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Further Reading: The Caretaker

For dear Michael Bennett: the only man I’ve ever loved.

​I

Lord Samuel Bennett of Ashwood Hall was wasting away due to blood cancer at only forty-five years old, and very little could be done. Within months, he had a cough that would not subside, and he would not eat. He had lost so much weight that his once sturdy and rugged physique was now pale and withered, and his face had become a thin, translucent yellowing sheet pulled taut over his skull.

He was only awake for maybe six hours in a day, and the few servants left were always tending to him. He called his one son Michael near to him whenever he was lucid. Sometimes, he rambled about better days. Other times, he simply gazed at the patterns in the wallpaper. Michael sat for as long as he was wanted.

The last piece of information his father gave him was the address of Dr. Henry T. Webb, an acquaintance from his military service. At Lord Bennett's feeble request, a servant presented Michael with an envelope containing the last letter sent to his father from his old friend, in which he lamented his sickness and affirmed that his son was always free to seek him in his time of need.

Lord Bennett tried to reach a weak, trembling hand up to his face, but he was too feeble to do it on his own. It was a chore for him just to focus his flaming red eyes. Michael took his hand and held it up for him, though it was marred by lesions that looked painful, and he was hesitant to touch it.

"Michael, my son," he rasped through coughing fits, the effort of which made his blotchy lips crack. "Beautiful child... you must continue as you always have, whatever happens next. I have brought a most stouthearted young man into the world. I shall pass on with no regrets. Live your life that you may do the same. Promise me, boy."

He was lying. His father had a heart and a brain, and no man with half of each could truly die with no regrets. It stung him, but he did not have it in him to say it, so he silently affirmed his words.

"What! What!" Lord Bennett called out weakly but wildly. "I cannot hear you, Michael... speak up..."

"I promise, father..." he relented.

"My son... " he continued to mumble feverishly. "My boy... the joy of my life..."

Michael never doubted that his father loved him, but he was never the sort to make his feelings known very often. Hearing those words, even if they were the fragmented rambling of a man in his death throes, caused a swelling tightness in his chest. As much as he wanted, he could not cough, pant, or wail to relieve that pressure. It nearly suffocated him.

He put his hand back down, but Michael wasn't ready to let go.

At two o'clock in the morning, on May 15, 1887, he breathed his last soon after his son had dozed off in his old bedside chair, and he was awoken by the servants' strangled, anguished sobs, and wet feet.

"Oh, he's dead! He's dead!" the chambermaid dropped the bucket of water she was carrying as she cried out into the dark gallery, and Abraham the butler scolded her for causing a scene, lest she upset "the young Master."

He then dismissed her from the room to fetch the physician, who confirmed everyone's fears.

Michael had already broken his promise.

He was laid to rest beside his wife Mary, with a small shiny stone between them. They buried him in his old uniform. It was disturbingly loose. The only attendees of  Lord Samuel Bennett's funeral were his servants, a few military officers, and of course, his son. There was not much left of the Bennett family, save for a handful of cousins that Michael had never met. He was sure that his father once mentioned a sister, but he didn’t know where to look, or if he even wanted to...

As it was, he was the sole beneficiary of Ashwood Hall.

He returned to the mansion after the brief service. Right away, the servants began calling him "Lord Bennett." It startled him. They asked about him, and tried to feed him and draw him a warm bath. He could scarcely find the words to answer them. Abraham read to him and kissed his brow, and he slept in the library so that he didn't need to pass Samuel Bennett's chamber.

He received his father's title and station, his property, and his debt. Ever since the rise in industry and urbanisation, the land simply wasn't generating enough of a profit to be sustainable anymore, as most of the labourers had died off or moved to the cities. Additionally, it seemed that his father, while a mostly decent and honest landlord, was rather negligent with his finances.

Michael was not aware of any of this until after his death, and had only mourned his father for three weeks when he received notice that somebody would be going to prison if those debts were not paid one way or another.

"But it is no longer lawful to imprison somebody for their debts," he tried to plead his own case to the uniformed men breathing in his face.

"Ah, but you see, there are exceptions, when one is able to pay, and I daresay, there are some things in this world that you can offer up. Wouldn’t you agree?"

As he spoke, one of the men reached a hand out and tenderly ran his finger along the watch chain peeking out from Michael’s waistcoat. He shifted on his feet to conceal the shudder that ran through him.

