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Chapter 1

St. Paul, Minnesota 1885

The baby kicked inside Hannah Winter’s swollen belly. She reached down and gently put her hand over her stomach as if the touch would somehow bring comfort to the child, as she herself needed comforting. Her father scowled. Hannah withdrew her hand.

Hannah felt sick. Heartsick. This was so wrong, so very wrong. Out of the corner of her eye she looked at the stranger standing beside her. He weaved drunkenly and seemed about to fall. Her father, Nathan Winter, grabbed the man’s arm and propped him up beside Hannah. The man belched. His rancid breath smelled of cheap whiskey, tobacco, and garlic. Hannah felt a wave of nausea wash over her. She turned her head away.

The minister droned on and on. Hannah stopped listening. She didn’t want to hear his ramblings about God. She’d been bargaining with God for weeks now–pleading with Him to please bring Daniel back to her. She’d begged Him to intervene so she did not have to do this thing, promising her life if only He would help her. Well, so much for that. It seemed to Hannah everyone had forsaken her: God, Daniel, her parents.

Hannah snapped back to attention when the man, Merrill Johnnsen, threw his arm around her shoulder and leered at her. “I willll,” he brayed. Drops of spittle landed on Hannah’s cheek.

He swayed and leaned on her for support. He was a heavy man, towering over Hannah in his severely tailored suit, brocade waistcoat, and silk tie. Drooping eyes so pale blue they looked almost white were rimmed by red-orange eyelashes and topped by thick coarse eyebrows. His sparse red hair was parted in the middle and slicked back over his ears. A bushy mustache partially concealed a thin upper lip. Everything about the man seemed to be a variation of red: his hair, his florid complexion, and his big beefy hands.

Hannah pushed him away. He swerved in the opposite direction and careened into her father. Winter hauled him upright.

“Hey, watch it.” Johnnsen sneered at Hannah, puffing up with self-importance. “We won’t be having any of that, little missy. No sirree, once we’re hitched, there’ll be no pushing me away. No sirree. I’ll be your husband, and you’ll have to do whatever I want. And from the looks of you, you sure as hell know what that means.” He looked pointedly at her belly.

The minister looked appalled.

Nathan Winter patted Johnnsen on the back. “Now, now, Merrill, there is no need for that. I’m sure Hannah didn’t mean anything by it. You were probably too heavy leaning on her like that.” He glared at Hannah, his eyes flashing with anger.

Johnnsen guffawed. “She’ll be plenty leaned on when I get her home—if’n you get my  drift.” He winked at Hannah’s father and lurched once more in Hannah’s direction. A string of spit escaped from the corner of Johnnsen’s mouth and dribbled down his chin.

“Get on with it,” Nathan Winter barked at the minister.

The minister, his face a deep shade of scarlet, turned toward Hannah, cleared his throat and said, “Do you, Hannah Winter, take this man, Merrill Johnnsen, to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward…”

Hannah stared at the minister. Her heart beat frantically. Her palms were sweaty. She couldn’t catch her breath. She took a step backward. Her mother quickly moved next to her. Her father stepped behind her and grabbed her arm. Merrill Johnnsen unsteadily planted his feet wide apart, crossed his arms across his chest, and glared at her.

“…’til death do you part, according to God’s holy ordinance?” The minister paused. He raised his eyes from the Bible he held to look at Hannah.

“I…I…” Hannah stammered. She felt the panic rise within her. Her breathing became more and more rapid. Her heart raced. The words “’til death do you part” kept repeating over and over in her head. This was real. This was forever. Oh Daniel, how could you desert me so? Where are you? Why didn’t you come back?

Her father gripped her arm. He put his mouth next to her ear. “Say it, damn you. Say it.”

Hannah began to shake uncontrollably. She jerked her arm and tried to break away. To run. Her father tightened his grip until the pain was almost too much to bear. Her mother grabbed her other arm. “Hannah, just say it and get it over with. Remember the baby. You must do it for your baby,” her mother whispered.

“Yeah, do it for the baby.” Johnnsen’s lips curled into another sneer.

Nathan Winter put his other hand on the back of Hannah’s neck and pressed. “Say it, say it. Now. Goddamn you, you’ve made your bed; now you’re going to lie in it.”

