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Coastal Commander Jeffrey Norwood and his squadrons are fighting the war against the Nazis in the skies over the Pyrenees mountains. Sister Catherine is doing her part for England helping take care of shell-shocked children. Little Michael Norwood has lost his mother during the London bombings. When he becomes seriously ill, these two people are at his bedside, and thus begins one of the great love stories of the war. Will she leave the sisterhood to marry him? All seems lost when she’s sent to Spain where the Nazi’s are hunting for her. Worse, the Commander’s plane goes down during a violent thunder storm, presumably to his death. Miguel, the Basque doctor, has pledged to help the RAF, but he doesn’t count on falling in love with Sister Catherine too.
Spring had come to England at last. It was a quiet April night. For some time Elinore Norwood had been standing at the window watching the headlights of a car making its way along the road which eventually led to the estate. It was Jeffrey. She could tell by the low, purring sound of the motor.
He got out and walked swiftly toward the house. The front door opened and closed. Voices drifted up the stairs into the suite of rooms which were hers and Philip’s when they were away from London.
She turned from the window and headed for the door, leaving the moss green plush drape streaked with moisture from her palms. Philip hadn’t come back from London yet. He’d never been this late before. This would give her some time alone with Jeffrey.
Instead of finding him stretched out in his favorite lounging chair, absorbed with the mail and the newspaper, he was standing in front of the fire, his head buried in his hands.
“Jeffrey?” she called to him from the threshold. “What’s happened?”
The lean figure turned around, his face a mask of anguish. “Elinore-- I didn’t hear you come in. I thought you’d be asleep by now.”
“Nevet mind me. What’s wrong?”
He sighed and put his hands in the pockets of his gray trousers, turning to the fire once more. “There’s a possibility that Michael isn’t going to make it.” The last part of his sentence was practically inaudible.
“What did you say?” she whispered, moving closer.
Jeffrey suddenly banged his fist against the mantel. “Michael’s much worse tonight! Hugh says a few more days like this could mean...” He fell silent, but she saw his shoulders heaving and heard the sobs that came from deep within the man.
“Jeffrey,” she mouthed his name, moved with an irresistible desire to comfort and love him as she’d longed to do when Connie had been killed. But this time she acted on that impulse. Without hesitation she crossed the floor and put an arm around his waist.
His arm went around her shoulder and applied gentle pressure. He looked down at her with a tear-stained face, but his tortured eyes stared through her as they’d always done, never really seeing her at all. The fire crackled and spit in the enormous hearth. Still, it’s warmth couldn’t permeate the icy chill in her heart to realize she was as far away from his thoughts as Philip was from hers.
“Thanks for being here, Elinore. I don’t know how I would have managed this last week without you. You’re wonderful.” He kissed her forehead lightly before releasing her. She had to be content with their relationship the way it was. For a while longer anyway.
“Hasn’t the fever dropped at all?”
“No,” came the low, flat reply.
“I’ll go over to the hospital now. Jens can drive me in. You haven’t had any relief for the last two days.”
“It doesn’t matter,” he responded without emotion, running his hands through his hair while he paced the floor in a kind of quiet rage.
“What more can be done for Michael than we’re doing?” she cried.
“I don’t know. If he doesn’t get well...” Jeffrey had stopped in the middle of the room. Trauma exaggerated the lines of his face. There was a pallor beneath the bronzed skin. He’d come back from his last mission to the Mediterranean tanned and fit, but now... Elinore had to remember this was the time to be strong for him.
“Of course he’s going to get well.” She masked her concern with a quick smile. “Stop talking like that. Your problem is that you need some dinner and rest. If you’re not careful, there’ll be two patients to care for instead of one.”
He expelled a sigh and slumped into a nearby chair. “You’re right,” came the distant reply, “but I couldn’t tolerate food right now.”
“Let me fix you a drink.”
“No, thank you. Elinore? How does a thing like this happen? All Michael had was a simple case of influenza, and now pneumonia.”
“Stop brooding about it, Jeffrey. It won’t do any good, you know. I’m going to ring for Jens. He can serve dinner in here.”
“At this hour? Heaven forbid.” He shook his head vigorously. Then, as an afterthought, “Were there any messages for me today?”
“Yes. Lord Wyngate called this morning and left word for you to get back to him, but he made it clear it wasn’t urgent. Lord Harley phoned this afternoon. But when I told him Michael wasn’t any better, he said it could wait until your return to London. He sent his regards and said he’d cover for you at the meeting with the Prime Minister tomorrow.”
“He’s a good friend. I should have gone back to London yesterday. Things are really piling up, but that’s out of the question now.”
“Is it an important meeting?” He nodded. “Is there anything I can do for you? I used to be a pretty good legal secretary. I could type up any notes or go through your correspondence if you’d like. I want to be of help.”
Jeffrey shook his head. “I know that, but the nature of my business is highly confidential. I’m the only one who can take care of it.”
“Except that right now you’re preoccupied with other worries. For once, why don’t you let someone else share the burden? It would be no trouble, I assure you.”
He shook his head. “Thanks, Elinore, but I can’t discuss my work with anyone, not even you.”
She stiffened. “Then I wish you’d take my advice and go up to bed. I can spend the rest of the night with Michael.”
“No. I’m going right back to the hospital. I only came home long enough to change clothes.”
Elinore could see it would be no use to try changing his mind. “I had Millie do up your shirts. I folded them in your drawer myself, the way you like them.”
Jeffrey looked over at his efficient sister-in-law, amazed she would be so devoted to him and his work.
“Elinore, I appreciate all you do. Thank you, again. I know I’m not much good at expressing myself. It appears I’m always using your shoulder to cry on. Maybe some day I can return the favor. This can’t be easy for you being separated from Philip so much.”
A tiny smile crept into her face. He would never know how glad she was to be away from Philip for a while. “Jeffrey-- that’s what family is for. Don’t ever forget it.”
“Philip’s a lucky chap to have you. How come the solid, reliable women are always the married ones? It’s a pity mother and father never had the opportunity to meet you. Father, particularly, would have approved.”
“Thank you for the compliment,” she whispered. The distance between them was too great for him to have noticed the blood drain from her face. Suddenly a distinguished looking man appeared in the doorway.
“Did I hear my name mentioned? Good evening, my love.” Philip walked briskly into the room, bending over his wife to give her a peck on the cheek. She remained motionless and he drew back, aware of the cold aloofness to which he’d grown accustomed during the past year. He stood up and caught sight of his younger brother seated near the fire.
Philip was immediately stirred with compassion as he beheld the gaunt face and deep furrows of anxiety there. He’d always had a soft spot for his slightly headstrong brother. He felt responsible for him in a way now that Jeffrey had lost Connie. He walked over and put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey, old chap. I take it something is really wrong.”
Jeffrey was out of his seat, pacing the floor once more. “He’s much worse, Phil. Hugh says his chances for recovery are very slim.”
Philip was aghast. “Is he still asking for Sister Catherine?”
He nodded. “Yes. He’s obsessed with the notion that she’ll come. It means everything to him. In fact he’s spoken of nothing else since he left the convent. This evening he was delirious. Phil-- he thought I was Sister Catherine and he talked a blue streak.
“I don’t know what to make of it any more. That old insecurity is back, just as it was right after Connie died. You remember what that was like. Except that this time, according to Hugh, we’re fighting an affliction of the spirit as well as the body. He’s homesick for Sister Catherine now.”
“That’s only natural,” Elinore broke in, upset the child was dependent on a woman other than herself. Jeffrey worshipped his son. If Elinore could win the boy over—if she could be the replacement for his dead mother—then it was just a matter of time till Jeffrey would start regarding her in a new light.
“After all,” she continued, “he was at the convent almost nine months while you were overseas. The sisters were bound to make an impression on him, but he’ll get over it. He just hasn’t had enough time. Illness always brings out insecurities in children.”
Jeffrey listened attentively. Elinore’s opinion usually carried weight with him, but this time he remained unconvinced and shook his head. “It’s more than mere insecurity with him. He loves Sister Catherine. His feelings for her far outweigh the usual show of affection a child might display for a nurse or a teacher. He hasn’t been himself since I picked him up and brought him back home.
“Physically he seemed fine, and we got along splendidly, but he kept telling me Sister Catherine was going to come, that we had to arrange it. He was almost frantic about it. Then he caught the grippe, and now it has gone way beyond that. This new withdrawal is allowing the infection to spread. He’s not fighting any longer.” His voice trembled with emotion.
Philip stared into the fire, deciding to discuss an idea that had been forming in his mind for the last few days. Seeing his brother so distraught prompted him to bring it to light.
“Jeff, there could be a solution to this. At least I think there could be.” Elinore looked at her husband with curiosity as Jeffrey’s head lifted. “Think back to what Michael was like after Connie died. He retreated within himself as he’s doing now. Elinore couldn’t draw him out, yet he’d known her since he was born.” She bit her lip, but remained silent.
“Michael couldn’t accept the reality that Connie was gone until you put him in the convent school to keep him safe from the bombings. By some miracle he became attached to Sister Catherine. Did you notice how Michael had stopped brooding about Connie after you brought him back from the convent last month? He only spoke of the nun.”
Jeffrey nodded, pondering his brother’s every word. Oh yes, he’d noticed the change in Michael. He’d wondered right away how this sister had managed to have such a far reaching effect on his son in so short a period of time. He’d even had to admit to a streak of jealousy that a stranger had been able to succeed where he had not.
For the life of him, he couldn’t understand Michael’s preoccupation with her. He never stopped chattering about how kind she was, how much fun. Why couldn’t she be his new mummy? The last question had shaken him.
“It’s just a hunch,” Philip continued, “but maybe Michael has transferred his feelings for Connie to this nun, so that in his eyes she has become the mother he lost. Do you follow me?”
Jeffrey had been concentrating on Philip’s words and suddenly a look of excitement washed over his face. He grabbed his arm. “My feelings exactly, and Sister Catherine is still very much alive! Phil-- that’s it! Why have I waited so long?” He gave him a brotherly hug.
The look on both their faces was more than Elinore could tolerate because sheer jealousy raged through her.
“I’m going to call the Mother Superior right now and persuade her to let Sister Catherine come to the hospital as soon as possible to visit Michael, to stay with him if necessary. She brought him back to life once before. Let’s pray she has the power to do it again!”
Philip smiled encouragingly at his impetuous brother and nodded. When Jeffrey had an idea, he ran with it. That was part of his genius.
