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    —1—


    Kate pulled her Plymouth coupe to the side of the road in front of the Townses’ place. They were good friends, and she was thankful for their invitation to share Christmas with them. Still, she was unable to hold back a sigh as she turned off the ignition. Bear Creek, with Paul, would have been more fun, but frigid temperatures had cornered her in Anchorage. She knew better than to count on anything when it came to the weather in Alaska.


    She sat in the car a few minutes to rein in her thoughts. The calendar said December 25, but without Paul, it didn’t feel like Christmas. It was to be their first Christmas together as a couple. They’d planned a celebration with a tree, gifts, and dinner. And maybe even a trip up Bear Creek on the sled with the dogs. Kate had imagined a romantic evening huddled together, sipping hot chocolate and gazing at a glittering Alaskan sky. They’d talk about their future and with any luck share the beauty of northern lights dancing across thesky.


    Maybe she could get Sidney’s permission to use the shop’s radio to call Patrick out on the creek. Paul would most likely be there. Would calling him be too forward?


    Maybe we can celebrate the New Year together. It was almost as good as spending Christmas with each other. According to predictions, there was reason to rejoice—1937 might be the year the country actually crawled out of the ruinous depression.


    Her thoughts turned to family in Washington. They’d be celebrating with friends in Yakima. She could still hear the veiled melancholy in her mother’s cheery voice when they’d talked that morning. She missed them.


    Kate reached out and patted her dog, Angel. “You ready for a party?”


    The husky/malamute mix answered with a wag of her tail and a small bark.


    “Okay, then.” Kate stepped out of the car and Angel followed. Clutching a bag of gifts, she carefully made her way up the frozen path leading to the front door. She knocked and waited. Helen had said Mike Conlin would be here. Just the thought of spending time with him made Kate ill at ease. She and Mike had been good friends from the first day they’d met back in the summer of 1935 when she’d first arrived in Anchorage. He’d been the one who had introduced her to Alaska and piloting in the territory. But since she’d refused his marriage proposal two months ago he’d been distant and reserved. She missed the camaraderie between them and knew spending the day with him would be awkward. If only she were with Paul.


    The door swung open and Albert Towns greeted Kate with a broad smile. “We were beginning to think you weren’t going to make it.” He swept a hand over thinning hair where he was nearly bald in front. He pulled her into his arms.


    Albert’s happiness was contagious, and Kate felt the joy of the season envelop her. He was more father than landlord. “Sorry I’m late.”


    “Angel. Good to see you, girl.” Albert buried a hand in the dog’s thick coat.


    “I hope you don’t mind my bringing her. I just couldn’t bear to leave her home alone on Christmas.”


    “She’s always welcome here.”


    Helen joined Albert, her pale blue eyes sparkling with Christmas delight. “Kate, dear. Come in. It’s freezing out there.” She ushered Kate inside. “Did you hear President Roosevelt’s address on the radio this morning?”


    “No. I didn’t get a chance. My parents called.”


    “How are they?”


    “They’re well.”


    Truly they were fine, but Kate also knew that Christmas without her had created a hollow place for them. Holidays had always been a special time for family. If only there was a way to spend the holiday together. Maybe one day she’d convince her parents that Alaska was a fine place for them to live.


    “Next time you speak with them say hello for me.” Helen rested a hand on Kate’s back. “I do wish you’d heard the president’s speech. I just love his fireside chats. And this morning’s was especially inspirational—so encouraging during these hard times. And it was very kind of him to speak to the country on Christmas morning.”


    “I think I heard that one before,” Albert said, his voice laced with sarcasm. He closed the door. “Figure it was a recording. Kate, let me hang up your coat foryou.”


    Kate set down her bag, pulled off her gloves and stuffed them into the pockets of her parka, and then handed the coat to Albert. Combing her fingers through her short auburn bob to fluff flattened hair, she stepped into a cozy living room. Warmth and the mingled aroma of sweet rolls and roasting meat greeted her. “Whatever’s cooking smells fabulous.”


    “That’s my Helen,” Albert said, draping an arm around his wife.


    Mike, who had been sitting on the sofa, stood. Surprisingly, he wore a smile and his casual stance had returned. “Afternoon, Kate. Good to seeyou.”


    “Hi.” She put on her friendliest face.


    Angel padded across the floor to greet Mike.


    “Hello, girl.” He gave her a good rubdown, and then walked toward Kate.


    She stiffened, not certain what to expect.


    Mike stopped just out of arm’s reach. “We were thinking we’d have to eat without you.” He gave her a quick hug. “It’s good to seeyou.”


    “I’m glad to be here. This should be fun.” She dropped her tight shoulders and let out a relieved breath, puzzled over Mike’s change but thankful for it. “It’d be a tragedy to miss one of Helen’s meals.” Kate realized she was happy to be there. These people were more than friends—they were family. She’d only been in Alaska for a year and a half, but they already shared a history together.


    “I had a few things to take care of.” Wearing a wry grin, she held up the bag of gifts. “Left my Christmas wrapping to the last minute.” She glanced at a small fir standing in a corner of the room, then asked Helen, “Do you want these under the tree?”


    Mike reached for the bag. “I’ll do that for you.”


    Kate held it out of his reach. “Oh, no you don’t.”


    “You get me something?” He cocked an eyebrow and grinned.


    “You’ll have to wait and see.” Her step light, Kate headed for the tree. She wondered what Paul was doing. Did he have a tree? She doubted it. Maybe next year they’d have one together ... if they were married. The thought set off a thrill inside Kate and she couldn’t suppress a smile.


    The little fir was festooned with shiny glass balls and homemade ornaments. Kate gazed at it, envisioning the tree she knew stood in her parents’ living room. They always put up a large, stately pine. She fingered a smiling snowman. “Helen, did you make the decorations?”


    “Some of them. Muriel did quite a few.” She glanced about. “She must be in the kitchen.”


    Kate removed packages from the bag and added them to those already stashed beneath the boughs. She straightened and looked out the window. “The snow has started again.”


    “It wouldn’t be Christmas without snow.” Helen stood at the front window, her hands stuffed into the pockets of her apron. “It makes everything look brandnew.”


    The Townses’ daughter, Muriel, and her husband, Terrence, stepped into the front room. “Hi, Kate.” Muriel blew damp, blonde hair off her forehead and wiped her hands on an apron. “So glad you made it. Mom’s whipped up a great meal.”


    Helen smiled at her daughter, her eyes brighter than usual. “You’ve done as much of the cooking as I have.”


    Kate thought Helen looked especially happy, even for Christmas. “From what I hear, Muriel, you’re as good a cook as your mother.”


    Helen moved to her daughter’s side and circled an arm around her, pulling her close. “She’s better.” Beaming, Helen continued, “I know I’m supposed to wait until after dinner, but I just can’t.” She glanced at her daughter. “We have news.”


    Muriel slid a sideways look at her mother and smiled, a dimple appearing on her right cheek. “Go ahead.”


    Helen didn’t speak up immediately, and then she blurted, “I’m going to be a grandmother!”


    “A baby? How wonderful!” Kate said. “I’m so happy for you.” She couldn’t help but think about her and Paul. He’d make a good father.


    Muriel rested a hand on her abdomen. “I’m not very far along.” She glanced at her husband. “I’m thankful we moved back to Alaska. Now I’ll be close to Mom and Dad when the baby gets here.”


    Helen gave her another squeeze.


    “Congratulations,” Mike said, his voice sounding less than celebratory. He glanced at Kate.


    What was he thinking, that they should be married and beginning a family? Kate turned her gaze back to Muriel. Being a mother and wife was what Muriel had always wanted. Kate was happy forher.


    Terrence smiled and pushed wire-rimmed glasses farther up on the bridge of his nose. “It’s a lot of responsibility, having a family. But we always hoped to have children.”


    Muriel moved to her husband and snuggled against him as he draped an arm around her slender shoulders. Her blue eyes, so like her mother’s, shone with delight.


    What if it were her and Paul making such an announcement? Kate allowed her thoughts to stray, wondering what that would be like. She’d never given it much consideration. Her career had always been foremost on her mind. Kate forced herself to rein in her thoughts. Paul hadn’t even asked her to marry him, not yet anyway. And they hadn’t seen each other since they’d proclaimed their love for one another weeks ago.


