The great elk,” he said. “Not to be confused with a moose.”
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Presently resting in her wheelchair in the apartment’s parlor with her abductor sitting mere inches away, Bella could scarcely believe what had just happened in the restaurant below. How had Russell managed to locate her? She recalled the look of pure shock on his face as he realized that the pitiful paralyzed woman was her. Though her sickened body was an affront to her self-regard, at least it had the effect of communicating to Russell that something was terribly wrong.

What will Russell do now? she desperately wondered, surmising that he would probably go to the police. Nevertheless, the prospect provided Bella little hope. Mr. van den Berg was a cunning snake, certain to slither away from the coppers when they came calling by pouring on his pretentious old-world charm and sealing the deal with a crisp one-hundred-dollar bill.  

Her thoughts spiraled to the debasing moment when Mr. van den Berg spotted her distended abdomen. Bella had assumed that the arsenic had caused her belly to swell. She now questioned if she was, in fact, pregnant. Perhaps Mr. van den Berg’s revelation was another one of his maniacal games. Most women didn’t show until at least twelve weeks. It had only been eight weeks since she lay with Russell on the beach. 

Twins. 

The word came to her out of nowhere. Russell had been a twin, and recent studies indicated that twins were hereditary. If she was pregnant with twins, it was possible that a small baby bump would be visible at eight weeks. 

She agonized over the safety of the unborn infant, or infants, that she carried. At two months gestation, they would be the size of two kidney beans with tiny buds sprouting where arms and legs would soon grow. Bella’s training instructed that the first trimester was paramount in creating a healthy child. Her head pounded as she imagined how the arsenic could have affected the formation of the kidney bean’s spinal cord and brain.  

Mr. van den Berg’s low voice suddenly punctured her deliberations. “I thought you said you had no suitors?”

Bella’s tongue was like a swollen thistle in her mouth, making it impossible to speak. She shrunk back in the wheelchair, praying that he wouldn’t remove the footrest and swing it at her head as he had done in the rising room following Russell’s failed intervention. A bloody open wound on her brow told the story. 

“That man in the restaurant seemed quite taken by you,” he sardonically remarked. 

Bella once again recalled the encounter with Russell that evening. Though her vision was fading as quickly as her ability to walk and talk, she saw that he had worn a stylish tweed suit. Sadness tugged at her heart. The dear man had splurged on a new outfit for their dinner at Delmonico’s. He had no doubt waited for her at Cleopatra’s Needle all afternoon. 

Surely Russell will find a way to rescue me, she thought.  

She squinted through the heavy fog and discerned Mr. van den Berg walking across the parlor and retrieving a note slipped beneath the apartment’s outside door. He read the message, then crumpled the parchment in one hand and grabbed a decanter in the other.

“Blasted idiot!” he shouted, hurling the decanter at the wall. Bella flinched as the crystal smashed to pieces. 

He spun around and glared at her. “Aren’t you going to ask me what happened?”  

Bella nodded in hopes he would restrain himself. 

“Your little sister, Zadie, is a consummate brat,” he seethed. 

Bella’s eyes widened. How does he know Zadie’s name? The prospect of Mr. van den Berg harming her sister sent her into a state of sheer panic. She groaned as tears streamed down her haggard face. 

“You’re right to be afraid,” he hissed. “When I get a hold of her, she’ll learn the true meaning of corporal punishment.”

Bella stared at his hazy figure, transfixed by terror. The day before she had longed for death. The likelihood of worsening abuse was too much to endure. Now, however, she had a reason to survive. She would do everything in her power to prevent Zadie’s exposure to Mr. van den Berg’s brutality. But how? 

He crossed the parlor, poured himself a shot of gin, and settled on the chesterfield. 

“It seems your sister took it upon herself to escape from my carriage on the way to the hotel. The half-wit driver didn’t notice she was gone until he arrived at the stables.” 

Bella momentarily questioned her sanity. She mustn’t have heard him correctly. There was no way that the sanitorium would have released Zadie to a total stranger, not without Bella’s consent. But what if Mr. van den Berg wasn’t toying with her mind? What if he had actually sent a carriage driver to abduct Zadie from the sanitorium? She experienced a newfound level of distress. If Zadie had escaped Mr. van den Berg’s clutches on the way to the hotel, she was now exposed to a myriad of threats in the city.  

“My men are searching for her now,” he said.  

Bella fumbled for her shawl on the floor. Mr. van den Berg watched on with callous disregard before retrieving the knit covering and wrapping it tightly around her neck.  

“Don’t you dare try to save her,” he warned, thrusting a handful of fabric into her mouth. 

She shook her head and spat the fabric out. The man’s a maniac, she thought, watching in terror as he dropped back on the chesterfield and poured another shot. “I’ve been keeping a secret, Miss McGuire. Can you guess what it is?” 

Bella listlessly shook her head. 

“Suffice it to say I’m not the man you thought I was. Allow me to formally introduce myself. I possessed the body of a Dutch fur trader named van den Berg in my youth, that much is true, but I am not him. Nor am I to be confused with the legion of hosts whose bodies I’ve occupied since time immemorial. Hosts that transcend every culture, every race.” The corner of his mouth lifted into a cunning grin. “I’ll bet you can’t guess. Give it a try. Who am I, Miss McGuire?” 

“Maa ... Maataa ...”  

“Matanto!” he bellowed. “Give the lady a cigar!”

He swiftly lifted her from the wheelchair and carried her across the parlor. In one nimble sweep, he unlatched the door, crossed the outside hallway, and entered The Archives.

The macabre apartment suite featured three skeletons ghoulishly dressed in overextravagant gowns like the one Bella wore. Two sat at a card table, their hollow eye sockets fixed on a game of backgammon. The third lay back on the daybed with an opened book perched in her bony fingers. That skeleton had not fully decomposed. Maggot infestations littered what remained of the flesh, explaining the mystery behind the eighth floor’s foul smell. 

Matanto walked to a boarded-up window under which a bolt was fixed and attached to a rusted chain that snaked across the floor. He pushed Bella down and handcuffed her hands to the end of the chain. 

“The way I see it,” he told her, “you have about two more days of energy inside of you. It certainly helps that you’re with child. I can somehow taste the unborn infant’s vitality. It’s an elixir, I tell you.” He knelt down and cupped her face in his hands. “You have my eternal gratitude, Miss McGuire.” His arm lifted and swept across the room. “All of these squaws have my eternal gratitude.”

Bella squinted through the darkness and discerned an enormous pile of bones and skulls in the back corner of the room. 

I mustn’t fall asleep, she thought, or my bones will soon join that piteous pile. I must stay alert, for Zadie’s sake.  

Mr. van den Berg sat on the floor beside her. “Everything is working out perfectly,” he gloated. “I won’t have to worry about losing energy once you expire, for little Zadie will provide me with enough vitality to enter 1890 as a dashing gentleman in his twenties.”

“You won’t ... find her ...” Bella slurred.

He snickered. “Oh, but I will! My men will find the brat and deliver her to me, of that you can be certain. You’d be surprised at what money can accomplish, Miss McGuire. For example, according to my carriage driver, Nurse Johnson surrendered little Zadie without question. Evidently, the head nurse has a fondness for antique trinkets. It took Cornelia’s diamond brooch to change the good woman’s mind. Cornelia would be livid if she knew. Now, now,” he cajoled, seeing the fury in Bella’s milky eyes, “don’t be angry with Nurse Johnson. Remember, Mohegans gave us their land in exchange for worthless trinkets. Why shouldn’t Nurse Johnson exchange custody of your sister for a diamond brooch? At least it has value, unlike the cheap kettles and glass beads your people adore ... or the whiskey! Oh, how your people love their liquid fire! Give a red-blooded Indian a bottle of whiskey at daybreak and he’ll stagger through the streets like an imbecile and pass out on the village green by noon. I’m sorry to inform you, Miss McGuire, but your ancestors were no better than rats in need of extermination.” 

Bella’s shocked gasp devolved into a prolonged coughing spell. She choked for breath as droplets of blood sprayed the collar of her gown. If only she had the strength to leap from the chair and throttle his neck with her bare hands! 

He leaned forward and lightly dabbed the blood from her chin.

She inwardly recoiled at the touch of his handkerchief and the spicy smell of his cologne. 

“Why do you cry?” he asked. 

With great effort, Bella managed to spit a wad of saliva at him. In response, he slapped her in the face, and while it did not sting—everything felt numb: her limbs, her face, her mind—it did serve to solidify her determination to survive.

His figure suddenly shifted before her eyes and took the shape of Cornelia van den Berg. The old woman glowered at Bella. 

“Care for a glass of goat milk?” she asked, her high-pitched voice oozing derision.

Bella blinked, unable to process what she had just witnessed. 

The Dutch biddy instantly shifted back to the body of Mr. van den Berg. “You fell for the ruse, Miss McGuire. Cornelia was not poisoning you, nor was she sent to the Bloomingdales Asylum. She lives inside of me, as do all of my prior hosts.”  

If he thought the revelation would terrify Bella, he was wrong. A wave of relief swept over her upon learning that she was not poisoned by arsenic. She conjured two perfectly formed infants fast asleep in her arms in seven months’ time and made a promise to herself. 

She would find a way to get out of the godforsaken eighth floor alive, if not for herself, then for Zadie and Bella’s future children.  
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Inch by inch, Zadie wedged her way up the laundry chute. A swarm of bright purple fairies illumed the murky tunnel, thereby assisting her ascent. Had she worn a frock, the hem would have caught on the metal rungs. Dressed in dead Jacob’s trousers made the climb a smooth one, however, and his rugged boots featuring high, angled heels to keep feet in stirrups while riding enhanced her agility. 