In the midst of the grief and confusion, he quickly grew desperate. As despaired as he was, debtor's prison at only nineteen years of age was a sickening thought.

Anything that was officially owned by the crown was seized: most of the village and farmland. Even then, there were debts owed to many parties.

He sold the home of his ancestors, and nearly everything tied to it. Its assets had been gathered by countless generations, over the course of roughly four hundred years, and the great Ashwood house was nearly as old as the village itself. He was born there, along with his father, and it was his inheritance, entrusted to him less than a month ago.

And he sold it.

It was enough of a profit to pay off his father's debts and keep him well for a while. The best thing to do would be to save up whatever he could and start with a fresh slate... not that he knew how. The person he wanted to ask most of all was out of reach.

As he signed it over to some nouveau riche Americans, he wondered whether or not he should have just charmed one of those oil magnates into giving him his daughter and a sizeable dowry besides, in exchange for a title that didn't mean anything overseas. It would have only cost his dignity and his freedom.

After he had vomited into an alleyway outside of the solicitor's office, he made his way back home to pack up what he planned to keep. He did not have long until he would be evicted.

It was hard to separate the essentials from the sentimental relics. Even on hunting trips and wilderness outings, he was infamous for only ever packing way too much, or hardly anything at all.

He tried to keep his finery minimal and practical: his father's watch and good knives, his mother's locket, and a set of fine handkerchiefs. He then packed his shaving box, his rifle and pistol, and not a great deal of clothing, as even his fine suits were sold. Abraham supervised his endeavours, to ensure that he packed correctly.

Three other servants stayed behind to tend to him in those last days. He only remembered to eat because someone cooked.

At night, he paced many laps through the spacious corridors and looked up at the starlight through those grand windows for as long as he could.

It was a cold and merciless feeling, watching Abraham shut the door behind him. This would possibly be the last time they'd speak, and he had been an invaluable comfort in that interval, but he kept his goodbyes brief to remain composed.

For some reason that may have been pride, he decided to depart early in the morning, thinking it was better to leave on his own accord than to draw out his stay and be cast out. This sentiment was even stronger than his attachment to his dwelling. He had to remind himself continuously that it was not his, to forcefully snap the cord that fastened him to its walls.

The gate shut, and then Michael was homeless. Thus began his journey south into town. He ventured forthwith, with all that he could carry that had not been liquidated, and the letter with Dr. Webb's address on the envelope.

He strayed from the cobbled streets and walked through the fields, for he did not want to be seen. It was a beautiful and mild early summer morning, still as the cemetery at the village's end, where his father now rested with many ancestors before him.

The silence was broken by the cooing of a lone dove. He looked up and watched as it alighted on a twisted branch above him. Its fat little body swayed and bobbed on the thin shoot, and it continued to sing without fear.

Michael had no such finesse. In watching, he was not looking where he stepped, and he stumbled over the tree's thick roots, spilling to the ground with his bags clattering on top of him.

There, he wept.

And as he wept, he thought of all he could have done instead of selling the property, had he only allowed himself to reflect in due time, only sought more answers. It was too late now.

He did not know for how long he lay. Maybe he was hoping to die and be consumed by the earth. The sun beat down on his head when the world started to move again. So it was close to noon.

He peeled himself off of the ground, with grass and damp hair forming a plaster over one side of his face, and a terrible fatigue from the effort of weeping. Some unknown force had him on his feet and walking mechanically. Whether it was his own will, or God's, he did not know.

So absently did he walk that he did not feel his ankles throbbing. Bugs that had gotten hold of him as he wallowed in the grass were still crawling in his hair and on his clothes, and he was endlessly picking them off. Perhaps he could have hired a ride into town, but he was in such a difficult mood that morning, that he just never seemed to do anything the easy way.

By the time he made it to the outskirts of town, it was in the middle of the afternoon. There was no time to stop now, so he satiated his hunger by picking berries from the briar that skirted the road.

His journey was not over yet.

Boarding a train further south, Michael finally had a moment to rest his limbs, and have his first drink of water that day. There was a little moth that he missed while plucking the crawling things off; it emerged from his lapel when he'd already departed. When he was little, he used to caress them until his father told him not to; their wings were too tender. The surprise raised his spirits for just a moment. He scooped it up and put it in his shaving box until he reached his stop, so that nobody would accidentally crush it.

