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There are many forms of courage—

         
         
         
         
         Blazing a new trail,

         
         
         Taking an unpopular stand,

         
         
         Stepping out in that moment of faith,

         
         
         Laughter instead of tears for someone else’s sake,

         
         
         Enduring physical, spiritual, and emotional anguish,

         
         
         Holding on to God with trust instead of desperation,

         
         
         Forgiving as we were forgiven.

         
         
         Loving one another.

         
         
         Asking for help to bear a burden.

         
         
         
         
         This book is dedicated to Jesus Christ, who showed the ultimate courage by going to the cross. His love cleanses me, humbles me, and woos me. With that certain spark only He can give and foster, I’m able to step out in faith. Jesus is my example, my Lord and Savior. I want to walk in His footsteps, sit at His feet and be brave enough to love as He taught. He is my everything, and I praise His name.
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         November 1892

            Gooding, Texas

         
         
         
         
         Miracles are going to start happening, Karl Van der Vort. I can feel it in my bones.” The labyrinth of wrinkles on Mrs. Whitsley’s face added to the almost mystical quality of her comment. Blue eyes lively as could be, she winked. “Miracles.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Thump. Karl shut the door on her now-full coal bin. Humoring the sweet old woman, he asked, “Like what?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “You’re going to get your heart right with Jesus.” Nodding sagely, she leaned on her cane and extended a glass to him. Silently agreeing it would be nothing short of a miracle, Karl reached for the drink; but to his surprise, the widow continued on. “Then you’re going to find yourself a wife.”

         
         
         
         
         “A wife!” The idea rattled him so much, he was glad she’d held on to the lemonade a breath longer before letting go, lest it tumble from his grip.

         
         
         
         
         Her smile widened, arranging her wrinkles into rays of delight. “Yes, a wife, Karl. The Good Book says, ‘Seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you.’ A blacksmith owning his forge and livery couldn’t have a steadier job, and you have a home and dog. The only things that’re missing are God’s peace and a wife. Sure as we’re standing here, you’re going to find both. You’ve started coming back to church, and that’ll set your feet on the right path.”

         
         
         
         
         Unwilling to respond, Karl chugged down the lemonade. He’d emptied half the glass before the sheer bitterness made him come to a shuddering stop.

         
         
         
         
         “What’s wrong?” Mrs. Whitsley swiped the glass from him and took a sip. “I forgot the sugar! I do apologize, Karl. This is terrible. Just terrible. I don’t know what came over me.”

         
         
         
         
         Karl stooped and placed his hands on his knees, then tilted his head and tenderly kissed the old woman’s cheek. “There.” He straightened up. “That was sugar enough for me.” He grabbed the handles of the oversized wheelbarrow he used to make coal deliveries and walked off.

         
         
         
         
         Within a few strides, Karl muffled a groan as he realized he’d probably been too bold and shocked the poor old lady. What was I thinking? He stank at trying to figure out women, and the proof of that very fact was that at the age of twenty-eight, he’d not yet married. After a box social or a few after-church strolls, he’d inevitably scared off the few eligible young women he’d met—and if he couldn’t handle a woman near his own age, how was he supposed to figure out how to treat a woman double, maybe even triple that?
         

         
         
         
         
         He steered the wheelbarrow around a large jagged rock and toward the mountain of coal next to the railroad tracks. Lyrics from Sunday’s hymn stole into his thoughts. “When peace like a river attendeth my way . . .” I would like this. In my heart, though, there is yet a drought.

         
         
         
         
         Old Mrs. Whitsley said I’d have to make peace with God before I’d find a wife. My soul has been in turmoil now for fifteen years. Why should I even bother thinking of a wife at this point?

         
         
         
         
         Karl shook the thoughts from his mind, and the remainder of the morning flew past while he delivered coal to his neighbors and filled the huge bins at the smithy. As he brought back the last load, his brother called out loudly, “Come! We have cookies!”

         
         
         
         
         Karl didn’t need any explanation. The slight edge to Piet’s voice warned that Linette Richardson had delivered the cookies and was making a nuisance of herself. He and Piet regularly rescued each other from Linette’s husband-hunting schemes.

         
         
         
         
         “Cookies!” Karl set down the handles of the wheelbarrow and went into the smithy.

         
         
         
         
         “They’re shortbread and torn pants.” Linette grabbed hold of Karl’s arm. “Your favorites.” Coming from Mrs. Orion, the woman who ran the boardinghouse and bakery, torn pants was merely a whimsical name for cookies. Recently she’d hired Linette, however, and Linette saying torn pants was enough to make both brothers determined to send her off immediately. Even Skyler, their faithful collie, slunk into the corner instead of wildly wagging his tail in hopes of earning a treat for himself. Smart dog.
         

         
         
         
         
         Karl frowned down at his arms and Linette’s hand upon him. “I’m covered in coal dust, Miss Richardson. I’d better wash it off. You’ll want to wash right away back at the boardinghouse before you start helping Mrs. Orion again.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re a hardworking man. Both of you are.” Linette’s green hair ribbon started slipping as she looked around the shop. Due to a fever her hair had been chopped short, so she wore a ribbon to try to keep from looking mannish. She turned loose of him and slid the ribbon back into place. “This place is bursting with proof of your industry.”

         
         
         
         
         “Ja, and it’s shouting at us to get back to work.” Piet turned back to the anvil. A second later, the clang of his hammer filled the air.
         

         
         
         
         
         Karl timed his words to fall between the hammer strikes. “Much obliged for the cookies. Know you have to get back to work, too.” He turned to the side and plunged his hands into the water barrel—a not-so-subtle dismissal, but it wasn’t right to give the girl false hope. Sluicing icy water over his arms and face felt bracing. Even in the dead of winter, the forge put out so much heat that Karl relished the cool relief of the water. Even greater, though, was his relief that she’d left by the time he shook off the last splash of water.

         
         
         
         
         Just off to the side stood a plate of cookies. The twisted and fried “torn pants” were crispy, just the right mix of butter and sweet. But best of all—shortbread. His long, thick fingers dwarfed the flaky chunk. How did Linette know it was his favorite? The poor girl. He pitied her. The eldest in her family, she didn’t have a beau, yet the next two sisters in line were both planning their weddings. If Linette had her way, it would be a triple wedding. Piet and Karl vowed neither of them would fall into that trap. No matter if she occasionally came by with a delicious treat, no bribe was sweet enough to convince either of them to pop the question.

         
         
         
         
         Though known for flattery, Linette had spoken the truth. Their business thrived. Blacksmithing required brute strength; by working together, they were able to fabricate impossibly heavy and unwieldy items. They never lacked for work. In fact, when another blacksmith opened a forge in town, they’d tried to send business his way—but Baumgartner did shoddy work. Once his laziness became apparent, Karl and Piet no longer referred clients to him. Soon Baumgartner packed up and moved on, leaving Piet and Karl with as heavy a workload as ever.

         
         
         
         
         Piet paused momentarily. “It took you forever. Mrs. Orion must have fed you. Next time, I deliver the coal.”

         
         
         
         
         Karl cocked a brow. “Only if the hammer says so.” Their father taught them their trade and how to settle arguments. A hammer tossed straight up would fall, and the direction of the handle would dictate the result.

         
         
         
         
         Leaving a sooty smear across his forehead as he wiped away sweat, Karl’s brother scowled. “Then I toss the hammer. My hammer.”

         
         
         
         
         “Fair enough.”

         
         
         
         
         A few big bites of shortbread, then Karl covered the plate with the napkin. Later, he’d eat his other piece. Piet was right: He’d filled his belly earlier with Mrs. Orion’s tasty breakfast after delivering her coal.

         
         
         
         
         Karl pulled his work apron from the nail, and the thick latigo leather, supple from years of use, filled his hands. Scarred and stained, the piece bore mute testimony of untold times when it had protected him from the sparks and shards that abounded in his profession. The strap ruffled past his hair and rested at the base of his neck. Instead of a bulky tie at the middle, a belt buckled behind Karl’s waist—loose enough to let a little air circulate. That modification was Karl’s idea. Matteo over at the saddlery had been happy to affix the belt and buckle when the wraparound ties snapped. Ready for business, Karl picked up his hammer.