She dug into the pocket of her trousers and touched the arrowhead talisman. She had asked Dr. Murphy to give it to her for protection before he lifted her into the chute. He was glad to oblige. 

She pushed through the last of the chute’s small doorways and tumbled, headfirst, to the carpeted floor. At that late hour, the eighth floor resembled a shadowy borough smelling of rotting flesh, the stench causing Zadie to pinch her nose shut as she unlocked the apartment door. Inside, the smell was worse than in the outer hallway. Her empty stomach contracted as she passed the shattered crystal on the carpet and focused on her goal—locating Bella.

She entered a room and eyed Bella’s tortoiseshell hairbrush on the dresser. Finding the bed unoccupied, Zadie silently scurried to another room, holding the bundle of housekeys tightly to her chest so they would not jingle. She carefully cracked open another door. The bedroom was empty, as was the third. Holding her breath, she slowly opened the last of the doors. 

She sprung back, overcome by the powerful current of darkness emanating from the man who slept on the four-postered bed. Matanto, she thought, but where’s Bella? 

Zadie left the apartment, crossed the hallway, and approached a doorway over which a sign warned: 

Private Archives

NO TRESPASSING!

Zadie caressed the talisman in her pocket and mentally petitioned the great elk for courage. She slipped the key into the lock and slowly turned the knob. 

***
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Russell was beside himself with worry. His fingers stroked the glass capsule that Hannah and Zadie had given him as he paced the floor of the brick-walled room. He envisioned little Zadie climbing up the chute. A million “what ifs” hounded him. What if Zadie got stuck in the pipe? What if Matanto caught hold of the child? 

Not for the first time, he questioned the wisdom of sending a seven-year-old to the eighth floor to do battle with the devil.

A knock sounded on the door, disrupting Russell’s frantic thoughts. He opened it, hoping to see Zadie and Bella standing, or sitting, in Bella’s case, in the hallway. When he saw that it was only the hotel clerk, his despair deepened. 

“You’ve received a telegram, Dr. Murphy.”

Russell scratched his jaw. “Are you sure you have the right man?” He couldn’t imagine how anyone would know his whereabouts, much less send him a telegram. 

The clerk looked at the envelope. “Do you know Hannah Occom?” 

“Yes.” Russell grabbed the sealed envelope, removed the telegram, and read:

MATANTOS NAME IS VAN DEN BERG STOP

MELT HIM WITH THE TALISMAN STOP

BURN REMAINS WITH FIRE STOP

Russell glanced at the clerk. “It seems my sister gave birth to a daughter,” he jovially said, hoping that the fabricated story would send the man on his way, but the clerk didn’t budge. 

Russell bristled. What was he waiting for?  

Ever the angel, Lizzie Appleton suddenly came floating down the hallway, the luxurious fabric of her full skirt swishing as she met the men at the last door on the left. She eyed the telegram in Russell’s hand and promptly tipped the clerk.  

“Thank you, Clarence. Now run along.” She turned to Russell. “Have you any time for a nightcap, Dr. Murphy?” 

Russell knew he wouldn’t be great company. Nevertheless, he accepted Lizzie’s invitation, reasoning that the distraction would do him good. 

They walked past the kitchen and entered the restaurant, aptly named The Queen’s Repast. Russell led Lizzie to the corner table where Bella and Matanto had dined. At that late hour, the restaurant was closed for business, though one of the waiters that had shoved him out to the street was on hand to serve them—not because Russell was a patron but because Lizzie Appleton was richer than God. 

Russell pulled a chair out for Lizzie and she sat down. He lowered in the chair across from her whilst keeping one eye fixed on the rising room’s doors. Should Matanto choose to bring Bella to the first floor again, he would pounce on him like a tiger to a wild pig.  

Lizzie presently leaned across the round table. “Have you gone to the authorities?”  

“Not yet,” Russell said.  

Lowering her voice, she said, “Listen, Dr. Murphy, I’ve been thinking about your sweetheart. By any chance is she a Native Indian?” 

“Yes. She’s part Mohegan, part Irish.”

Lizzie nodded. “Just as I thought. There’s a Dutchman and his elderly father living on the eighth floor. I’ve been coming to this hotel for decades, and I see them once in a while. They’re never together at the same time, mind you. The elderly father is always accompanied by a dark-skinned woman, and I occasionally see the younger of the two with a dark-skinned woman, as well. The father is chairbound and hideous to behold. The middle-aged son is relatively handsome.”

Russell struggled to wrap his mind around her words. He considered the possibility that Matanto was capable of possessing more than one man at a time. His mind darted to a second possibility, that Matanto grew not only stronger but also younger as the energy of his victims waned. Perchance Lizzie had seen the same Dutchman, old and ghastly when he was without a nurse to draw from, and young and handsome after the deed was done.  

Lizzie waved for the waiter’s attention. He hurried over, his honeyed voice dripping with pretension. “Can I get you two a beverage?”  

Lizzie ordered tea. Russell followed suit. He needed to stay alert. 

A few minutes later, the waiter returned with a steaming pot and two china cups with saucers.

Lizzie stared at Russell as the waiter poured. Once the waiter was safely out of earshot, she spoke. “I never saw any of the Native Indian women alone in the hotel. They were always accompanied by one of the Dutch men.”  

“That’s not unusual,” Russell remarked, playing the devil’s advocate to glean more information. 

“Perhaps,” she agreed. “But what is unusual is how all of the women appeared to rapidly decline. One day, a young woman would be walking, the next week, she would be in a wheelchair. A few weeks later, there would be no sign of her whatsoever. Eventually a new dark-skinned woman would appear.” She twisted her head to look at the waiter, who stood watching them from the bar, leading Lizzie’s voice to drop to a whisper. “I think the hotel staff may be in on it, Dr. Murphy. The Dutch men are known for their generous tips, and I’m told the elder gentleman hands out sizable bonuses at Christmas. Do you think the staff is turning a blind eye to a murderer?” 

Hell, yes! Russell thought, but instead said, “There must be a plausible explanation.” He nervously glanced at the Baroque clock on the mantlepiece. Five minutes until eleven o’clock and Bella was nowhere to be seen. 

Lizzie studied him while stirring her tea with a tiny silver spoon. “You must be on tenterhooks, Dr. Murphy.”  

“I am,” he confessed. “I’ve also failed to tell you the true nature of my dilemma.” 

She cocked an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Bella’s abductor is no ordinary man. He has tremendous power. The coppers couldn’t hold a candle to the magnitude of his guile.” 

Lizzie sipped her tea with an outstretched pinky finger, then delicately placed the cup on its saucer. “I understand more than you think, Dr. Murphy. I was once an impoverished barmaid, now I live amongst lords, earls, barons, and dukes. I dare say, I did not know the full extent of human deceit until I entered the realms of nobility. They’ve no concept of hard work or basic civility. They commit all types of crimes and never bear the consequences. Can you guess how they succeed?”  

Russell shook his head. 

“They pay off the servants and anyone else who witnessed the illegal acts or entertained suspicions. Consequently, the scoundrels’ crimes go unreported. In some cases, the hush money allows them to get away with ...” 

Though she stopped short of saying murder, Russell caught her drift. “Then you understand my dilemma,” he said. 

His eyes restlessly shifted from the rising room’s closed doors to Lizzie’s face. The anticipation was unbearable. What was taking Zadie so long? He was crawling out of his skin by the time the mantle clock struck midnight. 

“Farewell to Thanksgiving, 1889,” Lizzie said as she wrote her apartment number on the bill. 

The worst holiday of my life, Russell thought. 

He longed to stand directly in front of the rising room’s doors until Bella and Zadie appeared, but that would attract attention. Instead, he returned to his bedroom, which seemed smaller than when he left, and resumed pacing the floor. Hours later, as the soft light of dawn peeped through the shutters and spread across the copper-toned walls, he decided to take matters into his own hands. 

He threw on his new jacket, left the hotel, and headed for Astor Place. 
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Zadie stepped into the apartment suite, gently closed the door behind her, and eyed the skeletal trophies dressed in antiquated finery. She felt no horror, only pity. The hapless creatures must have suffered terribly at Matanto’s hands. Her gaze turned to a mound of mustard-colored fabric in the back corner of the room. Squinting through the darkness, she discerned Bella’s wasted face, prompting her to run past the skeletons, drop to her knees, and cradle her sister’s head in her hands. 

“Bella, wake up!”  

But Bella didn’t stir. 

Zadie pulled the arrowhead necklace from her pocket and placed it around Bella’s neck. She lowered her hand to Bella’s wrist and felt for a pulse. The beat was faint and slow, but at least it existed. She recited the Mohegan chant that Hannah had taught her as she caressed the capsule hanging against her flat chest. Though the capsule’s strength was not as potent as the talisman’s strength, it allowed her to remain in the nasty-smelling room without growing nauseous or faint.

When Bella’s eyelids began to flutter, Zadie’s heart leapt. “Bella? It’s Zadie. Can you hear me?”

Bella opened her eyes. “Zadie ...”  

“Don’t worry. I’ll get you out of here.” 

Zadie located a rusted pin in the brittle hair of the decomposing skeleton and went to work on picking the handcuff’s lock. In a matter of seconds, the hardware opened and clunked to the floor. Zadie attempted to lift Bella, but her sister’s legs refused to move. Hannah had warned Zadie about the paralysis that set in before Matanto’s victims gave up the ghost. Fortunately, Hannah also said that the talisman’s healing properties were capable of reversing the paralysis—it just took time, which was not on their side. The longer they remained in The Archives, the greater the likelihood that Matanto would find them.  

Having no other choice but to wait, Zadie grabbed a pillow from the day bed and placed it beneath Bella’s head. “Rest, Bella,” she whispered. “It will take a few hours for the talisman to restore your health.”