    She looked up to find Mike staring at her. Even though he’d put on a friendly façade, Kate could see his sadness. He’d hoped to share his life with her. He loved her, but she could only see him as a good friend.


    A spark of fear ignited in Kate. Could that happen between her and Paul? His wife had been gone for almost six years. And there was something about his past she knew gnawed at him. He hadn’t told her what it was. Could it affect their relationship? Kate was the first woman he’d allowed himself to care for since Susan’s death. Was it possible he regretted his declaration of love? No, Kate told herself. The last time they’d spoken on the radio he’d been just as excited about their Christmas celebration as she was.


    But things could change. She knew that. She’d walked out on an engagement with Richard, her lifelong friend in Yakima. They’d been buddies and then somewhere along the way, they’d fallen in love. But he wanted an ordinary life with an ordinary wife. She wanted more.


    When she’d canceled their wedding only one week before the ceremony and then flown off to Alaska, she feared he’d never forgive her. But time had healed the wound. He’d sent a Christmas card with a chatty letter. To have his friendship now was comforting. She’d write to him first chance.


    Everything was as it should be. She had Paul now. They were a good match, and one day they’d get married. She was certain of it.


    “I hope everyone’s hungry,” Helen said. She walked to the door between the front room and the kitchen. “Dinner’s ready.” She stood there while everyone filed past, opening her arms as if guiding a flock of sheep into the large dining area off the kitchen.


    Albert placed a platter laden with a golden brown turkey on the table. Helen and Muriel set out the rest of the feast. Kate settled onto a chair at the table and Mike took one beside her. Angel investigated the delicious smells emanating from the table.


    “This isn’t for you, girl,” Kate said, her voice uncompromising. “Go lay down.” The dog ambled to a corner between the kitchen and back door and settled on a colorful braided rug.


    Mike elbowed Kate. “You should get some of Helen and Muriel’s recipes. You can try them out onme.”


    Mike seemed overly friendly. Was he just trying to recapture the closeness they’d had before? “You know I’m not a cook,” Kate said, thinking she ought to learn. One day she might need to know how to prepare a meal like this. “There’s not much room for cooking in my tiny apartment anyway.” She glanced at Albert and Helen, who leased the room to her. “I love it, though. It’s cozy.”


    “It’s small,” Albert said. “We’d sure understand if you wanted to move.”


    “I enjoy living there.” She rested her arms on the table. “I do hope to get a place of my own one day. But since my plane is sitting at the bottom of a lake—”


    “I can still barely believe that you crashed into that lake,” Muriel said. “And then survived out in that wilderness all those days.”


    Kate’s mind flitted back to the accident that had nearly taken her and Nena’s lives. They never would have made it if not for Mike and Paul’s persistence. Kate would never forget the flood of relief and joy she’d felt when she saw them emerge from the forest.


    “It was awful, but we made it.” Kate smiled. “But my savings will have to go to replacing the plane. After I’m back in the air, I’ll rebuild my bank account.”


    “The room is yours as long as you need,” Helen said.


    “Thanks. I’ll be there awhile. But I do have a line on a plane—a Bellanca Pacemaker just like the one I cracked up, only two years newer.”


    “No need to worry about flying today,” Mike said. “Even Sidney took timeoff.”


    “Oh?” Helen set a Jell-O salad on the table. “Where is he?”


    “Out at Kenai. Couldn’t wait to see his parents and that passel of nieces and nephews of his.” Mike leaned back in his chair. “He’s a family man at heart. Should have had one of his own.” He eyed Kate. “Never did understand why he stayed single.”


    “He loves flying and managing the airport.” Kate picked up her fork. “He works harder than we do, and our kind of work takes everything we’ve got. There’s not much time for family.” She glanced at Muriel. When she’d first set out to be a pilot, any sacrifice seemed worth it. Now she wasn’t so sure. If she became Mrs. Paul Anderson, she’d have to reconsider some of her convictions about flying.


    Helen placed her napkin on her lap. “I think a person can have a career and a family.” She sat beside Albert. “We’ve worked the store for years and managed quite well.” She smiled at her daughter.


    Muriel flipped blonde hair off her shoulder. “I remember hanging out at the store after school. I loved helping.”


    “You and your friends were more interested in raiding the candy jar than you were in working,” Albert said with a grin.


    “That’s not true.” Muriel smirked. “Well, not completely. I must confess to eating more than my share of buttercreams.”


    “It’s been a struggle—both of us working.” Albert took Helen’s hand and kissed it. “But we did it together and we’ve had a good life.”


    “And we’ve been blessed,” Helen said. “Just keeping the business afloat through this horrible depression is a gift from God. So much of the country is suffering, so many out of work and losing their homes.” She shook her head. “It’s terrible.”


    Albert looked around the table. “Let’s thank the Lord for the food and all his blessings.”


    Everyone at the table clasped hands. Muriel’s felt small in Kate’s. Mike’s was warm and callused. He gave hers a squeeze. His sudden affection made Kate uncomfortable.


    “Our heavenly Father,” Albert said. “Thank you for friends and family. And thank you for your abundant blessings. We have more than we deserve. We ask that you will provide for those who have so little. And on this special day, when we remember the birth of your Son, we think about the price paid on our behalf and we are grateful. Please bless our time together and continue to build the bonds of friendship between us. Amen.”


    Mike gave Kate’s hand another squeeze. She quickly let go.
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    When everyone had finished eating, the men retired to the front room while the women cleaned up the kitchen. Muriel cleared the table, Helen washed dishes, and Kate dried.


    “I’m so full I can barely breathe,” Kate said. She glanced out the window. Winter’s early nightfall had descended. “I need to walk. I wish we had longer days.”


    “I love being outdoors after dark,” Muriel said. “Especially when the northern lights put on a show. Sometimes when I stand under the sky with the lights dancing, I feel as if I’m getting a glimpse of heaven.”


    Helen studied her daughter. “You need to keep your heaven-gazing to the church sanctuary. You’re in a delicate condition and shouldn’t be out when the temperatures are extreme.”


    “I’m fine. Don’t fuss.”


    “I’m not fussing.” Helen turned back to the dishes. “You’ve got to think about the baby.”


    Muriel set an empty casserole dish on the counter. “You worry too much.” She leaned over and kissed her mother’s cheek. “But I love you forit.”


    “When is the baby due?” Kate asked, adding a plate to a stack.


    “The doctor thinks mid-July,” Muriel said, glancing at her stomach.


    “It’s the perfect time for a baby.” Helen handed Kate another dish. “The days are warm.”


    “Don’t let Terrence drag you off on a trip into the bush this summer. I’d hate to have to fly Paul in to some remote spot to deliver your baby.” Kate laughed.


    “Terrence loves to get out of town, but I doubt he’ll be leaving in July.”


    Helen chuckled. “When your time gets near, he’ll be like all expectant fathers—nervous as a rooster locked up in a chicken house with a hungry fox.”


    “I can’t imagine Dad being like that.”


    “Oh, but he was.” Helen smiled as she scrubbed gravy off a plate. “The day you were born I thought he would walk a path right into the floor.” She chuckled. “But he’s been a good father.”


    “It’ll be nice to have a doctor tending to people who live out of town.” Muriel dipped a washcloth in the sink water and wrung it out. “I think what Paul’s doing is very kind.”


    Helen immersed the plate in rinse water, and then handed it to Kate. “It’s such a shame he couldn’t join us today.” She turned to Kate. “How does he feel about being a bush doctor?”


    “He’s excited. But it’s been awhile since he did any doctoring, so he’s kind of nervous.”


    “Why did he give up his practice in San Francisco?” Muriel asked.


    The muscles in Kate’s stomach tightened at the question. She’d wondered the same thing, but the topic was off limits. “I don’t know,” she said as nonchalantly as she could manage. “He doesn’t talk about it. And I don’t want topry.”


    “I’m so happy for you two. I think it’s wonderful that you’ve found each other,” Muriel said. “When I met Terrence, I knew right away that he was the one forme.”


