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Emergency Wedding
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When you're a doctor, and young and pretty, you need a special prescription for a happy marriage
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IT WAS just like the story books. I had. met and loved and married the most beautiful girl in the world, all in a week. Now, hand in hand, we were starting into the sunset beyond which lies the special paradise reserved for young lovers. You know how it is in the movies. You show the preacher a two-buck license, hand him a five-buck tip, and he hands you a paper that's supposed to be a lease on an apartment in heaven. Just like that.
When Helen and I were married. the only thing I really knew about her was that she was beautiful. She was that, ail right. Beautiful in a way you couldn't drink in all at once, because you were catching your breath. In a little while you noticed that there was strength behind the slim appeal of her body, competence back of the soft warmth of her eyes and the velvet curve of her chin. Her hands were slim and strong, too. The hands of a doctor. Oh, yes, Helen was a doctor. Only because she was so young, about 28, and so beautiful, I thought of her merely as a glorified nurse. Doctors are generally grey-headed fellows with jowls who poke you in the ribs and tell you to say, "Ah! "
Myself, I wasn't anybody. Just a guy whose father had done all the living for him during his youth. Too much money earned by someone else. The old man. When he died, there wasn't any need for me to earn anything. He had left enough for me to idle on for several generations.
So I met Helen and married her.
Even our first meeting was an accident. Her car smacked into mine. That's how we came together. Within a week I was carrying her across the threshold of Dad's home, now mine, a small thing of a couple of dozen rooms and servants to go with the rooms.
Helen stared at the living room. "Peter Kirk," she said awed, "I've seen hospitals that were smaller than this!"
"Well, Dad hired enough servants to keep the place filled," I said. "It's all yours, darling."
"But, where are the servants?"
"I wired ahead to give them a few days off. I want you all to myself."
"In here, darling, we could get lost."
"That's my hope. That we get lost . . . for days and days, and forever."
"You mean, I'm all alone with a strange husband? Why, we scarcely know each other."
"What a wonderful time we'll have getting acquainted." I took her in my arms, held her and whispered in her ear. "I love you, darling."
"And I love you," she whispered back. "It's foolish, but I do."
Then the phone rang, Reluctantly I answered it when it refused to stop ringing. "No," I said into the phone, "you've got the wrong number. There's. no Dr. Hunt here."
I hung up. Helen was staring at me. "But there is, darling," she said. "I'm Dr. Hunt. Remember?"
"Not a real doctor," I said, "like the ones who examine people and cut them up and such like."
"That's the kind I am, and that was my office assistant calling. I wired ahead to get me here."
"But it's our honeymoon. You can't examine other people on our honeymoon."
The phone rang again. This time Helen answered it. "Yes," she said into it. "This is Dr. Hunt, Mr. Vandemer's back? It hurts. I see. Any other calls? Mrs. Palmer, Mrs. Megan, Mr. Clouty. And you couldn't get Dr. Terhune to take care of them? All right, I'll see them all tomorrow morning."
"Tomorrow?" I said, when she hung up. "Aren't you forgetting us, our honeymoon?"
She kissed me. "No, darling, how could I? Only . . . a doctor's patients come first. Now, show me the rest of the house."
When a beautiful woman who is your bride smiles at you and asks you to show her your house, you forget everything else, I showed Helen the house, and she stood in the door of the bedroom and gasped. I, too, had wired ahead, but to an interior decorator to do a rush job for me, The guy had gone all out. It was a setting now where any woman would feel like Cleopatra and any man her Antony. I left Helen standing gaping at it and went for some champagne.
Soon I had the table set in the center of all the luxury and the soft lighting, the champagne cooling and a lot of luscious food asking to be eaten.
"Love me, darling?" I asked, and kissed her.
"Muchly," she said. "Even more than the food, the wine, the gorgeous setting. Oh, Peter, what a place to . . . to . . . be married to!"
The phone rang. Slowly I handed it to her, started to nibble at the food. Helen spoke sharply, professionally.
"Oh," she said into the phone. "Has there been a hemorrhage? Much? Rupture, huh, How large?"
I put back the piece of chicken I was eating.
"What about the upper region?" Helen went on. "Infected? The entire area? Have you drained it? What? The bone showing?"
I began to feel woozy.
"Well," Helen was saying, "drain it thoroughly. Inject about three thousand units of penicillin. I'll see her first thing in the morning."