While Bella’s leg mobility would take time, it only took a matter of minutes for her to quickly acquire feeling in her tongue and for her eyesight to steadily improve. She lifted her hand to touch Zadie’s face, inadvertently proving that the paralysis was losing its grip on her upper extremities. 

“Where is he?” she asked.

“Matanto? He’s sleeping. I saw an empty bottle of gin by his bed. I don’t think he’ll wake up anytime soon.” 

A single tear rolled down Bella’s face. “I won’t let him touch you.”  

“Shhh ... You need to save your energy.”

Not wanting Matanto to find them, they sat in silence. At daybreak, noises from the street below crept into the room as pigeons on the outside ledge began to coo. Zadie was awestruck by the rapid changes in Bella’s appearance. Long gray hair as thin as paper grew black and lustrous. Discolored fingernails instantly transformed. Most remarkably, the open wound on Bella’s forehead closed up, smoothed over by youthful, radiant skin. 

Zadie stood and placed her hands beneath Bella’s armpits. “Try standing up.”

Bella clutched hold of Zadie’s scrawny shoulders and pushed herself up. Though she told Zadie that her legs tingled, Bella was capable of slowly walking across the floor. 

“Whatever you do,” Zadie said. “Don’t take off the talisman.” 

“Never,” Bella assured her. 

Zadie opened the door and guided Bella down the outside hallway. Arriving at the rising room, Zadie pressed the button on the wall and the small room’s doors slowly slid open. Fortunately, the operator’s shift had not yet begun. They bolted into the small room and Zadie lowered the lever to the first floor.  

As they descended, Zadie glanced at Bella, then shifted her eyes to the woven tapestry on the wall. 

“What’s wrong?” Bella asked. She had known Zadie long enough to sense that something was on her mind. 

“Nothing,” Zadie said.

Bella stroked the little girl’s ponytail. “Something’s troubling you. What is it?”

Zadie swallowed hard. “It’s just ...” She wrung her hands, not knowing how to speak her thoughts without hurting Bella’s feelings.

“Tell me,” Bella begged. 

“I really shouldn’t.” 

Bella gave the ponytail a little tug. “Zadie McGuire, look me straight in the eye this instant and tell me what’s wrong.”

Zadie reluctantly met Bella’s inquisitive gaze. “I hate your dress,” she said.  
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The massive oak door swung open before Russell could lift the lion-headed knocker.

“I’ve been expecting you, Dr. Murphy,” Maggie said, her voice charged with urgency. “Please, come inside.”

Russell followed her through the parlor and into a large kitchen accommodated with modern appliances. They sat in the breakfast nook featuring a bay window that looked out over a frost-covered lawn. The trunk of a lonely ash tree was circled by wet cinnamon-colored foliage decaying on the grass. Drooping clusters of brownish-yellow leaves clung to the sinuous branches of a young Crepe Myrtle defiantly challenging the elements.  

“Gershom gave me your note after the funeral,” Maggie said. “Needless to say, I couldn’t sleep a wink. I phoned the sanitorium to check on Zadie’s status. A gentleman named Dr. Duncan informed me that Zadie was discharged without his consent. Evidently, the sanitorium’s head nurse handed the child over to an unknown man driving a phaeton carriage. The driver told her he was delivering the child to Hotel Victoria. Dr. Duncan was terribly upset. He assured me that the nurse in question was promptly fired. Is Zadie at the hotel? Do you know if she’s safe?”

“Yes. She escaped the carriage and has been hiding in the hotel’s furnace room ever since. She’s safe ... for now.”  

Maggie slumped back in the chair. “Thank Heavens! I sent fae to protect Zadie in the chute. I assume the chute in question is at Hotel Victoria?” 

Russell nodded. “A laundry chute leads to the eighth floor where Bella is held hostage as we speak. The rising room doesn’t reach the top floor without a key, and the stairs stop at the seventh floor. Zadie can climb the chute and get all the way up to the eighth level.”

“Held hostage ...” Maggie darkly muttered. “I suspected as much. But how will Zadie get Bella to street level?”

“The rising room lowers without a key. I lifted Zadie into the chute almost eight hours ago. There’s still no sign of her or Bella. I came here because I don’t know what else to do.”  

Maggie grimaced. “I should have paid attention to the dream I had after Bella left her baggage with us. It was a terrible nightmare. Bella was clearly in great peril. But Solomon ...” The dead child’s name drifted like a turbulent rain cloud between them.

“You had other things to think about,” Russell quietly said. “And thank you for ringing the sanitorium,” he added.  

Maggie’s eyes drifted to the empty highchair as she bit her bottom lip to keep the tears at bay. She quickly regained her composure and turned to Russell, her face alight with determination.  “What else can I do to help you, Dr. Murphy?” she asked.  

“I haven’t a clue,” Russell glumly replied. “I was hoping you would know what to do. The creature who kidnapped Bella is not an ordinary criminal. He’s—”

“Pure evil,” Maggie stated. “I saw him in my dream. He’s what we call a shapeshifter. He’s also an energy vampire.”

“Such entities exist?” Russell asked, though he already knew the answer. 

“Aye, they’ve existed since the dawn of time.” She rose from the table and removed a crucifix necklace from a large wooden sewing box beside the stove. She put on the necklace and handed Russell the empty box. 

Russell stared at it, baffled. “I don’t understand ...”

“You will in good time,” she promised. “Right now, there’s only one thing we can do.” 

Russell held his breath, anticipating the useless words contact the authorities to emerge from her lips.  

“I’ll wake Gershom and we’ll all go to the Hotel Victoria,” she said. 

“And after that?”  

She tapped her fingers on the tabletop. “I’m not sure. We’ll pass that bridge when we come to it.” 

“It took me over an hour to walk here. The street cars won’t start running for another hour.” 

Maggie smiled. “Not to worry. We have a motorized carriage in the barn.”
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Russell marveled at the speed of the roofless vehicle as Gershom steered the hard rubber tires over the cobblestoned streets of lower Manhattan. They entered upper Manhattan in less than twenty minutes. 

Russell eyed the Hotel Victoria in the distance. His new tweed suit was damp with nervous perspiration and his stomach churned with jitters. Everything was going swimmingly until a wagon carrying a load of pumpkins and squash toppled over one block away from the hotel. The cargo littered the street as the flustered driver went about picking up the battered merchandise, leaving his fallen wagon to block incoming traffic. Gershom’s motorized carriage came to a halt. 

Damn it, Russell cursed under his breath.  

Gershom sounded the horn and yelled at the man, “Get your wagon out of the road!”

But the Italian driver was fixed on retrieving his livelihood. “Frutta maledetta!” he wailed. “Torna da me! Torna da me!”

“Dang it!” Russell huffed. 

He pushed open the carriage door, jumped to the street, and sprinted toward the hotel. Mere feet from the building, he saw the revolving doors swing open as Bella appeared with Zadie clutched to her side. 

“Bella!” he shouted. 

“Russell!” Bella cried out.

Stunned, Russell watched as Bella released Zadie and swiftly approached. He blinked, straining to grasp what his eyes were seeing. The wasted physique that he had beheld in the hotel restaurant mere hours before had transformed into a radiant vision of beauty, albeit wearing an off-putting gown. Bella’s eyes, once jaundiced and impassive, now shimmered with excitement as her mouth lifted into a joy-filled smile. She ran to him and collapsed in his arms, unleashing all of her pent-up emotion in his powerful embrace. 

In that remarkable moment, Russell felt as though they had stepped outside of time and entered a hallowed sphere where only light exists. The past was a distant memory, the future, yet to be traveled. Only the present mattered, and what a glorious present it was. The buildings and people surrounding them seemed to evaporate into thin air as Bella lifted her face and pressed her lips to his. Her mouth tasted like fresh strawberries drizzled in wildflower honey, and her skin smelled of lavender. Heaven, Russell thought, This kiss is a slice of paradise, our blessed reward for going through Hell. 

Bella stepped back and cupped his face in her trembling hands. “Is this really happening?” she asked as her fingers gingerly touched his cheekbones. 

Her words lured Russell back to the reality of a bustling city sidewalk in which eavesdropping onlookers observed their exchange with reactions ranging from prudish judgment to raucous approval. With his mother’s diamond ring in his pocket, Russell was tempted to fall to one knee and give the audience what they wanted—a marriage proposal that would melt the hearts of pious spinsters and burly laborers alike, but he didn’t want to overwhelm Bella. The proposal would come in due time, for now, he would enjoy the unexpected gift of holding the woman that he had feared he had lost forever merely minutes ago.  

“It’s really happening,” he said, planting a tender kiss on her forehead. His eyes dropped to her full figure. “You looked so sickly in the restaurant yesterday. I don’t understand ...”

“The talisman,” she replied, still mystified by the artifact’s capacity to heal. “As soon as Zadie put it on me, my vitality began to return. Don’t ever let me underestimate Hannah Occom again. She was right all along. Monsters walk the earth, Russell. Evil is real.” 

“Indeed,” Russell concurred, taking her into his arms and kissing every inch of her radiant face. “It’s all behind us now, my love. Come high or hell water, I’ll forever protect you.”

“And if you’re otherwise preoccupied,” Bella said. “I can always call on Zadie.”

Russell’s eyes turned to Zadie, who stood watching them with a look of deep satisfaction lighting her nut brown face. 

“Thank you for climbing up the chute and saving your sister,” Russell told the child. 

Zadie beamed. “I told you, everything would turn out perfectly as Great Spirit intends. Except for Bella’s awful yellow gown, that is ...”  

Bella colored and looked at Russell. “It’s ugly, I know.”

Russell glanced at the mustard-yellow gown and clicked his tongue. “Maggie O’ won’t approve.” 