Hannah felt the tears well up, hot and urgent, but she wasn’t going to let Merrill Johnnsen see her cry. She wasn’t going to let any of them see her cry. She was defeated. In 1885, in St. Paul, Minnesota, she would never be allowed to keep the baby, alone and unwed. She knew that. Her mother was right–she must do this for her baby. Hers and Daniel’s baby. It was the only thing she had left of Daniel. That and the memories.

Hannah shot a furious look at her father. “Let me go. You’re hurting me.”

“Not until you start acting sensibly.”

“Fine.” Hannah sighed.

“’Ata boy, Nathan ol’ buddy. Show ‘er who’s boss,” Johnnsen crowed.

Hannah ignored him. She turned to the minister. “Please begin again.” Hannah squared her shoulders and stood up straight. Her father relaxed his grip but did not let go.

“Will you, Hannah Winter, take this man, Merrill Johnnsen, to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, cherish, and obey, ʼtil death do you part, according to God’s holy ordinance?”

At the word “obey” Hannah shot Merrill Johnnsen a defiant look. Its meaning was not lost on him. His face suffused bright purple, and the bushy eyebrows and thin lips drew into a deep and stormy frown.

“I will,” Hannah said calmly, but her eyes showed a hint of triumph for she’d managed to wipe the smirk off of Johnnsen’s face.

The rest of the service was just a blur to Hannah. She was vaguely aware of Johnnsen forcing a ring onto her finger. She barely glanced at it. She was forced back to attention, though, when Johnnsen grabbed her, forced her mouth open and stuck his tongue halfway down her throat. She nearly gagged. When he turned away to shake hands with her father, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Less have a drink on it,” Johnnsen proposed.

The men walked over to the drinks cabinet in the corner of the ornate parlor. Nathan Winter poured a large scotch into a crystal glass and handed it to Johnnsen. He then poured one for himself and the minister.

The Winter home was in a wealthy neighborhood perched on a cliff just below the great mansions of the very rich on Summit Hill. Indeed, Nathan Winter had shamelessly copied the stone and marble mansion of a railroad magnate just a few blocks away. The Winter home was smaller and made of an inferior grade of stone, but it conveyed the desired message nevertheless: here dwelled an up and coming man, a prosperous man, a man of wealth and learning. Above all else, Nathan Winter and his wife Elsa coveted a place among the high society of St. Paul, along with a grand home on Summit Avenue. They were almost there, almost within reach of achieving their goal. Nothing was going to get in their way–most certainly not a pregnant, unwed daughter.

The parlor, with its blue velvet and gold-trimmed settee, mirrors framed in gold and lush carpets was designed to impress if ever the Winters got the chance to entice one of the upper crust to visit their home. But on this day, there were no flowers, no ribbons and bows, and no decoration of any kind to show a wedding had just taken place.

As for the bride, Hannah wore a plain drab gray dress let out to accommodate her expanding waist. Her breasts strained against the jet buttons marching down the front of the dress. A single ruffle of lace around the neck provided the only touch of elegance. No white dress and veil for her, for they symbolized purity. Virginity. No, it wouldn’t do at all. Even the grayest of outfits, though, could not disguise the fact Hannah Winter was a lovely girl. Her rich auburn hair, upswept into a chignon, framed a delicate heart-shaped face with flawless skin and luminous deep blue eyes. The soft roundness of pregnancy only enhanced her slim figure.

Hannah watched the men from across the room. Johnnsen kept draining his glass, and her father kept refilling it. Johnnsen could barely stand, and that suited Hannah just fine–the drunker, the better.

“Jus’ make sure it’s a boy. You promised me a boy.” Johnnsen poked his finger at Nathan Winter’s chest. “Been married to two barren women, and not a one of ʼem could give me a boy, the bitches. Was glad when they died. Now this little filly…” He nodded in Hannah’s direction. “She’s a breeder, that she is, and I better be getting me a boy.”

Hannah’s father fidgeted with his tie and tugged on his cufflinks. “Don’t worry, Merrill, our family breeds boys. Why, Hannah was the first girl to come along in generations. It’ll be a boy, mark my words.”