“Jeffrey?” Elinore cried. He was practically out the door before she could stop him. “Hold on a minute. You didn’t get a chance to meet this Sister Catherine when you went for Michael a month ago, did you?”
“No. I’ve never met anyone but the Mother Superior. Why?”
Elinore got up from the chair and in an agitated state walked over to him. “Because if she’s a professed nun rather than a postulant, it’s very likely there are rules about her going outside the convent, no matter how pressing the circumstances.”
She’d voiced Philip’s mind with an almost triumphant ring. He glared at his wife. She was very shrewd, but definitely lacking in tact. For this reason Philip had been hesitant in broaching the subject in the first place. It was true that nuns had strict rules about such matters.
Jeffrey’s face wore a determined expression,. “The Holy Mother is a very remarkable woman, Elinore, a friend of the family. She took Michael in when the convent was already filled to capacity. I can’t believe she would deny this favor under the circumstances,” he spoke with optimism.
“I think you’re jumping to conclusions. A nun’s life runs by a different logic. Be reasonable, Jeffrey, and give me a little more time to work with Michael. I want to take care of him and nurse him back to health. I’ve made so many plans for us. I know Connie would have wanted it this way.”
“Elinore,” Philip’s voice cajoled. “Michael cares for you, but right now he needs someone he’s really close to. At this point he requires something that none of us is capable of giving him. Think a minute. If Jeffrey can’t provide the impetus now, then you can see...”
Her fists clenched behind the folds of her dress. “Of course. I just don’t like to see you get your hopes up, Jeffrey, and then have them dashed to pieces because your need may be beyond the Mother Superior’s power to fulfill.”
He was already out in the hall. “She’s got to,” he fired back. “It’s a matter of life and death.”
Elinore went to the sideboard and poured herself a drink. She sipped it and walked back and forth, studying her husband through veiled eyes. “Philip? You’re wrong to have raised Jeffrey’s hopes that way. A man of law like you knows very well the convent life owes its allegiance to a government above temporal law.”
She was sounding very smug. Philip put the poker to rest. His wife could be sorely trying at times. There was a selfish, ruthless streak in her. She was relentless in pursuing her own way. But right now he wasn’t in the mood to indulge her jealousy or put up with her sarcastic attitude. He knew how much she suffered over her inability to relate like a mother to Michael, but for once she must consider someone besides herself.
“Elinore, you’re intelligent enough to realize that Michael’s life is at stake. For his sake let’s pray Jeffrey can succeed with the Holy Mother.”
Philip wasn’t usually as direct and cutting. She finished her drink and said no more. Always where Jeffrey was concerned, Philip was there to protect. It felt like everything was going wrong. But she wasn’t about to let some nanny of a nun usurp Elinore’s rightful place with Michael. The boy was her one sure link to Jeffrey.
“Damn the war anyway!” Jeffrey strode into the room. “The lines are down somewhere and I can’t get through to the convent in Castle Combe. I’m going to drive there tonight!”
Elinore almost dropped her glass. “You can’t go off to the convent in the middle of the night, and certainly not in your condition. You’d fall asleep at the wheel and be killed. What would become of Michael if he lost you, too? Philip? Talk some sense to him!”
But her husband wasn’t listening to her. “I’ll go with you, Jeff. We can be there at dawn if we take turns driving.”
“Right, Phil. I won’t forget this.”
“Have you both gone mad?” she cried.
Philip turned. “What choice do we have? You know how much the boy wants to see Sister Catherine again.”
She shook her head. “I can’t believe either one of you. You desperately need a good night’s sleep. It would be proper if you were to speak to the Holy Mother before tearing off into the countryside in the dead of night, arriving on her doorstep unexpectedly!”
Jeffrey pulled on his overcoat. “We can’t wait. I’m going to take you up on your offer to stay with Michael tonight. There’s a cot in his room. You can sleep there if you’d like. Tell Hugh we’ve gone to the convent to bring back Sister Catherine. He’ll understand. If all goes well, we should be at the hospital before noon.”
She fought to control the hysteria in her voice. “Very well, but you have absolutely no idea what you’re up against. And even if she could come, what makes you think she’ll be able to perform this miracle you’re alluding to?”
Jeffrey’s eyes turned to flint. “She’ll come, dammit! And he’ll get well!”
Elinore had gone too far, incurring his wrath. She’d never known him to be angry with her and it hurt. He opened the front door. “I’ve given Jens the exchange. He’ll keep trying to get through to the convent to forewarn the Holy Mother. If there’s any change in Michael, you can reach us there, if the lines are repaired in time,” he added and slipped out into the night.
Philip put a firm hand on her arm. “Why are you doing this?” he demanded, but she wouldn’t look at him and yanked her arm from his grasp. He followed Jeffrey out the door, at a loss for explanations.
She remained frozen near the piano until the sound of the car died away, then she unwillingly followed through with the plans to have Jens drive her to the hospital.
Philip drove for the first few hours while Jeffrey slept in the back of the car. Elinore’s behavior was a complete mystery to him. Why in heaven’s name wouldn’t she want their plan to succeed?
The stars were finally fading when Jeffrey awoke with a start. He insisted on driving the rest of the way, eager to channel his energy into something physical. They spoke briefly about the latest Nazi offensives and got into a discussion of aerodynamics having to do with one of their new fighter planes. But presently Philip fell asleep and Jeffrey was alone with his thoughts.
He maneuvered his car through the turns and twists with the same speed and accuracy with which he flew a plane, slowing down here and there to check road signs. They’d just passed through Chippenham, so Castle Combe couldn’t be more than five kilometers away now.
Was Elinore right about the Holy Mother? Was this too much to ask of her? But the image of his sick child struggling for breath, calling for Sister Catherine in the night, haunted him endlessly and drove him closer to the holy sanctuary.
The world had turned upside down and nothing was the same for anybody since bombs had been ruthlessly dropped on London fifty-seven nights in succession, killing the rich and the poor, the important, the unimportant, mother, father, friend, child, wife, without mercy or discrimination.
Suddenly the sun appeared above the horizon and he was brought back to thoughts of Michael. His son had to recover! What irony that his fate lay once more in the hands of the Holy Mother and an unseen nun.
*****
The Mother Superior of the Benedictine convent of Our Lord of the Lamb had started out her day in the usual way with morning prayers and a quick stroll about the grounds. Dew blanketed the white petals of the dogwood trees. The atmosphere was conducive to meditation and it was with reluctance that she had to step quickly inside her office to answer the phone which sounded like a distress signal at the early hour of five-thirty.
She lifted the receiver and was out of breath as she strained to hear the other voice, but the connection was poor. The call was coming from Norwood, the ancestral country home of the reknown Norwood family. Immediately a worried expression broke out on her face. It appeared she would be expecting visitors shortly and she hung up the receiver with apprehension.
This sudden visit had to do with young Michael. She sensed it could only bring more suffering and torment to Sister Catherine, the nun who’d literally saved the boy’s life when he’d been brought here.
The younger sister loved little Michael Norwood. The Holy Mother had seen the signs from the very beginning and had ferreted out the truth. It was a good love, a healing love for the terror stricken child, and love could never be wrong. But it did mean that Catherine had formed an attachment that went beyond the Christ-like compassion a nun was to feel for others, and entered into the bounds of earthly love, as a mother would feel for her own son.
The Holy Mother understood the reason for this special attachment. Michael had undergone a shock to his system which had caused such severe emotional damage, the doctors feared he would be affected for the rest of his life. She could never remember a time when a sister had experienced this particular problem. But then the circumstances in this case were highly unusual. There was a war on, and Michael was one of its casualties.
He’d watched his mother’s body blown to bits before his very eyes, the result of an explosion that had shattered the dining room of the Mayfair mansion, the city home of the Norwoods. She’d died in the rash of bombings that had demolished the kitchen at Number 10 Downing Street and had crumbled the House of Commons.
The head nun remembered the incident with horror, not only because of that monster Hitler, but because the Norwood family was a noble institution and had been patrons of Our Lord of the Lamb for generations. The death of Constance Norwood had been given extended publicity in Lord Wyngate’s paper, causing a furor among friends and relatives of the highly esteemed family.
She was the wife of one of England’s young heroes, Jeffrey Norwood, an aviator and engineer who’d been awarded the coveted Distinguished Flying Cross for valor over and over again beyond the call of duty during those bloody days of September.
All England would remember his name for his daring air-sea rescues in the icy waters of the North Atlantic. German submarines had been patrolling the waters and had torpedoed merchant and military ships carrying officers, men and children to America. It was Jeffrey Norwood and a crew of incredibly brave men who’d rescued hundreds of drowning victims in the high seas and roaring winds.
His name was synonymous with the flying boats which he helped to improve in design, and both were associated with bravery. Therefore when the news revealed that he’d been widowed and his little son left without a mother, Londoners particularly mourned the loss and were shocked to their very roots.
The Holy Mother had kept news articles about the prominent members of the family over the years. Constance Norwood was the daughter-in-law of the late Lord Edmond Norwood, former ambassador to Japan. The elder son, Philip, was one of London’s leading barristers and retained his father’s seat in the House.
More recently it appeared Jeffrey Norwood was destined for great things as well since he’d recently been made Commander over the Mediterranean Forces of the Air Command in Africa. Because of his genius with planes, he was consultant to the minister of air craft production and met frequently with England’s beloved Churchill, almost a saint in the Holy Mother’s eyes.
When Michael was brought to the convent by his desperate father, the Holy Mother vowed that she would do all in her power, relying on God, to see Michael cured. It was a debt she wished to pay his father for many reasons. The day of his arrival, however, she seriously doubted that anything could be done for the boy.
He was barely five years old and catatonic, suffering complete withdrawal.
The child had not responded to anyone, not to his loving aunt, not the father he idolized. No doctor or friend could bring him around. And it was no wonder with one so innocent and small. One minute he’d been playing contentedly with is mother, the next minute bombs screamed overhead destroying the room and his mother at the same time. The shock of losing her in such a brutal manner was too much.
In utter despair Jeffrrey Norwood had turned to the Holy Mother for help, hoping that in the solitude of Castle Combe, away from the long arm of Nazi tyranny, the boy could be rehabilitated along with many other shell-shocked children housed in the convent.