         
         
         
         
         “What,” bang, “are,” clang, “you,” bang, “working,” clang, “on?” Piet spaced his words between each blow, but because he wanted to elongate the iron bar as well as flatten it, he swiveled his hammer and struck the bar with the side of the hammer every other blow.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Hooks for Widow O’Toole to hang her velocipede.”

         
         
         
         
         Piet snorted. “A woman who wears bloomers and rides a bicycle.”

         
         
         
         
         “She’s a lonely old woman.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not really that old. She wouldn’t be so lonely if she stopped scolding grown men for enjoying a drink now and then.” Piet hefted his hammer. “But since you’ve been going to church, you’re getting holier-than-thou. Judging everybody. Saints—” he pointed one direction with his hammer, then the other way—“and sinners.” direction with his hammer, “I’ve judged no one!”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re arguing with me and standing up for her right now. That says it all.” Piet’s hammer crashed down in an attempt to cease the conversation.

         
         
         
         
         Karl didn’t allow that ploy to work. “You’re a grown man. You make decisions for yourself. I am a man, and I make the decisions for myself. I decided to go to church, Piet. It does not make me a saint. I sit there and know how far from God I have wandered.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Ever since he’d started attending church without his brother, Karl had been paying an unexpected price. Piet was growing as sour as Old Mrs. Whitsley’s lemonade. Like all brothers, they’d had a day here or there in the past when they were put out with one another—but it had been weeks now, and Piet showed no signs of letting up. Compared to Piet, Widow O’Toole might be a pleasant change.

         
         
         
         
         At that preposterous thought, Karl picked up his own hammer, pulled a long iron rod from the furnace, and started to work on the orange, glowing end. Again, the hymn in his mind kept the heartbeat-like cadence of strike and rebound strike of his hammer. “Whe-en. Pea-eace. Like. A. Riv-er.” The iron didn’t feel right. Shoving it back into the fire, he shouted, “Did Clicky telegraph an order for more iron?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Ja.” Steam rose as bubbling and hissing filled the suddenly quiet shop when Piet plunged the bracket he’d made into the water bath. “Tomorrow it will come.”

         
         
         
         
         Thinking of the previous winter when they’d had some appreciable snowfall, Karl twisted the rod in the fire. “Weather’s turning. Next time we’d better double our order.”

         
         
         
         
         “Tripled it.” Piet lifted the bracket from the water but looked past it, directly at Karl. “Though I didn’t need to. You stand around jawing and go warm a pew while I’m the one working.”

         
         
         
         
         Anger flashed through him. “The forge has never operated on Sunday. For me to go to church makes no difference in how much work gets done. When I get home from church, you’re just rolling out of bed.”

         
         
         
         
         “Home from church?” Piet scoffed. “Home with a full belly.” 

         
         
         
         
         So that’s what this is all about! “The same people who invite me to Sunday supper would gladly have you over, too.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “But I’m not good enough because I’m not there.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s not why.” Karl let go of the rod, turned, and looked at his brother with disgust. “Saturdays you drink so much, you’re sick most Sundays, thus I’ve had to thank them for their kind offer and turn them down. Even then, you cannot complain—the women have still sent plates of food for you.”

         
         
         
         
         Piet bristled. “I’m a man. I don’t complain.”

         
         
         
         
         “You just complained that I don’t do my share of the work because I worship on Sundays when our forge is closed.” Piet’s face grew thunderous, but Karl stared right back. “Have I ever once complained about how you like to drink beer? About you getting so drunk I had to clean your mess and work alone the next day? No. Not once have I complained.” He refused to let his brother minimize the truth of the problem. “It used to happen very seldom—but it is once a week now. Sometimes twice.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s none of your business.”

         
         
         
         
         “Your drinking is my business.” Now that he’d finally broached the topic, Karl refused to back down. “I clean up after you and work without you, so our shop earns less.”

         
         
         
         
         “Get back to work. This is exactly what I meant. You stand around jawing. That’s why there’s less money.”

         
         
         
         
         “Always in the past, we’ve held our funds in common, but you’re drinking away the profits and the savings. It’s time for us to split the money so this is a partnership. That way, you can drink away your half if you wish, and I can save mine.”

         
         
         
         
         Only the crackle of the forge sounded in the entire place.

         
         
         
         
         “Hullo! Hullo in the smithy! Could I please have a bit of help?”

         
         
         
         
         Karl started toward the barnlike doors. Suddenly, he crashed to the ground. My own brother kicked my legs out from beneath me. My own brother. Piet sauntered on out. “Mrs. Creighton, how may I be of service to you?”
         

         
         
         
         
         That was it. He’d taken all he’d take from his brother. Grabbing his hammer with his right hand, Karl reached for the iron rod with his left. Until Piet came back in, he’d pound out his anger. Two solid, satisfying strikes, then he gave the rod a quarter twist. But with the next blow, a portion of the rod splintered off and shot backward.

         
         
         
         
         Karl dropped his hammer, shoved the rod into the water bath, and picked up the bucket of sand to tend to the sparks and embers. Pouring water on the embers only resulted in steam, but sand smothered out the air. Convinced he’d averted any fire danger, Karl finally focused on the searing pain in his thigh.

         
         
         
         
         It took a moment for him to realize he had to remove his huge leather gloves. That done, he leaned into a workbench, curled forward, and wrapped his hands around a metal shard. The part sticking out of his leather apron was long as a ten-penny nail and every bit as thick. Rough-edged, it tore at his hands as he tightened his grip. Gritting his teeth, he yanked.

         
         
         
         
         “Decided to pull your weight, did you?” Piet said as he came back in.

         
         
         
         
         The shard had barely moved—but it sent his thigh into horrific spasms. Karl clamped his jaw and broke out in a cold sweat. Sensing his need, Skyler came over beside him and let out a soft whimper.

         
         
         
         
         Piet started toward the forge. “You—Karl!” He rushed over and manacled his brother’s hands. “Tongs. It will take tongs to pull that out. Standing, you make the muscles tight. Sit down. Here. Ja. Ja. Goed.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Bracing his thigh in both hands, Karl gritted out as his brother dithered, “Just get the tongs.”

         
         
         
         
         “No. First must I cut off the apron from you. If not I do this, it could on the way out break off or cut you more.” For the ugly fight they’d had minutes before, his brother’s love was still evident. The most telling thing was how Piet mixed up his word order. On rare occasions when he grew extremely upset, he’d speak in English but revert back to Dutch word order.

         
         
         
         
         It took a couple of well-placed swipes before Piet hacked off the bottom quarter of the leather apron. He rose and picked up the tongs. “Now has come the time.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do it.” And, God, if you’re listening, please help me. Gritting his teeth, Karl braced himself as his brother clenched the shard with the tongs. Just the contact hurt, yet when Piet began to pull, the tongs lost traction and slipped off.
         

         
         
         
         
         Piet groaned.

         
         
         
         
         Karl gritted, “Rubber band.”

         
         
         
         
         With the aid of a rubber band’s traction, the tongs stayed in place on the second try. Piet dropped back down to his knees. “I cannot tell if out all of it came.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can bandage it. Just grab a clean bandanna. I’ll be fine.”

         
         
         
         
         “Nee. I’ll go get Velma.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Karl gripped his brother’s forearm to keep him from dashing off. “Don’t bother. New doctor’s coming tomorrow. If I need help, he’ll be the one.”

         
         
         
         
         “This is no bother. It’s important.”

         
         
         
         
         Karl used his brother’s help to get back up on his feet. Cold sweat broke out on his forehead as fire exploded in his leg.

         
         
         
         
         “It is no bother for me to get Velma,” Piet repeated. “She is skilled enough to help you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t get her, Piet. I refuse to drop my pants for a woman healer.”

         
         
         
         
         [image: 1114115426]

         
         
         Huffing like a great asthmatic beast, the train pulled out of the last major stop before Gooding. Veterinarian Enoch Bestman cast a glance at the door to the bedroom of their Pullman car. Exhausted from a complicated emergency case, his twin—a physician—now slept with the same intensity their father and grandfather had after long nights working on patients.

         
         
         
         
         Back in Chicago, Enoch had been champing at the bit. Nothing in particular triggered his restlessness, and in spite of a booming practice where he’d been content for four years, a feeling that he wasn’t where he was meant to be besieged him.