“Better be,” Johnnsen said. “Hey, you owe me some money. That was the deal. I marry the little slut, and you give me some money.”

Nathan Winter took an envelope from his coat pocket and handed it to him.

“Thas right. Pay up.” Johnnsen stuffed the envelope inside his jacket.

The minister looked acutely embarrassed. “Well, then, I’ll just be going.” He shook hands with Nathan and Merrill, and then walked over to Hannah. “May the Lord bless you, Hannah, in your new life.” He held out his hand. Hannah looked away. “Yes, well…” He turned and was gone.

Johnnsen staggered over to Hannah. “Lesss go, old wifey of mine.” He burst into raucous laughter.

Hannah gave him a disdainful look. In the marble floored entry, she threw a cape over her shoulders and followed him out the door to a buggy and driver waiting in the cobblestone street. Her father had hired the buggy to take them to Johnnsen’s home. Johnnsen neither possessed a rig nor a horse nor the means to hire one.

It was late March, and the air smelled ripe with the promise of growth, of life renewed after the long, cold winter. Hannah Winter Johnnsen barely noticed. Her life held not the promise of renewal, but of despair, for she was seventeen years old, seven months pregnant and seventy minutes married–to the wrong man.





Chapter 2

The horse drawn streetcar came to a clanking stop at the corner of West Seventh Street and Douglas. Eighteen-year-old Claire Sargent made her way down the aisle of the streetcar along with a few other passengers. She wore a deep blue dress that complemented her eyes and slender figure. Her auburn hair was upswept under a jaunty hat decorated with beads and ribbon ties. She had a slightly upturned nose, rosy cheeks and a cupid’s bow mouth.

The dirt street was dry and dusty for it hadn’t rained in weeks. One of the horses deposited a steaming pile of manure onto the tracks where the car sat. A gust of wind carried the acrid smell and clouds of dust through the open windows. Several passengers held handkerchiefs to their noses, and others coughed.

Claire felt her reticule to make sure she still had the letter. The crackle of paper confirmed it was still there. After all, it wouldn’t do to lose it. It was her lifeline. Or so she’d thought.

She hitched up her skirt as she descended the stairs of the streetcar. Careful to dodge the pile of manure on the street, she turned and headed down Douglas Street to Goodrich Avenue.

The street was lined by rows of densely packed clapboard houses, each almost indistinguishable from the other. Most were unpainted dismal affairs, with a sagging porch and rickety fence. Besides Claire, a few chickens, a mangy dog and an emaciated cow were the only signs of life along the deeply rutted street. It was suppertime, and most of the inhabitants were inside hunched over their evening meal.

A uniformed man on a bicycle with a pole over his shoulder stopped in front of a street light. He reached up with his pole and maneuvered it into a hole at the base of the lamp. The gas streetlight flared into life overhead. Claire trudged by him without really noticing. It hadn’t gone well today. That she was discouraged was an understatement. How were she and her mother to survive if she couldn’t find any work?

Claire paused to rest her aching feet. She had long since outgrown the high-top shoes, but they were the only respectable footwear she owned. She couldn’t afford to buy a new pair. One more block to go and she’d be home, if you could call it that. She and her mother lived in a boarding house. Long gone was the mansion on Summit Avenue, the pink and lilac dresses trimmed with lace her stepfather used to make her wear, the silk curtains and satin sheets, the servants.

Long gone too was Arthur Schneck, her stepfather and her mother’s ex-husband. And good riddance. It had been two years since Arthur Schneck had fled arrest after being charged with fraud. He had faked Claire’s kidnapping, assaulted her maid, Avis Carpenter, and embezzled from the bank where he worked. Good riddance to bad rubbish, Claire thought as she climbed the steps to the boarding house. The three story house was crammed between two other boarding houses with barely enough room between them for one person to walk. The white paint peeled off the siding in irregular flakes, and the porch squeaked underfoot. It was a far cry from the luxury of Schneck’s house. She and her mother may be poor, they may be lonely, they may be shunned, but they were no longer afraid.