From the very moment Catherine saw the dear child, the devoted nun was drawn to his angelic face and spirit, and looked after his wants and needs day and night. Slowly, carefully she worked the miracle the father had prayed for and the prognosis had been reversed.
After a few difficult months, she was able to win his confidence and trust. It came as no surprise that Michael ended up loving her with all his heart. There was something especially endearing about the cherubic smile of the boy, something that touched all the sisters, but in particular Sister Castherine. And there was no question that the nun’s appealing qualities found their way into his heart.
Loving little children came as naturally to her as living and breathing. She could create happiness out of desolation with one story, bring a smile to the face of a grief stricken child with one word or a song. The children worshipped her.
She had many attributes and was selfless. Those qualities made her a model nun.
During those months of love and attention, the boy and the nun had become inseparable. They could be seen most afternoons in the early spring playing on the green, lying on the grass at the water’s edge, picking out shapes in the clouds or holding hands as they walked through the fields and woods alive with pink and white rhododendrons. They were as close as any mother and child could possibly be. Perhaps too close.
When Catherine first became aware that she was seeking his company too often, preferring to tend to him rather than carry on some of her other duties, she had come to the Holy Mother seeking help and advice. This pleased her that Catherine recognized what was happening. Unfortunately Catherine hadn’t had enough time and was not sufficiently strengthened to detach herself before Michael’s father had taken him home.
Comander Norwood had kept in constant touch over those first critical months, inquiring about the progress of his son. When the Holy Mother felt the boy was recovered enough to be reunited with his father, the little boy--normal and happy once again--went back to Norwood. Both were obviously delighted to resume the family relationship. But Catherine was devastated by an ache which could not be soothed.
The nun said nothing, did nothing outwardly to show her distress, but the Holy Mother could see things beyond the naked eye and knew of the nun’s struggle, her suffering. Michael had been gone from the convent for a month now, and each day Catherine’s complexion paled a little more because she’d learned to love him.
If his father were bringing bad news about Michael, she was tempted to keep it from Catherine for it would break her fragile heart. The situation was precarious for several reasons.
It would be a tragedy if her attachment to Michael grew so great it rendered her incapable of giving the valuable service she was born to. There was no question in the Holy Mother’s mind that it was best to keep any news of Michael from Catherine, good or bad.
Jeffrey pressed on the gas, but the never ending dips and round-abouts prevented the car from taking flight. It wasn’t until the Cotswold stone walls of the convent came into sight that his taut body relaxed. ” Phil?” he called over his shoulder. “We’re here!”
Philip sat up and blinked. “What time is it?”
“Six.”
“Why didn’t you waken me sooner? I could have driven. You’re the one who needs the rest.”
“No. I’m feeling better than I’ve felt in a week. I hope Jens got through.”
Both men directed their attention to the serene and picturesque setting of the ancient citadel. Two geese bobbed complacently on the waters of the meandering brook that ran lazily near the motherhouse.
On his first day home, Michael had been insistent that his father see the drawings of the geese which swam there daily. He and Sister Catherine had made many of them, and there were other pictures of rabbits and fawns, as well. Some of them were extraordinarily good. Jeffrey knew why and his mouth turned up at the corners.
Michael had told him of the high wall which he could see now enclosing the courtyard, and how Sister Catherine ran below him as he pretended he was a plane in flight. And just in case he should crash, she would be there to save him.
Jeffrey’s smile disappeared and the grim expression returned. Save him. That was the whole reason for this sudden nocturnal trip into Wiltshire, one he’d never supposed to make again.
He brought the car to a halt and the two brothers jumped out. Philip pulled at the cord of the bell at the side of the locked gate. After a minute it was opened by an elderly caretaker. They followed him to the double wooden doors of the immense convent. Presently a middle-aged sister cautiously opened them and bowed. “I’m Sister Margaret.”
Jeffrey inclined his head. “Sister, excuse this untimely intrusion, please. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Jeffrey Norwood and this is my brother, Philip Norwood.”
“We’ve been expecting you. Come in.” Jeffrey smiled with relief at Philip and they followed her into a dimly lit entrance hall. “Sit down, please.” She indicated several chairs near a statue of the Virgin. “I’ll tell the Holy Mother you’re arrived.” She lumbered across the bare hallway and knocked at a large, paneled door.
They were both aware of women’s high, pure voices singing from a little distance off. Philip turned around, straining to hear more. “Pretty, isn’t it?”
Jeffrey nodded. “The Holy Mother told me the sisters sing the Holy Office every morning. I asked her about it when I was here before. What a terrible waste that no one hears them.”
“To us, perhaps,” Philip mused, “but they’re singing for God. You can hear the fervency in their voices.”
Jeffrey was pensive. “To me a nun has always been a mystery. She hovers between being a half woman and a sexual non entity, if you know what I mean. I used to feel sorry for them. Remember when Father would take us to church in Hammersmith and how the sisters could be seen behind the grilled gate?
“I used to press my face against the bars and watch them as they walked in the garden. I couldn’t imagine a life like theirs. One in which one had no freedom to go where one wanted, to accomplish what had to be done. Now I sometimes wonder who is free and who is the prisoner.”
Philip nodded in quiet understanding. His brother had been in hell for the last year. The Holy Mother had to come through for him now. Philip could read Jeffrey’s mind. He knew it hadn’t really occurred to him that the Mother Superior might refuse his request. When Jeffrey wanted something, he went after it with zeal. If she denied his request, Philip didn’t want to think of the consequences.
“It’s a whole other world here,” Jeffrey continued. “You’d never guess a ghastly war was raging out there. Thank heaven for this sanctuary of refuge. I can’t forget that in the scheme of things, the sisters were here for Michael when he needed help.”
“Nor I. When you brought him home, the change in him was unbelievable. I’m very curious to meet this nun.”
“No more than I,” Jeffrey murmured, then stood up as Sister Margaret approached, indicating they could see the Holy Mother now.
The office was fairly large and the furnishings simple. The Holy Mother smiled from behind the desk and stood up. “Come closer, my sons.” They walked toward her and sat down.
“Holy Mother,” Jeffrey began, “allow me to introduce my brother, Philip Norwood.”
“How do you do, Sir. You look like your father, a fine man.”
“I’m pleased to meet you at last.”
Jeffrey was impatient to get on with matters. Philip could feel his unrest, but the Holy Mother had set the pace of the interview and it was best to let her lead.
She looked from one to the other with searching eyes. “About an hour ago we received a call from your manservant, indicating we could expect you some time this morning. Obviously this visit has something to do with little Michael,” she conjectured, and her brown eyes shone with compassion. She noted the commander had aged in the last month. There was a tightness about his eyes.
“Yes.” He stood and began pacing the floor, unable to contain his nervous energy. “Holy Mother,” he began, and leaned over her desk, his hands gripping the solid oak for support. “Michael is seriously ill in a hospital in Norwood. When I took him back home a month ago, he was perfectly well and happy. But two weeks ago he came down with the grippe and has gone downhill steadily. It has developed into pneumonia and he grows weaker every day.”
“What a tragedy, my son! We’ll say special prayers for him.”
“I’m afraid he needs even more than that. When he drove home with me, he began talking about a certain sister. At first I didn’t pay much attention. He was chattering incessantly about everything, and I had a hard time keeping up with him. But it became clear before we ever reached home that he’d formed a special attachment for one sister in particular. He refers to her as Sister Catherine.”
Philip saw how the woman blanched at the mention of Sister Catherine’s name. He also saw the veined hands clasp the crucifix suspended around her neck. He looked at Jeffrey, but his brother was deep in his own thoughts.
“She was the one responsible for his remarkable recovery, wasn’t she?”
“Yes,” the woman nodded, almost unwillingly Philip thought.
Jeffrey’s hands dug deep into his pockets and he straightened. “Michael has never stopped hoping, not for one second, that Sister Catherine would come to see him. She has become an obsession, Holy Mother. He loves her.”
The head nun stood up. Her five foot figure seemed bigger than life. “Mr. Norwood.” She smiled. “All the children who come here form attachments to the sisters. These are not ordinary times with the war on. We have over three hundred children to take care of here from all over England as well as the continent—victims of shock—like Michael. It’s a normal thing for them to find security among the convent dwellers.
“Michael was a more challenging child then most because of his deep withdrawal. Though Sister Catherine was most definitely the one responsible for the good done, many other sisters were instrumental in helping him recover from the loss of his mother.”
“But I’m not talking about a temporary attachment, Holy Mother. The love Michael feels for this sister is all consuming!”
Seeing her so perplexed, he turned to Philip. “Tell her about the night Elinore tried to get Michael to sleep.”
Philip cleared his throat. “The child is inconsolable without Sister Catherine. Several nights ago my wife tried to comfort him, without success. It was an evening none of us will forget. The boy obviously misses Sister Catherine much more than anyone has guessed.”
“He doesn’t even talk about his mother any more,” Jeffrey added in a low voice. “He adores this sister now, and since the illness he has called for her over and over again. At the hospital yesterday, he was delirious for a while and began talking to me as if I were she, crying hysterically. His world has caved in again without her. That’s why we’re here. If something isn’t done right away to make that boy secure, he’s not going to make it.”
“My son, this is shocking news, but what can I do?”
“Philip and I both feel that if Sister Catherine could be allowed to come back to Norwood and visit Michael in the hospital, it would be the medicine he needs to fight the infection. I honestly believe Michael has given up.”
Philip lowered his head when he heard his brother pleading.
“He doesn’t care if he lives or dies while the light of his life is here inside these cloistered walls. I’m begging you to allow this sister to go to him and make him well. I know he’ll recover if he can see her and talk to her again. He’s homesick for her. If you could hear the things he has told me. He’s even gone so far as to ask me why she can’t be his mother.”
The Holy Mother gasped very quietly, but both men heard it and Jeffrey began to doubt for the first time that she would grant his request. It was as if in that one intake of breath she’d revealed her shock and wonder over such a
request-- as if it were out of the question. His energy spent, Jeffrey sank back in the chair. Philip put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.
It was the Holy Mother’s turn to pace the floor. She clutched the rosary in her hand. The heaviness in her heart was almost more than she could bear. His wet eyes, pleading for help, haunted her like a spectre. She wasn’t unaware that he’d risked his life many times over for others’ children, and she bowed her head to pray for divine guidance. This was a crucial time in the lives of three people. Whatever the decision, there would be consequences either way.
“Holy Mother,” his tremulous voice called out, “I know this request is highly unusual, but I don’t want my son to die.” The plea was uttered more like a prayer, and it reached her heart.