         
         
         
         
         All of that was behind him. “ ‘Remember ye not the former things, neither consider the things of old. Behold, I will do a new thing,’ ” Enoch quoted from the forty-third chapter of Isaiah. That verse had come to him right after he’d seen the advertisement from Gooding, Texas, for both a physician and a veterinarian. It couldn’t be more clear, and he hadn’t once doubted that this was God’s will for him and his twin.

         
         
         
         
         A few strides carried him to the window. Land stretched out before him in a seemingly endless expanse, free and open instead of cramped and crowded. Every mile of progress the train made now carried him closer to a new life.

         
         
         
         
         Lord, thank you for working out all of the details so Taylor would come. I praise your name for the opportunities awaiting us in the days and years ahead.

         
         
         
         
         Taylor eventually emerged and stopped at the table for something to eat. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

         
         
         
         
         “You needed the sleep.”

         
         
         
         
         “If this town is as rural as we suspect, I’ll end up sleeping away the next four years.”

         
         
         
         
         Enoch hitched his shoulder. “Then again, rural places without decent medical care could easily have a few very pressing cases waiting for the arriving physician.”

         
         
         
         
         “And a rural town devoid of veterinary support must have citizens poised to pounce upon the vet as soon as he disembarks from the train, too.” Giving him a sly smile, Taylor added, “In a farming and ranching community, animals must outnumber people by a landslide. That being the case, your need for sleep will be far greater than mine.”

         
         
         
         
         Enoch pinched half of the gingersnap from his twin and tossed it into his mouth.

         
         
         
         
         “That was the last one!”

         
         
         
         
         “They’ll undoubtedly have food for us in Gooding. Besides—” he flashed a grin—“I’m bigger and older.”

         
         
         
         
         “Taller by a single inch and older only because you were pushy.”

         
         
         
         
         “Hey!” He gave his twin an outraged look. “I was doing you a favor. Everyone knows they always spank the first twin the hardest.”

         
         
         
         
         Taylor laughed. “Doctors don’t spank babies.”

         
         
         
         
         “No?!”

         
         
         
         
         “Enoch,” Taylor said, drawing out his name with greatly taxed patience, “human babies aren’t like the animals you treat—”

         
         
         
         
         “My wee ones are much more talented. Seconds old, and they’re already standing. Minutes, and they’re taking their first steps.” Nodding, he professed, “Animals are much better off.”

         
         
         
         
         “As I was saying, human babies are different. Babies’ little necks are weak. Even if they didn’t go flying—and that’s a frighteningly real possibility—”

         
         
         
         
         “Frightening? Entertaining. All you’d have to do is have someone in the right place to catch them.”

         
         
         
         
         His twin chuckled. “For a moment, you had me convinced you knew nothing about this.”

         
         
         
         
         Enoch shrugged. “I don’t. I did think you doctors gave the kids a whack on the backside. I’m just as glad that you don’t. It’s always seemed that such a blow could cause irreparable damage to a newborn. You’d be wise to find a local woman to help you with the births. I wasn’t kidding about not knowing anything about the babies.”

         
         
         
         
         Taylor’s green eyes glinted dangerously. “You’re tardy with that revelation. You pledged to assist me as needed since your medical knowledge far surpasses anything these people will have.”

         
         
         
         
         The train began to slow. “I will assist you . . . with everything else.” Diverting attention, he gestured toward the window. “Look. There have to be at least thirty people here to meet us. I’m sure you’ll find a woman or two right there to help you out. And they hung a banner. ‘Welcome, Drs. Bestman.’ ”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m going to appreciate the fact that they didn’t give in to the temptation of writing ‘Bestmen.’ Judging from those thunderheads, we’ll praise God that He sent all these neighbors to help us get things unloaded and moved before the weather turns.”

         
         
         
         
         “Exactly.” The train stopped and they disembarked.

         
         
         
         
         A portly man swaggered up with a woman in tow. “Welcome, welcome to Gooding! I’m Gustav Cutter, the mayor.”

         
         
         
         
         Extending his hand, Enoch said, “Enoch—”

         
         
         
         
         “The vet!” The mayor bellowed, “This here’s the one for all the critters, folks. And looks like he’s already got himself hitched to a right pretty filly.”

         
         
         
         
         Surprise and temper glittered in Taylor’s eyes as she cast a hasty glance at Enoch. He’d negotiated the contracts and made the arrangements for their move to Texas.

         
         
         
         
         Enoch murmured, “They know, Sis. Dr. Glendale’s letter of recommendation is clear about you being a woman.”

         
         
         
         
         A look of relief smoothed her features before Taylor laughed. “My brother? Married? Oh, Mr. Cutter, after our long trip, that joke has to be the best welcome possible.”

         
         
         
         
         “A fine welcome indeed!” Enoch took the cue. “Mr. Mayor, permit me to introduce my—”

         
         
         
         
         “Tell us she’s your sister!” one of the men shouted.

         
         
         
         
         “And that she ain’t hitched!” another added. Activity rippled through the other men standing behind the mayor. One twisted his moustache while two tried to tame wild-looking hair and another elbowed his way forward. Several stood taller. I’m going to have my hands full keeping men away from Sis.

         
         
         
         
         “Awww. She’s got powerful cute dimples,” one hapless man declared, thereby insuring Taylor would never extend anything more than civility toward him.

         
         
         
         
         The mayor’s wife turned around and took a few steps back. “If you cannot summon together a few clear thoughts, at least scrape together a modicum of manners. You’ve interrupted Dr. Enoch Bestman when he was going to introduce this young lady. Of course she’s his sister. With that sable hair and the same smile, the family resemblance is quite clear. Miss Bestman wouldn’t have come with her brothers if she were married.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeeee-haw!” One of the cowboys grabbed Mrs. Cutter and swung her around.

         
         
         
         
         The mayor went to rescue her.

         
         
         
         
         Smiling at Enoch through gritted teeth, Taylor hissed, “What have you gotten us into? She said brothers. Plural.”
         

         
         
         
         
         He’d picked up on that, too. They’d have to brazen their way through this. Apologizing to her or acting worried would make it worse. Instead, he resorted to teasing. “Don’t suppose you have a tonic that’d make you instantly sprout a beard, do you?”

         
         
         
         
         Taylor’s eyes widened and her lips twitched with suppressed laughter. “All the times I threatened to swipe a pair of your trousers but you told me to take pride in being a woman, and now you’re trying to pass me off as a man in a skirt?”

         
         
         
         
         Spirit. Gumption. Humor. He’d never been more proud of her. “Forget it. You’re stronger than any man I know. Whatever lies ahead, we’ll face it together.”

         
         
         
         
         “From the looks of things, it’s a good thing God’s with us.”

         
         
         
         
         Mopping his face with a monogrammed handkerchief, Gustav Cutter returned with his wife in tow. “I beg your pardon. Dr. Bestman, you were going to introduce us to your sister and to your . . . twin.” The mayor craned his neck to look past Taylor toward the train as he spoke the last word. “Where is he?”

         
         
         
         
         Enoch cupped Taylor’s elbow. “Mr. Cutter, permit me to introduce my twin, Miss Taylor MacLay Bestman.”

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
      
         
         
         Two

         
         
         
         
         Twin.” The mayor’s eyes bulged, then his complexion took on a decidedly ruddy cast.
         

         
         
         
         
         “The doctor is a woman!” a young woman blurted out gleefully.

         
         
         
         
         Taylor nodded at her. “Indeed, I am.”

         
         
         
         
         A knot of men formed off to one side. They kept casting hostile glances at her. It took no imagination to figure out what they were discussing.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re Dr. Taylor Bestman.” Mayor Cutter looked in dire need of a dyspepsia remedy.

         
         
         
         
         Taylor gave the mayor a cool businesslike smile and pretended he’d actually welcomed her. “It’s a pleasure to be invited to Gooding. Unless there are any pressing medical or veterinary cases waiting, my brother and I would be delighted to meet our new neighbors before unloading our supplies and taking them to the clinic. You’re all busy, hardworking people, and we’re honored you came to greet us. Aren’t we, Enoch?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes.” Enoch nodded politely toward Mrs. Cutter. “Though I’m not married, Mr. Cutter, let me congratulate you on finding such a lovely filly of your own.”

         
         
         
         
         During a few more introductions and a proper word or two, the crowd thinned tremendously. At least a dozen men cast dark looks at Taylor and stomped off.