The foyer of the Flynn Boarding House for Ladies smelled of boiled cabbage and bee’s wax. It was decorated with cast off furniture and tattered rugs in need of a good brushing. Claire climbed the stairs to the third floor room she shared with her mother. Tucked under the eaves, with only one small window, the room was close and crowded. Her mother sat in a chair under the window, darning socks.

Mary Sargent was still beautiful at forty-three. There were a few crow’s feet around her eyes and a smattering of gray in her rich brown hair, but her skin was soft and smooth, and her figure, though a little thickened at the waist, was slim and elegant. After the divorce was final, she no longer used the last name of Schneck, but chose, instead, to become the widow Sargent once again. Not that it fooled anyone. Mary Sargent Schneck was notorious. Not only was she a divorcee, a disgraceful position for a woman, but she would be forever associated with the Schneck scandal. All of the sordid details had been splashed across the newspapers, enthralling the public for months.

While Claire had been able to escape the beatings at the hands of her stepfather by running away (She’d had the help of a group of girls who called themselves The Secret Society of Sugar and Spice); her mother had not. The girls of the Secret Society of Sugar and Spice were inmates of the Home for Abandoned and Orphaned Children, their lives only made bearable by their mission to rescue runaways from the streets of St. Paul, Minnesota. These girls had all been abandoned by their families, forgotten and alone, until they turned eighteen. But Mary had no such help, no one she could turn to. For in 1885, marriage was for life, no matter how miserable it turned out to be. It was only after Schneck had deserted her, that Mary Sargent found the courage to break free of him. She was innocent of any of his shady machinations, but her ex-husband’s perfidy tainted her still.

Mary’s face was anxious as she looked up from her darning. “Any luck today?”

Claire shook her head. “No. I called on four more doctors and three midwives. After I sent my card in, only one of the doctors agreed to see me, and only because he’d been a colleague of father’s. I showed him my letter of recommendation from Dr. Cavanaugh. He seemed interested until it dawned on him who I was. Then he rather harshly dismissed me saying he wouldn’t have any cases to send my way.”

Mary and Claire had sold nearly everything of value they owned. They had managed to scrape together enough money to tide them over until Claire finished an apprenticeship with a dear friend of her deceased father’s, Dr. Horatio Cavanaugh. Two years ago, it was Dr. Cavanaugh who had tended Claire’s injuries after a particularly savage beating by her stepfather. He knew the abuse both she and her mother had suffered at the hands of Arthur Schneck. He had agreed to take Claire on and train her as a midwife. But Claire had completed the training months ago, and despite a recommendation from this respected physician, no one would hire her.

“Ah, well, maybe tomorrow will be better.” Mary hesitated and then said, “Sadie Evergreen was here again today.”

Claire frowned. “What did she want?”

Mary rose and walked over to Claire. She gently put her arm around her shoulder. “Here, sweetheart, let’s get you comfortable. Your feet must be killing you. Let me help you off with those shoes.” She reached for the buttonhook.

“Ma,” Claire protested, “just tell me what the old biddy wanted.”

Mary sighed. “She wanted to know if I would come to work for her–help her with the sewing. Said she would pay me very well.”

“Ma, we’ve been over and over this. I’ll get a client soon–a paying client. You don’t have to work. That was the plan, remember?” Claire sat down on the bed and held out her foot. Her mother dropped to her knees and began to unfasten the long row of buttons marching down the shoe from top to toe. “Ah, that’s better.” Claire massaged her foot then bent down to examine her stocking. “Another hole! I declare, these stockings breed holes faster than a rabbit breeds bunnies.”

Mary laughed. “Here, put it in the basket. I’ll get to it when I finish your other pair.”

Claire slipped out of her dark blue dress, the same dress she had made with Mace at Jack Robbins’ cabin in Eagle Creek over two years before. Mace had been the leader of the Secret Society of Sugar and Spice until she and Claire fled the cave deep beneath the orphans’ home where the girls of the secret society hid the runaways. Claire fled to escape a gang of thugs hired by her stepfather. Mace ran, because she was terrified of being hurt again when her father, who had abandoned her many years before, reappeared. On the run, they sought refuge with Jack Robbins, a blacksmith, in the little town of Eagle Creek, about twenty miles up the Minnesota River from St. Paul. It was kind, considerate Jack who had bought the blue material for her dress.