He did not feel it would do him any good to reflect further on what he was leaving behind. It was too bitter. Luckily for him, fatigue seized him before his thoughts could, and after a dreamless but fitful slumber, he arrived at his destination in the evening.

It was a modest and quiet-looking village, with not a lot of people out and about under the streetlights. The dim lights cast ghostly impressions upon the buildings, and all that spread around it was perfectly still. Grand, rolling hills enclosed it for miles on all sides. The roads were in a state of disrepair. It was a wonder that this place even had a train terminal.

Primitive as it appeared to be, there was no evidence of rampant crime. He only heard low murmurs and creatures of the night, occasionally punctuated by a slamming door somewhere.

Did he like the look of it? Not necessarily, but he did not feel threatened.

He decided he should perhaps stay at an inn until morning instead of dropping in unannounced at this hour. Moreover, even holding himself upright was a tremendous effort, for he had fallen asleep with his neck lodged between two cushions and bent back almost to the point of breaking.

The sole inn on the street had only two rooms; that's how small this town was. The innkeeper, a Mr. Briggs, was pleasant enough, though a bit puzzled that a man of supposedly high status had arrived in a place like this alone, filthy, and unattended, carrying his own luggage— and so much of it. Hopefully he did not seem suspicious.

Still, it was so heavenly just to stretch out! He lay himself down on a bed with no curtains, in a room with no carpet, and tried to sleep again.

When Michael closed his eyes, he only saw his father's sunken skull face, and it stared at him balefully, silently accusing him of treachery.

He awoke drenched in sweat, and it took him some minutes to remember where he was. After he came to terms with reality, he washed himself, and rediscovered the moth in his shaving kit, miraculously still alive. He released it through the window.

"Farewell, small fellow! So sorry that we’ve both been displaced. I hope we can make a living here."

He finished shaving, and set out without taking breakfast, certainly not the mystery gruel that was served at the inn. In truth, he felt too ill to eat, giddy about this new chapter, and sick with suppressed emotions.

The look of his father just before he passed may never leave him.

​

​II

​

That morning was overcast and pleasantly cool, and workers were now ambling about. He felt out of place in his finely tailored attire, and it did not help that they looked him up and down with a puzzled and scrutinising eye as he passed.

This was possibly, in part, due to his stature. At just over six feet tall and with considerable breadth of frame, he was certainly a bit larger than the average fellow. He was bigger than his father but smaller than his grandfather Nathaniel Bennett, who was monstrously tall by all accounts. He had much ado to avoid trampling the hoards of children gathered on the walkway.

He took out the letter and looked at it again. The ink on half of the address had been soaked and smeared, and he did not have the foresight to commit it to memory yesterday. He hadn’t even written before coming. He really just made one misstep after another. Surely— hopefully— Dr. Webb was a well-known presence in this village.

As he put the letter back, a piercing yelp like a stray cat cut through the peaceful morning bustle.

It seemed he'd stepped on some little toes.

"Watch it, you ape!" a reedy voice called behind in a most unrefined accent.

He turned. It was no cat, but a young girl probably no more than ten, in a shapeless frock and black stockings. With her features pinched into a perpetual scowl, she truly had the most disagreeable face he'd ever seen on a child. The ensemble was framed by a mess of loose flaxen hair.

"Oh, I'm terribly sorry, little Miss. Is your foot alright?"

"Who're you?"

"Well, I'm Michael Bennett, formerly of Ashwood Hall," Michael put on the smoothest and most gracious tone he could muster, as he realised this was his chance to ask around. "Say, I wonder if you know of a Dr. Henry Webb living near here?"

"That's my uncle. What do you need him for?"

"He is! Well, how wonderful! Could you perhaps show me where he lives?"

"I can. But it'll cost you."

How annoying. And she meant it, too. He didn't want to be stiffed by this little yob, especially since she looked well-fed and clean enough.

But he was growing impatient, and it wouldn't hurt to relinquish a bit of pocket change. Besides, he'd already stomped on some of her toes, so perhaps a little compensation was in order.

"Very well, name your price," he drew out his purse.

She tapped her chin with one hand and swished her skirt with the other, seeming to take great delight in making him wait.

"Three shillings will do nicely, I think."

His heart sank into his stomach. That was almost all of the coins he had. He was not accustomed to carrying much on his person.