         
         
         
         
         Enoch rested his hand on her shoulder and said to no one in particular, “We’ve freighted a considerable amount of goods with us on the train.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll be happy to help cart your things to the clinic.” A man stepped forward. “Daniel Clark. I own the mercantile.”

         
         
         
         
         “And I’m Millicent—Millie, his wife.” A woman with windswept curls shifted a bright-eyed toddler to her other hip. “While the men see to that, I’ll take the doctor over so she can see the place.”

         
         
         
         
         The tension in Taylor’s shoulder eased slightly. Even with an awkward start, we’ll make this work. “How very kind of you.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Taylor followed Millie and two other ladies who joined her, but they let the doctor enter the building first. Wide open double doors off to the left showcased a surgery that left Taylor breathless. She hastened in and made a rapid assessment of the instruments and layout. “This is magnificent!”

         
         
         
         
         “You have Velma to thank.” Millie nodded toward the older, squatty woman. “She ordered, organized, and cleaned everything. Until now, we’ve depended on her for all of our medical care.”

         
         
         
         
         Velma seized the opportunity and took control. “Millie, take Doc on upstairs and show her around. Doc, to my reckoning, you’ve got four minutes before the men plow in here with all your stuff.”

         
         
         
         
         “Less than that, Velma,” said the pregnant woman by the wall, tugging the toddler away from Millie. “I told Tim no one was eating until all of the Bestmans’ possessions are delivered.”

         
         
         
         
         “That was clever of you, Mrs. . . . ?”

         
         
         
         
         “Creighton. But do call me Sydney.”

         
         
         
         
         “Syd, if you’re going to hold Millie’s little Arthur, you sit on down,” the bossy older woman fussed.

         
         
         
         
         Taking the opening, Taylor smiled. “When are we going to welcome your little baby?”

         
         
         
         
         Velma bristled and interposed herself between Sydney and Taylor. “I’m right glad to have you here, Doc. I’ve done my best by folks, but times I knew my best wasn’t good enough, I bundled ’em up and put ’em on the train to go to a genuine doctor. But the midwiving—no need for you to horn in on that.”

         
         
         
         
         Managing a polite smile with her firmest tone, Taylor said, “The mother-to-be deserves to select who gives her care. Millie, I’m ready to look at the upstairs of this splendid place.”

         
         
         
         
         Taylor climbed to the second level. In the first chamber she ran her hand along the floral-carved cherry footboard. “What a spectacular bed!”

         
         
         
         
         “It is pretty, isn’t it?”

         
         
         
         
         While Millie Clark watched, Taylor closed the navy blue curtains. “I couldn’t hope for more. If I’m out on an all-night call or have an emergency midnight surgery, being able to block out the sunlight and sleep in the daytime is a blessing.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course! That makes sense.” Millie whirled around. “Over here’s your brother’s room.”

         
         
         
         
         “Enoch’s an early riser. He’ll appreciate the east window.”

         
         
         
         
         The woman started toward the hall. “We thought you could use this last one as a patient room if need be.”

         
         
         
         
         “How charming!” Taylor looked into the third bedroom, a huge room with several cots ready for patients. “You ladies outdid yourselves in readying things for our arrival. I’m most appreciative.”

         
         
         
         
         A loud thud sounded downstairs. “The thing that will make the men most appreciative is dragging everything in here as quickly as possible. We’ve a lovely spread laid out over at Old Mrs. Whitsley’s. Everyone’s supposed to go eat as soon as the crates are all in.”

         
         
         
         
         “Then I’d best go help make room.” Sydney had mentioned the food, too. After having had nothing more than half a cookie in a long while, Taylor needed no encouragement to hasten things along. Quickly descending the stairs, she found Daniel Clark dumping a second crate into the surgery.

         
         
         
         
         “Dr. Bestman, your brother said these boxes were the most important.” He accepted a crowbar from his wife and proceeded to pry off the tops.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you, gentlemen. Could you please take that to the first bedchamber on the right?” As the men carried up a heavy steamer trunk, Taylor murmured to Velma, “Do we normally keep a crowbar here?”

         
         
         
         
         “Haven’t the faintest. I only ordered the instruments and supplies. Once that quack we just sent packing got here, the good Lord only knows what’s gone on.” As she spoke, Velma reached into the first crate and pulled out test tubes and microscope slides. “Put these off to the far corner. That’s where the other stuff like this is.”

         
         
         
         
         Taylor didn’t take kindly to being ordered around in her own surgery—even if that was exactly where she would have placed the items. But she’s the one I have to thank for this place being outfitted so spectacularly. “Actually, it’s ludicrous for me to unpack my supplies whilst there’s so much else demanding my attention. Thanks to you, the surgery is in outstanding form.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Face alight, Velma nodded. “It’s good to know you understand what all went behind setting this up. The doctor we had here before you didn’t appreciate half of what he had and didn’t know what the other half was. That nitwit like to destroyed it all.”

         
         
         
         
         Sydney cast an unreadable glance about the room. “For the first time in her life, Velma’s not being blunt. This place was a medical pigsty. Dr. Wicky shoved all sorts of boxes and bottles and bandages and instruments into the armoires and dumped them in heaps over in the corners.”

         
         
         
         
         “After I’d taken such pains to set up such a fine clinic for him! Hmpf! And the junk he’d brought in! Dr. Meldon’s magnetic girdle.”

         
         
         
         
         “For the treatment of social ills and baldness.” Sydney giggled. “I couldn’t believe it when Orville drove up and took all that worthless garbage.”

         
         
         
         
         “I believed it. Mark my words. That misfit’ll be using the quack’s machines on folks any day now. I shoulda had Big Tim bash and burn ’em all. Anyway, I came in and tried to reorganize things again while the others cleaned.” Velma stepped to the side. Reverently pulling open a drawer, she revealed white cotton cloth covering several long slender bundles of instruments. “Most of all, I sterilized everything so it’s all ready for you in case of an emergency. Boiled and double wrapped.”

         
         
         
         
         “Exactly as I would have prepared them.” Taylor smiled. “I know it took a lot of time, and I thank you again—”

         
         
         
         
         “Pshaw,” Velma interrupted as she shut the drawer. “Anytime you need help on a hard case, you just call for me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll definitely keep you in mind.” Taylor smoothly turned the tables. “Likewise, I’m available should any case of yours be difficult.”

         
         
         
         
         “Things’re gonna work out just fine between us, Doc. Clicky! Don’t go dumping that down there. Haul it on upstairs.”

         
         
         
         
         Taylor pulled her black wool skirts close and squeezed between the crates. Looking at the tall, gangly man, she raised her brows. “Clicky, is it?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes’m. Or Miss. I mean Doctor. I’m really Clive Keys, but since I run the telegraph, folks gave me the handle of Clicky.”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, Mr. Keys, I’d very much appreciate your taking that big load of things up to either of the bedchambers. I’ll sort through it all later.”

         
         
         
         
         “Your brother said you would. And he asked me to tell you he’s hauling a mess of his stuff over to the livery. Hey!” He turned to the side and barked at a pair of older schoolboys. “Ozzie and Lloyd, set that box down before you drop it!”

         
         
         
         
         Trunks, crates, and barrels flooded into the place over the next half hour. When Enoch showed up, Taylor smoothed her hair and turned toward Sydney, who was merrily arranging the family china in a solid-looking buffet. “I believe we should gather up all of these hardworking men and go on over for that dinner now.”

         
         
         
         
         The words scarcely left her mouth before her neighbors stampeded out the door. Their haste was all for naught, however. Upon their arrival to Old Mrs. Whitsley’s home, Velma scolded, “You all go to the pump and wash up. Everybody knows the guest of honor eats first anyhow. Parson Bradle’s gonna ask a blessing.”

         
         
         
         
         A suitably short prayer ensued, given the men’s hunger and a warning clap of thunder. The words were clearly heartfelt enough not to require senseless embellishment, and the pastor said amen.

         
         
         
         
         Millie handed her a plate and urged, “Get started! Everyone’s waiting to go after you.”

         
         
         
         
         “It all looks delicious.” And I’m ravenous. This is going to be the last decent meal I’ll eat until we get a housekeeper. “I don’t know how I’ll ever decide what to take. I’m sure you ladies are talented cooks.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Take some of everything and be quick about it.” Velma gave her a stern look. “You’re not in the city, where women eat like birds.” 

