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Mineral Point, Wisconsin Territory

1840

Alex knocked twice, hard enough to be heard over the wind, and stamped his feet while he waited. There was no doubt about it now; their unusually dry December weather was going to come to an end tonight. Flakes were already in the air, like pioneers leading the way for their uncounted brethren still in the clouds, and it looked like they were going to get buried. Snow on Christmas Eve, he thought, smiling at the idea. Who wouldn’t like that?

He turned and glanced at the sky. It was black off to the west. The clouds had entirely hidden the setting sun, making it even darker than a Wisconsin winter afternoon normally was. Still, it was difficult to be too upset about it. Not when his saddlebags had been stuffed with every kind of treat he could have imagined, all gifts from the other patients he’d been around to see this afternoon. He could already imagine himself at home, a pot of tea on one side, a jar of Mrs. Wembley’s rhubarb preserves and some biscuits on the other. Feet up in front of the fire, and his nose in a book. It sounded perfect. Well, perhaps in a truly perfect world he would have a woman waiting for him at home, instead of Nicholas Nickleby. Then again, he had only been in town for a few months, so it wasn’t surprising that he hadn’t found the right girl yet. Maybe next year, he thought. Until then, let the storm come. I’ll be headed home before it gets too bad, and for all I care, it can snow all night.

That is, he would be headed home if he ever finished with this last visit. He knocked again, harder this time, and leaned forward to listen at the door. After a moment, he heard the rapid thump of somebody hurrying down the stairs, and then footsteps coming close. The door whipped open, and there stood a young woman, her shawl fluttering in the wind as the frigid air invaded the house.

“Doctor Sullivan?” she asked.

“You must be Emily Harper.”

“Yes, I am,” she said, moving to the side as she held the door open. “Come in, come in. Thank God you made it.”

He smiled as he stepped into the house. It had taken a while to get used to people talking about him like that, thanking the Almighty simply for him showing up, but now it seemed odd when people didn’t say it. All part of the job, he thought. It’s got to be expected, what with going around healing people all the time. He set his bag on the floor and pulled his gloves off, then shrugged off his coat and removed his hat, handing everything to her to hang by the door. He still wasn’t used to the biting cold in Wisconsin, and it wasn’t until he had removed his outerwear and taken a deep breath of the kitchen’s warm air that he began to feel normal again.

She stood there, wringing her hands, and Alex took a moment to consider her. She was slender, with wavy black hair that she had pulled back in a tail, although a wayward strand dangled loose over her ear. Her eyes, green as pine needles, reflected the lamplight and gave her a warm look, which was quite charming on a night like this. He couldn’t say exactly how old she was, although she was in the full bloom of youth, perhaps twenty-two or twenty-three. All in all, she was an alluring woman.

An alluring woman with a family, he reminded himself. A sick family. Oh well. “I have to confess, I’m not entirely sure why I’m here,” he said. “I understood from Mr. Bachmeier that you needed me to come by, but that’s about all I know.”

She nodded. “I’m just glad you understood that much,” she said. “His English isn’t very good, and my German is nonexistent. It’s about my son Frankie.”

“What’s wrong?”

“He’s got a heck of a fever,” she said. “And he hasn’t eaten for almost two days now.”

“How old is he?”

“Seven months.”

“Is he your firstborn?”

“My only child, in fact.”

Alex nodded, as much to himself as to her. He could practically predict how the rest of the visit would go, since he had seen this same kind of case several times before. New mother, child’s first cold, the mother bothered by it more than the child. It was the sort of thing that was treated best by time itself; after prescribing a good night’s rest, there really wasn’t much for him to do besides collect his fee and go home. These kinds of calls were really rather dull, to be honest. Still, it had to be done. “Very well,” he said, picking up his valise. “Let’s go see Frankie.”