She hung up, looked at the food, then at me. I was sprawled out in a chair now, feeling like something green that had been cooked a long time. Helen poured out a glass of champagne, handed it to me.
"I'm sorry, darling," she said. "I should have sent you away."
I started to say something when the phone rang again. It sounded like a thousand phones ringing madly in my brain.
"Hello, Van!" Helen said into the phone. "Yes, I got your call, but I was . . . er . . . busy. Oh, don't be silly, Van. A big man like you shouldn't . . . What? Your back again'? It hurts? Well, you'll live through the night. I'll look at it in the morning. No . .  . no . . . please don't talk now . . . please!"
Helen looked at me, put her band over the mouthpiece and spoke rapidly and softly. Then she laughed and whispered some more. I looked at the champagne and the cold cuts. I had no appetite. Then she hung up.
"He had a pain," she said lamely.
"That makes two of us. Who is he?"
"Just a patient. He has a sore back."
"And you have to whisper the cure?"
"What would you do if you were a bride with your husband listening in and someone asking you what was so wonderful about the man you married?'' 
"It . . . it was like that?"
"More so. I was whispering that you were the finest man I had ever known, and how fortunate I was marrying you."
The bubbles came back to the champagne and the flavor to the food. The room looked seductive again. The lights were beautiful.
"I'm a jealous heel," I said. "Will you forgive me?"
"If you. kiss me," Helen said.
I kissed her, took a long time about it. Only the ringing of the phone stopped me. Helen picked it up.
"Is it like this all the time?" I asked her, my patience waning. "You married a doctor, darling," Helen said, smiling. Into the phone she said, "Yes, Mrs. Palmer? She is, huh? You are quite sure the pains are coming every twenty minutes. All right. I'll be right over."
She hung up and came over and kissed me. "An emergency, darling. I'll have to rush."
"Don't let me keep you from having a baby," I said. "I'm only your husband."
She smiled at me and was gone. I waited for the sound of her car in the driveway. When it died away, the house was suddenly lonely, empty and dead as if all the life of it had fled with Helen. Gloomily I thought of all the ills and diseases of the world and cursed them. I stretched out on the lounge, feeling sorry for myself. When I awoke the daylight was streaming into the room and I could hear the sounds of the servants downstairs, I got up, stiff and weary. I looked over at the huge and rather ornate bed. Helen was asleep on top of it, fully dressed, her black bag on the floor beside her. There was nothing I could do except find Marie, her maid, and send her up to take care of her. The first day of our honeymoon was over.
Helen came downstairs around noon, fresh and lovelier looking than ever. She had been up all night with her patient. I did not tell her that the phone had been ringing for her all morning. She examined the list of calls and looked at me reproachfully.
"You should have called me, darling," she said.
"You were all in," I said, "and you needed your rest."
"I'll have an office full of patients waiting for me. I won't have time for breakfast."
I couldn't help the note of jealousy. "Will that Vandemer guy be one of them?" I asked.
"He's just a professional case now," Helen said.
"Oh, then he was something more."
"He did have a crush on me."
"A crush on you?"
"Is that surprising, that other men have found me attractive?"
"No."
"Well, remember, darling," she said, and kissed me, "it was you I married."
"We've still got to prove that." I said.
"We will. I'll be home early tonight."
"Promise?"
"I love you," she said. "Remember? And it's a promise."
I held her in my arms, not wanting to let her go. This time I kissed her. She backed up, looking at me. "You know," she said, "a kiss like that could make a person forget all about work."
I kissed her again. "Of course," she said, gasping a little, "I could say I was ill and couldn't go to the office."
I said nothing, rubbing my cheek against hers, my lips against the softness of her neck. Then she pushed me away.
"No," she said, "I've got to be strong. 'Bye." And she was gone. just like that, carrying with her the look in her eyes that spelt all my happiness. Again the house felt lonely and empty.
When I could stand it no more, I went out. I didn't plan it, because I wasn't thinking at all, but an hour later I was in the reception room of Helen's office, my hat in my hand, staring at the girl who was staring back at me.
"You have an appointment?" she asked.
"No. Yes, that is . . . I'm the doctor's husband."
"Oh, glad to know you, Mr. . . . ah . . . 
"Kirk. Mr. Kirk."
"I'll see if the doctor is free."
"No . . . No . . . don't bother. I just wanted to see if she would have luncheon with me. She hasn't had breakfast, yet, you know."