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Whitsley patted her arm. “The ladies will be insulted if you don’t taste what they brought.”

         
         
         
         
         Enoch immediately charmed the dear Old Mrs. Whitsley right out of her shoes, insisting upon carrying a plate for her and teasing her about the tiny servings she took. “Now, where would you and your bitty bites and dibby dabs like to go?”

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Whitsley brushed aside his sweet talk. “I’m going to sit right there in the parlor by the window. Doctor, you come sit by me. Your brother can wander off, but I aim to have a word with you.” 

         
         
         
         
         Taylor sat beside the old woman, put her own plate aside, and took the shawl from the arm of the settee. Wanting fresh air shouldn’t mean chilling old bones into arthritic pain. Wrapping the length of soft wool about the old woman’s frail shoulders, Taylor praised, “You have a lovely home.”

         
         
         
         
         After a few moments of polite chatter, the hostess tapped Taylor’s wrist. “Velma’s been treating all of us for so long, she was wary about you coming. I don’t know what’s transpired, but you’ve certainly won her over.”

         
         
         
         
         “On occasion it will be helpful to have a pair of capable hands.” Determining just how capable Velma was when it came to actual medical practice was a whole different matter. Nevertheless, a willing person could be taught . . . unless they thought they already knew everything. Then those so-called practitioners became the bane of every physician’s existence.

         
         
         
         
         Others joined them in the parlor. Like a child who couldn’t wait until after his meal for dessert, Clicky took a huge bite of pecan pie. “It’s going to be confusing for us to have two Dr. Bestmans.”

         
         
         
         
         “Initials—” Taylor started.

         
         
         
         
         “—would be stuffy,” Enoch cut in, settling the argument they’d had on the train. His eyes glinted. I win. “My sister is Dr. Bestman. I’m Doc Enoch.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Two can play at that game. “Just as we’ll refer to his veterinary barn as the clinic and the place for humans as the surgery.” Since she’d run a clinic and also had a surgery in Chicago, Enoch wanted her to have nothing less here. He’d simply wanted his veterinary place referred to as a barn.
         

         
         
         
         
         “We’ll raise the clinic this Saturday,” the mayor said.

         
         
         
         
         “The almanac calls for rain on Saturday,” a farmer said. “How ’bout Monday? It should be clear by then. Parson Bradle could remind folks about it at the Sunday meeting, too,” a farmer suggested.

         
         
         
         
         “Monday it is, then,” the mayor agreed.

         
         
         
         
         “Stop right there, you varmints!” Velma’s booming voice caught everyone’s attention.

         
         
         
         
         “Hooo-eeey! Set this aside and give me my cane!” Old Mrs. Whitsley shoved her plate at Taylor and twisted around with the agility of a woman one-third her age.

         
         
         
         
         A knot of men halted on the porch steps. As the parlor jutted out perpendicular to the house, the porch wasn’t but a couple of feet away from them. Swiftly placing her plate on the adjacent table and turning, as well, Taylor looked out the window.

         
         
         
         
         “This dinner’s to welcome the doctors,” Velma said from the doorway, flapping her arms at the men as if they were nothing more than pesky children underfoot.

         
         
         
         
         “This ain’t your place, you bossy old woman, and we’re not going away.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve got a whale of a lot of nerve, turning your back on the doctors, not helpin’ move their things, then showin’ up just to eat all the vittles.”

         
         
         
         
         “Stuff all got moved anyhow,” one of the men mumbled.

         
         
         
         
         “And the food will all get eaten somehow, too.” Velma folded her arms across her chest and nodded as if to say, “You can’t argue with that.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s rainin’ out here, Velma.”

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Whitsley stuck her cane out the open window and poked the first man on the arm. “You’re not so sweet you’ll melt, Orville. And if you had the sense God gave a gnat, you’d know better than to show up here.”

         
         
         
         
         Just then, Big Tim Creighton and Daniel Clark bracketed the man and escorted him out to the property line.

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Whitsley patted Taylor’s hand. “No matter where you go, there are good sorts and bad ’uns. Orville there tried to cheat me and a couple of other widows outta money. If ever he sets foot in your office, make sure you got your brother or one of the men you see in here now with you.”

         
         
         
         
         “In my profession, discretion is essential, and I’m careful to exercise it at all times. Nonetheless, I appreciate wise counsel such as yours.”

         
         
         
         
         Gnarled fingers played with the cane. “The wisdom is from the Lord. Any foolishness is all mine.” The old woman got up, then paused. “If you find a cure for old age, you let me know.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll do that as soon as you’re old enough to need one.”

         
         
         
         
         The men out on the porch had formed a huddle. “Y’all got rid of Orville. Now how ’bout lettin’ us in? We promise we’ll help build the barn for the vet.”

         
         
         
         
         “Better late than never,” Mrs. Whitsley called out. “Let ’em in.”

         
         
         
         
         No sooner had she vacated her seat than the mayor’s wife came and sat beside Taylor. Her eyes sparkled as she scooted a little closer—a tiny move that rarely presaged anything good. Taking the offensive, Taylor grabbed her plate and lifted a bite of pecan pie. “The food is all so tasty. Had my brother known it would be so delicious, he would have rushed me to arrive before Thanksgiving.”

         
         
         
         
         “This is pecan pie—my great-memaw’s recipe.” Mrs. Cutter crammed a bite from her own slice into Taylor’s mouth.

         
         
         
         
         “Mmm. Magnificent.”

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Cutter bobbed her head. “No boast or brag; it’s a fact.”

         
         
         
         
         “I hope your memaw passed this recipe down to all of her granddaughters and has opened a bakery or a diner here in town.”

         
         
         
         
         “Wasn’t that so sweet of you? Mercy Orion, who owns the boardinghouse, sells her baked goods through the mercantile. Could use a little more cinnamon, bless her heart, but a widow with a little girl has to cut corners where she can. As for the diner . . . it closed a year ago.”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh no,” Taylor moaned. Upon seeing Mrs. Cutter’s gape, she couched the truth in such a way as to keep from utterly humiliating herself. “Since my brother and I often keep odd hours, we’ve appreciated the convenience of a diner.” It took every shred of her willpower not to cast a look over at the buffet and concoct a means by which to take supper home for that night. One last decent meal before we’re doomed.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, well, you did come from Chicago. Big cities have all of those conveniences and exciting possibilities. Gooding’s always been a plain-old ordinary God-fearing town full of salt-of-the-earth citizens—with Orville being the notable exception.” Mouth twisting in a less-than-sincere smile, Mrs. Cutter added, “Until today. Now you, Doctor Bestman, are the most notorious thing that’s ever happened to Gooding.”

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         
         
         Three

         
         
         
         
         Edna Mae!” someone nearby gasped.
         

         
         
         
         
         Clicky set aside his pie. “Orville’s the worst liar and cheat any of us knows. You have no call, comparing Dr. Bestman to him.”

         
         
         
         
         “There’s no denying the truth.” Mrs. Cutter’s jaw and voice hardened. “Ever since the train arrived, my Gustav’s about had his ears scorched off. He’s not here now because there were still three men in his office, bellowing at him. Once the news spreads that a woman doctor bamboozled us, he says we’ll have a revolt on our hands from the locals and Gooding’s going to be the laughingstock.”

         
         
         
         
         “Madam, I regret your husband is not here.” Enoch scanned the suddenly quiet room. “I personally sent the letters of recommendation and verification of our degrees. I assure you, no secret was made of my sister’s gender. If there’s any question—”

         
         
         
         
         “There can’t be.” Parson Bradle’s wife shook her head. “Edna Mae, you and Gustav were down with the grippe, and I brought over soup. I read the mail aloud to both of you. Among the papers in the packet Dr. . . . Enoch sent were two letters from physicians who plainly said Dr. Taylor Bestman is a woman. I might add that they gave her glowing accolades. ‘Diagnostic acumen and extremely deft in the operating theater’ and ‘nonpareil in obstetrics’ are among the remarks that stand out in my mind.” She gave her husband a faltering smile. “I didn’t feel it proper to reveal that interesting tidbit since I learned it reading their mail to them during a sick call.”

