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ELIZABETH
 “God’s Promise”

Ye have need of patience, that, after ye have done the will of God, ye might receive the promise.

Hebrews 10:36 
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Prologue 

The plains east of 
Colorado Springs, Colorado 
December 1903 

Hope deferred maketh the heart sick: but when the desire cometh, it is a tree of life.

Proverbs 13:12 

Today was the worst day of her life.

Today the world, as seventeen-year-old Beth MacKay had known it and had expected it to be, had turned upside down and inside out. Today her heart would surely break, her romantic dreams would be permanently crushed, and her love would shrivel and die.

Noah Starr was getting married.

Dear, sweet, magnificently handsome Noah would wed another woman. Another woman would carry his name, bear his children, and be his lover and lifelong helpmate.

With a sigh, Beth turned over in bed and buried her face in her pillow. How in the world was she going to live through this miserable, heart-wrenching day? How was she to attend  the wedding, pretend to a happiness she didn’t feel, and offer her congratulations to the married couple?

It was too much to expect of anyone. She’d just have to plead a sick headache and beg off going.

Abby would understand. Beth’s stepmother knew of her love for Noah, a love that had begun three years ago when Noah had rescued her from a rattler at a church picnic. As he had held her in his arms to comfort her after he had killed the snake, Beth had fallen in love.

Not that she had been the only female in Grand View to have lost her heart to the young, blond, and eligible pastor of the town’s Episcopal church. Since that day seven years ago when he had first arrived from back East to assist his ailing uncle with his priestly duties, Noah Starr had been the source of much feminine speculation and maternal match–making.

But in Beth’s mind, Noah had always been meant for her. Why else had he waited so many years after coming to Grand View to take a wife, if the good Lord –hadn’t intended him for her? And why, oh why, couldn’t he have waited just another six months until she finished high school? Surely Pa would’ve allowed Noah to begin courting her then, even if she wouldn’t have been eighteen for another two months. For all practical purposes, she would’ve been considered a woman, free to make her own decisions, go off to college, or marry.

Beth sat up and tossed her pillow across the room, striking the door. Then with a groan she climbed from bed. After a quick ablution in a washbasin of icy water, she dressed, brushed her hair, scrubbed her teeth, then headed downstairs to the kitchen.

As always on a cold winter’s morn, Old Bess, the ever-faithful, if temperamental, cast-iron cookstove, warmed the room. Abby, her chestnut brown hair pulled up in a neat,  high bun, her cheeks flushed from the heat rising from the stove as she expertly flipped flapjacks, turned and grinned. 

“Good morning,” she said cheerily. “Could you finish up the rest of the flapjacks while I see to your sister? Besides buttoning her dress, I’ve still got her hair to brush and her shoes to put on, and Sean’s too busy chasing her around the parlor to be of much help.”

Beth forced a bright smile onto her face. “Sure. Sorry I took so long to come down. I was just . . . well, never mind.  It doesn’t matter much anymore.”

Abby paused in her journey toward the hallway separating the kitchen from the parlor. “I know this will be a hard day for you to get through, Beth.” She glanced over her shoulder with an understanding look. “Just remember you’ve always got your family to love and support you.”

And what a family it is, Beth thought, comforted by the realization. Besides her older half brother, Evan, who was married and the proud father of two children, there was six-year-old Sean and three-year-old Erin, the two children of her father, Conor, and his second wife, Abby. Having such a high-spirited half brother and half sister certainly made for a lively household.

Still, Beth reveled in the warm sense of close-knit, affectionate family that had grown from her father and Abby’s love for each other. Even their home, Culdee Creek Ranch, had prospered and bloomed in the years since they had wed.  In addition to Evan, his wife, Claire, her brother, Ian, and Evan and Claire’s two children, there was also her cousin Devlin, his wife, Hannah, and their four children. And when one added in the ranch hands who lived in the nearby bunk–houses, Culdee Creek nearly qualified as a little community in itself.

“Yes, I’ve always got my family,” Beth agreed softly, “and I’m ever so grateful for it, too. I just wish it were me getting married today, instead of Alice Westerman. I wish I were the  one who’d soon be Mrs. Noah Starr, rather than my teacher. How am I ever going to face her when she and Noah return from their honeymoon?”

“The Lord will provide the strength, just as He’ll provide the right man in due time, Beth.” Abby smiled. “You have to believe that.”

“But who could be better than N-Noah?” In spite of her best efforts, Beth couldn’t keep her voice from –quavering.

“Not many men, that’s for certain.” Her stepmother turned and walked back to stand before her. “Nonetheless, there are a few good ones still left out there, I promise you.

And there’s no rush, is there? I thought you still planned on becoming a doctor. Has that changed all of a sudden, and I’m now the last to know?”

A doctor . . .