It seemed a lifetime ago that she and Mace had returned to St. Paul from Eagle Creek, stepped off the train resplendent in their new dresses, ready to take on the world. Mace and Jack Robbins were happily married now with twin boys and a third child on the way. Claire was happy for her, she truly was. Things hadn’t worked out quite so well for Claire and her mother. Still, she did have a new vocation. If only she could get a client to trust her enough to hire her.

Mary brushed the blue dress, and carefully hung it on a peg on the wall, ready for Claire when she made her rounds again in the morning. She handed Claire a simple sprigged cotton dress. “Put this on, and let’s go downstairs. It’s almost time for supper.”

“What is it tonight?” Claire slipped the dress over her head and fastened the bodice.

“Corned beef and cabbage, same as always on Thursdays.” Both women pulled a face.

The dining room of the boarding house was dominated by a large table with mismatched chairs and a huge scuffed sideboard. Minnie Flynn, the proprietor, sat at the head of the table just in front of the sideboard. Perched there, she could monitor how much food each boarder took and express her displeasure with a pointed scowl if anyone should be so brave as to take more than they were allotted. With a huge beak of a nose, a shock of wiry brown hair and a head swiveling from side to side, she looked like a rather scruffy hawk.

All of the other boarders were in their seats when Mary and Claire entered the room. There were the two spinster sisters, Bertha and Bella Cross, shriveled up old crones with wispy white hair and toothless grins; Sadie Evergreen, a thick middle-aged widow who ran a seamstress shop out of the front room of the boarding house; and three homely young women who worked downtown as shop girls at the Silver and Eldridge Dry Goods Emporium . The latter dressed alike, thought alike and gossiped alike for the spice in their lives was not their jobs. It was not any of the young men who might come to call, not that there were any, and it was not reading or writing, but to see how catty and cruel they could be. All three—Annie Evans, Thelma Barth, and Gretchen Schonenman—turned as one to stare at Mary and Claire.

Minnie Flynn took a bowl of boiled potatoes from the sideboard and passed it to Gretchen who passed it to Thelma. As Thelma scooped some onto her plate, she turned to Claire who sat opposite her at the table. “Delivered any babies yet?” she asked in a mocking tone.

Gretchen giggled. The others froze.

Mary Sargent bristled. Claire put a restraining hand on her arm. Claire smiled as sweet and syrupy a smile as she could manage. “Not yet, Thelma, but thank you for asking.”

Annie took the bowl from Thelma. “Yeah, we would have thought what with all of that highfalutin training from that doctor friend of yours, you would have got a client by now.”

“Well, it takes time for a midwife to build up a clientele,” Claire said. “It’s not as if I’m working in the bakery, handing out perfume samples, or, heaven forbid, selling ladies’ bloomers.”

The three girls blushed furiously. This was their soft spot. Claire had clearly gone for the jugular–Thelma worked in the lingerie department, Annie in perfumes, and Gretchen made sweet rolls at Silver and Eldridge. Their chagrin was only temporary, however. Thelma was up to the challenge.

“’Course, any respectable married lady wouldn’t want you…” Thelma grinned maliciously, “…to touch, much less deliver, her precious little baby, now would she, considering your, um…shall we say…history?”

It was Claire’s turn to blush. Truth was, all Claire had done was to run away from her abusive stepfather, but to this day, nobody knew where she’d been or what she’d done before she turned up again in St. Paul. There was wild speculation about her disappearance in the newspapers once it was discovered Claire had not been kidnapped. Rumors and innuendo spread like wildfire. Still, to this day, no one, not even her mother, knew where she’d been. And then, of course, there was the scandal of her mother’s divorce which tainted both Mary and Claire.

Mary Sargent had had enough. “What would you three know about respectable and married, anyway? The way I see it, you’re neither.”

“That’s the pot calling the kettle black,” Thelma said.

Sadie Evergreen interrupted. “Now, now, ladies, we’ll all get indigestion if you keep carrying on like this. New subject. Bertha, have you seen the new calico that’s just arrived for spring? Should make a cheerful new dress if you’ve a mind to have me make you one.”