    Kate smiled. “I’m sure he’s the one for me. He hasn’t proposed yet, but I hope he will. When we were making plans to get together for Christmas, he mentioned talking about our future.”


    “I’ll bet it won’t take him long to ask you,” Helen said.


    Kate ran a towel over the plate. “I hope you’re right.”


    “How do you feel about being a flying hospital?” Muriel asked, gathering up the napkins.


    “I’m thrilled. I’ll love working with Paul. And there’s such a need for a doctor. I think it will be wonderful.”


    Helen dunked a cup into soapy water, and then glanced toward the front room. “I’m so glad Mike came tonight. He’s not been himself since ... well, since you two—”


    “I know. But he seems fine now. Maybe we can still be friends.”


    “I’m sure he hopes so too. He seems pretty comfortable tonight.”


    Mike stepped through the kitchen door. “Almost done in here?”


    Helen untied her apron. “We’re nearly finished.”


    “Good. It’s time to open gifts. I think I have one under the tree.” He winked at Kate.


    What had come over him? He’d been morose since her refusal, and now all of a sudden he was his old charming self? Maybe he’d accepted things as they were and was ready to move on. The thought made her feel relieved. He could have stayed mad, but that wasn’t like Mike. He was a good man, and hopefully they’d resume their friendship.


    With the kitchen sparkling clean, the women joined the men in the front room.


    “I was thinking it would be nice to sing some carols,” Helen said. She settled on the divan beside Albert and patted his thigh.


    “How about ‘Jingle Bells’?” Albert said.


    Remembering her own rendition of the song, when she’d flown packages into the villages the previous year, Kate nodded and wondered if she ought to teach the group. They’d get a kick out of it. Before she could say anything, Albert began, “Dashing o’er the snow in a one horse open sleigh...”


    When the song came to an end, Mike said, “How about the new one that’s out, ‘Winter Wonderland’?”


    “They’ve been playing it over and over on the radio,” Muriel said. “I loveit.”


    Soon everyone was singing the new melody. After that, Helen insisted on a religious carol, and then it was time to open gifts.


    Albert handed out two packages to each person, explaining they were from him and Helen. One was a canister of assorted homemade candies and the other a knitted muffler.


    Kate wrapped her deep green scarf around her neck and then took a bite of fudge. “Thank you so much. You know how much I love candy, and the muffler’s beautiful.”


    “I wish we could have done more, but with things slow at the store ... Well, you know how itis.”


    “Thought we were coming out of the depression,” Terrence said. “But it looks like we’ve plunged right back intoit.”


    “Everything will work out.” Helen leaned against Albert and smiled at him, her love for her husband, even after all their years together, evident.


    Kate’s gifts were next. She’d managed to purchase several hand-carved pieces of ivory from Joe Turchik. He’d offered to give them to her but at her insistence had finally accepted a token payment. She handed them out and watched while everyone unwrapped their gift.


    Helen held up a delicate mother seal with a baby at its side. “Oh, this is lovely. Where did you getit?”


    “You remember the Turchiks—Nena was with me when my plane went down.”


    “Yes, of course. Such nice people.” Helen ran a fingertip across the seal.


    “Joe Turchik made these.”


    “Is he a native?” Terrence asked, studying his plump walrus.


    “Yes. Eskimo,” Mike said, as he unwrapped a native man holding a spear.


    “Whenever I’m in Kotzebue, I stay with them. They’re good friends. Although I doubt Nena will ever fly with me again after what happened.”


    “It’s a miracle—the both of you surviving that terrible crash,” Muriel said.


    “Please tell Joe how much we love his work and thank him for us.” Helen studied her ivory seals. “I’ll write a letter so you can take it to him on your next run north.”


    The rest of the gifts were opened, all except one. It was from Mike, for Kate. The package was small. Kate couldn’t imagine what it couldbe.


    Everyone watched as she carefully removed the Christmas paper. “I know you didn’t wrap this yourself. It’s much too nice,” she teased.


    “I did.” He gave her a tender look. “Only the best for the best.”


    With the paper removed, Kate held a small box in her hands. She was suddenly afraid. What if Mike had decided to do something foolish? Her hands trembled slightly as she lifted thelid.


    When she looked inside surprise radiated through her. “Oh, Mike!” She lifted out a tiny gold airplane attached to a gold chain. The words Fearless Kate were inscribed in red on the plane’s side. “It’s beautiful!” She held it up in the light and tears sprang to her eyes. “It’s my plane.”


    He smiled broadly. “Thought you’d like something to remember itby.”


    “I love it. Where did you get it?”


    “You’re not the only one who knows an artist.” Mike winked. “I’ll help you put iton.”


    Kate draped the chain around her neck and let Mike hook the clasp. His hand rested on her neck for a moment.


    Choosing to ignore the gesture, Kate studied her tiny plane, and then let it drop against her chest. “Thank you. It’s a wonderful gift.” She wanted to hug him but didn’t dare. Instead, she looked into his quiet blue eyes and said, “I’ll cherish it always.”

  


  
    

    —2—


    The sound of a plane set Paul’s pulse racing. He stepped onto the porch and searched the skies, hoping it was Kate. He’d missed her, couldn’t stop thinking about her. Then he spotted it, a new red Pacemaker. “Kate,” he whispered.


    He ran down the trail, but when he caught sight of Kate as she stepped out of the plane, he was suddenly unsure of himself. He hadn’t seen her since that day in Anchorage when he’d told her of his feelings. How should he greet her? What did she expect? Should he kiss her or just give her a respectful hug? What if she’d changed her mind abouthim?


    Kate waved, and he returned the gesture. Angel galloped toward him. Thankful for the distraction, Paul knelt in the snow and caught the dog in his arms as she slammed into him. With a laugh he avoided her wet kisses and gave her a rubdown. “You’re in a fine mood,” he said with a final hug.


    Paul pushed to his feet and headed toward Kate. She stood tall and trim like one of the reeds that grew along the creek bank in summer. His heart thumped and his body shivered with anticipation. She brushed short hair off her face and smiled at him, her amber-colored eyes warm and expectant. Love swamped Paul, and he knew exactly how to greether.


    He hurried his steps and when he reached Kate, he pulled her into his arms. “I’ve missed you.” He pressed his face against her hair and breathed in the lingering fragrance of Breck shampoo.


    Kate wrapped her arms around him and held on as if she’d never let go. “It seems like forever since I’ve seenyou.”


    They stayed like that for a long moment. Kate looked up at Paul. “I’ve dreamed about this reunion. It’s been too long.”


    He kissed her, a long lingering kiss. When they parted, Kate smiled and hugged him again. “I was afraid I’d imagined it all, and that I’d get a howdy and shoptalk. I’m so glad I was wrong.” She hugged him again.


    “No shoptalk from me, at least not today.” Paul held her against his chest and rested his chin on her head. “When I got up this morning and saw that the sun was out, I hoped I’d seeyou.”


    “I left at first light. All I’ve thought about is you. I missed you so badly at Christmas.”


    “Well, we’ve got New Year’s.” Paul grinned. “We’ll bring in the New Year together.”


    Paul turned his attention to Kate’s Bellanca and studied it. “So, this is your new bird. Pretty sharp. Red just like your lastone.”


    “It’s my favorite color.” Kate gazed at the Pacemaker. “I was lucky to get her. She’s a couple years newer than my last plane. And she has a radio.”


    “I’m glad to hear that.” Paul continued to look at the plane. “No ‘Fearless Kate’ this time?” He grinned, remembering how Kate had painted the name in florid script across the fuselage of her last Bellanca.


    “No. I figured once was enough.” Kate touched the tiny gold plane hanging around her neck.


    “What’s that?”


    “This?” She lifted the ornament. “It’s a replica of my Bellanca, the one I cracked up. Mike gave it to me for Christmas.”


    Paul felt a stab of jealousy. “That was nice of him. Didn’t know you saw him during the holidays.”


    “He was at Albert and Helen’s for Christmas dinner.” Kate looped an arm through Paul’s and leaned against him. “I was thinking ofyou.”