"No, I didn't know. She's with Mr. Vandemer now, a patient."
"Oh," I said.
"It's his back," the girl said. "And he's so handsome. He's got a fractured sacrum."
"What's that?"
The girl touched the end of her spine. "Here," she said. "It's the bone here."
The door to Helen's office opened and she came out, laughing and talking to a tall, handsome guy whose grey temples made him look younger instead of older. They walked past without seeing me.
At the door, Helen said, "Good-bye. Come back tomorrow, Van, and I'll look at that back of yours again."
He went out, grinning at her, and she came back into the reception room.Then she saw me. "Peter! What are you doing here?"
"Can't I come down and ask my wife if she'll have lunch with me?"
"It's way past lunch," Helen said, studying me. "But I'll let you take me to dinner as soon as I get rid of some more patients."

I HAD to be content with that and asked her to meet me at Tarantino's, a favorite eating place of mine. I wanted to wait for her there in the reception room, but she eased me out. Her patients would get nervous, she explained, if the doctor's husband were around. So I went out and killed time walking the streets, feeling like anything except a husband on a honeymoon.
The dinner was swell, and Helen was relaxed and lovely. I was beginning to forget my troubles when a hearty voice burst on my ears.
"Helen, darling!" the voice said. "I forgot to offer my congratulations."
I turned around. Yes, it was Vandemer, the Clark Gable of the sick list.
"Thanks, Van," Helen said. "This is my husband, Mr. Kirk."
"Well, glad to meet Mr. Kirk. How are you?"
"How are you?" I asked.
"That's for the doctor to decide," Vandemer said, and gave out with a laugh that was something between the croak of a raven and the bray of an ass. "Here I was waiting for Helen to come back to marry me, and she comes back with a man she says she met in the mountains. How did it happen?"
"The way all romance happens. We met and fell in love," Helen explained.
"Then one last thing," Vandemer said, pulling Helen to her feet. "A loser's privilege."
He took her swiftly in his arms and kissed her. He released her, patted me on the shoulder and started away. I couldn't resist it. My foot went out, tangled with his, and he came crashing down at Helen's feet.
"Peter!" Helen shouted. "His sacrum! You've hurt him."
Vandemer scrambled painfully to his feet. "If you'd care to come outside," he said, "I'll give you my version of the next round."
"Now you're talking my language," I said, getting up.
Helen got between us. She was furious, and all the diners in the place were on their feet, staring at us.
"Run along, Van. I'll see you tomorrow. In the meantime, our apologies for . . . for this."
"As you say, darling," Vandemer said, trying to grin at her, holding his hand where his sacrum should be and trying not to wince. He limped away from us and Helen picked her wrap from the back of her chair. Without a word she put it on and walked out.
Reno is a nice town and I like it very much. So do a lot of women like it, for six weeks, anyway. Helen decided she liked it better than she liked me. There was no use arguing with her. It was my insane jealousy, she said, that made life and marriage unbearable. No, the affair at Tarantino's wasn't the breaking point. Helen didn't speak to me for two days after that, but finally we worked in some sort of a conversation between her phone calls. We agreed to a truce, a "get acquainted" period. Only, the second night Helen was called out on an emergency. I couldn't help hearing. The patient was Vandemer. I let her go and mooned over it, getting hotter and hotter until I could take it no more. Then I started out for the Vandemer house. I didn't knock, just barged in. Standing in the hall, close to each other, were Helen and Vandemer. What made me mad was that when they saw me they weren't even startled.
"Hello, happy man!" Vandemer said. "Welcome!"
"How's that sacrum?" I said, and walked over to him. I hit him hard where it would hurt. The sacrum. He howled in pain, then started for me. Before he could get his big hands on me, the living room door opened and a score of people were screaming at us, laughing and shouting. Vanderner scowled at me.
Yes, you fool," he said, "it was a surprise party . . . for both of you. There's a messenger at your house now, to bring you here. We knew you'd never agree to come here to my place with Helen."
"I'm sorry," I said, not feeling sorry at all. 
"Go home and be sorry," Helen said, "or I will."
Only, she didn't go home. She went to Reno. And that's why I was there, too, in the same hotel with her, for a last try at making up. Maybe I thought I should get at least a honeymoon out of our marriage.