         
         
         
         
         Parson Bradle patted her hand. “You did the right thing, Mama. But now the air’s been cleared. No trickery was intended nor deception perpetrated.”

         
         
         
         
         Taylor rose. “That explains it, and we’ll reserve notoriety for shady politicians and prisoners. I’ve vowed to serve the Lord and practice my profession honorably. Holding steadfast to those vows is–”

         
         
         
         
         “An assured fact. My sister is undoubtedly one of the most stubborn people I’ve ever known.”

         
         
         
         
         Laughter eased much of the tension in the house.

         
         
         
         
         Taylor smiled and went to stand next to Enoch. “Indeed, I’m one of the most stubborn my brother knows. Second, of course, to the image he views in the mirror each morning.”

         
         
         
         
         Enoch slapped a hand over his heart. “I’m wounded by that truth!”

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Whitsley banged the floor with her cane. “Then it’s a good thing she’s a doctor.”

         
         
         
         
         A minute later, Edna Mae Cutter came over and clutched Taylor’s hand. “I was wrong about you and hope you’ll forgive me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course.”

         
         
         
         
         Instead of looking happy, Edna Mae’s expression showed greater distress. Her voice dropped to a mere whisper. “Please try to forgive my husband, too, because Gustav won’t ever admit something slipped by him. He’s planning to stir up trouble, and nothing will stop him.”

         
         
         
         
         [image: 1114115779]

         
         
         Karl mopped his forehead and leaned more heavily on the workbench. With the rain’s moisture and the forge’s heat, the smithy turned into a muggy swamp all its own. Waves of heat warped the air, making everything in its path turn blurry. Even after wiping his eyes, the board with all of the local brands burned into it seemed to shimmer and undulate.

         
         
         
         
         Even if I had not hurt my leg, I still would be seeing these same things. It’s nothing more than the weather and the location. Nevertheless, Karl swiped the back of his neck and jammed the handkerchief into his pocket before his brother appeared. No use in giving Piet any cause to fret. His older brother fussed more than a biddy hen on her first egg.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Here.” Piet held open a coat for him. “Get this on. The train—it has gone already. I’ll hitch up the buggy.”

         
         
         
         
         “What for?”

         
         
         
         
         Hovering like an impatient mother, Piet tried to stuff him into the coat. “Though you have tried, you are not hiding the fever from me.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s nothing.” Karl jerked away.

         
         
         
         
         Piet let out a frustrated growl. “It is a doctor you are needing. And soon.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m fine. I changed the bandage.”

         
         
         
         
         Piet glowered at him. “The storm will worsen. In the dark of night, I cannot risk our horses because you were too foolish to leave now.”

         
         
         
         
         “Skyler could drag me through the mud over to the doctor if the need was so great.”

         
         
         
         
         Piet nodded. “Ja. This is true. If you were in so great a need, it would not trouble you at all that the new doctor is a woman.”

         
         
         
         
         “Your mind is as warped as Widow O’Toole’s gate.” Karl practically snarled the accusation.

         
         
         
         
         “You think about this I would tell jokes? No. Never once about this. They came on the train and I have seen them with my own eyes. The doctor and the other one.”

         
         
         
         
         “They’re both doctors.”

         
         
         
         
         “But one is a people doctor and the other is for creatures. The one who for the creatures gives care, he is a man.”

         
         
         
         
         It took too much energy to argue with his brother over this. To state “he is a man” was redundant and normally would have struck Karl as ridiculous. In his current state, making a sarcastic comment seemed quite reasonable.

         
         
         
         
         Piet already thinks I judge him. It’s best I not say anything. Karl turned from his brother.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Are you listening to me? The doctor who for the people cares, that one is not a man, but a woman. With my own eyes, I saw her.”

         
         
         
         
         “Then get spectacles. Once you have a pair on, you can change your mind.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t be a fool, Karl.”

         
         
         
         
         Pretending his leg didn’t burn, Karl walked toward the forge, picked up his hammer and prepared to toss it. “I win; you leave me alone.”

         
         
         
         
         “Two must agree before the hammer is thrown. I’ve not agreed.”

         
         
         
         
         Fingers flexing around the smooth wood of his hammer, Karl glowered at his brother. “So what is it you name so that you would agree? I want to work; all you do is squawk like a wet hen.”

         
         
         
         
         “I win, and you see a doctor—I let you choose which one: the woman new here or I will help you to another town. I lose, and I will say nothing more—”

         
         
         
         
         “Goed!” Karl’s hand started on the upswing.

         
         
         
         
         “Unless I feel you are sicker still—”

         
         
         
         
         Karl halted his action, but it wasn’t easily done. Feeling hot and impatient, he didn’t have the tolerance it took to deal with his brother’s overprotective nonsense.

         
         
         
         
         Pretending he had every right to dictate the smallest detail of their lives, Piet bobbed his head as if he’d negotiated the Magna Carta. “Ja. Then will I throw the hammer.”

         
         
         
         
         Thoroughly irritated, Karl sent his hammer aloft. It wheeled end over end in the air, then spun toward the soft dirt floor of their shop.

         
         
         
         
         Thud. A small cloud of dust swirled, and Piet let out a smug sound. “It points to me.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “It does not. It most certainly tilts toward me.”

         
         
         
         
         Karl and his brother leaned forward, and Piet stared at the hammer, then back at him. “It’s mine. I win.”

         
         
         
         
         “And I still say it veers slightly toward me. It might possibly be dead square in the middle. That’s the most you’ll get from me. I’ll throw it over again.”

         
         
         
         
         Piet gave him a look of disgust and snatched the hammer from the dirt. “Same arrangements.” A flick of his wrist, and the hammer flew clear up to the rafters, where it banged. Usually when they tossed the hammer, they just flicked their wrist so the tool spun end over end and landed in a gentle, controlled action. This wild display made Piet’s frustration abundantly clear.

         
         
         
         
         Thump. Again, the dirt swirled but higher and more than usual. Karl grunted, “See? I won.” Wordlessly, Piet turned and stomped away.
         

         
         
         
         
         Starting to squat sent stabbing pain through Karl’s thigh. With Piet out of the shop, Karl straightened. “Skyler, fetch.”

         
         
         
         
         The collie didn’t hesitate to come, even though the area was normally forbidden. Because of the ever-present shower of sparks, Skylar knew his place lay on the other side of the chain, where distance and a divider provided safety. Karl indicated the hammer, and Skyler picked it up and gave it to him. He scratched the spot between the dog’s ears that the pet liked so much. “Goed hond, Skyler.”

         
         
         
         
         The dog went back, and Karl continued making the pieces he’d pledged for the vet’s barn. The rain outside couldn’t have come at a better time. Karl positioned himself so he stood directly in a draft. Cold air ran straight by him, stealing away some of his fever’s heat. When he stepped even a foot away from that stream of air, the forge felt like the inside of a volcano.

         
         
         
         
         He always rolled up his sleeves and left the top two buttons of his shirt unfastened when he worked. Plenty of blacksmiths didn’t wear shirts at all—a very tempting thought. Instead, Karl reached in and unfastened every last button on his shirt.

         
         
         
         
          “You’re hot.” Piet’s accusation came out in a flat you-can’t-argue-with-me tone.

         
         
         
         
         “Ja.” Why lie? “I have a little fever, but the forge and the rain together—they make it muggy and sticky in here.” He operated the bellows, feeding the fire more oxygen so it burned hotter. “Did you stir the beans?”

         
         
         
         
         “Ach!” Piet headed to the other side of the forge. Pitiful cooks, they’d learned a trick from another blacksmith. A pot of beans set by the forge all day would be ready for supper—all they had to do was remember to stir it occasionally. Many was the time they’d forgotten and endured burned beans. From the way Piet moaned, tonight would be yet another.

         
         
         
         
         Karl reviewed the list of items and determined he needed to make some bars. They’d be just wide enough to hold a folded towel, but the brief length held a specific reason: Bolted securely, the bars could be used to hitch an animal. He’d put some in at the livery and found them handy. Surely a vet would find uses for them.

         
         
         
         
         Waves of heat continued to shimmer, and all of the hammering echoed his pounding headache. Odd, my hammer is heavier than usual.

