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Charity and Sacrifice

    "Scalpel."

    Elizabeth handed the sharp instrument into her husband's
waiting palm. He didn't even bother to glance her way as he took it.
She sighed quietly to herself, making sure not to disturb him or his
work.

    Years ago, when she'd first offered to assist him, it'd been
her hope sharing in his interests would bring them closer together. It
never occurred to her it might do the total opposite.

    She stifled another sigh, and dripped more chloroform on
the mask of their unconscious patient. The drops' sweet scent was
more aromatic than the vase of fresh flowers in the waiting room of
her husband's surgery. It even clung to the air long after the
anesthetic was absorbed by the cloth of the mask. Yet unlike flowers,
chloroform had the power to allow others to be oblivious as delicate
work was done to their bodies. Unlike the scent of flowers, too much
of it had the power to kill.

    She shifted her weight, and her unborn baby's foot pressed
hard against her ribs, as if protesting the smell or the direction of her
thoughts. Ignoring the throbbing ache in her lower back, she rubbed
her belly, hoping to quiet him or her.

    "Lizzie!"

    She startled at Robert's bark, the babe giving her a hard kick
in response. "Yes?"

    "Gauze woman! Can't you see?"

    A thin stream of blood glared accusingly at her from where
it escaped the patient's abdominal incision. Grabbing one of the
small clumps of gauze she'd prepared before the surgery, she quickly
sopped up the blood, leaving the area around the incision clear once
more.

    Despite his original reticence at her request to be allowed to
help him at his practice, Robert had indulged her and let her try to
prove she could be useful to him in his work. How ecstatic she'd
been! For the benefit of their happiness and their marriage, she'd
neglected her social obligations, studied as hard as she could, and
pushed herself past the varied odors and the grisly sights his work
often exposed her to. For him, she'd accepted ridicule and scorn from
her high ranking peers, sure the rewards would make it all
worthwhile.

    She now understood so much more about muscles, bones,
blood, heart, lungs, and all the other bizarre pieces that formed what
God had made. What God had allowed to be made inside her. Yet
despite all her efforts, matters hadn't gone exactly as she hoped.

    "Clamp." The hand twisted in her direction with the palm
up, expectant. Elizabeth handed over the requested tool, fighting not
to let her spirits drop as Robert once more didn't acknowledge her in
any way.

    Even as she came to understand the wonders and the pitfalls
of Robert's world, as her admiration and love for him grew as he
donated time and resources to those less fortunate, he'd pulled away
from her. Her new skills and knowledge taken for granted and as his
due rather than as her achievements, getting her treated as if she
were no more than a new maid.

    She caressed her swollen abdomen, the boy or girl inside
her last hope to bring them closer together. If nothing else, it would
give her a chance to shower with affection someone who'd love her
back, without judgment or expectations.

    "There's the bloody bugger."

    Elizabeth pushed the instrument table closer, knowing even
simple surgeries could get complicated at a moment's notice. Her
husband's sure hands did their work, even as he barked commands
at her in quick succession.

    She'd just wiped away some fluid from where he was closing
the original incision when a sharp pain stabbed her from back to
front.

    "Ro— Robert... Something's wrong."

    "What are you talking about, Lizzie? The appendectomy
went flawlessly."

    The pain spiked, and then spread like acid through her
system. "Help me."

    The look of shock on his face as he finally turned to look at
her brought her a momentary flash of satisfaction and was the last
thing she saw before her legs gave out and she dropped to the
floor.

* * * *

    "Does she know?"

    Elizabeth opened her eyes, confusion fluttering about in her
mind like a moth over a flame. Something wasn't right. She wasn't
where she should be. Though where that actually was, she couldn't
quite remember.

    "No. The poor thing hasn't awakened yet."

    She was in bed, despite the fact bright sunlight flooded over
her from a tall window. It wasn't her bed, though, and it was terribly
narrow. The stark white sheets should be paisley and soft as silk
instead of rough and smelling of disinfectant.

    "She'll be devastated."

    Elizabeth frowned. Not at the words, which dribbled like
background noise into her consciousness, but at the blue framed
privacy screen with more starched white fabric. It meant something,
of that she was sure. If only her head would stop pounding, she
might be able to figure out what.
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