"Three shillings, my—!" Michael caught himself.

"Your what!" the ankle biter demanded. "That's breadcrumbs to a prissy fop like you! Cough it up or be on your way!"

"Now you wait a moment!" he took out just one coin and held it up to her. "If I give you all of it now, you're liable to run off without giving me my dues. You can have the rest when you escort me to your uncle's house."

"Why should I trust you?"

He was one hair away from cutting his losses and asking around town, even if it may have taken longer.

"I give you my word, as a gentleman of Ashwood," said he.

Former gentleman of Ashwood, that is.

"Fine," she held out a hand for her payment and marched off without waiting for him.

Not that it was difficult to match her pace, as she only came up just above his waist, tiny thing that she was. Unfortunately, this made it easy to lose track of her on the busy pavement, and he could not take up a leisurely stride until they were past the semi urban sprawl and into the rural expanses just outside of town.

Tall, stately farmhouses stood close to the road and within decent shouting distance of one another, so it was not a completely desolate location. The fields were lush with robust crops, and grazing animals peppered the landscape.

The little brat was not content to simply guide him to the house; on the contrary, she pointed out and explained every detail of the land from the ancient infrastructure to the grass, as if he was a complete moron. He pretended to pay attention for as long as he could.

Unlike their city counterparts, country folk usually made up for their low, coarse nature with hospitality and deference. Hopefully she was an exception.

Dr. Webb's residence was a two storey brick structure at the far end of a crumbling avenue. The facade was neat and respectable, bordered with bright flowers and blossoming cherry trees. Behind it was a decent plot of land, a bare wooden barn, and a little shed of some kind.

They stepped over the stile and up the walkway, and his guide let herself inside without knocking.

"ALMA!" she screeched into the hall and stomped her way in without wiping her feet.

She waited a moment.

"Smells like she's making breakfast."

Indeed, a pleasant blend of warmth and enticing smells wafted around him as he entered the kitchen behind her. The interior was minimally decorated and composed of modern board and plaster.

Michael saw a small woman —whom he guessed was Alma— with her head bent over an old stove at the far end of the room. She was clad in a dark grey wrapper, and a loose knot of tawny hair was arranged at the base of her neck. A kettle and a crackling iron pan perched on the stovetop under her hands.

"There's a queer man come for Uncle Henry!" the child shrieked again.






"Let him come in and sit down, then," the lady answered in a low and mild tone of voice with her back to them still, not wishing to take her eyes off of her task, it seemed.

As was his habit, he would not take a seat until he was acknowledged face to face, so he stood over the table and waited, with hat and letter in hand.

"I brought you all the way here, Mister," his companion tugged his sleeve. "You'd better pay up."

"Yes, yes, of course," all too eager to be rid of her, Michael produced the money and poured it into her beckoning hand.

The woman turned at last, and a broad set of eyeglasses caught the light shining through the window.

She was very pale and almost as small as the little girl, but unmistakably matured in shape. Everything about her seemed quite delicate and miniscule, save for the squared shoulders, prominent forehead, and most notably, the eyes: they were large and dark, and drawn wide as she registered this strange, hulking man in her kitchen.

He remembered his manners:

"Good day, Miss, I'm Michael Bennett, of Ashwood Hall," he bowed his head and waved the letter he was holding.

This revelation raised her features even more. Apparently, he was expected.






"Oy, you!" the little swindler yanked at his clothes to make him face her. "What about me! A gentleman is supposed to bow to all ladies!"

"Go find me one, then," Michael tugged his coattail out of her hands. Just as she started to get riled up, she was stopped short.

"Ida, why don't you go get Uncle Henry from upstairs? I think he's in his study," Alma pointed down the hall and gave her a little tap on the back.

She seemed to put the little rat under a spell, as she huffed and scurried off without protest.

What a wholly unpleasant child. He heard her clopping up the stairs when he turned his attention back to Miss Alma. From the side, he saw that her nose was long, straight, and sharp, like a bird's beak.

"Be seated, please," she gestured to the table and went to heave the kettle off of the heat. "I've just finished breakfast. Is there anything I can get you, sir?"






"Well, if you have a little water, that would be just fine. Preferably clean water, if possible."

She turned to him and stared for a moment with a perplexing expression, but brought him a glass of water without a word, plunking it down on the table so harshly that he cringed at the impact.