Bella’s mouth dropped open. “You know Maggie?”  

He smiled. “She’s waiting for us over there.” He pointed at the congested spot one block down the road. 

“But how do you know—”

He gently held her face in his hands and silenced her with a kiss. “I’ll fill you in on all the details later. Right now, we need to get you as far away from Matanto as possible.” 

He linked his arm through hers and led her to the motorized carriage as Zadie followed from behind. Upon seeing Bella, Maggie erupted with joy. She left the vehicle’s passenger seat and tightly hugged her best friend. “You’re safe, dearest Bella,” she murmured, gently rubbing Bella’s back. 

In reply, Bella wept as Russel had never seen her weep before. She eventually gathered her composure, swallowing back the snivels and tremors of relief, and moved away from Maggie’s warm embrace. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, sweet Maggie,” she said, her voice strained with emotion. “I worried I would never see you again.”

“Surely you knew it would never come to that,” Maggie replied, simultaneously removing a handkerchief from her coat pocket and drying Bella’s tear-streaked cheeks. “Not with Zadie and Russell on your side.” 

Their eyes met and shared a lively twinkle. “He’s a fine man, isn’t he?” Bella dreamily remarked as she glanced over her shoulder at Russell lifting Zadie onto the backseat of the carriage.

“The finest,” Maggie agreed. “Come along now, my favorite chuckaboo, we’re taking you back to Astor Place.”  

Bella took a seat beside Zadie on the leather bench, leaving enough room for Russell to join them. To her consternation, Russell remained on the street and slammed the carriage door shut, but not before removing the talisman from Bella’s  neck. 

“Don’t, Dr. Murphy! She still needs to wear it!” Zadie objected.

“I’ll give it back to her soon,” Russell promised. He lifted the strip of rawhide over his head. The talisman’s stone shimmered in the sunlight as it dropped to his chest. He closed the carriage door and walked over to Gershom in the driver’s seat. “Can you take them back to your house?” 

Gershom touched the rim of his kippah in mock salute. His hands gripped the steering wheel and made a tight U-turn as Maggie tossed the sewing box in Russell’s direction. The box landed without injury on the cobblestoned road. Russell walked over and retrieved it, once again wondering what purpose it served in his quest to annihilate Matanto. 

“What’s happening?” Bella anxiously asked. “Russell, you must come with us!” 

“I’m afraid I have other plans, my love.” 

“Where are you going?”  

“On a hunting trip,” he told her. “Wish me luck.”

––––––––
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It no longer mattered that Russell couldn’t reach the eighth floor. There was no one left to save. 

He leaned against the lobby’s polished marble wall, his eyes fixed on the rising room. Random patrons went up as far as the seventh floor, others lowered to the lobby. Matanto was nowhere to be seen. Russell reminded himself to be patient. It was only seven o’clock in the morning. The shape-shifting energy vampire was probably still asleep.

At seven-thirty on the dot, the light above the rising room lit up at level eight. Hopped up on adrenaline, Russell walked to the doors and waited. 

Seventh floor. Ding. Sixth floor. Ding. Each high-pitched ding fueled his aggression. Second floor. Ding. First floor. Ding.

Russell clutched the sewing box to his chest as the doors began to slide open. He wedged through the open crack, pushed the operator away from the panel, and quickly lifted the sliding lever to the seventh floor. The doors closed shut and the room slowly rose.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the operator shouted, attempting to take hold of the lever, but Russell elbowed him away. 

He dropped the sewing box to the floor while keeping his right hand on the lever. Glancing over his shoulder, he glared at the blond-haired man shrinking in the corner. The same scoundrel he had confronted in the restaurant the day before. 

“Matanto, I presume?” he asked.  

Matanto’s eyes dropped to the arrowhead dangling against Russell’s chest. Matanto reflexively lunged at the lever, futilely attempting to open the doors in mid-motion. In response, Russell pulled the safety brake and the rising room came to a grating halt. The operator watched in confusion as Russell grabbed the fair-skinned Dutchman by the collar and threw him against the wall. 

“How’s it feel to be trapped?” Russel growled, then lifted the talisman and pressed it over Matanto’s heart. Shrieking like a bat shot out of hell, Matanto’s shape shifted to Cornelia. She hysterically screamed whilst shifting to a medieval-looking chap who disintegrated into the opaque figure of a burly Viking. Next in line was a pock-skinned Egyptian pharaoh.

Good grief, Russell thought. How many bodies has this son of a bitch possessed?

The last of physiques belonged to a prehistoric hunter-gatherer. He briefly appeared, then splintered into a mound of larval maggots on the floor. Holy Joe, thought Russell, it’s not enough to destroy him, now I’m stuck with cleaning up his mess. He removed his jacket and used it to mop the maggots into the box, closing the lid just as one of the maggots became a fly. Now a faint buzzing sounded from the box. It grew louder as hundreds of maggots metamorphosed into a swarm of angry houseflies trapped within the wooden confines.

The operator stared at the box of flies, aghast. “What ... what just happened? Was that a woman? Did I see a Viking?” He pressed a trembling finger to his temple. “Have I gone mad?”  

“You’ve not gone mad,” Russell calmly replied. “I’m sorry you had to witness that. Please, be a chum and take us down to the first floor, will you? I don’t want to drop this box.”  

“I don’t want you to drop it either,” said the operator as he grabbed the lever and pushed it down. 

The small room slowly descended. Three. Ding. Two. Ding. One. Ding. Russell stepped out of the contraption and rushed to his room. Not wanting to risk the flies escape, he gripped the box in one arm as he packed up his belongings. What a shame, he thought as he crumpled his new jacket into the carpet bag. I’ll never be able to wear it again. 

He left the room and walked through the lavishly decorated lobby one last time, hoping to never set foot in Hotel Victoria again. 

“Dr. Murphy, don’t leave just yet,” the desk clerk called out to him.

Russell walked over to the desk as the flies buzzed loudly inside the box. “I’ve already paid the bill,” he said.  

“I know. You have another telegram.” The clerk pushed the sealed envelope across the polished marble counter. 

“Would you mind opening it for me?” Russell couldn’t bring himself to let go of the box.

“Of course. Shall I read it aloud?”

“Why not,” Russell said. He had nothing to hide. 

“It’s from a Dr. Malcom Duncan.” The clerk opened the envelope, cleared his throat, and read:  

ACCEPTED POST AT ROYAL INFIRMARY OF EDINBURGH 

STOP

LEAVING WITH FAMILY NEXT WEEK STOP

CONGRATULATIONS STOP

YOU ARE THE SANITORIUMS NEW HEAD SURGEON STOP

Russell came close to dropping the box. He was experiencing the most amazing day of his life. Best of all, it was only eight o’clock in the morning. 

The celebration had just begun. 
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Maggie cautiously took the sewing box from Russell and placed it on the table in the breakfast nook. 

“Would you like some coffee?”  

“Make it strong and black,” Russell said, collapsing in the chair and rubbing his eyes. “Where are Bella and Zadie?”

“Napping upstairs.” Maggie poured the aromatic brew into a ceramic cup. “You just missed Gershom. He left for the office.” She handed him the cup. “Be careful, it’s piping hot.” 

Russell breathed in the rich nutty scent and took a small sip. “Mmm, it’s good ...”

Maggie cautiously approached the sewing box, placed her right hand over the lid, and closed her eyes to sense its contents. “Aye, this is an infernal force. Pure hatred. Pure rage ...” She opened her eyes and looked at Russell. “Did you have any trouble capturing so much evil?”

He shook his head. “A Mohegan medicine woman sent me a telegram yesterday with instructions on how to destroy it.” 

“Oh?” Maggie took a seat at the table, apparently eager to learn more. 

Russell swallowed. “What brand is this?” 

“It’s called Pioneer Coffee. It’s made by the Folgers Company.”

“It’s magnificent.” 

“You’re not trying to distract me, are you, Dr. Murphy?”  

He put the cup down. “Not at all. The medicine woman, Hannah Occom, lives in Black Bear Creek. She’s the one who first gave Bella a sacred Mohegan talisman. She told us about an evil force named Matanto, who preyed on native Indian women. The talisman serves as protection. I must admit, I was once a skeptic, but recent events have made me a believer.” 

“Did he appear to you as a swarm of flies?” Maggie asked. 

“Don’t I wish. The insidious Dutchman forced me to endure a horrific montage of all of his past hosts when I pressed the talisman to his heart. It appears Matanto’s appetite is not limited to Mohegan women. The last of the hosts was a prehistoric Neanderthal. Can you believe that?”

“Absolutely. Matanto has walked the earth for millions of years.”

Russell slowly shook his head, confounded. “Hannah said the talisman would make Matanto melt, but it wasn’t exactly a melting, it was more like an instantaneous erosion. I dare say, the rising room’s operator will never forget it.” 

Maggie softly laughed as she refilled his cup. “Don’t ask me how I knew to give you the empty sewing box. The urge was so compelling. I had to follow it.” 

“I’m glad you did. Were it not for that box, the flies would have escaped the rising room and found another host.”

“What are we to do with the flies?” she asked.

“Burn them, according to Hannah.”

Maggie lifted the box and left the kitchen. 

“Where are you going?” Russell called out. 

“To the fireplace. We have some burning to do!” 

Russell followed after her and entered the parlor. 

“Fetch me that lamp,” Maggie said.  

Russell grabbed a glass lamp from a side table and handed it to her. She tipped it and splashed kerosene over the box’s lid, then struck a match and tossed it on the box. It erupted into flames, like any other box would do when soaked in oil. The sides caved under the searing heat, followed by the sturdy lid.

Russell remembered using his new suit jacket as a makeshift broom and so hurried back to the kitchen, quickly returning with his carpet bag in hand. He reached inside and tossed his new suit jacket into the tiny inferno.