    “Good thing.” Paul dropped a kiss on her forehead.
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    After a dinner of roast chicken, Paul and Kate moved to the porch and huddled together to stare at the night sky. A wolf howled in the distance, but tonight it didn’t make Paul feel lonely. He wasn’t alone anymore.


    Kate took a sip of her hot chocolate. “This is just how I imagined it would be. The two of us, a clear night sky, and hot chocolate.” She smiled at him and he kissed her. “I don’t think my life could be better than it is at this moment. Except, I wish we had more time together like this. But it’s back to work tomorrow.”


    “Yeah.” Alarm, like a barb, jabbed Paul’s insides. What if he wasn’t good enough? What if someone died ... because ofhim?


    Get hold of yourself. You’re ready. But the words didn’t convince him he was either competent or ready to be a bush doctor.


    “I’m so excited. I love to fly and I love you. We’ll make a good team.” She squeezed hisarm.


    “I love you too.” The venture he and Kate were about to set out on was suddenly real. And the dangers it involved were real too. He loved Kate. He hadn’t loved anyone since Susan. A picture of his wife flashed through his mind. She’d been tiny with blonde hair and blue eyes—nothing like Kate. Fear raised up its ugly head like a cobra, threatening to strike. What if he lost Kate too? Flying with him would only increase her hours in the air. He tightened his embrace.


    “Oh, I almost forgot.” Kate stood and darted inside the house. A few moments later, she reappeared with a small package in her hand. “I got something foryou.”


    “For me?”


    Kate grinned and held out a small box. “It’s not much, but I thought you might likeit.”


    Paul unwrapped the box and lifted the lid. “What in the world?” He studied an ivory carving of a dog that looked like Buck, pulling a sled. “Where did you get this?”


    “Joe Turchik made it. I would have had him include all the dogs but there wasn’t time. So I thought if you had to pick just one it would be Buck.”


    “It’s beautiful.” Paul ran a finger over the polished figurine. “Thank you.” He hugged her, and then with a slight grin, he said, “I got something for you too.” Kate followed him inside. He retrieved a small box from the bookcase. It was festooned with bright red Christmas wrap with a red bow on top. He handed it toher.


    Kate carefully removed the bow and gift wrapping to reveal a gift box. She glanced at him, her eyes alight with anticipation. Her hands trembled. She lifted the lid and inside a pearl necklace nestled in tissue paper.


    Kate stared at it, not saying a word. Maybe she didn’t like it? Was it too feminine? “I took a chance,” Paul said with a shrug. “I can take it back and get something else if you want.”


    “Oh no. I love it!” Kate lifted it out of the box. “It’s beautiful.”


    “The last time I was in Anchorage, I spotted it in a store window on my way out of town. I thought you might likeit.”


    “I do. I love it.” Kate studied the perfect ivory string of pearls. “Can you help me put iton?”


    “It won’t look good with the one you’re wearing.” Paul wondered which one Kate liked best—Mike’s gift held special meaning.


    Kate quickly reached up and unhooked the necklace Mike had given her and then turned her back to Paul so he could fasten the clasp of the pearl necklace. “I’m sure you spent too much money on this.”


    “Never too much for you.” He dropped a kiss on her neck.


    Kate turned and faced him, her hand resting on the pearls. “It’s a wonderful gift.”


    “I’m glad you like it.” He kissed her. The love he felt for her swelled and his heart seemed as if it would burst. He tried to quiet the emotion. He adored Kate, but loving her also reminded him that he could lose her. And he couldn’t bear that.


    “We better get some sleep,” Kate said. “We have a long day tomorrow.”


    “Let me get the lantern. I’ll walk you over to the Warrens’. Sassa has a bed ready for you.”
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    The following morning they headed for the frozen creek. Paul shaded his eyes and gazed at the azure sky and tried to quiet his nerves by taking a couple of slow, deep breaths. He was capable and ready, but what if he loused things up? He turned to Kate and said as confidently as he could manage, “Good day tofly.”


    “It’s perfect.”


    Paul turned his attention to his cabin, where smoke trailed into the unspoiled air. “Would you mind if I bring along some pelts? I was hoping to sell them at the winter carnival.”


    “Sure. I have room.”


    Paul placed his bag and pack in the plane. “I’ll be right back.” He headed toward the trail.


    “I’ll give you a hand,” Kate said, falling into step beside him.


    Their arms loaded with furs, Paul and Kate walked back to the plane. “Not much in the way of pelts this year,” he said.


    “Seems like a lot.”


    “Not really. Last year, I had four times this many.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. From now on there won’t be much time for trapping anyway.”


    “Is that going to be a problem ... financially, I mean?”


    “No. I’ll be fine.” Paul hoped she didn’t ask more. Between his inheritance and the money he’d put away while working in San Francisco, he had more than most. But he wasn’t comfortable talking about finances yet. That would lead to other questions he wasn’t ready for.


    He stowed the furs while Kate cranked the flywheel, then climbed into the cockpit and started the engine. Angel took her place up front.


    “Sorry, girl, not today.” Kate hauled the dog off the seat.


    Angel padded to the back of the plane where she settled on a stack of blankets. Looking dejected, she rested her head on large feet.


    Paul folded his tall frame into the passenger seat and glanced back at the dog. “She’s not happy withme.”


    “Don’t worry about her. She’s fine. When I have passengers, that’s her spot. She’s just pouting.” Kate gazed out at the brilliantly white landscape. “It’s a great day for new beginnings.”


    “Sure is.” Paul felt tight. Was he ready?


    “You all right?” Kate asked.


    Paul nodded, but his insides churned. When he agreed to work as a doctor for people living in the bush, he’d been caught up in the moment. Had he accepted Kate’s offer recklessly?


    “Nervous?” Kate throttled up.


    “Yeah, a little.”


    “You’ll be fine,” she said and leaned over and kissed him. “In fact, you’ll be great. Remember, I’ve seen you work.”


    Paul felt a spark of elation. “Thanks. It’ll just take awhile for me to get into the swing of things.”


    Kate turned her attention back to flying. “Who cleared the landing site?”


    “Patrick and me. We figured since you’d be making extra stops here, we ought to make sure you had a safe place to set down.”


    “You did a good job. Thanks.”


    Paul and Kate fell silent, the drone of the engine the only sound.


    They lifted off and the white world fell away below.


    “You sure it’s not too much trouble, your coming all the way out here to get me?” Paul asked.


    “Can’t lie—it’d be easier if you lived in Anchorage. But I’m just grateful that you’re willing to do this and it gives me a reason to come out to get you. I love it here.”


    “I said I’d give it a try. We’ll see how it goes.”


    “Oh ... right.” Kate’s voice trailed off as if she wanted to say more.


    “That was our agreement, remember.”


    “Yep. That’s what we said—just a trial.” Kate stared straight ahead and chewed on her bottomlip.


    Paul knew she wanted more from him, but he wasn’t ready. He hadn’t practiced medicine since his wife had died and that had been nearly six years ago. If Susan’s death hadn’t been his fault, he might feel differently, but it was clear to him she’d still be alive if he’d taken her condition more seriously.


    “We’ll be gone about a week. Who’s looking after your dogs?”


    “Patrick’s boys. Since Douglas is the oldest and most responsible, he’s in charge.”


    “They’re good kids.” She glanced at him. “Has there been any word from Lily? I know Sassa misses her. It must be especially hard since she’s Patrick and Sassa’s only daughter.”


    “Yeah. It’s hard on them, especially Sassa. Patrick said she writes pretty regularly, though. She found a job and an apartment in Seattle and decided to stay. I think she might have found a mantoo.”


    “How does Sassa feel about that?”


    “She knew it was bound to happen. Lily’s easy on the eyes and she’s sweet. My guess is Sassa’s fine with it, although I’m sure she’d have preferred Lily had fallen for an Alaskan. That way she’d be closer to home.”


    “Lily has a whole new life. Seattle’s a big city—a far cry from Bear Creek. Kind of like when you moved out here from San Francisco.” Kate gave him a sidelong glance.


    Paul clenched his teeth. He knew she was fishing for information. He couldn’t tell her everything about his past, not yet. “Yeah. S’pose itis.”


    “Do you think Lily will ever move back?”