He examined it and took a cautious sip. It was slightly bitter, alkaline perhaps, but probably harmless.

He examined the hostess, as well. Her movements were calculated, and as slight and tender as her frame, even over a menial task. Even her speech was singular, almost rhythmic; she pronounced each syllable roundly and sharply, with intent.

Her demeanour did not quite line up with her apparent method of cooking: that is, to scoot the heap around all together in one massive pan. He smelled bacon, butter, and eggs, and saw her toss sliced bread into the leftover grease, which there was plenty of. Just now it occurred to him that he'd not eaten anything but a handful of berries the past two days, and the smell of meat made him realise how faint he was. He wondered how that mess would taste.

He wondered, as well, about this lady's relation to Dr. Webb and little Ida. He guessed she was a nurse or maid in the house, but her hands were too soft and pretty.

"Madam, are you Ida's sister, perhaps?" Michael chose a more polite inquiry than to charge her with being a servant.

"No, sir, she is my cousin, and Dr. Webb is my father," she was busy setting out plates. "Are you sure you won't have some food? There's plenty."

He was not aware that the doctor had any children, but he was certainly aware that he was starving.

"Now that you mention it, I think I'll have just a bit of toast, if you please."

As she served him and laid out other plates, he noticed she often kept her eyes fixed downward, and only met his for a fleeting moment under fluttering lashes. She seemed a timid creature, yet with enough of a presence to temper her wayward cousin in an instant.

Two sets of footsteps came tapping into the kitchen. They belonged to Ida, and a man of about fifty strolling close behind her. Above his neatly trimmed greying beard, he had a pair of deep-set eyes behind round lenses. His hair was a clean, horizontal sweep above his forehead. He wore a brown tweed jacket and dark trousers, and held a pipe to his lips. If any man had the true essence of a healer, it was him. Michael liked him immediately.

"Papa, did Ida tell you this man Mr. Bennett is here for you?" Alma approached the table and pulled out chairs.

"She did not tell me quite the same, she told me that 'some dandy with a long coat' was in the kitchen," his voice was deep, gentle, and rich as fresh cream, with a hint of some Northern accent. It made Michael ache for his own father.

He stood and reached out his hand.

"Sir, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. My name is Michael Bennett. You knew my father, and I have one of your letters as proof."

The doctor took his hand in a warm and firm grip.

"I did indeed know your father, yes, he was a good man," from there, his smooth voice began to crack, and his eyes glistened behind his glasses. "I cannot tell you how I suffered when I prepared to visit him, and was told he had already passed, but I'm so pleased to meet you, boy. You look just like him, I say."

"He passed peacefully and with dignity," Michael replied, and thus they were both lying to each other. "And he told me I should come here and be among friends, good sir."

"Well, sit, sit!" Dr. Webb gestured to the chair Michael had risen from and seated himself next to him. "Ah, Alma, my girl, this man's father was a good friend of mine, you know, and a nobleman at that! We ought to treat him well, so don’t poison this one," he chuckled at his own jest. "Would you take some coffee?"

"No, thank you, I'm alright with what I have."

Of course, Ida was not still and silent this whole time. She was tripping round the room in her own little dream world, ploughing through anyone and anything that stood in her way, bouncing a rubber ball off of the walls and floor until her cousin put a stop to her.

"Sit down and have breakfast, Ida," Alma poured milk into a mug for her and beckoned her to the table, making sure she was seated and devouring her meal before she herself chased after the ball left rolling into another room.

Michael waited until everybody sat and settled in before he began eating. He'd never had bread fried on a stovetop in butter and pork fat. Though he was sceptical at first, it was unlike anything he'd tasted before. It had a delightful crust, and the flavour was aromatic and permeating, as if the bread itself was enriched with meat. He was instantly convinced that this was the only proper way to prepare toast. Perhaps it was just his appetite talking, but he believed this was rich enough to be a meal of its own.






Dr. Henry Webb apparently loved to talk, especially to tell stories. He lit his pipe and was quick to tell Michael all that he had seen and books he'd collected during his stay in India for military service, as well as his other travels. It was fascinating to hear the experiences of the older generations, and his interest was piqued at the mention of rifles, because he had the opportunity to share his own stories about his hunting trips. Of course, they were nothing spectacular to a seasoned traveller and military man, but the doctor still took a passive and patient pleasure in listening.