Beth had wanted to become a doctor for years, no matter what obstacles were thrown into her path, no matter how difficult it still was for a woman to be accepted in such a role. Even nowadays, lady doctors were suspected of being involved in feminist causes, dress reform, sex education, and other inappropriate activities. Many were even accused of wishing to be men, of being little more than emotionally stunted women incapable of striking up social relationships or matrimonial links.

But none of that had mattered to Beth, not since she had read about the first woman doctor in America, Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell, who had graduated from Geneva Medical College in New York in 1849. Dr. Blackwell’s profound love of medicine and heroism against opposition had inspired Beth from an early age. She had dreamed of following in Dr. Black–well’s footsteps and enrolling in the very same medical college.

And it seemed now, after today, there was no reason not to pursue that dream. Noah had betrayed her, even if  unknowingly, and she couldn’t conceive of ever loving another man enough to sacrifice medical school. For Noah, and only Noah, she had been willing to compromise her dreams. But never for any other man, and never, ever again.

“No, Abby,” Beth said, gritting out the words even as she sealed the bittersweet pain tightly within her heart, “my determination to become a doctor hasn’t changed. More than anything, I want to go to medical school. Indeed, I suppose Noah’s actually doing me a favor in marrying Alice. A husband and family would’ve been a stumbling block to my ambitions. Everyone knows,” she added, turning her head to hide her tears, “a woman who intends to be a doctor must be willing to pay the price.”

“And you think you’ll be happy paying such a price, sacrificing the joys of a husband and family, a normal life?”

“Yes.” Beth nodded her head with grim determination.  “Now, more than ever, I most certainly do.”
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The plains east of 
Colorado Springs, Colorado 
August 1909 

To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven.

Ecclesiastes 3:1 

As the Colorado and Southern Railroad Company locomotive, affectionately known as the “C & S” or “Crooked and Slow” for its sinuous course and many stops, drew near the town of Grand View, the engineer sounded the whistle. On such a clear, sunny day, the shrill cry echoed in every direction. A small herd of pronghorn antelope stampeded. Wings tucked tightly to their sides, a flock of spindly legged sandpipers hiding in the grass beside the railroad bed scrambled for safer cover.

Dr. Elizabeth MacKay glanced up from her book and smiled. It was good to know some things, even after five  years’ absence, hadn’t changed. The pronghorn still grazed the rolling hills. The birds appeared to be as abundant as ever. And in the distance to the west, Pikes Peak remained the ever strong, majestic sentinel.

Still, five years were bound to have an effect on things.  From Abby’s letters, Beth knew Grand View’s population had almost doubled in size, now numbering nearly four hundred. Gates’s Mercantile had been sold to a John O’Brien and had been expanded until it was now a large L-shaped building. Several new businesses—including a bank—had come to town. And Doc Childress, in his late sixties with rheumatism so bad he could hardly hold a scalpel, much less make the fine stitches needed to suture wounds, needed help.

Beth sighed, shoved her book into a side pocket of her traveling bag, and looked back out the window. Doc Childress had wasted little time, once he had heard of the completion of her internship, in offering her a partnership in his Grand View medical office. “A chance to get your feet wet under the supervision of an experienced physician before taking over the entire practice,” he had written in a letter.

But Beth had mixed feelings about accepting the job. True, she missed her home and family. She hadn’t been home to Culdee Creek in all the years of her medical schooling, fearing anything that might weaken her resolve to stick it out no matter what. Indeed, after a time, she had almost gotten used to the grueling work, the lack of sleep, the gut-twisting loneliness. 

Her mouth tightened. It was the taunts, the ridicule, the purposeful obstacles placed in her way that had been the hardest of all to endure. Because she was a woman. Because she was part Indian. Because she was young and attractive.  Because she was a fighter and gave as good as she got.

And then there had been Matthew . . . and the baby.

She sighed again. All told, the past five years had been the hardest years she had ever endured. They had left their mark—that much Beth knew. But she hadn’t given up. She had persevered; she had won. They hadn’t beaten her, just as they hadn’t beaten Elizabeth Blackwell all those years ago. But the cost . . . the cost had been far, far greater than Beth had ever imagined.

“Are you getting off at Grand View or traveling farther south?” A stout, gray-haired, motherly woman plopped down in the seat across from her. “I’ve been watching you ever since I boarded in Denver and have been itching to visit with you. But”—she motioned to the volume protruding from Beth’s traveling bag—“you seemed so engrossed in your book, I hated to intrude.”

Beth felt a fleeting moment of regret for putting aside her book—hiding behind it was a trick she had long ago discovered to encourage others to keep their distance—and forced a smile. “Yes, I’m getting off at Grand View, and yes, I do love to read. It helps pass the hours, doesn’t it?”

“It does indeed.” The woman leaned forward and extended her hand. “My name’s Cora Bledsoe. My husband and I run the bakery in Grand View. Bledsoe’s Quality Baked Goods, it’s called.”