She turned around and moved back to her desk. God did move in mysterious ways. This situation was the kind of thing she’d hoped would never come to pass. Given enough time away from the Norwood child, Catherine would learn detachment. But now— to see him again in his sick condition so soon after the painful parting-- She closed her eyes.
And there was Michael’s father. Catherine hadn’t been out in the world since she was fifteen. What would such a drastic change of scene and surroundings do to this sister under these circumstances? Yet how could she ignore the plea of a grief-stricken father whose child was on the verge of death?
The silence was unbearable. Even Philip who was long suffering in the courtroom awaiting a judge’s verdict in a trial, was anxious.
“Commander Norwood,” she began quietly. “I, too, want everything possible to be done for the child. Sister Catherine has my permission to leave Our Lord of the Lamb and attend to your son. If anyone can bring the will to live back to that child, it is she. “But—“ And she raised a finger of warning. “It must be her decision to accompany you. This sister will have to search her heart to decide if it’s the will of God in this instance. You must be prepared to abide by that decision.”
“Of course, Holy Mother.” Jeffrey’s voice cracked with emotion and a sigh of gratitude escaped his lips. “Bless you.”
*****
Catherine made the sign of the cross, arose and went out a side door of the chapel into the hallway which connected the chapel to the classrooms. It was time for her to begin the children’s morning lessons. Later she would practice on the organ, then take a walk. The walls of the convent seemed to be closing in on her this morning.
She’d been kneeling in prayer, petitioning the Holy Virgin to remove the agonizing sense of loss she’d felt since Michael Norwood’s departure. He’d been gone a month, leaving an emptiness inside her that cried out to be filled. The nights were the worst. She couldn’t sleep. Her skin burned with fever.
The face of the precious boy followed her everywhere. His smile, his eyes-- so trusting, the sound of his sobbing ringing in her ears when he knew he was going to leave her. She could still feel the round arms tightly clasped about her neck, the tear-stained cheeks pressed to hers, the little body inconsolable.
But she’d been able to assuage the pain of parting by making Michael a promise that they would see each other again. He could make a visit to see her later in the summer. Michael had brightend somewhat at the thought, and then naively made the suggestion that she could go to Norwood on a holiday. He’d pressed the issue, insisting that his daddy would love her, too.
His childish desires, so out of the question, tormented her unceasingly. Michael’s was a persistent, determined nature. He was a fighter. She loved him more now than ever. How could it be that she cared so much after a whole month of not seeing him, not laughing at his clever antics? She feared she’d never find peace. Would God forgive her for harboring this uncharitable resentment against his father for taking him away from her?
She rounded a corner and unexpectedly felt a pull on her sleeve. She turned to stare into the eyes of the Mother Superior, sensing an urgency in her demeanor. At this time of morning, the Holy Mother rarely left the sanctuary of her private chapel as it was her allotted time for meditation before the altar. Only a matter of the gravest importance would deter her from her prayers, and for that very reason Catherine grew alarmed.
Some poor child had arrived at the convent, another victim of this ghastly war.
“Sister,” the Holy Mother spoke, but hesitated because her courage almost failed her. “There are two gentlemen here to see you, Michael Norwood’s father and his brother, Lord Philip Norwood.”
Catherine’s eyes widened in astonishment. “Michael’s father...here?” she mouthed the question, wondering what all this could possibly mean. But the discipline of a nun had taken hold and she checked herself while she stared at her mentor.
“They’re in my office, Sister. Michael’s father has a request to make of us. I told him to speak to you. When you’ve heard him out, search your heart to discover God’s will in this matter, then come to me in the chapel and tell me of your decision.”
Catherine had known the Holy Mother eleven years, yet she’d never before seen her behave in such a manner. She was secretive, and there were shadows beneath her eyes. What could be going on? Michael had to be involved, and the thought that there might be something wrong with him caused beads of perspiration to form on her brow.
The Holy Mother watched the nun’s reaction and the gravest misgivings welled up inside of her. Every nun had to face tests. They came at odd hours, at different moments in life. Every nun had to pass through Gethsemane some time in her life. The Holy Mother had the premonition that Catherine had already stepped through the gate of that unfathomable garden of sorrow. It would not be a pleasant sojourn.
“Very well, Holy Mother,” Catherine answered almost inaudibly and walked slowly toward the office. Her willowy figure moved with regal bearing along the hallway lined with stained glass windows. They filtered the early morning light, projecting colors of red, gold and blue acoss the inlaid wood floors.
Her queenly deportment gave her an air of dignity which belied her twenty-six years. Only around the the Norwood child had the girl within manifested herself. The Holy Mother went along to her private chapel to pray for three souls, hoping each would find peace. But she knew deep within her soul that Catherine’s unrest was just beginning.
Jeffrey stopped pacing when he heard footsteps stop outside the door. He glanced back at Philip who was seated at the opposite end of the room, thumbing through a Bible. He admired his brother’s ability to remain calm under this kind of stress, unlike Jeffrey who found relief through action.
He’d wondered for a long time what Sister Catherine was really like. She would have to be special to replace Connie in his son’s affections. He shifted his weight. War was no respecter of persons, but why did it have to touch children? Michael was an innocent victim, and now his life was hovering in the balance because of some stranger-- a motherly type of woman who was important to him in the same way his mother had been.
Jeffrey knew the separation from Michael the past year had not been a good thing as far as their relationship was concerned. He’d missed his son terribly, but he’d had no recourse at the time. Thank heaven for his work at the Ministry. It filled a gaping hole in his life, leaving him no time to ponder his half-alive state, few moments to remember what it was like having a wife share his dreams and his bed.
War left scars and he wasn’t alone in his miserable state. Still, when he thought of Michael, he became ill and understood why men killed almost eagerly at times. He longed to feel that satisfaction deep inside as he chased another Messerschmitt out of the sky into oblivion.
His eyes wandered to the framed maxim hanging on the frescoed wall near the desk. ‘Prayer, twenty-four hours a day. Saint Francis de Sales.’ He didn’t find the thought extreme in the least, not now that his only child was slipping away as the hours passed.
Catherine stood outside the office for a long moment, fighting the uneasiness in her chest. Michael had talked so much about his father, she felt she knew him intimately, yet now she was frightened to actually meet him face to face and hear news about the boy that had to be of a serious nature. Why else would he be here at such an early hour accompanied by his brother? Fear was overtaking her good sense. Finally she turned the handle and opened the door.
The room was always somber for there was only one stained glass window beneath the arched ceiling. It had been designed that way to provide peace and tranquility, to shut out worldly distractions and allow for reflective meditation.
Catherine stepped quietly inside and noticed immediately the tall, adult version of her precious Michael standing in deep thought before a painting of the Madonna and Child. The man’s head was bent in concentration, exactly like Michael’s when he was pondering something important. The likeness was so startling, a slight cry escaped her throat.
Jeffrey heard her and turned around. In the shadowy light he was aware of a fairly tall nun shrouded in a white robe, a cross at her breast and a rosary and missal in her hands. He drew closer. She stared at him in guarded fascination, focusing on the dark blond hair which curled about his aristocratic head. Several careless tendrils boyishly spilled over the tanned forehead. She had to resist the impulse to brush them back as she so often did with Michael’s silken blond curls.
His wide mouth was almost arrogant and would not smile without provocation, she surmised, as opposed to Michael’s, whose dimpled smile would appear spontaneously. She took a step closer to peer into the brilliant blue eyes as penetrating as the Channel breezes, and of the same hue as the water churning around the rocks at Land’s End in summer. Michael had inherited their color, but not their dazzling intensity. His features were strongly defined. He gave one a feeling of security, that he could handle anything.
He stood in such a position that the sun, shifting higher in the morning sky, sent a shaft of light from the window above, bathing his handsome head in golden light. He reminded her a little of the painting of Saint John which hung in the chapel.
Jeffrey blinked. The face beneath the wimple was surprisingly young. She had to be in her early twenties. Yet the majesty of her carriage and the white material draped around her slender figure made her seem older somehow. She was beautiful.
Michael had never mentioned her looks. Jeffrey was momentarily at a loss for words. So this was the sister so dearly loved by his young son. He’d expected someone like the Holy Mother or Sister Margaret. Someone older and much different. It never occurred to him...
He cleared his throat. “Sister Catherine?” he spoke at last. “I’m Michael’s father, Jeffrey Norwood, and this is my brother, Philip.”
The older brother crossed the room and smiled. Catherine inclined her head to both of them, observing the strong family resemblance. Michael’s uncle was older with softer features. His was a gentle face with warm, gray-blue eyes. Michael adored his uncle Philip.
“How do you do, Sister.” Philip was equally surprised at her youth and striking beauty. It wasn’t difficult to see why Michael was so attached to her.
Jeffrey felt a new wave of fear wash over him. He had no way to gauge this young nun’s feelings. It was possible she wouldn’t understand the urgency of his request, that she would refuse to accompany them to Norwood. Generally he’d felt on safe ground with the head nun. Now he wasn’t sure of anything. “Sister? Has the Holy Mother told you why we’re here?”
“No,” she responded in a soft, low voice, unaccustomed to the timbre of the deep masculine voice addressing her. “But I presume it has to do with Michael. How is he?” Catherine had tried to ask it calmly. She couldn’t let him know how much she loved his son. No one could know.
“He’s very ill at the hospital in Norwood losing a battle with pneumonia, Sister.”
She jerked her head up and gazed at him, holding on to the table to steady herself. Jeffrey stepped closer, realizing the news had really shaken her. The color had left her cheeks.
“How is that possible?” she cried out, forgetting her self-imposed discipline.
Jeffrey thought she was going to faint. Not once had he considered the nun’s feelings. It was always with Michael’s needs he’d been concerned. It hadn’t dawned on him that Sister Catherine might have cared for the boy as much as he cared for her, but he’d heard anguish in her cry just now and it tugged at him.
“He caught the grippe, Sister, and never recovered. That’s why I’m here. Michael has been calling for you. He’s spoken of nothing but you since I took him back home. He loves you very very much.”
A sob escaped and a trembling hand went to her throat. Through the long, black lashes her deep-set blue eyes seemed pools of liquid light. She turned her head to hide her anguish, but she’d revealed her true feelings and Jeffrey rejoiced. He knew she loved his son as deeply as the boy loved her. That was all he needed to know. He felt braver.