         
         
         
         
         The water barrel hissed and sizzled as he plunged the sixth bar in to temper and cool. I’d rather dive into the water, myself. The bar barely cooled, he then used a punch to drive the holes into the ends. The task completed, Karl rewarded himself with a trip to the water barrel. Merely letting his arms drop in clear up to his elbows felt delicious. Cupping his hands, he realized just how filthy they’d gotten. Karl didn’t care. He lowered his head and splashed water onto his face and neck.
         

         
         
         
         
         Skyler gave his short, light friendly bark.

         
         
         
         
         “Piet. Karl.” Creighton entered the smithy.

         
         
         
         
         “Tim,” Piet said.

         
         
         
         
         Karl nodded, then wished he hadn’t. It made him dizzy. I’m shivering, too. Though he’d been roasting ten minutes earlier, now he breathed a sigh of relief that he’d rooted around and found a pair of his father’s old balbriggans to wear because he’d been so unaccountably cold this morning.
         

         
         
         
         
         “With it raining, I left Sydney and Velma over at Mrs. Whitsley’s. They insisted on me bringing over some food so you’d have a decent supper.” He handed a covered tray to Piet. “I saw you briefly at the welcome. Because Van der Vort Livery signed the contract to provide the Doctors Bestman with horses and a buggy as necessary, I know you’ll stand by your word. Some folks are liable to kick up a ruckus about a woman doctor, and I admit it took me by surprise, but she’s got enough schooling to cast five men into her shadow.”

         
         
         
         
         “We’re men of our word.” Piet sounded funereal. “We’ll honor the contract.”

         
         
         
         
         “You were to stay and meet the doctors,” Tim pressed.

         
         
         
         
         Karl resented his brother being questioned. “We’ve spent the day making the pieces we promised for the barn.”

         
         
         
         
         Tim viewed the array of pieces and gave a low whistle of approval.

         
         
         
         
         After he left, Piet whipped the cover off the food. “He thinks everything is fine.”

         
         
         
         
         “Neither of us said so. Sometimes it is better for a man to hold his opinion to himself.”

         
         
         
         
         “The only thing I want to hold is a fork!”

         
         
         
         
         A heaping tray of excellent food, but Karl scarcely dredged up enough of an appetite to eat half a plateful. Every time he moved his left leg, pain shot through him. I’m tired is all. Pushing away from the table, he grunted. “I’m going to bed.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “You should eat more first. ‘Feed a fever, starve a cold.’ ”

         
         
         
         
         “No. It’s ‘Starve a fever, feed a cold.’ ” Karl tried to keep his voice strong and steady as he stood. If he let on how it pained him, Piet would start kicking up a ruckus all over again.

         
         
         
         
         “That lady doctor would know.” Piet’s eyes narrowed. “She would know, too, how better to make your leg feel. I should have taken you to a doctor earlier.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m still on my feet. That proves I didn’t need a doctor.” Knowing he’d pushed himself as far as he dared, Karl headed for bed. Stripping off his suspenders and shirt was easy enough. He couldn’t get out of his jeans unless he pulled off his boots—but the movements necessary for unlacing them were nothing short of agonizing. What does it matter? Karl rolled onto his back on the bed and left his feet hanging over the end.
         

         
         
         
         
         He grew hotter, then freezing, then hotter still. Disjointed, impossible dreams jumbled together. Piet shook his shoulder and said something to him. Sure it was a dream, Karl closed his eyes.

         
         
         
         
         “Uit bed met u!” Piet shouted, tugging on his arm as if to help with his command to get out of bed.
         

         
         
         
         
         Falling back onto his pillow, Karl shook his head.

         
         
         
         
         Piet robbed him of his boots. “Kom met me.” The room whirled, then righted, but only for a few moments. The loud clomps of Piet’s boots on the stairs made the only sound in the cabin. Come with me? How could his brother ask him to come along and leave him behind? A second later, cold air and cold metal hit him all at once as Piet dumped him into something. Karl let out a roar.
         

         
         
         
         
         [image: 1114115948]

         
         
         “Mmmm.” Enoch smiled. “This pie is good.” They’d come back and steadily unpacked for the past four hours.

         
         
         
         
         Taylor searched for a place to put a pair of silver candlesticks. “I still can’t believe you suddenly grew so sentimental over everything.”

         
         
         
         
         “There’s no reason why you shouldn’t keep the wedding gown—just in case God surprises you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Surprise? It would be a shock, and a dreadful one.” She gave up and set the candlesticks on the table. “I don’t know of any woman who’s successfully juggled being a wife and physician. When I took the Hippocratic Oath, it was tantamount to wedding vows. I’m married to my profession. I only agreed to bring the gown because it would be lovely if your bride wanted to wear it.”

         
         
         
         
         “If you don’t mind, I’d like that. But you need to have the china and candlesticks.”

         
         
         
         
         Taylor let out an exasperated laugh. “It’s hardly fair to scrape my burnt offerings onto the same china upon which our great-great-great-grandmother—”

         
         
         
         
         He chimed in, “—served the queen.” Waggling his forefinger at her, he said, “That’s why the dishes had to come. Someday we’ll be eating a meal, and you’ll tell your nieces and nephews about that story.”

         
         
         
         
         “What do you want to bet they ask how the queen tasted?” Taylor quirked a brow. “Any child of yours will undoubtedly have a sassy mouth.”

         
         
         
         
         “I distinctly recall we asked the question in unison.”

         
         
         
         
         Hitching her shoulder, Taylor dismissed the accusation. “Mr. Burke drilled the evils of that type of sentence construction into us only hours before. It was inevitable.”

         
         
         
         
         “For as long as I live, I’ll never forget how Mother laughed as Father tried to calm down Grandmother. Leaving behind the china would have been abandoning all of that.”

         
         
         
         
         “And these candlesticks?” Holding up her hand, Taylor gave him an exasperated look. “Let me guess. They’re to remind me of the years of early morning piano practices.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not at all. They’re practical devices that can perform any number of tasks. Hold up slippery windows. Cosh robbers on the head . . .”

         
         
         
         
         Her dimples deepened as laughter spilled out of her. “Enoch, if you ever tire of doctoring animals, you ought to think about writing. Your imagination works overtime.”

         
         
         
         
         He shook his head. “Never. I’ve heard about starving artists.” He set aside the empty plate. Having nested several boxes and crates inside of one another, Enoch put them out the back door.

         
         
         
         
         Finally Taylor allowed herself the freedom to go on into her surgery. Ascertaining that much of what she’d brought duplicated the stock of this amazingly well-stocked surgery, Taylor had already sent some boxes and crates up to the attic that afternoon. Velma had unpacked the patient gowns, surgical drapes, and other clothware, as well as the laboratory equipment. Now—now Taylor could familiarize herself with where everything else was, change things around to suit herself, and indulge in hours of perfecting details.
         

         
         
         
         
         Enoch returned with yet something more to eat. Leaning against the doorframe of her surgery, he moaned. “Superb.”

         
         
         
         
         Taylor slid the jar of tincture of iodine onto the shelf and turned around. “Save me a bite.”

         
         
         
         
         “Absolutely not.” Enoch scooped up another huge forkful.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh well. If that’s how you feel, I’ll bow out gracefully.” Taylor lined up a few other jars, lifted her skirt, and made a quarter turn toward the pharmaceutical shelves. She could see Enoch’s reflection in the just-cleaned glass panes. “Never let it be said I stood in the way of your holding up your end of the bargain.”

         
         
         
         
         Snatching up the last bite with his fingers, he gave her a baffled look. “Huh?”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, don’t give me that astonished look, Enoch. You know it’s your responsibility to hire our housekeeper this time.”

         
         
         
         
         Looking as if he’d been given a terminal diagnosis, he groaned. “The men mentioned a girl—Linda?”

         
         
         
         
         “Linette already works at the boardinghouse. But with the dearth of marriageable women, I think you’d better think about a matronly woman of later years.”

         
         
         
         
         Taylor unpacked a physician’s treatment ledger and continued. “Too bad Velma’s already taken. She can cook and clean, handle rowdy men, and deliver babies. Add to that, she’s nimble enough even at her size and age to climb onto her mare and ride out of town.”

         
         
         
         
         “You should have put a bow around her neck.”

         
         
         
         
         Taylor shot her brother a wry look. “Velma’s, or the mare’s?”