“Why did you do that?” Maggie asked. 

“I used it to sweep the maggots into the box before they turned into flies. Better safe than sorry.”  

They listened as the flies sizzled. Russell felt strangely disappointed. Matanto’s closing act left a lot to be desired. No shape-shifting phantoms presented. No eternal curses bellowed from beyond the grave. Just an ordinary box of flies burning like summer straw. 

“Well, that’s the end of that,” Maggie said as she lifted the hem of her apron and wiped the kerosene from her hands. “Why don’t you go upstairs and rest, Dr. Murphy? Dinner will be served at seven o’clock.” 

“What’s on the menu?” 

“A Thanksgiving feast prepared by Lydia and Sara that puts Delmonico’s to shame.”

He smiled. “Will they serve a dessert?”

“Of course. Lydia makes a tasty pumpkin pie.” 

Russell dug into the pocket of his trousers and produced his mother’s diamond ring. “Would you mind slipping this into Bella’s pie?” 

Maggie clasped the antique ring. “I’d be honored, Dr. Murphy.”  
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Russell discovered Zadie fast asleep on a cot in the nursery. He walked down the hallway and opened the door to a large guestroom where Bella slept soundly on a four-postered bed. He removed the talisman and placed it around her neck, then crawled beneath the covers and spooned her body in his arms. The sound of her deep, rhythmic breathing reminded him of waves gently lapping the shore of Lake Kahokak. Overcome by fatigue, he closed his eyes and fell into a heavy slumber.

He awoke hours later to the sound of women cooking in the kitchen below. His hand lifted to the back of Bella’s head and fingered the silky strands of night black hair.

In response, she rolled over. “Good evening, sleepy head.” 

He pulled her close. “Good evening, my Mohegan goddess.” 

He could feel himself heating up as her legs rubbed against his trousers, but he restrained the powerful urge. Bella was on death’s doorstep less than twenty-four hours ago. He assumed the last thing she wanted was sex.  

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“I’ve never felt better ...” She leaned into him and covered his throat in soft kisses, raising her mouth to his earlobe and giving it a playful nip as her long legs wrapped around his. 

He pulled away and looked her in the eye. “Bella, are you sure?”

“How else can I show you my immense gratitude?” 

“You could bake me a cake,” he teased. 

She lowered his hand to her womb. “It’s already in the oven.” 

He felt the baby bump and jerked back in the bed. “Matanto didn’t ...”

“No,” she reassured him. “The baby is yours.” 

He counted the weeks on his fingers. “It’s only been two months ... A woman usually doesn’t show this early.” The thought suddenly dawned on him. “Bella, you could be your carrying twins!” 

She smiled. “I’m either carrying twins or a sumo wrestler. We’ll find out in seven months.”

“Holy Joe!” he exclaimed, elated by the prospect of impending fatherhood. Yesterday he was without a family. Today he was blessed with a future wife, stepdaughter, and a child—or two. 

“Are you happy?” Bella asked.

He gathered her in his arms. “Happy? I feel like the luckiest man alive!” 

“Well then, Dr. Murphy,” she purred as she unbuttoned his trousers, “you’re about to get even luckier ...”  
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Hours later, as the two lovers lay together in Maggie’s guestroom reveling in the leisurely waters of postcoital contentment, a gentle knock sounded on the door. “Yoohoo, Bella! Are you awake?”  

“It’s Lydia,” Bella whispered. “Hurry up. Get dressed!”  

Russell quickly donned his shirt and trousers as Bella threw on her mustard-yellow gown. 

“Just one minute, Lydia!” She pushed Russell into the enjoining bathroom. “Lydia’s old school. Keep quiet.” 

She pulled her hair back in a messy bun and opened the door. 

Lydia strode into the room carrying a hunter green dress. She glanced at Bella’s mustard-yellow gown. “Shall we burn that?” 

“I was thinking about saving it for Halloween,” Bella said.  

“It would make a frightful scarecrow.” 

“Sure to dispel the meanest of crows,” Bella cheerfully agreed.  

Lydia closed the door and locked it. “Let’s get you fitted.” She eyed the tassels that made Bella’s skirt look like a giant lampshade. “Oy vey, take that thing off.” 

Bella’s eyes darted to the bathroom door. “Why don’t we do the fitting downstairs?” 

“In the parlor? A proper fitting requires privacy.” 

A muffled sneeze suddenly sounded from the bathroom. Lydia cocked an eyebrow. “If you want an audience,” she told Bella. “Then bring him out to watch ...”

Bella felt like a child caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “Russell, you can come out now.”

He emerged from the bathroom looking every bit the guilty co-conspirator. “Good evening, Lydia.” 

Lydia tipped her head. “Good evening, Dr. Murphy. Dinner will be served in an hour. We’ve just enough time to get Bella fitted. Go on, sit down—make yourself comfortable. You’ll see nothing you haven’t already seen.”

Russell blushed and went to a wingback chair by the window. “I’m ready for the show.” 

Bella stripped off the tasseled drapery and Lydia got to work. The old seamstress’s hands expertly went about lacing the snug corset. Her fingers froze halfway down the girdle as she took note of Bella’s emerging baby bump. She said nothing and returned to tugging at the ribbons in a gentler manner than before. 

The girdle securely in place, Lydia then lifted the walking dress over Bella’s head. Bella slipped her arms into the sleeves and tugged the well-tailored skirt over her hips. The dress was loose around the shoulders and chest and too tight around the waist, so Lydia pinned and stitched the parts that were too large and successfully disguised the baby bump by adding a narrow panel of the same hunter green cotton. 

Bella stared at her image in the mirror’s reflection. Thanks to the talisman, her weight had miraculously returned. Though she was blessed with a slim waist that defied her other proportions, her hips and bootie were formidably plump, regardless of her diet. She recalled her mother’s words whenever she fretted about her figure: You’re not overweight, Bella. You’re Rubenesque. 

It wasn’t until Bella visited the Metropolitan Museum of Art and viewed some of Ruben’s paintings that she understood her mother’s comment. She had to admit, there was a defiant charm to Ruben’s figures. Like Mohegan women, they could never be accused of being uncomfortable in their skin.  

Lydia finished the alterations and turned to Russell. “Does Bella know about Solomon?” 

“Know what about Solomon?” Bella asked in alarm. 

Russell rose from the chair and rested his hands on Bella’s shoulders. “The child passed away,” he quietly said. 

Tears pricked Bella’s eyes. “But ... but he was fine when I dropped off my baggage in September. He had a mild fever but ...”

“His condition rapidly worsened,” Russell said. “The funeral was held on Wednesday.” 

Bella’s eyes filled with tears. “I wasn’t here for Maggie ...”  

“You’re here now,” Lydia reassured her. 

Bella turned to Russell. She suddenly didn’t care if Lydia knew their scandalous secret. “Announcing my pregnancy would pour salt on Maggie’s wounds,” she told him. “We should wait a few months before telling her.”

“I agree,” Russell said.

Bella turned to Lydia. “Are you sure we’re not intruding?” 

“I’m sure.” Lydia gathered her sewing kit and prepared to leave. She paused at the door and slowly turned to Bella and Russell. “You’ve no idea how much Maggie appreciates your presence right now. That goes for you too, Dr. Murphy. She badly needed a distraction from her grief. I haven’t heard her laugh since Solomon took ill, but she had a good chuckle when she overheard me and Sara discussing Bella’s yellow gown in the kitchen.”

Bella glanced at what resembled a pile of dead banana slugs sprawled across the floor, ornamented in oversized tassels and bows. Leave it to Matanto to dress me in the ugliest gown ever created, she sardonically thought.  

“What were you saying about my gown?” she asked, keen to get in on the joke.

“Sara suggested that we sell the lobster bustle to the Russian government,” Lydia said. 

Bella’s nose wrinkled. “Why is that?”  

Lydia’s eyes danced with mirth. “That bustle can carry a serving tray large enough to feed the Russian army.” 
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After Lydia left the guestroom, Bella turned to Russell with worried eyes. “I need to check in on Maggie. Will you excuse me?”

“By all means,” Russell said. 

Bella left the room and descended the spiraling mahogany staircase, minding to discreetly cover her baby bump with folded hands as she walked about the first floor. At last, she discovered Maggie in the kitchen, her paisley apron speckled with flour. 

“Lydia told me about Solomon,” Bella said, her voice cracking with sorrow as she lightly touched Maggie’s back. “My heart breaks for you, Maggie dear ...” 

“Come with me,” Maggie said as she led Bella to the parlor and closed the door behind them. “I didn’t want to say this in front of Sara and Lydia. They don’t like when I discuss the spirit world. They think it’s all hocus pocus mumbo jumbo, as you once thought.”

Bella marveled at Maggie’s insight. Bella was once a fact-based woman of science, but her ordeal with Matanto had changed her mind. She would never balk at talk of the spirit world again. 

“Solomon came to my bedside on the night he passed,” Maggie said. “He was healthy and whole in every respect. My sister Nessa was with him. What a relief, to know he’s with his mother.” 

Bella had almost forgotten that Solomon was not Maggie’s son. He was the son of her dead sister, Nessa, who Maggie and Gershom regarded as a son in every regard. 

“Since then, little Sol has visited me in my dreams, along with Nessa. She’s so happy to have him at her side. I’m telling you this in case you wonder why I am not wallowing in grief. I desperately miss my precious Sol, but knowing that he’s still alive in a higher frequency brings me tremendous comfort.”  

Bella smiled. “There are more things on heaven and earth ...”

“Precisely,” Maggie agreed. 

Bella looked around, at once struck by the silence of the house. “Where’s Zadie?”

“Still sleeping. I’ll prepare a plate and put it aside for later. I think it’s best for her to sleep as long as she needs to.”