“Sister, if you would come back to Norwood and see Michael in the hospital, talk to him, tell him those funny stories he’s missed hearing, sing him the French songs he has tried to teach me, then I know he’ll get well.” Jeffrey purposely drove the point home. Sister Catherine was shaking. He could see it as well as feel it. “When he came back home a month ago, he was my Michael again, thanks to you.”
The huskiness of his voice penetrated her being.
“You performed a miracle, Sister.” There was a catch in his throat. Catherine was afraid to turn around and reveal the raw emotion she knew was exposed on her face.
“It’s true,” Philip found his voice at last. “The boy was himself once again.”
“Thank the Good Shepherd, Mr. Norwood. It was his divine intervention that brought Michael back to you.”
“Yes, I believe that, Sister, but it’s not the Lord he’s calling for now,” Jeffrey appealed to her with deliberateness. She turned and looked at him. “It’s you he wants to kiss him goodnight. “Will you come?” he beseeched her. “The Holy Mother has given her permission, but she said the decision would have to be yours. I love my son,” he whispered. “I don’t want to lose him.”
Dear Father in Heaven—she didn’t want to lose him either! A man’s soul was reaching out to her. For the Holy Mother to have already granted permission for Catherine to go to him, Michael truly was on the brink of death. Was this the way God was answering her prayers at last? To think she could feast her eyes on her adorable Michael again. The boy couldn’t die!
Jeffrey watched her as she went through all the steps in her mind before reaching a decision. He already knew what it would be.
“Of course I’ll come,” she finally said with a haunting, wistful smile that betrayed her deep concern. “I’ll go immediately and inform the Holy Mother.”
At that moment Jeffrey thought he’d never seen a face so lovely, nor heard words so beautiful. He blinked away the mist. “Thank you, Sister.”
Words were inadequate at a time like this. The smile he returned to her was reward enough, erasing the lines on his worried face. So much happiness had depended upon her simple answer.
“Bless you, Sister,” Philip chimed in. “It could make all the difference.”
“We’d like to leave for Norwood as soon as possible,” Jeffrey added.
They both stared expectantly at her. Catherine knew Jeffrey Norwood was an important man. The Holy Mother had told her many things about him, and she inferred from his manner that he was accustomed to giving orders and having them obeyed. She couldn’t blame him for wanting to rush back to Michael. She was every bit as anxious to see the child and hold him close. She bowed to him, then his brother.
“Wait here, please.” She put up her hand as a sign they shouldn’t follow. There was an air of the Holy Mother about her despite her youth. Jeffrey was mystified by the combination.
Philip was tremendously relieved and grateful that she was actually going to be traveling back to Norwood village with them. Somehow Jeffrey was able to make things work out. As he was about to congratulate his brother on his good fortune, he realized he wasn’t looking at the same exhausted man who, on a thread of hope, had frantically driven to Castle Combe in the dead of night.
The expression on Jeffrey’s face was one of complete relief, even awe. But he’d known Jeffrey all his life and wondered if there wasn’t something else mingled in that look as his brother’s eyes followed the graceful figure of the retreating nun.
Catherine walked slowly down the hall to find the Holy Mother, but she felt like picking up her skirts and running. She had this suffocating feeling in her chest.
When she approached her mentor, the Holy Mother was just leaving the chapel. She looked up and saw an expression on the young nun’s face that hadn’t been there before. She knew Catherine had agreed to go to Michael and suspected this filled the girl’s heart with great joy. But there was a new restlessness about her and the Holy Mother sighed, feeling the full weight of her eighty years.
She’d had to experience those painful early years of the refiner’s fire and had done so with eagerness, coming to a new peace with God that transcended the worldly. Now it was Catherine’s turn, and the older woman knew exactly what the girl was experiencing. It wasn’t difficult to understand. Mr. Norwood was a striking, exciting figure of a man, and he was Michael’s father.
The resemblance between the two of them was uncanny. With the boy so ill, the combination was too much for Catherine to handle in just one meeting. Many forces would start pulling her apart. It would be a testing period. For once in her life the Holy Mother was not confidant of the right outcome.
“Sister, I perceive that you plan to go to Michael’s aid. It’s the right decision, my child. You’ll be on God’s errand, make no mistake. Trust in the Lord always and you’ll be guided in the right direction.
“I know the turmoil that’s been going on inside of you. I’ve seen it festering for weeks, Catherine. You love the boy. Don’t be ashamed and don’t worry about detaching yourself from him again. This is a unique case. God has sent you this test. I’m sure you’re aware that He is answering many prayers at the same time.”
Catherine nodded, marveling at the Holy Mother’s wisdom. Honesty and love had always been the older woman’s way. When Catherine had entered the novitiate, she’d told her, “A nun is not an unhappy spinster, but an eager, joyful bride of Christ. Anything less offered to the Bridegroom would not be sufficient, nor would it make for a good nun. Right now your mission is one of an administering angel to a sick child who wants nothing more than to see you again.”
“Thank you, Holy Mother.” She kissed her hand, then raised her head. “Commander Norwood wants to get back to Michael right away.”
“Of course. I wish I could spare a sister to go with you, but the convent is severely understaffed with all the children here right now. I’ve given the matter some thought. Since the drive back to Norwood is reasonably short, I see no reason why you can’t go with them as soon as you’ve packed.
“You’re going to be on your own for a time, and no one knows how long that will be. But you’ll never be alone, my child, not if you pray for the Holy Spirit to attend you. You’ll be in my prayers day and night. There’s a chapel in the hospital there. Attend to your Holy Office whenever it’s possible. I trust in your basic goodness and wisdom, your instincts. There are no precedents to follow in this situation, Catherine. Do you understand that?’
“Yes.” She nodded, suddenly frightened.
“Remember you can call here day or night if you should need anything. Don’t forget. This mission of yours is holy. Treat it with respect and reverence, and you can never doubt that God approves. Go along now and prepare for your journey.”
“Bless you. “ Catherine sank to her knees and kissed the ring on the holy woman’s finger a second time.
While the Holy Mother went back to her office to discuss certain matters with the Norwoods, Catherine hurried to the dormitory to assemble the few items she would need. She made a detour into Michael’s old room and pulled something from the drawer that had been left as an oversight. She put it in the large pocket of her habit to be given back at a later date.
With satchel in hand, Catherine stepped out from the somber passageway into the courtyard. The warm sun fell on her face, stinging her eyes and blurring her vision of the Holy Mother and the brothers conversing near the dark blue automobile.
“Sister?” the older woman said, taking Catherine in her arms for a brief embrace. “Godspeed and a safe journey. Michael will recover. Never fear.”
Though Catherine felt small and alone, and thought how easy it would be to run back inside and shun the world, the Holy Mother’s prophecy gave her new faith.
As for Jeffrey Norwood, he’d climbed in the car and had started the engine. She couldn’t look at him without seeing Michael’s precious face and that’s all it took to strengthen her resolve. His father wss impatient to be on his way.
Philip stood on the other side and opened the door so she could climb in the back seat. She settled against the plush upholstery. How incongruous she appeared against such a backdrop. In seconds they were off.
Once they reached the open road, he pressed on the accelerator. It was apparent to Catherine he was very adept at handling a car at high speeds. She knew that skilled, experienced hands were on the wheel. He was a brave man to have gone after all those helpless men and children floating about in storm tossed seas.
Holy Mother had allowed her to read the news clippings concerning the rescues. Michael was proud of his father as well, even if he didn’t quite understand the magnitude of the circumstances. It was strange to be riding in the car with this man after hearing about him for so many months.
Jeffrey chanced a look at her in the rearview mirror, as if to insure her reality. Their eyes met and he smiled, still amazed that he was actually bringing her back with him. “Michael’s going to be one surprised, happy little boy when he finds out what I’ve brought back with me.”
Catherine couldn’t help smiling and finally left his gaze to stare out the window, oblivious to the passing landscape.
Philip half turned to talk to her. “Sister? Have you been to London before?”
“I passed through once when I was a child.”
“Well, Norwood is a small village to the northwest. We should be there before noon.”
The mention of noon reminded him they hadn’t eaten anything and he was starved. Jeffrey was probably famished too. “Are you hungry, Sister? We can stop some place along the way.”
“No, thank you, Mr. Norwood. We only eat two meals a day at the convent and I don’t plan to sup before evening.” After she’d explained herself, she realized the men were probably anxious to eat, but were too polite to mention it. They’d been driving all night. “Please stop if there’s something you want. It was thoughtless of us not to offer you food at the convent. It’s just that everything happened so fast.”
“Please, Sister,” Jeffrey broke in. “We imposed on you, but I have to admit I would like a little something. We’re coming into Chippenham. How about it, Phil?”
After Philip nodded, he pulled the car over in front of a shop. In a few minutes he’d purchased some meat pies they both devoured with relish.
Catherine was reminded of the time when her father was still alive. He’d always had a big appetite after coming home from the college where he taught history and mathematics. In a few minutes she felt Commander Norwood’s eyes on her again after he’d started up the car.
“Michael says you’re part French, Sister.” He spoke casually, as if they were all good friends out in the country for a lazy afternoon drive. Being in the company of men was something she was going to have to get used to. It was inevitable. The Commander wouldn’t be normal if he weren’t curious about her.
At the convent there was little casual conversation except around the children. If there weren’t a war on, there’d be no children at Our Lord of the Lamb and life would be austere and quiet. To be engaged in conversation with someone like the Commander was no small matter, but she found it stimulating and it eased her nervousness. She presumed it was a release for his pent-up emotions as well, so she tried to react as naturally as possible.
Jeffrey noticed a far away look in her eyes and wondered if she’d heard his question. “Sister? Are you part French?”
“Actually my father was Belgian.”
“And your mother?”
“English.”
He smiled. “An interesting combination. Where you were born?”
“In Bruges.”
“That explains why you’ve taught Michael so many French songs. I think his pronunciation is quite remarkable for a child.”
“Michael has a good ear and is an excellent student, even if he’s only five,” she volunteered.
“Six,” he corected her. “We had a birthday party for him the second day he was home. Needless to say, his great wish before blowing out his candles was that you would come to see him.”
Catherine closed her eyes. “He loved parties,” she admitted. “There are birthdays almost every day of the year with all the children we house at the convent. It helps to pretend there’s some normalcy in the world. The children play the game much better than do some of the rest of us.”