Bertha Cross leaned forward and cupped her ear. “Eh?”

Sadie raised her voice and yelled in Bertha’s direction. “New dress. Calico.”

“Eh?” Bertha said. Bella Cross repeated Sadie’s words into Bertha’s ear.

“Calico,” Bertha said, “reminds me of the time when Herbert was courtin’ me back in forty-five. Wore a blue sprigged calico, remember Bella?”

“Yes dear.” Bella heaped some potatoes onto Bertha’s plate and mashed them into a soft mound. Distracted, Bertha took up a forkful and began to noisily gum them down.

The rest of the meal passed in relative silence. Except for the smacking of Bertha and the clink of cutlery, no one said anything. After the last sliver of corned beef had been doled out by Minnie and the last of the coffee had been swallowed, the women left for their rooms to while away the rest of the evening, until it was time to go to bed.

Claire lay beside her mother in the narrow bed. It was a chill spring night. She pulled the covers up around her neck and turned to face the window. A shaft of moonlight slanted through the tiny window and made a trail across the wood floor. As it glanced off a frayed throw rug and her mother’s slippers, she thought about what Thelma had implied at dinner. Perhaps there was something in what she’d said. Claire had thought because she was young and unmarried, with no children of her own—unlike nearly every other midwife—this was the reason she couldn’t get a job. Could it be the Schneck scandal was the real reason no one would take her on? Was that really why no respectable married woman would hire her as a midwife? The lurid details had been all over the papers, and it seemed, even after two years, people had not forgotten.

Claire mulled over the words respectable and married. Not all women who had babies were married or respectable, were they? Didn’t these women need a midwife when their time came? This was a shadowy hush-hush world about which she knew very little. She must find out.

And she knew just who to ask.





Chapter 3

The only light on in the house was a small kerosene lamp on the kitchen table where Hannah Winter Johnnsen sat. The tick, tick of the clock on the wall sounded out the minutes, then the hours. A shriveled chicken congealed in a roasting pan on the iron cookstove, and the green beans lay limp and cold in a saucepan.

The baby kicked. A smile played across Hannah’s face, but only for a second. Her swollen and bruised lip hurt when she smiled. She ran her tongue across it. The baby would be here soon. She’d be doing as well as could be expected for the eighth month—if it weren’t for the beatings. A key grated in the lock of the front door. He was home.

Hannah jumped to her feet and hurried to light another lamp. She straightened his plate, knife and fork. The tender blister where he’d held his cigarette to her arm was reminder enough that the blade of the knife must be turned toward the plate, not the other way around. She felt a moment of panic. Where was his favorite glass? Ah, there it was on the drain board by the sink. It was part of a set of six, well, five now. Hannah had the scar on her hand to account for the sixth glass. After she had broken it, her husband had dragged a shard of glass across her hand as punishment for her carelessness.

There was a crash in the hall and a string of swear words. Merrill Johnnsen lurched toward the kitchen. He stopped in the doorway and grabbed the doorframe over his head to steady himself. His lips curled in disgust. “Where’s my supper, goddamn you? A man expects supper when he gets home from a long day at work.”

Hannah inched toward the stove. “It’s right here. On the stove. I’ll just dish some up, shall I?” Hannah forced a smile.

“Shall I what?” Johnnsen bellowed.

“Shall I, sir,” Hannah said.

“That’s better. Goddamn whore. Teach you manners, that’s what I’ll do.”

He was drunk again as he had been almost every night since they’d been married. Wary and alert, Hannah watched him as he staggered over to the table and pulled out a chair. She took the bottle of whiskey down from the top shelf and filled his glass. Careful to stay out of his reach, she slid the glass in front of him and picked up his plate. At the stove, she carved a few slices of chicken and dished up the beans. They were out of potatoes. There was no money to buy potatoes, or any other groceries for that matter, because Johnnsen refused to give her any money. She’d have to beg again in the morning when he was sober.

Johnnsen downed the whiskey in one long gulp and then belched. He leaned down, and with his nose almost on the table, critically examined the placement of the knife and fork. Hannah watched him. When he put a large piece of chicken into his mouth, his florid face turned from red to a bright purple. Hannah backed away until she was up against the cabinet.