“Good call. Make sure you heap a pile of food on her plate. The poor little peanut is so thin.” She breathed in the sumptuous aromas drifting from the kitchen. “Is that turkey I smell?” 

They returned to the kitchen where Lydia stood by the stove stirring the squash puree as Sara chopped vegetables. 

“We’ve prepared a Thanksgiving dinner to celebrate your homecoming,” Maggie said. 

“Two Thanksgiving feasts in one week? Does your stomach have room for it?”

Maggie removed an enormous roasted turkey from the oven and basted its golden-brown skin. 

“Solomon’s funeral was on Wednesday. The burial was yesterday. We had no desire to cook, much less eat.” 

Bella’s guilt over missing Solomon’s funeral weighed heavily on her. “Are you sure you’re up to it now?” she asked.

Maggie slid the turkey back in the oven, pivoted on her heels, and winked at Bella. “I’m sure. I’m more concerned about your well-being. How are you feeling? You must be terribly shaken by the memory of Matanto’s torment.”

Bella lay her hand over the arrowhead tucked beneath the bodice of her new walking dress. “As soon as Zadie found me, she put the talisman around my neck. I immediately felt better. After a few hours, all of the weakness disappeared. Then an odd thing happened. Everything that took place on the eighth floor receded from my mind. I had to struggle to remember the details. When I arose from my nap this evening, I experienced a most peculiar amnesia. I honestly can’t remember what, exactly, occurred in that dreadful apartment suite at Matanto’s hands. I only know that I felt terrible, and now I’ve never felt better.” 

“How wonderful!” Maggie embraced Bella and kissed her cheek. “Take a seat in the dining room, my darling chuckaboo.”

“Please, how can I help with the meal?” 

“Lydia and Sara have it all under control. Now move along. Like it or not, you’re our guest of honor tonight.” 
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Bella and Russell took their seats in the dining room. The long mahogany table glowed with sterling silver candelabras casting a welcoming light over Maggie’s Liberty Blue tableware and Irish crystal. A handwritten menu leaned against the floral centerpiece.

Astor Place Menu, November 29, 1889

Cocktails

Mint Julip (fresh mint leaves, mint simple syrup, bourbon, fresh mint sprig, crushed ice)

Widow’s Kiss (apple brandy, yellow chartreuse, benedictine, angostura bitters)

Corpse Reviver (brandy, applejack, sweet vermouth)

Appetizer

Puree of Butternut Squash

Baked Brie with Jam and Crackers

Entrée

Roasted young Tom turkey with chestnut dressing and cranberry sauce

Vegetables

Stewed Potatoes, Cabbage Salad, Carrots, Peas

Dessert

Lydia’s Pumpkin Pie topped with fresh whipped cream

Beverages

Cresta Blanca Chardonnay

Dr. Brown’s Cel-Ray Soda

Milk

Bella handed Russell the menu. “Maggie was right. The Astor Place menu puts Delmonico’s to shame. Best of all, it’s free.” 

“Don’t order the Corpse Reviver,” he warned.

“Why not?”

The corner of his mouth lifted into a roguish smile. “After your recent performance in the guest chambers? I’m one hundred percent certain that your voluptuous cadaver is in no need of revival.”

Bella blushed. “I swear, the talisman has the powers of an aphrodisiac.”  

Soon after, Gershom came downstairs and joined them at the table. “What’s on tap for tonight?” 

“A sumptuous Thanksgiving feast,” Bell replied. 

Gershom perused the menu. “Wait until you taste Lydia’s pumpkin pie. It’s made with fresh nutmeg from your home state, Russell.” 

The door swung open and Sara entered the room. “Have all of you had time to look at the beverages?”

“A Cel-Ray soda for me,” Bella said.  

Russell handed the menu to Sara. “I’ll try a Widow’s Kiss.” 

“Make that two,” said Gershom. 

“Coming right up,” Lydia said, then scurried back to the kitchen as Gershom turned to Russell. “I’ve been thinking about your career. My boss, Mr. Carnegie, is a generous benefactor of several city hospitals. Would you like me to ask him if he can help you find a surgical position?” 

“Russell already has a surgical post at a prominent hospital,” Bella said. She turned her head to Russell. “Which hospital is it? You never told me.”

Russell tugged at his shirt collar. “Actually, I wasn’t entirely truthful with you, Bella. The post wasn’t at a prominent hospital, it was at the lunatic asylum on Blackwell’s Island. I quit the job after a few hours.”  

“That’s where I used to work,” Bella said. “I was too embarrassed to tell you.”

“Likewise,” Russell confessed. 

Bella shook her head in bafflement. It seemed Russell and she had something in common—fragile egos. 

“Did I see you in a carriage with Dr. Blackstone?”

Russell winced. “Yes. I saw you, too. You were wearing a large white bonnet.” He turned to Gershom. “Thank you for the offer, but I’ve already landed my dream job.” 

Bella’s eyes widened. “You have?”

Just then, Lydia arrived with the drinks. It was all Bella could do to remain silent as the older woman placed the crystal glasses before them. As Lydia returned to the kitchen, Maggie emerged with a Mint Tulip in hand and took a seat beside Gershom. 

“What did I miss?” she asked. 

“Russell was about to tell us about his new job,” Bella said. “Don’t keep us in suspense, Russell. Tell us all about it.”

“The sanitorium’s head surgeon, Dr. Duncan, was offered a surgical post at the Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh,” Russell said. “He leaves for Scotland with his family next week. Duncan sent a telegram to the Hotel Victoria, informing me that I’m the sanitorium’s new head surgeon.”  

Bella thrust her head back and laughed for joy as Gershom raised his glass in a toast. 

“To Russell and Bella, may they live long and prosper. L'Chayim!” 

They all clinked glasses. “Cheers!” 

Russell turned to Bella. “You could work with me at the sanitorium, if you want.” 

Bella smiled. “I’d like that.” 

The door swung open and Lydia entered the room, rolling a serving cart carrying a tray of appetizers and wine. 

“Won’t you and Sara join us?” Maggie asked.

“Not until the entrée is served,” Lydia said as she ladled the squash soup into Liberty Blue bowls.  

They dove into the soup and brie. Bella’s appetite had more than returned—she was famished. How wonderful it was to smell toothsome delicacies without the odor of death creeping through her nostrils! 

“How did Duncan know you were staying at the hotel?” she asked Russell between bites of a cracker topped with jam and brie.

“We have Maggie to thank. She spoke to Duncan over the wire after I gave her a message from Zadie.” 

“I was worried the child was in peril,” Maggie explained.  

“That’s when she learned that Zadie had been abducted from the sanitorium. News must have spread like wildfire through the town, because Hannah sent me a telegram mere hours later.” 

Maggie sipped her wine. “Isn’t it grand, how everything fell into place at exactly the right time?”

Bella couldn’t deny the serendipity. Without a doubt, Great Spirit was watching over all of them. 

The Thanksgiving feast was splendid in every way. When dessert arrived, Bella declined. The corset was causing her belly to cramp.  

“Please,” Maggie begged. “Have a small taste of Lydia’s pie.” 

As a courtesy, Bella agreed. “I suppose I can manage one more bite.” She pierced the pie with her fork and took a nibble. Maggie and Russell expectantly watched on. 

“It’s excellent,” Bella said. Thank you, Lydia.” 

“Have a little more ...” Russell urged. 

Bella adamantly shook her head. “I’m afraid my corset won’t allow it.” 

“How far along are you?” Maggie asked. 

Bella gripped Russell’s knee beneath the table. “You know?” 

“Aye, I knew the moment you approached the carriage,” Maggie said.

Bella’s face grew flushed. Of course Maggie knew. She was psychic, after all. “I’m two months along,” she said. 

“Aye, that confirms it.”

“Confirms what?” Bella asked. 

Maggie softly smiled. “You’re carrying twins.” 

Russell livened. “That’s what we thought.” 

Maggie swallowed a forkful of pie. “Go upstairs and take off that cruel corset, Bella. Let your body breathe.” 

Bella was on the verge of protest, but the thought of removing the ribboned vice was too tempting, so she rose from the table, and excused herself. “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.” 

She returned momentarily with her baby bump showing and a look of pure relief on her face. She lowered to the chair and took a big bite of her slice of pumpkin pie. She stopped short of swallowing, raised the linen napkin to her mouth, and discreetly spit a hardened lump into the fabric folds. The large diamond shimmered in the candlelight. She plucked the ring from the napkin and looked at Russell, her eyes filling with tears. 

“Your mother’s wedding ring?”

“It’s yours now. That is, if you will accept my hand in marriage ...” 

Bella’s eyes filled as she held the ring up to the candlelight, utterly taken by the jewel’s regal beauty. It was the loveliest sparkler she had ever seen, boasting a durable platinum setting in which a hand-cut diamond shimmered between two amethyst gems. She turned to Russell, her heart exploding with joy. “Yes, I will marry you. Yes, yes, and a thousand times, yes!”

She ardently kissed him as everyone else watched on, purposely ignoring The Ladies’ Book of Etiquette, and Manual of Politeness’s admonishment regarding public displays of affection. Bella was amongst friends, after all, why restrain herself with empty formalities?  

Lydia fetched a bottle of cold champagne from the kitchen, then poured the bubbly into flutes and handed them around. 

Bella took a small sip, worried that any more alcohol could harm the twins, although science offered no proof. 

“When will you marry?” Gershom asked. 

Russell placed the ring on Bella’s finger. It was a perfect fit. “How does Christmas Eve sound, Bella?”

“Yes! Let’s exchange vows at your cabin. Can all of you take the train to Black Bear Creek and join us?” 

“Absolutely,” Gershom said. “Is there a hotel in town?