Philip eyed Jeffrey. He realized this nun was no backward farm girl. “Michael told us you lost a brother in the war last year, Sister. I’m very sorry.”
She paused before answering, a bit surprised Michael had revealed so much information to them. “Yes. He lost his life in the trenches.”
“Don’t you have another brother as well?”
“Yes. He died of a liver ailment when I was thirteen. His death killed my father who suffered from a bad heart. After that, my mother brought me back to England, to Castle Combe. When she knew she was going to die, she asked the sisters to look after me.”
“You’ve been through a great deal of suffering in your life, Sister,” Philip murmured.
“Hasn’t everyone?” she answered abstractly, her thoughts on Michael. If he died... But the Holy Mother had said he would recover. She had to believe it.
After that last statement everyone was pensive and sat in silence. Catherine had been so keyed up emotionally, the purr of the motor seemed to be the soothing balm she needed to relax. Soon she felt drowsy. A few more minutes she was lulled into slumber, totally exhausted from the strain and worry of the morning’s unexpected activities.
Phililp glanced at Jeffrey, but his brother wasn’t in a talkative mood. In fact both of them were more quiet than usual. He closed his eyes and stretched out, putting his hands behind his head. He’d rather have looked at her. She was quite breathtaking. He had no way of judging one nun from another, but he had the impression she was no ordinary oblate.
This premonition hadn’t come purely because of Michael’s attachment to her. It was something else. Her demeanor, the way she spoke with such authority and poise, her native intelligence, the way she carried herself. There was depth of character here. He knew this despite the fact he’d only been in her company since morning. Jeffrey sensed these things as well. Philip could tell.
Another hour and the car pulled up in front of the Sacred Heart Hospital in Norwood. It was made over from a municipal building that had been erected before the turn of the century and looked more like a government building than a medical center. Jeffrey turned off the engine and and jumped out of the car, quickly opening the back door for Catheine who’d awakened. Philip preceded them into the hospital.
Jeffrey turned to her. “Michael has a room on the second floor, Sister. Before we go up, I want to find Hugh and let him know we’re here. Phil, wait with Sister Catherine for a moment, will you?” Philip nodded as his brother ran down to the end of the hall and disappeared.
Catherine gazed around at the high ceilings and well worn linoleum floors. Sisters from the Dominican Order served the hospital. She was thankful that other sisters were on the premises. She’d never done hospital work, In truth she had little taste for it, much preferring the life of the children and the school room.
Her thoughts were interrupted as Jeffrey came back. He’d put an arm around the shoulders of a small, balding man while they conversed. The other man looked at Catherine with fresh interest.
“Sister? This is Hugh Endicott, Michael’s doctor.”
“Doctor.” Catherine smiled.
“How do you do, Sister,” he responded with warmth. “Frankly, when Elinore told me the boys had gone to fetch you, I shook my head, but I hoped. Now you’re here there’s not a moment to lose.” He grew serious. “Come with me. Michael’s in a very weak condition.
“I don’t have to tell you what it will mean to the boy to see you. He’s been asking for you continually. I respect the field of medicine, but there comes a time when a case is in the hands of God. Michael requires a miracle, Sister. I presume that’s why you’re here.”
Her fear increased. “I’ll do whatever I can.”
The four of them went up the stairs and down the hall to the end door. Jeffrey turned the handle. “I want to go in first and tell him you’re here.”
She nodded and folded her arms tightly with her hands tucked in her sleeves. Her anxiety grew by the second. He finally reappeared, his face wearing the haggard expression once more. His skin was the color of paste, causing Catherine to groan inwardly. He raised pained eyes to her. With a weak hand he motioned for her to come into the room. Catherine stepped inside, shuddering at the thought of Michael under these conditions. The day he’d left the convent, he’d been a strong, healthy child with sparkling blue eyes that shed sunshine. To think it had come to this! She tiptoed past the curtain that had been pulled aside, but she hesitated to go any closer to the bed.
There was a little body lying there, propped so his head was higher than his feet. But a
croup tent had been erected about his chest and head so she couldn’t see him. The blinds were shut, darkening the room. Several chairs and a bedside table were the only furnishings in the sterile green room.
That couldn’t be Michael lying there, she cried to herself. Not the energetic child who kept all the sisters alert with his vitality.
His father went to the side of the bed and lifted the flap of the tent so she could see him. Catherine finally found the courage to cross over to him. One pale hand lay palm down on the sheet, seemingly lifeless. She slipped her hand into his. No response.
Her heart pounded painfully. She leaned over to look beneath the tent cover and beheld the white, pinched face of the dear child. His red-rimmed eyes were half open and the golden locks that hugged his scalp in straggly wet tendrils were dark. They’d lost their luster.
He was much thinner. Hollows appeared where there’d once been firm, rosy flesh. A distinct rattle came from deep inside his chest each time he took a breath. He was fighting for every bit of air he could get. Her pain grew. She shook her head unconsciously.
“Michael,” she whispered. “My little love,” she cried out softly and bent over to kiss the sunken cheek which bore the telltale red spots of high fever.
His head didn’t move, but the eyes opened a little wider at the sound of her voice. Their color was more gray than blue. Dull and lifeless. “Not his eyes...not his eyes,” she murmured, fighting for control. “Michael,” she called to him again. He stared and finally recognized her. She smiled, but a sob got trapped in her throat. “Yes, darling. It’s Sister Catherine. I’ve come to take care of you.”
He closed his eyes. His lids looked like dried parchment. Then he opened them again, turning his head a trifle this time to get a better look. His hot little hand pressed her fingers. “Sister-- I knew you’d come. It took so long.” He sobbed and the thin chest heaved, forcing a deep rasping cough that she felt through her being.
Her heart lurched and her arms went around his shrunken form. He tried to sit up and put arms around her neck, but his strength failed and she held him against her breast. She put her face against his burning cheeks, letting him feel her coolness for a moment. The boy wept, soaking the scapular of her habit.
“My precious one,” she wept along with him. “I love you, my darling. I’m here now,” she assured him over and over again. “Go ahead and cry. It’s all right. I won’t leave you.”
Jeffrey stood spellbound while he watched the love flowing between them. He raised his head, blinking back tears. Such deep affection emanated from her face as she held the boy close, he knew he’d done the right thing. If only he’d realized it sooner, he’d have gone for her two weeks ago, before the illness had reached this stage. He noticed how Michael clung to her. There was a desperation about the way he whispered her name repeatedly. They were like mother and son.
Michael finally fell into a light sleep. She reluctantly lay his head back against the pillow. His hand still clung tightly to hers. She raised a tear stained face to Jeffrey after he’d replaced the flap. Unspoken words passed between them. Both their hearts were on the verge of breaking. Finally she bowed her head in prayer, never letting go of the limp hand.
Jeffrey moved over to the window to pray for his son’s recovery. He’d done everything he could do now. Sister Catherine was here. The rest was up to God.
In a minute Catherine sat down in one of the hard chairs near the bed. Jeffrey came back over to join her. “How long has he had this difficulty breathing?” she asked.
“Since yesterday.”
“He’s burning with fever. Would you ask the sister for a basin of cold water and a cloth? I could at least keep his lips moist. He’s dehydrated.”
Jeffrey nodded and went down the hall, bringing the items she’d requested. Together they took turns wetting his lips and face. By late afternoon he stirred and Catherine removed the cover. “Hello.” She smiled at him.
“Did you go away while I was asleep” His voice was a mere whisper.
“No. I sat right here.”
“Where’s daddy?”
“I’m here, son.” Jeffrey leaned over the other side. “How do you feel?”
“It hurts.” He put a hand on his chest, then reached for his father.
“I know.” Jeffrey’s voice broke as he let the boy cry. “It’ll go away soon. He kissed him tenderly.
Michael kept his eyes on his father. “You said Sister couldn’t come, but she did.”
“Yes,” Catherine interjected. “It’s all been arranged. You see how important you are?”
“And you won’t go away?” He coughed painfully.
“No, darling. I plan to stay right here with you.”
“At night, too?”
“If you want me to.”
Jeffrey eyed her. “You can use the cot they’ve kept here for me.”
“Aunt Ellie came last night,” he said in a flat voice.
“I know. I asked her to stay with you while I went for Sister Catherine.”
“Daddy, will you and Sister stay with me all the time now?” His breathing was labored, causing both of them more pain.
“Yes, son. For as long as you like.”
“That’s good,” Michael whispered and closed his eyes. He doubled up to reduce a coughing spasm that had started once again. Catherine wished she could spare the boy. When the couching subsided, he spoke once more. “Sister?” His eyes were still closed. “I’ve missed you.”
More tears trickled down her cheeks. “I’ve missed you, too,” she assured him. Jeffrey handed her a handkerchief. “I’ve brought you a present.”
His eyelids fluttered. “What is it?”
“Something you left behind.” She reached in her pocket. Jeffrey watched with curiosity.
“Here.” She put it in his hand.
“My whistle.” He sounded surprised.
“The one Peter whittled for you. Holy Mother said she’s missed hearing you play it in the afternoons.”
Michael tried to hold it up to his lips, but the effort was too much. He coughed and it slipped out of his hand onto the sheet. “I’ll put it here in the drawer by the bed. It’ll be here when you want it. Now go to sleep.” She placed her hand on his forehead, stroking it gently.
Jeffrey listened as she began singing a charming French tune that apparently was familiar to his son because his mouth curled at the corners. “Ecoutez tous, ecoutez, tous, l’echo, l’echo. Il dit, il dit, soyons toujours amis”
She had a rich mellow voice, soothing to the ear. Michael felt for her hand and fell sound asleep. At that point fatigue had caught up to her. She sat back in the chair and closed her eyes.
Jeffrey slipped out of the room. Dr. Endicott was filling out reports at the nurse’s station. “Hugh? I was just coming to find you.”
He took one look at Jeffrey and put a hand on his arm. “You’ve got to get some rest. There’s a bed down in the doctor’s lounge. I want you to lie down for a while and no buts,” he admonished.
“I will. Sister Catherine has gotten him back to sleep.”
“Good. Just what the boy needs.”
“Wake me if there’s the slightest change?”
The doctor moistened his lower lip. “Jeff. I suspect he’s going to reach the crisis sometime tonight. We should know before morning. You get sleep now. Later Michael will need you.”
Jeffrey felt ill. “Thanks, Hugh.”