“It’s cold. This shit for dinner is cold. And where’s the potatoes? Haven’t I told you a thousand times a man’s got to have potatoes with his meal?” Johnnsen rose from his chair and threw the plate down. It smashed to pieces sending fragments of china, green beans and bits of chicken skidding across the floor. He walked over to the stove, grabbed the pans and dumped the chicken and green beans at Hannah’s feet. Palm open, he slapped her across the cheek reopening the cut on her lip. A trickle of blood slid down Hannah’s chin.

“Useless slut. Should of never married you. Did it as a favor to your father. You’ll open your legs to any guy who happens by, but not to me. Oh no, not to me. I’m your husband, by God. Soon as you give me a son, you’ll do your duty as my wife. You hear me?” He was screaming now, drops of spit spraying into the air and onto Hannah’s face.

Hannah had learned early on to resist or respond only enraged him further. She knew the whiskey would kick in soon. All she had to do was to survive until then. Despite her best efforts to keep her face from showing any emotion, Johnnsen must have seen something for he grabbed her by the neck and forced her down onto her knees.

“Now clean this up,” he said as he ground her face into the food. Careful not to hit her stomach, he aimed a vicious kick at her thigh. He lost his balance and sprawled onto the floor.

Hannah scrambled to her feet. She snatched the butcher knife from the counter and fled down the hall. There was a small room in the attic, up a steep flight of stairs. She ran up the stairs, locked and bolted the door behind her. A streetlight outside a small dormer window cast a thin glow of light. She located an old bureau against one wall. Hannah slid the bureau across the rough plank floor and jammed it up against the door. Panting, she leaned against the bureau. Footsteps echoed down the hallway below her. They hesitated, and then began to slowly ascend the stairs. She snatched the butcher knife up from the floor and leaned hard against the bureau.

“You bitch. I’ll teach you to run away from me.” Johnnsen rattled the knob and tried to open the door. The locks held.

Holding her stomach with one hand and clutching the butcher knife with the other, Hannah pushed her back against the bureau with all of her might. The bruise on her thigh throbbed. She licked the trickle of blood away from her lip and listened. After a few minutes, she heard him go back down the stairs. Relaxing just a little, Hannah lifted a corner of her apron and wiped the smear of food from her face. She’d gotten off relatively easy tonight—a few bruises on her thigh and cheek, the reopened cut on her lip. But, it seemed, it wasn’t over yet. She heard him back on the stairs.

Hannah tensed and redoubled her pressure on the bureau. Wham, wham, wham. He was hitting the door with something. The wood splintered around the bolt, but the lock held. She could hear him breathing heavily. Wham, wham. The strikes were becoming feebler. Please, please, let the whiskey kick in, Hannah thought as she strained to hear beyond the door.

“Open this door,” Johnnsen bellowed.

She didn’t say anything, just listened.

“Stay up here forever, you damn whore. See if I care!” he bellowed. Beyond the door, his mumbling and cursing, his footsteps and fumbling grew distant until she heard the muffled clank of something hitting the floor downstairs in the hall. But Hannah didn’t let her guard down until she could no longer hear anything, except her own wildly beating heart.

She slid down to the floor and sat there with her back against the bureau. He’d be lying somewhere in the house by now, passed out with the empty whiskey bottle nearby. The door had held, but barely. He’d almost managed to pound it open. Next time, he might succeed. It was true, what he’d said. In the minds of many she was a common slut. Yes, she had spread her legs, but only to Daniel Vankirk and only because she’d already given him her heart and her soul. It had seemed so right, and she’d been so sure Daniel had felt the same. When he left for Dakota Territory to stake a claim for land so they could begin their life together, he hadn’t known she was pregnant. Nor had she. He’d promised he’d come back for her. He promised he’d write to her. It was the same old story, happened all the time, once a man had his way with a girl, he discarded her to move on to the next conquest, or so she’d been told. A tear escaped and slipped down her cheek. Hannah couldn’t believe this of Daniel. Not her sweet, caring, kind Daniel. Yet, he hadn’t come back, and he hadn’t written to her. Why?
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