    “Hard to say.” Paul folded his arms over his chest. “’Course from what I’ve seen, once an Alaskan, always Alaskan. It’s hard to get it out of your blood.”


    “I already feel that. When I left Yakima, it was hard on my mother. My dad understood, though. In fact, he encouraged me to go after my dream. Mom wanted me to stay put, but I think she’s better now. Especially after their trip up during the summer.”


    “It’s been nearly two years since you moved, right?”


    “In July.”


    “Well then, I’d wager you won’t return to the States. The territory either runs you out the first year or it snags you for good.”


    Below, Susitna Station looked serene, resting along the river with a forest of bare-limbed trees hedging it in from behind. Smoke drifted from cabins, and Paul thought he spotted Charlie Agnak, out on the dock in front of the mercantile. He glanced up and waved as they flew past and headed north.


    “This is my home now,” Kate said. “But I miss my family.”


    Paul felt the familiar tightening around his heart. He kept his eyes on the scenery. “Don’t suppose a person ever completely gets over missing loved ones.” He rolled his shoulders back, trying to relax his muscles. “So, what’s on the agenda?”


    “Our first stop is a homesteader’s place not far from here.”


    “What’s the problem?”


    “It’s the Kennedys. One of their boys is sick. Sidney didn’t say with what.”


    Kate landed on a well-packed airstrip in the midst of a broad white field. A small cabin huddled amidst piled snow, stunted spruce trees, and naked birch.


    Before Kate brought the plane to a stop, the door of the cabin opened and a black dog barreled toward them, lunging through chest-deep snow. Kate moved to the door and opened it.


    “Hey, Max,” she called.


    Angel leaped out and sprinted toward the other dog. They nearly collided, then gave each other a good sniff before bounding off, nipping at one another and taking an occasional tumble as they frolicked in the white meadow.


    “Angel has friends everywhere,” Paul said.


    “Good thing she gets along with other dogs. Otherwise I’d have to leave her in the plane most of the time. Out here, everyone has dogs.” Kate took Paul’s hand. “Thank you for giving her tome.”


    Paul gave her hand a squeeze. “Nita had a fine litter, but when I picked up Angel I knew she was the perfect pup foryou.”


    “You were right.” She flashed him a smile, then trudged toward the cabin.


    Paul followed. Cold air stung his cheeks and seared his lungs. He wanted to put an arm around Kate but refrained. He didn’t know how she felt about showing affection in front of people.


    Kate glanced at him. “Jack’s not as friendly as Max, but he’ll be all right.”


    “Jack?”


    “The Kennedys’ other dog. He’s an old man, but isn’t about to give up his post as guardian.”


    “Hope he won’t mind my visiting.”


    “He will.” Kate grinned, giving Paul’s arm an affectionate squeeze.


    As they approached the cabin, a man with thick curly red hair and a beard to match stood at the top of the porch steps, his hands shoved into the pockets of his overalls. “Howdy.”


    “Hello,” Kate called.


    Jack pushed his aged hulk up off the porch, and with his hackles up, he woofed as he charged to the top of the steps.


    “It’s all right, boy,” the man said, resting a hand on the dog’s head.


    Kate approached the house. “I’ve brought the doctor.”


    The man moved down the steps. Jack stayed at his side, bristling and warily eyeing the newcomer.


    “I’d like you to meet Paul Anderson, our new bush doctor.”


    The man extended a hand. “Good to meet you. I’m Bill Kennedy. Grateful you could check on my boy.”


    Paul grasped the man’s big hand. “My pleasure.”


    “Come on in,” Bill said. “Too cold out here for dallying.”


    Paul stepped forward, but Jack growled and blocked his way.


    “That’s enough, Jack,” Bill commanded.


    “He’s just protecting his family.” Paul figured the dog was more bluster than bite and knelt, tugging off a glove. He extended a bare hand to Jack, palm down. The dog sniffed it. Cautiously, Paul placed his hand on Jack’s head and stroked his thick fur. The animal relaxed and moved forward, running his head under Paul’s palm and rubbing his heavy, tufted coat against hisleg.


    “Guess you’ve passed the test,” Bill said with a laugh. “He won’t forget you. Come onin.”


    After introductions, the Kennedy boys hung back, obviously lacking enthusiasm over a call from the doctor. “Come on, now. Nothing to be afraid of.” Bill turned to Paul. “Carl’s the one who’s having trouble. His ear’s been hurting him for more than a week.”


    Paul listened to the boy’s heart and lungs. He placed a thermometer in his mouth and then examined his ears. “That left ear’s infected, all right.” He glanced at the boy’s mother, Iris. “Has he had this before?”


    “Yes. Pretty regular in fact. Probably four or five times a year.”


    Paul took out the thermometer and checked the reading. “A hundred and one—not too bad.” He returned the thermometer to its case. “You might want to think about having his tonsils and adenoids removed. That usually takes care of the problem.”


    Iris paled. “That seems kind of extreme for a sore ear.”


    “It’s done all the time. Repeated infections can damage hearing. And ... I don’t want to alarm you, but sometimes infections can settle in the mastoid bone, here.” He touched Carl’s head behind his ear. “If that happens, it’s a serious problem.”


    “Really?” Iris’s fingers played over the collar of her dress. She glanced at her husband. “I suppose we’ll have to talk aboutit.”


    Paul smiled and reached into his bag. “In the meantime, I’d like you to put two drops of this oil in his ear three times a day.” He handed the medicine to Iris. “And a hot water bottle placed on the ear will help with the pain. Do you have aspirin?”


    “Yes. I always keep some on hand.”


    “Good.” He closed his medical bag. “Give him one tablet every four to six hours. It’ll keep the fever down and decrease pain.” He rubbed the top of Carl’s head with his knuckles. “He’ll be fine in a few days.”


    “Thanks so much for your help, Doc,” Bill said. “We don’t have much money, but I was hoping you’d take a couple of pelts. Been a good year for marten.”


    “My traps have been mostly empty this season. I’d appreciate the pelts.”


    Kate and Paul left the Kennedy homestead behind and moved on to a mining camp. Several men who needed to be seen were packed into a small room in the back of a general store. It stank of sweat and stale bodies.


    Paul introduced himself and dove into work, diagnosing and treating the men’s ailments. Time slipped away from him, until he looked up to see Kate watching from the doorway.


    “Where you been?” Paul asked.


    “I took care of the mail and dropped off supplies.”


    “Can you give me a hand here?”


    “Uh ... sure,” Kate said.


    “One of the men had sliced his hand pretty badly while cleaning a fish. As soon as I took off the wrappings, it started bleeding,” Paul said. “Can you keep the blood clear while I stitch it up?” He handed her several pieces of gauze.


    “Okay,” Kate said, glancing at the wound, then turning away from the man’s splayed skin.


    “I’m going to need you to watch what you’re doing,” Paul said.


    “I’m a pilot, not a nurse.”


    Paul let out an amused grunt as he began to clean the wound thoroughly, then went to work sewing up the injury. Kate managed to keep it clear of blood, even though she looked away a lot of the time.


    Once back in the air, Paul blew out a breath and leaned back in his seat. “I’m beat.”


    “I didn’t know doctoring was so much work,” Kate said.


    “It can be.” He opened one eye and looked at her. “You did a good job. If you ever decide to give up flying...”


    “Sorry—not my cup of tea. I hope you won’t need me to help very often. I almost gagged a couple of times. Especially with that man who had the infected toe. Didn’t know a toe could get so ugly.”


    Paul chuckled. “It was pretty bad.”


    Kate took Paul’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “You’re a good doctor. If I’m ever in need, I know who to call.”


    Paul winked at her. “Thanks.” He looked at the frozen tundra below. “It’s kind of nice to be back at work.” All Paul had remembered about being a doctor was feeling like a failure, a murderer. He hadn’t expected the satisfaction he’d felt today. He was glad he’d come.


    “Did you get paid at the camp?”


    “A couple of fellows paid me. Don’t figure miners have much. Money’s not what I’m after anyway.” Paul looked at her. “How you getting paid for your flying time?”


    “While you’ve been doctoring, I’ve made some deliveries and there were goods to pick up. I don’t have any extra passengers this trip, but there’ll be more than enough in the weeks to come.”