         
         
         
         
         “Velma’s. She sounds like God’s gift to Gooding. I don’t suppose she has any sisters?”

         
         
         
         
         Enoch’s face fell when she shook her head. A rapping on the door brought him to his feet.

         
         
         
         
         My first patient here. Spying the plate with cake crumbs, Taylor grabbed a small towel and used it as a drape.

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t want anyone to think you’re Marie Antoinette, eating your cake?” he teased as he strode through the surgery for the front door.

         
         
         
         
         She stepped into the entryway behind him. “You ate it. If anyone gets beheaded, it ought to be you.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’d sew my head back on.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course I would.” She smiled. “Backwards.” Having gotten in the last word of their banter, Taylor nodded to her brother to open the door to her patient.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes?” Enoch sounded slightly puzzled as he opened the door.

         
         
         
         
         “We saw your light on, so we came on over.” Millicent and Daniel Clark entered, each holding a covered dish.

         
         
         
         
         “We won’t bother you by lingering,” Daniel added, “but if you need help moving anything, I’m happy to stay and help.”

         
         
         
         
         Millie smiled back up at her husband. “Goodness knows how long you’ll all stay up—Daniel worked the night away when we first arrived here. I thought you could use a little something to nibble on.”

         
         
         
         
         “That was very thoughtful of you.” Enoch shut the door and practically grabbed the food from them. “The boxes and trunks were placed in the correct rooms this afternoon—an enormous help, to be sure.”

         
         
         
         
         “The ladies worked with astonishing speed, as well. All of our dishes, my clothing, and some of my medical goods were unpacked before we went to eat.”

         
         
         
         
         “Daniel, she had every box labeled with what was inside.” Millie smiled up at her husband, but her smile turned into a poorly concealed yawn. Color suffused her face.

         
         
         
         
         Daniel slid his arm around Millicent’s tiny waist. “Dear, we need to go.”

         
         
         
         
         As Enoch opened the door, he scanned the street. “Those gas lamps do an excellent job of lighting the street.”

         
         
         
         
         “The mayor’s house has gas piped into it, too. Since the town doesn’t pay all that much, it was something extra they threw in. I feel obligated to confess that our mercantile had a grand-opening drawing and the prize was a velocipede. The widow next door to you won it and is . . .” His voice died out, leaving no doubt as to the reason for his warning.

         
         
         
         
         “Widow O’Toole’s dangerous riding swept me into Daniel’s arms for the first time, so I don’t complain,” Millicent said, leaning into her husband.

         
         
         
         
         With that slight move, Taylor saw something. She stepped out onto the porch in time to see someone in a wheelbarrow being pushed by a frantic-looking man. Yanking up her skirts and running down the steps, she called back, “Enoch, I’m going to need your help here.”

         
         
         
         
         “My brother, his leg—the iron went into it.” The man stopped pushing his burden at the edge of the boardwalk, directly in front of her surgery.

         
         
         
         
         “Where?” Taylor had already taken in the patient’s rapid, shallow breaths and sizzling flesh and concluded the accident must have happened a day or two ago.

         
         
         
         
         “Linker.”

         
         
         
         
         Linker. It was close to German’s linken. She immediately looked at the left leg. Confined by jeans, the swelling was still noticeable. Taylor’s heart plummeted. Had the wound been near the knee or below, she could have amputated. This high up on the leg, so close to the lymphatic system and arteries, the outlook was grave.
         

         
         
         
         
         It took Enoch, Daniel, and the patient’s brother to carry the slack man into her surgery. Millicent squeezed Taylor’s hand. “We’ll be praying for Karl and for you. I put water on to boil. I didn’t know what else to do.”

         
         
         
         
         “You did the right thing. Thank you.” Taylor slipped a heavy white apron over her head and tied it about herself, knowing while she did so Enoch would slice off the patient’s jeans. Though her hands looked clean, she washed them anyway.

         
         
         
         
         A strangled groan sounded.

         
         
         
         
         “Off cut it!” The brother grew emotional and loud. “The leg—off cut it! Karl is the only brother I have. This is what you must do to save him.”

         
         
         
         
         Piet’s anguished shouts pulled Karl from the heated darkness. Pain enveloped him, yet he still heard Piet’s plea, “The leg—off cut it!”

         
         
         
         
         “We’ll do what must be done,” a deep voice pledged.

         
         
         
         
         Regardless of his fever, Karl’s blood ran cold. Opa’s leg had been amputated. He’d suffered horrendous pain, never found a false leg that worked right, and cursed the day he’d agreed to the operation. To be like that was not to live.

         
         
         
         
         “I have the instruments set out.” The woman’s voice sounded calm and kind. “Mr. Clark, please—”

         
         
         
         
         “Come on, Piet.”

         
         
         
         
         Waves of pain and scorching heat engulfed Karl. The strange man said something about getting leather straps and a saw. Karl refused to give in to the fever’s pull. Eyes open the merest slit, he didn’t recognize where he was. Cool, sure hands tested his forehead, then fingers pressed against the pulse in his wrist. Seizing at this one chance, Karl grabbed the woman’s sleeve.

         
         
         
         
         For a heartbeat, she stilled, then she said in a steady voice, “You’re in the surgery. Your leg is wounded.”

         
         
         
         
         “No amputation.” Despite his lack of strength, his voice came out in a harsh imperative. “Don’t let him.” Something wavered in her eyes. Sympathy? Help?

         
         
         
         
         “Your life is more important than your limb.”

         
         
         
         
         “No!” The denial tore from him. He had to bolt or they’d cut. Karl rolled and shoved himself at the same time, forcing himself off the table and onto his feet—or foot. The moment his injured leg moved, pain froze the air in his lungs. Still, he refused to show any outward sign of difficulty. He had to convince this woman to help him.

         
         
         
         
         Bracing his shoulders, she ordered, “Ease back to sit on the table and tell me why you’re so opposed to surgery.”

         
         
         
         
         “Opa. Lost. Leg.” Every word was an effort. He wouldn’t sit back. The doctor would return any minute. If only he could concoct a way to get out of there! A horse. I can’t walk, but if she brought me a horse . . . Satisfied with that plan, Karl tried to wipe the sweat from his brow and almost fell over.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Here.” The woman saw to it. “Let me help you.”

         
         
         
         
         She was an angel. Compassion and mercy radiated from her. “Promise you’ll help?”

         
         
         
         
         “I promise.” Her green eyes only reached his chin, but the directness of her gaze showed plenty of spunk.

         
         
         
         
         Deciding he’d trust her, Karl squinted over the woman’s shoulder. The way the room rippled reminded him to hurry. “Have a plan.”

         
         
         
         
         “Whatever it is, you’ll have to lie down under that sheet first.”

         
         
         
         
         “No. Get m’horse.”

         
         
         
         
         Her head dropped back until she stared up at the ceiling. “Balbriggans aren’t decent. You need—”

         
         
         
         
         “Awww.” He nudged and tugged to turn her away, so why did he feel off balance? After embarrassing her half out of her skin, he wished he could oblige and crawl back under the cover for a few minutes until they concocted a way to get him some jeans—only he didn’t have time. “Sorry, angel.”

         
         
         
         
         Lips pulled back in a grimace, Karl inhaled slowly, then curled his lower lip between his teeth and let out an ear-splitting whistle.

         
         
         
      

   


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0110_007.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0114_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0091_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0109_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0150_007.jpg





OEBPS/images/12.jpg
ol

o M T






OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0153_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0135_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/10.jpg
™





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0138_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/11.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0125_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0330_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0131_007.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0346_007.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0323_005.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0117_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0327_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0311_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0313_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0309_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0257_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0079_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0297_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0083_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0299_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0063_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0292_008.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0072_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0294_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0055_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0283_010.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0058_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0289_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0270_010.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0279_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0265_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0267_013.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0203_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0204_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0248_005.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0252_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0236_006.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0241_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0216_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0227_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0210_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0213_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0206_010.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0045_008.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0039_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0037_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0025_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0018_012.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0009_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0006_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0003_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0003_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0167_006.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0156_007.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0163_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0196_006.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0198_011.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0193_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0195_012.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0185_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0189_010.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0169_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hake_ThatCertainSpark_0179_006.jpg





OEBPS/images/ThatCertainSpark_cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/13.jpg





OEBPS/images/14.jpg
i