Miss Alma ate quite quickly, staring out the window, saying very little except to occasionally put in a comment on her father's stories, refill somebody's cup, or answer to Ida when she spoke off to the side.

Ida finished eating the fastest, as she had no grasp on the concept of moderation, and she tried to bolt out the door, but Alma grabbed ahold of her to readjust her sash, smooth her untamed hair, and drop a few kisses onto her wretched face before escorting her out.

"Ida is your niece, yes?" Michael asked now that the subject could not hear, nor interrupt. "Does she live with you?"

"She may as well," Dr. Webb took a long draught of his pipe before he continued. "She is my wife's sister's daughter. Her father died when she was only a wee thing, and her mother... well, she lives nearby, though she's not exactly a consistent influence. As you may have noticed, she's not a particularly well-mannered child."

"Really!" he pretended this was news to him.

"Yes, indeed. I'm afraid there's no end to what she might do for want of attention, but she has always been a sort of pet to Alma. I'm counting on her to make her into a fine young lady."

"Ah, I understand," Michael studied Alma as she returned, trying to find in her the qualities of refinement. Her hands were folded demurely on the table, but he saw bits of hair had come loose and now hung down around her face, and she didn’t seem to mind. Despite being clad in plain work clothes, she had a shining shell brooch pinned above her apron. He also recalled that she'd never formally introduced herself to him. The search was inconclusive. He found her full of strange contradictions. Maybe he should become better acquainted with her.

There was a lot of food on her plate for somebody her size. He watched curiously, to see if she would finish it. She resumed eating and indeed cleaned her plate, then helped herself to more fried eggs and filled her mug with milk.

"Eat as much as you want," Dr. Webb told her. "Your brother will not be home until this evening."

It seemed to be only Alma, her father, and a yet unnamed son in the house, so Michael cautioned to ask:

"Sir, is your wife still living?"

"She is," he nodded, and feathery wisps of smoke rose from a large gap in his top teeth. "Though we are separated. My children are grown, I have that one,” he pointed his pipe at Alma. "And I have a son, James, but they travel between the two of us often."

Though he seemed to be at ease, Michael didn't ask what circumstances had rent him from his spouse, lest he strike some ill chord.

"Now, Mr. Bennett," Dr. Webb set his finished pipe down on the table. "I'm sure you did not come all this way just to humour a lonely old man. Was there something you needed?"

The conversation had been so intriguing and delightful thus far, truly the best he'd had in months, that he had nearly forgotten the reason he came in the first place.

"Well, yes, actually," he admitted. "I don't know if my father ever told you, but he accumulated a great debt before he died," this next part, he needed to take a breath to gather himself. "I was forced to sell the old estate in order to pay them off, and now I have no home, no relatives who would claim me."

"And you're hoping to seek refuge here?"

"Yes, sir, but more so, I was hoping I could be of use to you. I'm not particularly skilled in any trade, but I believe I could be put to work running errands or doing manual labour. I'm quite capable, I should think. I'd like to work for you, if I may."

A broad grin spread over the doctor's face, bearing his straight and square, tobacco-stained teeth. This answer pleased him.

"Good on you for wanting to earn your keep, boy. Well, I reckon I could put you to work, and I like you, so I'll tell you what," he laced his fingers under his chin. "You won't have to pay for your meals. I am happy to feed you, and you will eat with us. You will sleep in the outbuilding for now. There is a little stove, and a nice cot can be set up. If you agree to these arrangements, we'll discuss your wages."

Being banished to the outhouse sounded degrading indeed. The idea of cramming himself into such a pitiful wooden crate of an enclosure made his skin crawl.

Furthermore, he fancied being somebody's errand boy was little better than being a shoe shiner or some sort of male chambermaid, but he did not feel he was in any position to argue, so he had no choice but to set his teeth and accept these conditions.

They shook hands once again, and he was now a working man.

Michael needed only to collect his luggage that was being held at the inn, and then he was put to work that same day, doing essentially anything the good doctor requested of him. That first week, he posted mail, cleaned his old rifles, and filed papers in the study. He always had a lot of letters to collect and deliver. Dr. Webb continuously corresponded with many of his patients, particularly the ones he saw as infants.

Sometimes, Michael tended to the chickens and gathered up their eggs (when he could gather up the courage). They did not recognise him as
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