    That night Paul and Kate stayed at a roadhouse in McGrath. After a supper of caribou stew and fresh-baked bread, Paul walked Kate to her room.


    “Well, I’ll see you in the morning.” Paul wasn’t sure just how to say good night. He didn’t want to tarnish Kate’s reputation, but he also didn’t want to leave without a kiss.


    “I had fun today, stinky feet and all.” She leaned in to Paul. “I’m proud ofyou.”


    “It was pretty simple stuff,” Paul said, but her respect made him feel good.


    Kate gently kissed his cheek, then circled her arm around his neck and pulled him closer. “I’m so glad we’re working together.” She pressed her lips tohis.


    Passion flared and Paul pulled her to him, answering her kiss. He longed for more, but forced himself to step back. “We better say good night.”


    “Okay,” Kate said, her voice breathless. “I’ll see you in the morning.” A soft smile touched her lips.


    “Tomorrow, then,” Paul barely managed to say.
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    The next few days Kate and Paul hopped from village to village. At the end of the fourth day, they moved up the coast of the Bering Sea. Paul was eager to get to Kotzebue. He hadn’t seen Joe or Nena since Kate’s accident. He wanted to see how Nena was gettingon.


    He gazed out at the endless bitter landscape. “I’ve never seen anything like this—miles of ... nothing.”


    “A lot of ice and wind. Once in a while you’ll see a pack of wolves or a bear. The villages are spread out. Nome’s the main hub. They have a doctor there, but we’ll stop anyway from time to time to drop off and pick up supplies and passengers.”


    Paul’s eyes turned to the ice-covered ocean. “Hard to imagine that much water being frozen.”


    Kate glanced out at the ice. “This area always makes me feel small.”


    “More like microscopic.”


    “I never really feel alone, though. It’s such an amazing place—huge and endless—and I’m reminded that God created it. I feel his presence here. And I know he sees me flying along.” Kate smiled.


    “You think so? I’d like to have your faith. Some things in life make it hard to believe.”


    Kate gave him a questioning look, but didn’t say anything. Instead she glanced at her watch. “We’re nearly to Kotzebue. Good thing. By three thirty it’ll be dark.”


    Paul didn’t want to think about how God had let him down. He willed away thoughts of Susan and all that had happened in San Francisco and let his gaze roam over a ridge that flowed across the frozen arctic. “The mountains and the land blend together,” he said, studying the white wasteland. “It’s incredible.” He turned to Kate. “Thanks for introducing me to Alaska. I’ve been holed up all this time and didn’t realize there’s so much tosee.”


    “By this time next year you’ll be well acquainted with the territory ... and its people.” Kate’s lips curved up into a soft smile as she surveyed the expanse sprawling north. “I love Alaska.”


    She turned her gaze toward the sea. “I can’t imagine what Amelia Earhart is experiencing right now. It must be amazing. She’s flying over places people have never even seen. I’d love to do something like that.”


    “You’d like to fly around the world?” Paul shook his head.


    “Yes. Can’t you imagine it?”


    “It would be an adventure.” Paul chuckled. “But she’s got to be a little crazy, don’t you think? A woman and a navigator, on their own, flying across thousands of miles of unknown territory and up against all kinds of weather conditions. Not to mention how undependable planes canbe.”


    “She has the best equipment and she’s in touch with people on the ground.” Her eyes alight, Kate didn’t seem to be concerned with the dangers. “Just imagine seeing India and Australia and—”


    “Don’t you get any crazy ideas.” Paul’s stomach tightened. Sometimes Kate seemed to lack all reason. And yet, her adventurous spirit and her courage were part of what he loved abouther.


    “I won’t. I couldn’t afford it anyway. But I’d love to meet her someday.”


    By the time they approached Kotzebue, the sun, looking as if it had been drained of color, rested on the horizon. Firepots were lit and set out along the airfield.


    As soon as the plane was down, Joe Turchik headed onto the airstrip. Paul opened the door and Angel bounded out with Kate following. Joe smiled, his almond-shaped eyes nearly disappearing in his round, tanned face. “Glad to seeyou.”


    “It’s good to be back,” Kate said. She turned to Paul. “You remember Paul. He was at the hospital when Nena was hurt.”


    “I remember. You helped save my Nena. Thank you.” Joe grasped Paul’s hand. “Welcome to Kotzebue.”


    “Glad to be here.” Paul turned to look at a small village that huddled against the frigid Arctic. Icy wind tugged at the ruff of his hood and burned his cheeks. He pulled his hood closed around his face. “It’s freezing out here.”


    “Outsiders,” Joe said with a laugh.


    The three worked together to secure the Bellanca. The oil was drained, the engine covered, and the craft securely tied down before they headed toward the village. Wind swirled particles of ice off the frozen ground, creating a sparkling mist in the fading light.


    As they’d traveled, Paul’s respect for Kate had grown. She was an incredible woman. He grabbed hold of her arm and stopped her. Joe kept moving.


    “Kate.” How did he say what he felt?


    “What is it?” She stared at him with a puzzled expression.


    “I just want you to know ... I didn’t understand.” He blew out a breath. “All this time ... I didn’t get it—the risks you take, the kind of life you lead, the lives you touch. I’m so proud of you.” He glanced at Joe’s back, then gave Kate a quick kiss. “You’re amazing.”


    “No, I’m not.” Tears washed into her eyes and she shook her head. “I’m not even close to anything like that.”


    “You are,” Paul said. “Don’t let your past hold you back.”


    “I’m not. Why are you?”
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    Wind and cold chased Paul into the Turchiks’ home, a combination mercantile and living quarters. It was small, overly warm, packed with provisions and furniture, and smelled of cooking meat.


    Three youngsters barreled into Kate and hugged her. The littlest one, a girl, clung to Kate’s legs. Paul wasn’t sure he’d ever seen more beautiful children. Straight black hair framed tanned round faces.


    Kate hugged the youngsters all at once. “Oh, how I’ve missedyou.”


    Angel pushed her way in. The children buried their hands in her fur, and the smaller of the two boys wrapped his arms around the dog’s neck. “Hi, Angel. You’re the best dog ever.”


    The taller boy smiled up at Kate. “We’re happy you came.”


    “Me too.” Kate gave him an extra hug.


    The youngster hanging on to Angel said, “I have something for you.” He hurried to a table, picked up a piece of paper, and ran back to Kate. “It’s a picture of the flowers and mountains—the way they look in summer.” He held out his artwork and pointed at the drawing. “And that is thesun.”


    “What fine work, Nick.” Kate took the gift. “It’s nice to be reminded how beautiful it is here when the sun is warm.”


    He smiled broadly. “We have a lot of sunshine in the summer.”


    The little girl lifted her arms, demanding to be picked up. Kate hefted her and rested the child on one hip. “Mary, I swear you’ve put on ten pounds since I last sawyou.”


    “The way she eats, she’ll soon outgrow her brothers,” said Nena, who looked like an older version of the little girl.


    “She has a way to go to do that.” Kate rested a hand on the older boy’s head. “Peter, you’re getting tall.” He straightened, as if trying to add more height to his stocky frame.


    Kate looked around the room. Even though it was packed with store goods, Nena had managed to give it a homey feel. “It’s good to be here.”


    Nena wrapped Kate and Mary in a hug. “We are thankful for you.” She turned to Paul with a smile. “And it’s good to see you again.”


    “You’re looking well.” Paul gazed at her healthy brown face as he tugged off his gloves. “How are you feeling?”


    “Good.”


    “No headaches, dizziness?”


    “No. None. My balance isn’t always just right, but it’s getting better.” She smiled, showing off-white teeth. “Thank you for coming. There are many villagers who wish to seeyou.”


    “Good. And I’m glad you’re feeling fit. For a while there, the doctors weren’t sure you’d pull through.” Paul felt a knot in his gut at the memory of Joe’s vigil at Nena’s bedside. Not so different from the one he’d once held, only Joe and Nena had been given a happy ending.


    “I have God and good doctors to thank.” Nena glanced upward. “He was with me and so was Kate. I’d never have made it if she hadn’t dragged me out of that plane and then watched over me.” She gave Kate an extrahug.