“You’re welcome to stay at the cabin,” Bella said. “But if you want more privacy, there’s a quaint little inn near the station.”

Russell frowned. “Wouldn’t you rather marry in a more agreeable place than my cabin?”

Bella’s emerald eyes flickered with mischief. “After I get my hands on that cabin of yours, it will become a welcoming chateau.” 
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“There’s blood in those hills,” Russell said as the train rolled past Lake Kahokak. 

Bella smiled. Was it only two months since he first spoke those words? At the time she had wondered if he was a pesky masher. Now, looking at his handsome profile, she viewed him for what he was—an undeniably good man. 

Resting his hand over her knee, he said, “I’ve been thinking, Bella, our relationship got off to a rocky start ...”

“I’ll say. Not every couple has to deal with the likes of Matanto.”

“Actually, I’m talking about the secrets we kept from one another. I refused to tell you that my new job was at the asylum. Consequently, you had an image of me that wasn’t accurate. And my image of you wasn’t accurate, either.”

“Because I was keeping a secret, too,” she said. “Did you imagine me working at a reputable hospital, as I imagined you were doing?” 

He shook his head. “I worried that you were married.” 

She raised her hand to her mouth. “You did?”

“Let’s not dwell on it. We were both motivated by embarrassment, I understand that now. But I don’t want us keeping secrets anymore. It’s a terrible way to start a marriage.”

Bella thought of Skunk Cloud. While she agreed that keeping secrets was unhealthy, she maintained that her experience with the womanizing financier was best left where it belonged—in the past. 

“We’ll be honest from this point forward,” she promised. “But why would you think I was married?”

“My fear had more to do with me than anything else. It’s a perfect example of how a secret can erode a union. I’ve never told you about Lady Adele.”

“Lady Adele?”

“A woman I met in the city last year. She wore no wedding ring. Based on her overt flirtations, I assumed she was single.” 

“She was married?” 

Bella could barely believe that their respective secrets were once again the same. She had vowed to never tell Russell that she was involved with a married man. She was ashamed of her naivete, especially since the doomed romance lasted for over a year, proving her utter ignorance. She also didn’t want Russell to view her as spoiled merchandise. 

She wrung her hands in her lap, wondering if his confession called for her to cough up the sordid tale of Skunk Cloud and his broken promises. It was different for men. They could cavort to their heart’s delight before marriage, whereas women were expected to be chaste on the wedding night. Dare she tell Russell the truth and risk losing his respect? She stared out the window as the train glided past Bridgeport, a thriving Connecticut city known for its shipbuilding and whaling industry. In the distance, the Pequonnock River flowed south toward the Long Island Sound. Immersed in the simple splendor of seagulls soaring over the waterway’s rippling surface, Bella decided to come clean with Russell. 

“I was once entangled in a love triangle,” she quietly confessed. “I too had no idea that the object of my affections was married. He had a wife and children living in a grand house on Murray Hill. He never spoke a word of them to me. He even went to great lengths to present himself as the most available bachelor in the city.” 

Though she expected the information to cause distress, Russell looked relieved. 

“It’s good to know I’m not the only sucker around. Let’s put those scoundrels behind us, Bella. As far as I’m concerned, we’re both as pure as the driven snow. Tell me, what was his name?” 

“Skunk Cloud,” Bella said. 

His sudden howl of laughter took Bella by surprise. 

“I need to come up with a tag like that for Lady Adele.” 

Bella knew what name she would choose for the married temptress, though she thought better of saying it aloud. The Ladies’ Book of Etiquette, and Manual of Politeness would definitely not approve. 

***
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Mass Homicide at the Hotel Victoria!

December 8, 1889

Flash reporter: Finn Fox

Yesterday law enforcement was called upon to investigate the source of a rancid odor seeping through the ceiling of the Hotel Victoria’s seventh floor. Police assumed the culprit was a dead raccoon or some other insidious rodent rotting inside the heating pipes. Much to their horror, they discovered a suite on the eighth floor occupied by three female skeletons dressed in ball gowns along with a large heap of skulls and bones. According to the Manhattan Police Department, it’s too early to say how many corpses were discovered. The pile of human remains has yet to be sorted by medical examiners.

According to hotel records, the entire eighth floor has been occupied by an elderly Dutch gentleman, Noud van den Berg, and his son, Noud van den Berg Jr, since 1872. Both men appear to have fled the scene. The younger Mr. van den Berg was last seen on Thanksgiving evening when he dined with a disabled dark-skinned woman at the hotel’s restaurant, The Queen’s Repast.  

Staff at the opulent hotel were tight-lipped. However, management indicated that the gruesome apartment suite known as The Archives was off limits to the staff, under the strict orders of the elder Mr. van den Berg.  

Police are offering a $200 reward for any tips leading to the capture of the father-son deadly duo. The whereabouts of the dark-skinned dinner guest are not known. Police are not linking her to any of the skeletons in advanced stages of decomposition.  
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CHAPTER 42
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Christmas Eve, 1889

It was a challenge for Bella to prepare a Christmas banquet using a pioneer fireplace. Hannah proved to be an excellent instructor, however. She advised Bella to employ two Dutch ovens to bake the butter biscuits and a large roast with potatoes. The vegetables were to be cooked in a  gridiron over red-hot coals. For sweets, Zadie and she had baked a plum cake and gingerbread cookies the day before, and Maggie had promised to bring a box of pistachio marzipan and chocolates from the city.  

Dusk descended upon the cabin in the woods. Bella lit kerosene lamps and candles and placed them throughout the first floor. She had persuaded Russell to return the barn’s contents to the cabin as soon as they returned to Black Bear Creek. The upholstered Chippendale armchairs sat beside windows curtained with white linen. Shelves and tables displayed an eclectic assortment of Mohegan pottery and porcelain vases holding sprigs of fresh cut pine and red holly berries. 

The semblance of a mantlepiece was just big enough to hold the bird cage in which the white-throated sparrow had recently recovered. Now, the arrowhead talisman hung from a perch inside the empty cage—a reminder to Bella that life is fleeting. Grab hold of it while you can.  

Zadie had decorated the Christmas tree with small wax candles and popcorn strings earlier in the day. Bella lit the candles and stepped back to admire the glowing evergreen. She spun around to appreciate the cozy sanctuary that she had created simply by restoring the cabin to its former glory and adding a few personal touches. 

Home, she thought, overcome with gratitude. 

She wished she had more time to sit down and enjoy the cozy setting, but her hosting duties took precedence, and preparing a feast for a party of nine whilst three months pregnant was no small feat. She walked to the fire and stirred the vegetables sizzling in the skillet. Russell and Zadie had left to meet their city guests at the train station. The justice of the peace and his wife, the honorable Mr. and Mrs. Crenshaw, would also join them for dinner, along with Hannah and Henry. 

The wedding would be a modest affair. Bella still owned only one frock, the hunter green walking dress altered by Lydia, which she accessorized with a ruffled lace collar and pearl earrings. As a headdress, she would wear the amethyst tiara inherited from Russell’s mother, fixed with a makeshift wedding veil. She worried that the walking dress was too plain to be worn with a tiara and inwardly debated whether she would have to set it aside.  

The front door suddenly swung open and a gust of winter wind brought with it the people closest to her heart: Russell, followed by Zadie, Maggie, and Gershom, with Lydia, Sara, Henry, and Hannah trailing from behind. Gershom’s arms juggled a pile of wrapped presents that threatened to topple at any moment. 

Christmas greetings were shared by all as the roaring fire crackled on the hearth. Drawn to the mountain of presents that Gershom held, Zadie bashfully invited him to deposit the bounty beneath the candlelit evergreen. Gershom placed the smaller boxes over the tree’s embroidered skirt, then handed a large one to Maggie, who then promptly handed it to Bella. 

“Please, open it now,” Maggie said. 

Bella placed the box on the table and carefully removed the red silken ribbon and bright purple wrapping paper. She moved aside the tissue and eyed rich tufts of lavender velvet. “Oh, Maggie!” she exclaimed, lifting the evening gown from the box. “It’s stunning!” She reverently fingered the strip of red satin bordering the low neckline. 

Maggie pointed out the high Empire waist marked with detailed red embroidery. “The design will allow you to enjoy your wedding in comfort. No corset required.”

Bella had never seen such a lovely dress. Soft lavender accessorized by cherry red. It was a unique and somewhat risky pairing that only an artist like Maggie could have thought up. Bella especially loved the slim, slightly bustled style and the short velvet train draping to the floor. The amethyst tiara was now the perfect accessory. 

“How can I ever thank you?”

“You can start by wearing it tonight,” Maggie said. 

Bella laughed. “You have yourself a deal!” 

She then disappeared down the hallway and returned minutes later dressed in her wedding gown. Russell stood in awe. 

“Holy Joe, Bella—you look gorgeous!”

Bella threw him a coquettish grin. She stepped closer and whispered in his ear, “Wait until you see the red satin lingerie that Maggie included with the gift.”

Feigning frustration, Russell pulled out his pocket watch and glanced at the time. “How long until the honeymoon?” he whispered. 

“All in good time, my love,” she softly cooed. 

***
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The entire evening was enchanting. The roast was succulent, the butter biscuits were divine. After dinner, they played charades followed by a rousing musical interlude in which Mrs. Crenshaw performed Christmas songs on a violin and everyone danced—even old Hannah. When the cuckoo sounded nine times, Russell announced that it was time to get hitched. The guests excitedly took their places in rows of folding chairs set before the fire. 