“No thanks are necessary. By the way, Elinore phoned. I told her you’d brought the nun back with you. I presumed you’d both be staying the night and told her so. She wanted to come back to the hospital, but I told her that since the Sister had come, it wasn’t necessary.”
“Good. She should be with Philip. I told him to take the car home and get some sleep.”
“You do the same. Now!”
*****
Catherine stirred when she heard the rattle of trays outside the door. An aide brought in her dinner. She’d been dozing on and off and hadn’t realized the lateness of the hour. Michael was still asleep, but his breathing was more labored. A new wave of fear seized her and she couldn’t touch the food. She preferred to sponge him down as the fever raged through him.
Several more hours passed and he began babbling incoherently. His sleep was fitful. She was beside herself and ran out in the hall in search of his father. Dr. Endicott had just left a patient’s room and saw her frantic expression. He hurried into the room and pulled the tent away to examine Michael. First he listened to his chest, then his back. Even Catherine, untrained in medical matters, could tell his breathing was too shallow.
The doctor glanced at her for a second and the worried look on his face left nothing to the imagination. He gave him another injection and propped him on his side once more, raising the bed till the boy was almost in a sitting position. Then he relaced the tent. “Sister— all we can do now is wait and pray. I’ll go for Jeffrey.”
She nodded, immobilized with despair. “It’s not fair,” she cried out to the Lord in her first rebellion against the Divine order. “Don’t let this child die,” she begged and slowly sank to her knees, pouring out her heart to Him.
Jeffrey rushed into the room, but stopped immediately when he saw her kneeling. She hadn’t heard him enter the room. Tears filled his eyes as he heard the last few words of her prayer.
“Take my life if Thou wilt, but don’t take this boy from his father. This man has already lost his wife, and he’s saved so many other lives. Father, if it’s Thy will, spare his son. He needs him. But if it’s not Thy will, then let this man find peace. Ease his grief. Be with him in this hour of travail.”
It touched Jeffrey that she’d prayed for him as well as for Michael. There was great sweetness in her. It was no wonder his little boy worshipped her. He had to get well!
He hurried over to the opposite side of the bed and knelt down. With a prayer in his heart, he reached out and took the boy’s other hand. For a long time afterward he remained in that position.
*****
Elinore had insisted that she and Phili go right over to the hospital. Hugh had tried to discourage her from coming, but she had to be near Jeffrey. Philip agreed to go as soon as he’d eaten and slept. They arrived at the hospital shortly before eleven p.m.
Philip knocked on the door very quietly. When there was no answer, he pushed it open. There on their knees were the two people who loved Michael most in the world. Philip felt he was intruding on a sacred moment and shut the door again.
Elinore frowned at him. “What’s the matter?”
“We shouldn’t go in there right now, Elinore. I don’t want to disturb them,” he said in a subdued voice.
“But Jeffrey doesn’t know we’re here. What kind of family are we if we can’t be at his side when he needs us?”
“He has someone at his side right now. He needs her much more. Believe me, this is no time to go in. We can stay out here in the hall. If the worst happens, then we’ll help, but now now!”
Elinore had never seen him so disturbed. It was best not to press the issue. “I don’t see Hugh about. I’d like to talk to him and find out how things really are,” she muttered.
“Let’s just be patient. He’s been here round the clock and is probably resting.”
They sat down on chairs near the nurses’ station and stared numbly into space. But Elinore couldn’t stand it any more and went over to the door to Michael’s room. She pushed it gently to look inside. From the doorway she could see the white-clad back of the nun plainly. Only Jeffrey’s dark blond hair was visible from the other side of the bed. Both were kneeling, oblivious to everything.
The scene was so poignant, even Elinore was moved. She fought tears. Not so much for Michael, but for herself. She should be the one in there with him at this critical moment. She resented it that Jeffrey was relying on the Sister now.
Her husband was right! It would do no good to disturb Jeffrey. There’d be time later. She shut the door and sat down, feeling very bitter.
Philip sighed with relief that for once she hadn’t tried to take charge. He gave her a wan smile, but she ignored him and stared past it. For the last few years things had started to go wrong. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but there was no kindness or gentleness left in her nature. Elinore had turned cold.
It had been months since they’d slept together. She was uninterested, always excusing herself with a headache or being too tried. It hurt a lot because Philip had wanted to start a family. He put his face in hands, aching for what seemed to be slipping away from him. His thoughts strayed back to the tender scene in the next room.
Not being a father himself, he could only imagine what his brother was going through.
Philip was terribly fond of Michael. He was a sweet little chap, bright and well behaved. His death would be an inconsolable loss to all of them.
Hugh suddenly came down the hall. “Philip? I didn’t know you’d come back. I’m just going in.”
Elinore jumped up. “How’s Michael doing? Tell us the truth.”
“I’ll know when I’ve examined him. Wait out here.”
*****
Catherine heard footsteps and rose from the floor to make room for the doctor. Jeffrey also stood up and helped him pull the tent away. After a thorough examination he turned to Jeffrey. “His fever is down a little.”
“Hugh—“
“Wait a minute, Jeff. It’s much too soon to tell, but let’s be thankful for that much improvement.”
Catherine’s face broke into a tender smile she flashed at Jeffrey. It spoke of hope and love. They looked down at the boy and seated themselves on the chairs at either side of his bed.
The doctor replaced the tent and left. Several hours passed as the two of them were deeply absorbed in their prayers. Suddenly Catherine was aware she couldn’t hear the rasping noise. She sat up and strained to listen for any sign of life. Jeffrey was alert to her sudden movement and jumped as she called softly to him.
“What is it?” he demanded.
“I don’t think I can hear him breathing.”
Jeffrey paled and hurriedly threw back the tent as Catherine leaned over Michael. He was lying perfectly still, but his chest was rising and falling at regular intervals. She realized he was sleeping soundly and quietly.
“Oh—“ she blurted. “He’s breathing normally! He’s going to be all right. I know it!”
She raised her head and they shared each other’s happiness. “He’s going to be all right,” she cried again in a rapturous voice. Tears streamed down her face. Michael was resting comfortably and the flush of fever was slowly leaving his hollow cheeks.
“Thank God,” Jeffrey whispered.
Catherine fell to her knees once more, thanking the Lord with all her heart for this great blessing he’d bestowed on them.
A feeling of peace washed over Jeffrey as he gazed at his son. He couldn’t take his eyes off him. Another hour passed and it was growing light ouside.
Catherine still knelt on the floor, her head bowed with her cheek against the bed. Suddenly she felt something pat her wimple and she sat up. Michael’s eyes were open. Though still red-rimmed, she saw a spark of life that hadn’t been there before. She took his hand and held it between both of hers.
He turned to his father. “Daddy? I’m thirsty,” he managed to say in a cracked little voice. Jeffrey held a glass of water to his lips, attentive to his every need. “Could I have some juice?” He coughed, and though it was grating, it wasn’t as sustained as before and he no longer struggled for breath.
“You can have whatever you want.” As he strode swiftly from the room, Catherine couldn’t resist the urge to kiss his cheek.
“Do you know what? You’re getting better already!”
“It doesn’t hurt as much, Sister.”
Jeffrey soon came in followed by Dr. Endicott. The physician was obviously pleased at the change in Michael’s condition. He came over to the bed and made another check before nodding to Jeffrey. “He’s definitely improved. Of course the recovery will be slow. Things will take time, but Jeff—I think I’m safe in saying you’ve got your son back. Congratulations!”
Pure elation dominated Jeffrey’s tired face. He went over to Michael and kissed him on the forehead.
“Sister?” The doctor drew her aside. “Michael’s still very sick. He’s going to need rest and watching. I’m depending on you to make sure he doesn’t over do. He can sip grape juice now. Later on if he has some appetite, I’ll send him broth. He needs sleep. Lots of it. Now that you’re here, that shouldn’t be a problem.”
“Very good, and thank you, doctor.” She smiled warmly at the kind man.
“Don’t thank me, Sister. If you hadn’t come when you did, I wouldn’t have given Michael a chance. You’ve saved his life. I take no credit.”
“God saved his life.”
“Let’s compromise and say both of you played a part.” He winked and turned to Jeffrey. “Philip and Elinore are outside, anxious to see him. I’ll give you a few more minutes, then I’ll let them come in, but only for a moment. I’m leaving you both strictly in charge.”
Catherine went back to the bed. Michael had drifted off to sleep and there were traces of grape juice on his upper lip. He was beginning to look like a typical boy again. She smiled and wiped the purple moustache away, but weakness had attacked her. She brushed the perspiration from her forehead with the sleeve of her habit. With a deep sigh she finally sank down in the chair and closed her eyes.
Jeffrey was so exhausted, he couldn’t move from his chair, but he didn’t feel like sleeping. He was watching Catherine, in awe over what had transpired. He would never forget the words of her prayer. They were indelibly impressed in his mind. She seemed to him a kind of saint. For the first time he really looked at her.
Her face was white with fatigue, but the translucent quality of her skin only enhanced her inner radiance. How could he ever repay her? This sister emanated goodness and purity-- qualities that were rare in most people— even in most nuns he surmised. Not once had she thought of herself or her own comfort. She’d left the convent on a moment’s notice and her every thought and prayer had been for Michael. And for him...
He wondered by what miracle Sister Catherine had been there for the two of them. Twice she’d saved Michael’s life. Jeffrey had often seen the hand of God reach down and change the outcome of a desperate situation during the war. As he studied the lovely nun who sat across from him, a strengthened belief in God filled his soul.
Catherine awakened with a start. She’d been dreaming. She couldn’t remember the details, but she’d felt sad. Then she looked at Michael sleeping peacefully. Unable to resist, she reached out to touch his hand lying on top of the sheet. How she loved him!
Jeffrey was still looking at her. Slowly she raised her eyes to his and the two of them gazed at each other for a long moment. A brilliant smile slowly illuminated her face. For Jeffrey it was as if the black clouds of despair and heartache had suddenly dispersed and glorious sunshine filled his universe once more.
Without realizing what he was doing, Jeffrey reached out and covered her hand, applying gentle pressure as if to communicate by touch his deep emotions. She felt the warmth of his fingers as they twined around hers. She knew he was trying to express his gratitude. A bond had formed because they’d shared in the love of his little son at the critical hour of his life. Jeffrey’s love for Michael was special. Joy filled her to know that one day he’d be walking at his father’s side. His happiness was hers.
