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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
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