Money is a key that opens locks, especially locks in hotels. The bell boy was too happy giving me a room next to Helen, happy with the fifty bucks I gave him. And he was glad to call on her, to tell her that there was an emergency call for a doctor in Room 306. 1 waited until I heard the knock on the door, then threw myself groaning on the bed. Helen came in, carrying her black bag. She had to turn me over before she recognized me. She backed away.
"So, this is the emergency," she said, coldly.
"Actually, it is," I said. "My wife is going to divorce me, and I'm not going to let her."
She frowned, and turned to go.
"That isn't all," I said, hurriedly. "I want to tell this wife of mine that I love her, and that I've been very foolish in the past . . . a jealous fool. I've changed."
"I'm glad you have. Some nice girl will appreciate it. I have plans of my own."
"If it's being jealous of this Vandemer that worries you, forget it. We'll adopt him if it makes you happy."
"We won't have to. I'm marrying Van, just as soon as I'm free. And he's waiting for me now."
"He's waiting? He's here? In Reno?"
"Naturally. He's keeping me company."
"Well, that's a cozy situation, I must say."
"What are you driving at?"
"You might have waited until our marriage was cold before starting running around."
"Me. Running around? So this is the new Peter Kirk, the trusting Peter Kirk."
"Well, it does seem funny."
"Look, Peter, I have work to do, important work. When I marry Van at least I'll be free to do my job. No more scenes, no more snooping. At least Van will trust me."
"I guess you're right," I said, giving up. "I'll never learn to control my jealousy. Must be a crazy streak in me."
"I'm afraid so, Peter."
"I don't blame you for preferring Van."
"There isn't a jealous bone in his body." 
"Well, as Van says, a loser has his privileges: a kiss for the bride. Good luck, darling."
I took her in my arms, holding her tight. But I was looking at the door. Then I said, loud enough to be heard a block away, "Oh, darling, this is wonderful!"
The door flew open. Helen whirled around. Vanderner was standing there, anger written all over him. He paid no attention to me, all his bitterness was for Helen.
"This is a fine emergency," he snapped. "just as soon as my back is turned!"
"Look, you've got us all wrong," I said.
"Keep out of it," he snarled at me. "You're just the unwanted husband." He glared again at Helen. "You were kissing him, weren't you?"
"I was--" Helen started to explain, then stopped. "How did you know that before you broke in? We . . . we had finished."
"I . . . I just guessed."
"No more scenes," I quoted. "No more jealousy."
"Oh, Van," Helen said. "You, too!"
"Not a jealous bone in his body," I said.
"You keep out of this!" Van shouted at me.
"The lady happens to be my wife," I said.
"But she's going to be mine!"
"You can stop it, both of you," Helen said. "I'm not going to be anybody's wife. I'm sick of jealous men, sick of all men!"
"Why, honey," another voice chimed in, "when a girl as pretty as you hates men, somethin's wrong."
It was the maid. She was grinning, and her arms were filled with sheets and towels. Helen turned to her, still angry.
"There's nothing wrong with me, except the man I'm going to marry--was going to marry--is as insanely jealous as the man I did marry."
"Isn't that wonderful!" the maid said.
"Wonderful ?"
"I've been married four times, dearie, and never any one of them jealous of me for one minute. That's why I been married four times. Them boys just didn't naturally care."
"But . . . but . . . " Helen started.
"Ain't no buts about it," the maid said. "Last one was the worst of all. Lordy, if he had only walloped me once in a while, we might be snuggled up yet. Did yours?"
"Wallop me? Certainly not."
"Ain't no men worthwhile these days. Well, if he don't wallop you, least he can be jealous. That way you got a chance to know he loves you. All I know, if I had two fine looking men jealous over me, I'd pick the one I wanted and live jealously with him forever after."
She went out, the door closing softly after her. I waited, then got up, went over to Vandemer and hit him with all I had, this time on the jaw. Then the room fell on me. When I came to, Helen was bending over me.
"Thank heavens you're all right!"
"Let me up. I want another crack at him."
"I sent him to the hospital, darling. Don't you remember? You hit him so hard on the jaw his sacrum came undone." She kissed me then. "We're--all alone."
"You'll take me back," I asked, "jealousy and all?"
"Darling," she said, "if I ever catch you not being jealous, I'll . . . I'll wallop you!"
So, where others come to be separated, Helen and I stayed to be united. We were, and when we left after weeks and weeks of paradise, Helen said, softly, she thought the next emergency call might be for her.