Bella retired to the first-floor bedroom and arranged her hair into a voluminous low bun. She lifted the tiara from the marble-topped walnut dresser and placed it on her head. Hannah had created a lovely floral bouquet comprising white snowdrop flowers, holly berries, and mistletoe tied together with a cherry red bow. Bella took the bouquet from the dresser and held it to the embroidered waist of her gown. As a final touch, she lifted the wampum necklace, another gift from Hannah, over her head. The smooth white and purple clam shells shimmered in the glow of the kerosene lamp’s golden light.  

She calmly waited for the violin’s cue, experiencing no wedding jitters whatsoever, only the certainty that her and Russell’s imminent union was destined to play out. Mrs. Crenshaw’s simple version of “Canon in D” then drifted into the room. Bella closed her eyes, absorbing the poignant melody.  

She took a deep breath and walked down the hallway, passing the sketch of the elder Dr. Murphy and the oil of his pregnant wife hanging on the wall. Bella briefly met the eyes of Russell’s mother. Was it crazy to think that his parents were there in spirit? After her experience with Matanto, she supposed anything was possible. 

She turned the corner and entered the main room where Mr. Crenshaw stood before the center of the hearth with Russell by his side. How adorable Zadie looked at the foot of the short aisle, holding their golden wedding bands on a little satin pillow. Bella’s slippered feet moved in rhythm as the music rolled in repeating patterns that slowly rose in intensity.

She met Russell before the hearth. Ah, he was a site to behold! So handsome in his navy trousers and the navy jacket that replaced the one he had burnt. The music gradually drifted off, replaced by anticipatory silence. 

“Are you ready to do this?” Russell asked. 

Bella smiled. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

Solemn vows were exchanged, and wedding bands were donned. When the justice of the peace permitted the groom to kiss the bride, Russell tenderly kissed Bella’s forehead before pulling her close and planting a wet kiss on her lips. When Mr. Crenshaw announced them as man and wife, the small audience erupted into applause. Mrs. Crenshaw performed “Vivaldi’s Autumn” on her violin, amplifying the jubilant atmosphere as Bella and Russell walked down the short aisle, arm in arm, and Zadie and Hannah threw dried rose petals into the air.  

They celebrated over desserts and mulled cider. As tribal elder, Henry Occom gifted the newlyweds with a basket containing corn, tobacco, and dried meat. He instructed them to deposit the basket in the forest where the Makiawisug, also known as the “Little People,” would discover the offering. In so doing, Russell and Bella’s union would be showered with blessings in the years to come. 

The modest reception lasted deep into the night, with guests finally preparing to leave as the wall clock’s feathered inhabitant emerged and chirped twice to mark the hour. As a courteous host, Russell insisted on leading the merry group that traveled from the city back to the local inn. 

The cabin seemed so quiet after everyone left. Zadie picked up the basket of offerings and carried it over to Bella in the kitchen. “Can we hide it in the woods right now?” 

“The train of my wedding gown will get soiled with mud, little peanut.”  

“Not if you change into your other dress,” Zadie argued. 

“Help me clear the dishes,” Bella said as she walked to the main room and began stacking dirty plates in her arms. “I’m not going anywhere until this mess is thoroughly cleaned.”

“But it’s your wedding night, Bella,” Zadie astutely pointed out. 

“The plates don’t know that,” Bella said.  

Just then, Russell returned from escorting their guests into town, his topcoat coated with wet snowflakes. 

“Father Christmas and his reindeer will need to be cautious on the rooftops tonight.” 

“It’s snowing!” Zadie exclaimed. “The Little People love snow! Can’t we hide the basket now, Bella? Please ...” 

Bella looked out the window. The first snowfall of winter was too tempting to resist. “Why not?” she said. 

She placed the dishware in the sink, walked to the bedroom, and exchanged the lavender gown and embroidered slippers for her green walking dress and boots.  

Outside, the air smelt of burning wood and pine. Large snowflakes resembling lacy hexagons brightened the forest, dropping like tiny snow fairies to the leafless branches and drooping clusters of pine. They traipsed the narrow trail, talking and laughing and catching snowflakes on their tongues. Russell stopped to show Zadie the stone wall where he had found the injured bird who was now free to fly in any direction it pleased.

Zadie bent down and peered into the dark space hidden in the stones. “Do you think any Makiawisug live in here?” she asked. 

“I’ve no doubt,” Russell answered. “It’s the perfect resting place. Warm in the winter and cool in the summer.” 

Zaddie stepped forward and perched the basket on the highest standing stone. “I’ll leave the basket right here,” she said. “Where the Little People can see it.”

“Come along, little peanut,” Bella said, grasping Zadie’s hand and heading in the direction of Lake Kahokak. Arriving at the beach, Bella and Russell stopped to absorb the night’s serenity as Zadie walked to the water’s edge. While a slim border of ice encircled the lake’s rocky borders, most of the lake would not solidify for another month or so.  

Bella turned to Russell. “I never want to leave Black Bear Creek.” 

He traced her full lips with his finger. “You’ll never have to leave. Our grandchildren will one day swim in this lake.” 

They held hands and turned to face the still, dark waters, engrossed by the wonder of the bright star-filled night. 

“What does the future hold for us, Bella?” Russell asked. 

“I’ve no idea,” she replied as her gaze lifted to the line of rolling hills bordering the lake. “But with you at my side, Dr. Murphy, I think I can handle just about anything.”

“You got that right, Mrs. Murphy,” Russell said. He bent down and picked up a fist-sized rock from the beach. “I dub thee, Skunk Cloud,” he told the rock, then lifted his arm and hurled the stone deep into the lake. 

Startled but also pleased by his silly act, Bella followed suit and lifted a rock for herself. “Thank you, Lady Adele.” She kissed the stone and catapulted it into the water.

“Why did you thank her?”  

“Because her loss is my gain,” Bella said.

Russell lowered his hand to Bella’s special chakra. “It’s past your bedtime, Mrs. Murphy.” 

She shot him a knowing look. “Take me to bed, Dr. Murphy.” 

“Your wish is my command.”

Bella turned to Zadie collecting water-worn stones by the water’s edge. “Come along, little peanut. Father Christmas won’t visit until you’re fast asleep in your bed.” 

Zadie dropped a handful of stones in her coat pocket and joined Bella and Russell on the beach, naturally placing a warm hand in each of theirs. Together, the freshly minted family departed the lakeshore and entered the forest where the soft pit-pat of the Makiawisug’s little feet rustled through the fallen leaves as a solitary blue jay soared across the snow-filled sky. 

Bella’s heart rose to meet the future that stretched out before them. There would undoubtedly be trials and tribulations, and a great deal of happiness, as well. In the end, they would arise victorious, for the Murphy family was blessed with the greatest gift of all. 

Love.  

THE END
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Seeing ghosts is literally in her blood. 

Life is hard enough without having to deal with ghosts following you around every day. Maggie O’Connor wishes that she did not have psychic gifts but coming from a long line of Irish female seers, she never had a choice. 

Faced with having to care for her departed sister’s orphaned baby, Maggie struggles to pay the rent while working for pennies at a local Bowery sweatshop. Her life goes from bad to worse when a wicked neighbor steals the baby.

Things look up when the handsome son of Maggie’s employer falls for her. Gershom understands that having psychic gifts does not necessarily make a woman crazy. If only the local judge agreed. When Maggie ends up at the New York City Lunatic Asylum on Blackwell’s Island, she must find a way to escape and return to Gershom’s loving arms.

Will Maggie be stuck in a madhouse forever? Even if she escapes, can she and Gershom rescue the lost baby? The obstacles seem insurmountable, but anything is possible with the assistance of ghostly helpers and Andrew Carnegie, one of America’s richest men. 

Fairy Tales can come true- but not without suffering. 

Love the Gilded Age but want more magic? Grab a copy of THE GHOST IN HER, the first book in the new Ungilded series featuring magic among the Bowery Streets. THE GHOST IN HER is a perfect match for fans of Harper Lin’s Southern Sleuth Series or Christina Skye’s Draycott Abbey series.

EXCERPT

She took a second swig of port, this one long and thirsty. “The baby is not mine. I need to protect him. You know what happens to motherless children in the Bowery.” 

“Nothing good,” Gershom said. 

Out of the blue, she asked, “Do you believe that ghosts exist?” 

His eyebrows arched. “I don’t know,” he truthfully replied. “I’ve never seen a ghost, though I’m not closed to the idea that they exist.” 

She nodded, pensive. “I may have seen a ghost tonight.” She recalled the spectral midwife. There was a gossamer quality to her figure, like a dew-dropped cobweb glimmering in the morning sun. 

“You, you saw a ghost?” Gershom stammered. 

“Oh, it’s not that unusual,” she replied, so casually that she may as well have been discussing the weather. “I come from a long line of female seers in Ireland. My great-grandmother was found guilty of sorcery in the 1700s. She was an innkeeper and a money lender in Donegal. People went to her for healing and advice until some of her debtors grew sick and died. They thought she put a curse on them.” She flipped her hand through the air. “So off Granny went to the gallows.”

“Did all of the female seers in your family suffer similar fates?” 

She shrugged. “I have no idea. My mother only told me about my great-grandmother and a distant cousin who fled to America in fear of persecution. Apparently, she could see ghosts and fairies. People thought she was possessed by demons.” 

She swallowed the remainder of the port and fidgeted in the chair, her gaze shifting from the infant to the doorway, as though planning her escape. Gershom expeditiously signaled the bartender for another round. He was captivated by the young woman’s light Irish brogue. It made every word she spoke sound like poetry.

“The first book of Anika Savoy’s Ungilded series, The Ghost in Her is a dark, immersive fairy tale, dusted with Gothic whimsy. It is a story for the romantic and the history buff, a rich page-turner that forces us to consider the ongoing social ills that, to this day, continue to haunt us.”—Bestselling author- Mike Robinson.

AVAILABLE IN EBOOK AND PRINT WHERE BOOKS ARE SOLD
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