    “I could never desert you,” Kate said. “We had quite an adventure.” She gave Nena a one-armedhug.


    “We are grateful,” Joe said, then turning to Paul added, “and the people of Kotzebue are very happy to have a doctor here.”


    “I hope I can be of help.” Fear niggled at Paul. What if he let them down?


    “These are my children.” Joe nodded at one of the boys. “Nick is five.” He smiled at Paul. The tallest of the three stood beside his father. Joe rested a hand on his shoulder. “Peter is seven.” He turned to Kate and the little girl in her arms. “And Mary istwo.”


    Nena moved to a small kitchen range. “I made caribou stew. I hope you like it.” She lifted a lid from a pan on the stove and steam billowed into the air. Using a wooden spoon, she stirred the meal.


    Joe moved to the front room and dropped into a chair. “Paul, sit.” He picked up a pipe and tobacco from a table made out of an empty barrel. He offered them to Paul.


    “Thanks.” Paul took the pipe and dumped tobacco into its bowl, pressing it down with his thumb. Joe lit it and Paul drew on the pipe until smoke drifted into the air. He took several puffs, and then held up the pipe. “Good,” he said, although it tasted of cheap tobacco.


    “Not so good,” Joe said. “But it will do.” He filled another pipe, clamped his teeth on the bit, and sucked air through the stem. “You been to Kotzebue before?” He settled back in his chair.


    “No. It’s a lot different from where I live on Bear Creek. But it looks like a nice little town.” That wasn’t exactly true. There didn’t seem to be much commerce, and the homes and businesses were tiny and in need of repair, but Paul wasn’t about to hold back a compliment. He understood how important a person’s community could be to them.


    “Most people never been here.” Joe crossed one leg over the other. “You like it on Bear Creek?”


    “Yes. There’s lots of timber, and I’ve got a snug cabin and fine neighbors. The fishing and hunting are goodtoo.”


    Joe nodded and then concentrated on smoking.


    Paul rummaged around his mind for something more to say. “You do much hunting?”


    “Sure. Seals and bear. Sometimes caribou or moose. And fish fill the rivers in the summer.” He drew deeply on his pipe and, without looking at Paul, asked, “You want to catch somecod?”


    “This time of year? Up here?”


    “They’re under the ice. Just cut a hole in it and you can get ’em.” He smiled. “I’ll teach you if you want.”


    “I’d like that.”


    The sound of giggles carried out from the kitchen where Kate and Nena stood side by side finishing preparations for the evening meal. A memory of Susan and his sister ambushed Paul. They’d been standing just like that, cooking together and chatting. An ache rose from his chest and into his throat. Would he ever stop missingher?


    “I think there will be many people here to see you tomorrow.” Joe’s words cut into Paul’s thoughts.


    “Oh? How many do you expect?”


    Joe shrugged. “Most of the town. Even if they’re not sick, they will come to meet you and to see if you are a good doctor.” His eyes smiled.


    “I look forward to meeting them.”


    “Some don’t trust people from the outside.” Joe removed the pipe from his mouth. “They’re used to Alex Toognak, our medicine man. He’s wise andable.”


    “Maybe you can introduce us.” Paul respected traditional practices, believing there was room for both modern medicine and the old ways. He knew if his views got out to other physicians he’d be ridiculed, but he couldn’t deny the power of natural healing. “Joe, it might help if you let people know I’m not from the outside. I’ve been living in Alaska nearly five years now.”


    Joe grinned. “Anyone who does not live in the Arctic is from the outside.”


    Paul chuckled. It does feel like the end of the world.
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    After dinner, the family gathered in the front room. Joe had promised to tell the children a story.


    Kate sat on the floor beside Paul’s chair. He noticed a glance between the women, and Nena held back a giggle. Kate must have told her about them. Contentment warmed his insides and he gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. She leaned against his leg. He liked that.


    Lanterns and candles flickered, creating wavering shadows on the walls. The children waited, their eyes alight.


    “Tell us the one about the great whale,” Peter said.


    “No. I want to hear about the bear that hides in the snow,” said Nick.


    Joe sat on the floor with the boys. He was quiet for a few moments, and then he said, “Tonight I will tell you a new story. It is about birds that saved a man’s life.”


    “Birds saved a man?” Peter asked. “How can that be?”


    “With God all things are possible.” Joe smiled.


    “Tell us,” Nick nearly shouted.


    “The Bible says that long ago there was a man named Elijah. He was a prophet of the one true God.”


    The boys’ eyes didn’t move from their father. Resting in her mother’s arms, Mary looked sleepy.


    Paul had been enchanted by the idea of storytelling, but he wasn’t interested in a Bible story. He wished there were a polite way to excuse himself.


    “In the land where Elijah lived, there was no rain for a very long time. Elijah had told the people that would happen.”


    “Why would he stop the rain?” Peter asked.


    “He didn’t stop it, God did. But Elijah told the king that a drought was coming.”


    Peter nodded but looked perplexed.


    “We don’t always understand why God does a thing, only that he is always right.”


    When Joe finished the story, Peter asked, “Why would a bird feed a man?”


    “It was the power of God, who can do all things.” He smiled at his son, his eyes crinkling at the corners.


    Paul forced himself not to grimace at his answer. What was right about taking my wife and son? Why would you do such a thing?


    Nena stood. “It is time for sleeping.”


    The children gave hugs all around, and then Nena bundled them off to their room in the back of the house. She returned a few minutes later, her arms full of blankets. “Kate, we have a bed for you with the children. I hope you don’t mind sharing with them.”


    “Not at all.”


    “We have a tick mattress you can use,” she told Paul. “Joe will bring itout.”


    “That suits me fine.” Paul stood. “I’d better get some sleep. Tomorrow will be a busyday.”
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    Accompanied by the children’s quiet snores, Kate snuggled beneath her blankets. Her mind wandered back over the last several days. Working with Paul had been gratifying. The more she watched him, the more her admiration grew. He was highly skilled. And she didn’t mind assisting, at least most of the time.


    The bond between them had grown stronger. Yet she felt as if Paul were holding back part of himself. He didn’t speak about his life before Alaska, and each time it came up he’d deflect the conversation. What was he hiding? It must be something really bad, because it seemed to have stolen his faith. He was angry at God.


    She rolled onto her side. Whatever it was, Kate couldn’t pry it from him. He would have to tell her in his own time. She whispered a prayer for Paul as she fell asleep.


    Kate opened her eyes and looked around the dimly lit room. With a yawn, she stretched her arms over her head and looked about. The children were gone. Then she remembered that soon people would be arriving to see Paul. They might already be here. She flung back her blankets and sat up. She’d be needed.


    By the time she made her way to the kitchen, Nena had a meal of flapjacks and eggs prepared. Paul was already eating.


    Someone had placed a cabinet between the kitchen area and the front room. Kate guessed it was there to serve as a privacy wall.


    “You like some coffee?” Nena asked.


    “Thank you.” Kate sat across from Paul. “So, you ready?”


    “Absolutely,” Paul said, a little too emphatically.


    Kate wondered if he was nervous. She was sure it had been awhile since he’d seen patients regularly.


    Nena set a cup of coffee in front of her. “No milk. Sorry.”


    “This is fine.” Kate took a sip. “Where’s Joe?”


    “He’s helping a friend fix a sled. You hungry?”


    “Starved. Breakfast smells delicious.” Kate looked up and found Paul watching her. Feeling as if she ought to say something, she asked, “Did you sleep well?”


    “I did.” He leaned back in his chair. “You?”


    “Like a log.” Paul continued to gaze at her, his expression a mix of humor and adoration. A shiver of pleasure moved through Kate.


    Nena set a plate of flapjacks and eggs in front of her.


    “Thanks, Nena. You didn’t have to go to so much trouble.”


    “Yes I do. You will work hard today. You need good food.”


    “It smells good.” Kate spread butter on the pancakes. “Since I didn’t help with breakfast, I’ll do the dishes.”


    “No. You are a guest, and you and Paul will need your strength. He said that you help him.”


    Kate looked across the table at him. “So, I’m to be a nurse again?”