~ ~ ~
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EMILY HAD HEARD THAT a doctor had arrived in Mineral Point, but she had never seen him pointed out, so she didn’t know what he looked like. In her whole life she’d only known a couple of doctors, and they both looked roughly the same: white hair, with sizeable bellies, wrinkled with age. If she’d had to guess how Doctor Sullivan looked, she probably would have imagined the same thing. One thing that she never would have imagined, however, was that he would be so young.

He’s barely older than I am, she thought as she went up the stairs, with the doctor following behind. I hope he knows what he’s doing. She glanced over her shoulder at him and he smiled. It didn’t do much to calm her fears, but she appreciated it. He was a nice-looking man. At another time, she might have considered him very nice-looking, in fact. He was tall and lean, with thick blonde hair that swept back like a lion’s mane, and such richly brown eyes that they almost looked black in the lamplight. Still, regardless of how he looked, there remained the problem of his age. How could he really be a doctor? Boys his age still like to throw rocks at things. Nevertheless, she had no choice but to trust him and hope for the best.

“He’s right in here,” she said, leading him into the bedroom at the top of the stairs. She had left the door open to let some of the kitchen’s heat fill the air, and a lamp burned atop the dressing table, filling the room with a light that seemed warmer than it actually was. Not that Frankie’s going to mind a cold room. Not right now, anyway.

The cradle was close to the bed—close enough for her to reach in the middle of the night and rock her son back to sleep when necessary—and they went together to look at Frankie while he slept. It made her stomach clench to see him like this. His curls were plastered to his skin, and she had been changing his bedclothes every four hours, they’d been so thoroughly soaked with sweat. Even now, in the chilly bedroom, he had kicked off the blanket and she could see the shine of moisture on his forehead.

The doctor, however, seemed less concerned. He stood there, his hands on the cradle rail, simply watching Frankie for a long moment, and his face revealed no worry, no alarm, nothing. “How long has he been like this?” he finally asked.

“A couple of days now,” she said. “Tuesday afternoon I noticed that he wasn’t eating as much as he normally does, and he started getting warm that night. Yesterday was the same. Today he seemed even worse, which is why I asked the neighbors to send for you.”

Doctor Sullivan nodded and reached into the crib. “I’m going to take him out so I can examine him a bit better,” he said softly, taking her son up to his shoulder and moving to the bed. He laid Frankie slowly and softly on the quilt and pulled up his sleeping gown. Frankie hardly stirred.

Emily let out a painful sigh as she looked at her son. He had never been a chubby baby, but the past couple of days had taken a toll that made her heart ache. His belly seemed flat and his legs spindly; his limbs seemed as loose as a doll’s as he lay motionless on the bed. My poor boy, she thought. I can’t wait until you’re well and playing with your horsey again.

Sullivan blew on his hands to warm them and then began to examine Frankie, pressing his belly, squeezing him here and there, moving his limbs like he was playing with a marionette. He lay his head against Frankie’s chest several times, pressing his ear to the boy’s skin, then gently turned him over and did the same to his back.

“Nothing at all,” the doctor muttered to himself, before turning Frankie face-up again. He dropped to one knee and opened his valise to retrieve an oddly shaped stick, which had been whittled to a rounded thin edge. “Can you bring that lamp closer?” he asked. “I could use some more light.”

Emily brought it to the bedside and watched as the doctor took Frankie’s chin under his thumb and opened his mouth, then inserted the stick and pushed her son’s tongue out of the way. He peered closely into the boy’s mouth for a moment, then withdrew the stick, wiped it on his sleeve, and dropped it back into his bag.

He leaned over again and put his ear close to Frankie’s face, as if listening to his breath. His brow furrowed like that of a man who wasn’t finding what he was expecting. Then, finally, he laid a hand on Frankie’s forehead. The doctor’s eyes clouded immediately, and for the first time she saw a hint of concern in his face. “He’s burning up, that’s for sure,” he murmured, and after a moment more he got to his feet and stood there, fists on his hips, staring at Frankie.

“What’s wrong with him, doctor?”

He took a deep breath before he replied, as if he wanted time
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