When Catherine finally looked away, she discovered Philip had come into the room with a handsome blond woman. Both of them stared at her and Jeffrey. Only then did she realize Jeffrey’s hand was still firmly clasped over hers across Michael’s small figure. She pulled her hand away gently and stood up. Jeffrey was slower to get to his feet.
Philip watched a scarlet blush creep over the nun’s face. The look on his brother’s was almost one of worship.
“Jeff? Hugh says Michael’s going to be fine.”
“Yes,” came the emotion packed reply. Jeffrey was still looking at Catherine.
Elinore was tongue-tied. She appraised Jeffrey, then the sister, but could only see a partial profile due to the white wimple. “It’s wonderful, Jeff,” she mouthed the words before abruptly leaving the room.
Philip sensed they’d walked in on an extremely private moment. There was no mistaking the look in his brother’s eyes this time. “I’ll come back later when Michael’s awake.”
“Stay with me, Phil,” Jeffrey implored with a new, excited quality in his voice. “Sister? You need to eat, then rest. Please feel free to leave Michael for a while. Phil will watch him with me.”
Catherine bowed and left the room. Jeffrey had just excused her from a potentially embarrassing situation and she appreciated his sensitivity. She hoped Philip was understanding enough to accept what he saw as a handclasp of thanksgiving. As for his wife, Catherine knew little about her.
Once at the convent Michael had talked about his Aunt Ellie. He told her he didn’t want to go back to Norwood because he didn’t want her taking care of him. She wasn’t his mum and he didn’t like her. Sometimes she talked like Sister Anna, and it scared him.
Catherine couldn’t imagine what he’d meant because Sister Anna was a dear sweet woman of Austrian extraction who had a difficult time learning English. But it didn’t matter because all the children adored. Still, Michael was very serious about his feelings and Catherine had to respect them.
Long after she’d disappeared around the corner of the corridor, eyes of suspicion and envy stared after her. Elinore watched the figure of the nun with great interest. She still hadn’t gotten a good look at this Sister who’d once again managed the impossible, but she would never forget the look of admiration on Jeffrey’s face when she’d walked into that room with Philip. It would haunt her to the grave.
Elinore could no longer remain in the hospital under the circumstances. Without a moment’s hesitation, she left the floor and walked out the front doors to drive to the house. She would send Jens back to the hospital for Philip when he was ready. In her frame of mind, she didn’t care of Philip never came back.
As for Jeffrey, she would have to find another way to reach him. Using Michael’s illness as a bridge would not bring them closer together now. She would have to wait until he was fully recovered and home from the hospital. With the Sister around, she couldn’t get near her brother-in-law, that much was obvious.
No, she’d wait till the Sister returned to her cloister, and life returned to normal once more. There were other ways to make a man interested. She just had to be patient a little longer.
*****
With the crisis over, Catherine slept through the late morning and part of the afternoon in the nurses’ quarters. Because her exhaustion had reached its peak, it was a deep sleep without dreams. Once rested and fortified with a late lunch, she returned to Michael’s room.
His father was sound asleep on the cot by the bed where Michael lay. Both father and son were sprawled over their beds in much the same position. Smiling, Catherine tiptoed in. Michael’s father looked younger now, despite the day’s growth of beard. He seemed almost helpless. Not at all the way she’d first thought of him back at the convent. The lines had gone from around his mouth and eyes.
She went to the closet and found a blanket that she carefully put over him. The room was cool. He opened his eyes briefly and saw her face close to his as she tucked in the sides. With a smile he settled back to sleep, evidently enjoying his new found warmth.
Since both were sleeping, she left the room and inquired about some books at the nursing station. Something a little boy would like to read. The sister said there was reading material in the children’s wing on the main floor. Catherine went downstairs and was shown into a playroom that was a make-shift nursery for the convalescents. She found blocks, toys, tables and chairs, a piano. Over on a corner table were several stacks of books, well worn.
She looked through them, but nothing appealed. Then she saw a book on the floor behind it, an old edition of Robin Hood. She leafed through the pages, loving the drawings. It had been one of her favorite books as a child. Michael would enjoy it. She put it under her arm and went back upstairs.
Michael and his father were still asleep as she crept in, so she sat quietly in a chair near the window. For want of anything else to do, she opened the first page and found herself immersed in the story.
As the Sheriff of Nottingham was about to dismount, Jeffrey stirred. She looked over at him. He yawned and then sat up, staring at her as if she were an apparition. “Sister? How long have you been here?”
“For an hour or more.”
He felt his beard. “I didn’t hear you come in. Where did the blanket come from?”
“It felt cool in here so I put it over you.”
He smiled. “Thank you. “What time is it?”
“Almost five o’clock.”
“I’ve been asleep all day,” he murmured, sounding surprised.
“So has Michael. It’s been good for both of you.”
He eyed her thoughtfully. “Did you get any?”
“Yes. All morning and part of the day.”
Jeffrey got up and folded the cot and blanket away in the corner. “I’ll see if they can’t bring us some tea and biscuits.” He left the room and came back shortly with a tray.
He poured the tea and brought her a cup, leaning over to see what she was reading. “Robin Hood. Where did you manage to find that?”
“In the nursery. I’m anxious to read it to Michael when he wakes up.”
“He’ll love it. There are books at home I can bring to him, Sister.”
Her eyes sparkled. “You wouldn’t happen to have The Count of Monte Cristo, or The Black Tulip?”
He smiled broadly. Those were two of his old favorites. “I have those and more back at the house. When I go home tonight I’ll pack a bundle and bring them to the hospital in the morning.”
“That would be wonderful. He’s lucky to be surrounded by good books. Most of the children at the convent are sorely lacking in that department. I’m afraid the library there has little to offer them. I’ve had to rely on memories from own childhood to keep them entertained.” It suddenly occurred to her she was talking too much.
“I wish I’d known. I’ll have Jens pack a box and we’ll see that your library is enriched right away.”
“You can’t imagine how happy it will make the children. You’re very kind.”
“Not at all. It’s the least I can do after all you’ve done for Michael and me.” He stared at her. Heavens, but she was beautiful.
Catherine averted her eyes. “I’ve discovered that when a child is frightened or sick, a book can do wonders to alleviate the stress. They escape for a while. You can tell they’re starving for good literature by the way they hang on your every word. It’s a type of therapy that benefits them for years to come.” She paused. “What other books do you have?”
Her hopeful glance intrigued him. He paced the floor while he digested what she’d just said. “Like what, for instance?”
“Oh, historical novels. Anything to do with the Plantagenets, or something on the French revolution. Russia.”
“Aren’t those a little steep for Michael?”
“I was asking for myself. When Michael’s asleep, I like to read.”
Impressed, he stroked his chin. “I’ll see what I can find. I know we have Les Miserables.”
“I read that years ago,” she remarked. “That’s one book I’d like to be reading for the first time.”
“I know what you mean.” His eyes reluctantly left hers. “I’ll go through our books and bring anything I think you’ll like.”
As she thanked him, Michael began coughing. They walked over to the bed. He opened crusty lids and looked at them. “Sister? I’m hungry. Can I have something to eat now?”
Catherine was delighted. “Of course. How about some broth and a little egg custard?”
“That sounds good.”
“All right. I’ll go down the hall and get it. Commander? He can have those biscuits I haven’t eaten.”
Jeffrey nodded and handed them to Michael. He took a tiny first bite, then devoured them between couching spells. It was so wonderful to see his appetite back, Jeffrey felt giddy.
Catherine returned and began feeding Michael the custard, spoonful by spoonful, like a mother with her baby. They were so natural together, Jeffrey sighed with contentment.
When Michael pulled a face, she knew he was full. “Now,” she said, “you lie back and I’ll read you a story you’ve been wanting to hear for a long time.”
“Ivanhoe?”
“No. Another one you wished we had in the convent library.”
“King Arthur?
“No. Robin Hood.”
“Goody.” He clapped his hands before coughing violently. Catherine held her breath till it was over.
As she started another of his favorite tales, Jeffrey found a chair and sat back, putting his hands behind his head to listen. When the different speaking parts were introduced, she changed her voice to suit the characters. Michael was living the adventure. So was Jeffrey for that matter. The lovely Sister was enchanting. She came to the part where King Richard had returned from the crusades.
“Sister?” Michael broke in. “What’s a crusade?” Jeffrey waited for the answer.
“Well, it was a religious war. The place where Christ was born had been overrun by infidels, men who didn’t believe in God. Many knights went to that country to free it and make it God’s country once more. King Richard went for England.”
“I wish I could have gone.”
Jeffrey glanced at Catherine and they both smiled. “Michael, did you know there was a whole army of little children from France who went on a crusade? If you’d been alive then, you might have been among them.”
“Really?” They could hear the wheels turning. Then, “Did they die?” he asked softly.
“Yes, some of them.”
“They were brave.”
“Very.”
He pondered her answer, then said, “Will you keep reading now?”
Catherine resumed the story. Jeffrey said nothing and continued to listen and enjoy the exchange between the two of them. It gave him a great deal of satisfaction to know his son had been in her stimulating company for such a long period of time. He was more fortunate than Jeffrey had realized.
Michael’s eyelids closed just as King Richard was knighting Robin Hood Sir Robin of Loxley. Catherine closed the book. She turned to Jeffrey and noted the pleased expression on his face. It made her happy to see he was no longer burdened with worry. “Commander? Until Michael has recovered, I’ll stay here at the hospital. I can sleep on the cot.”
“Thank you. I was hoping you were going to say that. Michael will rest easier if you’re here at night. However that cot isn’t the most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept on. Perhaps you can use a bed in the nurses’ quarters. I’ll inquire.”
“That’s not necessary. I want to be right here with him until he’s on his feet. The cot will be fine. At the convent—“ She stopped talking. She shouldn’t be telling him about her life. It just slipped out. He was easy to talk to. In the future she’d have to be more careful.
Jeffrey understood her momentary plight. He knew she’d almost said something she shouldn’t. It made her seem more human and he was glad of it. “Very well. Will you join me for dinner?” He wanted to continue their conversation.
“I think not. I’ll stay with Michael until you return. Then I’ll eat and go to chapel.”
He nodded and left the room. There was a pub around the corner from the hospital where they served fish and chips. He’d go there. It wouldn’t take long and he could get back quickly. The thought occurred to him that fish might taste good to her too, so he placed two orders and picked up a light wine. While he waited for the order, he phoned Jens and instructed him to bring the car to the hospital later.
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