    He speared the last bite of pancake, dipped it in a puddle of syrup, and forked it into his mouth. “Hope you don’t mind. You’re good at it.”


    A knock sounded at the door. “People are already here.” Nena hurried to openit.


    A woman and two children stood on the stoop, huddling against the cold. “We heard the doctor is here?”


    “Yes. Come in.” Nena opened the door wide and stepped back. She had the look of a child on Christmas morning. “Paul, your first patient.”


    Paul stood. “Give me one minute. I’ll get my bag.” He carried his plate into the kitchen and set it in the sink, then hurried into the front room and grabbed his medicalbag.


    Nena cleared the table. “Sorry, Kate, you’ll have to finish your meal standing.”


    “I don’t mind.” Kate picked up her plate and cup and stood at the sink, where she ate the last of her eggs, took a final drink of coffee, and set the mug on the counter, then looked around, wondering what todo.


    Paul placed his bag on the table, opened it, and then turned his attention to the woman and children. “Good morning. Have a seat,” he said, nodding at the chair.


    There was another knock at the door. Nena rushed to answer it, her mukluks scuffing across the floor. Kate hovered near Paul, just in case he needed her for something.


    It wasn’t long before the entire front room was crowded with patients. Some looked well and others seemed quite ill. Kate wondered if they’d manage to see everyone in a single day. She kept herself busy writing down people’s names and recording their reason for seeing the doctor. Those who were especially ill were moved to the front of the line. Occasionally Paul needed her help to calm a child, or to hold a compress, or to assist while he sutured a wound.


    As a teenage boy moved out of the examining chair, Paul turned to a white-haired man shuffling across the room toward him. “Good morning,” Paul said. “What can I do foryou?”


    His eyes suspicious, the man studied Paul. “I always go to Alex Toognak. He knows the old ways.”


    “I’m sure he’s very good,” Paul said. “You may go to him if you like.”


    The man glanced at his hands. “I did. He said I should come here.” He lowered himself onto the chair.


    Paul pulled up another chair and sat across from the elderly man. “I’m Paul Anderson. It’s a pleasure to meet you...”


    “George Chilligan.”


    “What can I do for you, George?”


    “Well, I got a lot of...” He glanced toward the front room. Lowering his voice, George said, “My nose runs all the time. I go through two or three snot rags a day. Can’t stopit.”


    Paul reached into his bag and took out a flashlight. “Guess I better have a look.” He tilted the man’s head back and, using the light, he checked the inside of his nose, and then using a tongue depressor, he examined his mouth and throat, and finally palpated his neck. “No sign of infection.” He thought a moment. “What do you use to light your house?”


    “Oil lamp.”


    “Whale oil?”


    George nodded.


    “Does it smoke a lot?”


    “Sometimes. They all do.”


    “That might be what’s causing your trouble. If you keep plenty of oil in it and cut the wick short, there should be less smoke. Also, I’d like you to try using a saltwater rinse. That should help.”


    George stared at him for a long moment, and then asked, “How do I do that?”


    After Paul explained the procedure, George went on his way, without a thankyou.


    “Don’t worry about him,” Nena said. “He’s always cranky.”


    “I’m not worried,” Paul said with a grin. “Actually I like people who are a little rough around the edges. They make life interesting.”


    All day people kept coming. Paul treated bronchial infections, stomach ailments, sore throats, and skin infections, and he pulled bad teeth, something Kate remembered all too well. Although the villagers usually went to Alex Toognak, they seemed glad to have a real doctor. Most thanked Paul before leaving. He was paid with coins, furs, and tobacco, and one woman gave him a jar of crowberryjam.


    As Kate witnessed Paul’s generosity and genuine concern for his patients, her love grew. Why had God given her such a fine man, and why did Paul love her? She didn’t know the answer, but she was grateful.


    The last patient left just as Nena finished preparing dinner. Paul and Kate hadn’t eaten since breakfast. There hadn’t been time. Kate suddenly realized she was ravenously hungry.


    “You like some soup and biscuits?” Nena asked.


    “I’d love some,” Kate and Paul said at the same time. They looked at each other and laughed.


    Everyone except Peter sat down at the table.


    “Where’s Peter?” Kate asked.


    “He said he’s not hungry, that his belly hurts.” Nena looked at Paul. “I didn’t want to bother you over a stomachache.”


    “No trouble. I’ll take a look at him.” Paul stood. “Where ishe?”


    “In his bed.” Nena led the way to the children’s room.


    The boy lay on his side, pale and fevered. Alarm thumped through Kate. He’d seemed fine earlier.


    Paul kneeled beside the bed. “So, you’re not feeling so good, huh?”


    Holding his stomach, Peter shook his head.


    “Can you tell me where it hurts?”


    The boy touched his upper abdomen.


    Paul nodded and rested a hand on Peter’s forehead. He glanced over his shoulder at Nena. “He’s running a fever. Probably just a bug of some kind. I doubt it’s anything to worry about.”


    Nena’s brow furrowed with worry. “After lunch, he said he wasn’t feeling good. And he seems worsenow.”


    Paul turned back to his young patient. “Peter, can you roll onto your back?”


    With a quiet groan Peter managed to do as he was asked. He looked at his mother, eyes fearful.


    Paul gently probed his stomach. “Does this hurt?” Peter shook his head no. “How about this?” Paul pressed two fingers gently into the right side of the boy’s abdomen.


    Peter winced. “Ouch!”


    “And here?” Paul moved his hand to the other side of his stomach and applied pressure. Peter shook his head no.


    “Hmm. The pain’s sharpest in the area of his appendix. No way to tell for certain if that’s it.” He straightened. “We’ll keep an eye on him and see how he does.”


    Nena stayed with Peter while the rest of the family returned to finish their meal.


    With her hunger satisfied, exhaustion swamped Kate. She struggled to keep her eyes open. Even so, Nick talked her into a game of Go Fish. With Paul and Joe chatting, she tackled the tenacity of the five-year-old, who had obviously played a lot of card games.


    After Nick beat her three times, she headed to her makeshift bedroom. Joe had made up a place for her in what looked like a storage room. He’d apologized but didn’t want Peter’s illness to disturb her sleep. Finally comfortable and warm beneath the covers, she drifted toward slumber, her mind on the people of Kotzebue. It had been a goodday.


    One of the highlights had been a woman who was advanced in her pregnancy. Paul had let her use the stethoscope to listen to her baby’s heartbeat. When she first heard the muffled thumping of the child’s heart, her eyes lit up and she’d exclaimed her joy. To her, it was a miracle. Kate’s eyes closed and she wondered if she’d ever hear the sound of her own child’s heartbeat.


    Kate didn’t know how long she’d been asleep when Nena rousedher.


    “Kate,” she said, her voice tense. “Wake up.”


    Her mind still feeling muzzy, Kate pushed up on one elbow. “What isit?”


    “Paul needs you.”


    “Me? Why? Is something wrong?”


    “It’s Peter. He’s very sick.”


    Now fully awake, Kate hurriedly dressed and followed Nena to the kitchen.


    Peter lay on the table, looking terrified and quite ill. Joe stuffed wood into the stove even though the room was already unbearably hot.


    “What’s wrong with him?” Kate asked.


    Paul had set out instruments on the table. “I’m pretty sure it’s an inflamed appendix.” He took Kate aside, out of reach of Peter’s hearing. His voice soft, he said, “If it ruptures, he could die. I’ve got to get itout.”


    Kate’s stomach plummeted. She glanced at Peter, unable to imagine the rambunctious little boy dying. “Do you know how to do that?”


    “Yes.” His expression was grim. “But I’ve never done a surgery under such primitive conditions.”


    “I have confidence in you,” Kate said, resting her hand on his arm.


    Paul’s gaze moved to Nena, then back to Kate. “I need someone to assist me. Nena’s going to take care of the anesthetic.”


    Kate’s heart sped up. “I can barely tolerate a man’s stinking feet. How do you expect me to do surgery?” She glanced at Peter. “I can’t doit.”


    “You’ll just be helping.” Paul’s dark brown eyes bore into Kate’s. “I need you.” He glanced at Joe. “Better you thanJoe.”


    Kate took a quaking breath. She had no choice. “What do you want me todo?”
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