“And I’m Elizabeth MacKay.” Beth took Cora’s outstretched hand, gave it a quick squeeze, then released it. “My father’s Conor MacKay, the owner of—”

“Oh, I know who your father is,” Cora said with a wave of her hand. “Everyone knows the owner of Culdee Creek Ranch.” She cocked her head. “But I’ve never seen you before, and we’ve lived here all of five years now.”

“I’ve been back East for a time, attending medical school.”

The woman’s silver brows lifted. “Medical school, you say? So you’re the one who went off to become a doctor!” 

Beth nodded, already beginning to weary of the conversation. “Yes, I am. I’ve come home to go into practice with Doc Childress.”

“A lady doctor.” Cora shook her head in apparent amazement. “Land sakes. Grand View’s going to have a lady doctor.” “Yes, it is.”

Beth gazed out the window. Blessedly, the town under discussion was coming into view. Situated on a vast, grassy plain of gently undulating hills, Grand View looked like some child’s toy town picked up and set down in the middle of nowhere.

Wooden clapboard buildings made up most of the dwellings. The wide streets were still of dirt, and boardwalks lined the front of the businesses. As the C & S passed over the summer-shriveled Cottonwood Creek, the long white buildings of the grain elevator and creamery seemed to leap out like virtuous guardians on the right-hand side of the tracks. On the left slumped the weather-beaten train station warehouse.

 The locomotive began to slow. Brakes ground against iron wheels. Steam hissed. Then with a bone-jarring lurch, the old Crooked and Slow came to a halt.

A crowd had gathered on the train platform, and for an instant the blindingly bright sunlight seemed to meld all the people into one colorful, churning mass. Then Beth blinked, and the faces took on familiar, beloved appearances.

Three dark-haired men towered above the rest—her father, her cousin, Devlin, and her big brother, Evan. Though the two older men’s hair was more streaked with gray than Beth remembered, they both looked just as strong and leanly muscled as her brother. All three were dressed the same as ever, too, in faded, work-worn Levis, scuffed boots, and long-sleeved cotton shirts rolled up above their elbows, their heads covered by dark Stetsons.

Beth’s gaze soon found Abby. Her stepmother was just as beautiful as she remembered her, her chestnut hair covered by a wide straw hat, her figure trim and lithe. Beside her stood Hannah, Devlin’s wife, her blond hair gleaming in the sun. Claire was with them, too. Evan’s Scottish bride was only five years older than Beth, and Beth still recalled the happy times they had once spent as Claire tried to teach her how to play her little Scottish harp.

“Well, I’d best be getting my things together,” Cora Bledsoe said. “Now that you’re home to stay, we’ll have plenty of time to get to know each other better. In fact, once you’re all settled in, stop by the bakery. You can meet my husband, Walter, and sample some of our specialties. On the house, of course.”

“I’ll be sure to do that, Cora.” Beth bent over, retrieved her traveling bag, and stood. “It was so nice to make your acquaintance.”

“Oh, pshaw.” The woman began to sidle down the aisle to the nearest door. “It was my pleasure. It’s not every day we get a lady doctor come to town. No indeed.”

Beth pretended some problem with her satchel until Cora Bledsoe had departed the car. Then she placed her broad straw hat, trimmed with blue and white ribbons, on her head, paused to straighten her navy-blue traveling suit, picked up her bag, and headed for the door.

She was back home at last, a doctor and a grown woman. It was time to begin her life anew and put the past behind her. She only hoped that she could.
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“How’s my big girl this afternoon?” Noah Starr leaned over the little wicker wheelchair and chucked the blond two-year-old under the chin.

With a gurgle of pleasure, the child lifted her head— which promptly fell to one side—and, with flailing arms, reached out to him. Drool trickled from the corner of her mouth, trailing down to dribble onto her pink-flowered calico gown.

Noah dug out a fresh handkerchief and wiped his daughter’s mouth. “Are you hungry, sweetheart? I brought you a special treat from the bakery.”

“Emily’s just now finished her lunch,” Millie Starr said. “I’m sure she’d love a sweet.”



“Then I’ve come home just in time.” Grand View’s Episcopal pastor pulled over a kitchen chair and sat directly in front of the toddler. “How’s a nice cinnamon bun sound?”  he asked, pulling a small paper-wrapped parcel from his coat pocket.

His daughter’s flapping arms increased their movement in speed and intensity. Noah glanced at his aunt.

“She seems more excitable today than usual. Do you think she’s ill or in pain?”

Millie shook her head. “No. You’ve just been working such long hours the past few days, Emily hasn’t seen you much. You haven’t made it home for lunch the past week, and what with you leaving in the morning before she wakes and coming home after she’s in bed . . .”

Noah sighed and dragged a hand through his dark blond hair. Hair, he noted wryly, in dire need of a trim. Yet another chore he must see to, just as soon as he could make the time.

“Well, I’m glad Emily’s not ill. I’ll try to make myself come home for lunch from here on out, and take an hour or so off whenever I can to visit with her in the evenings, too.”

“You might just want to make that evening visit about suppertime,” his aunt said, eyeing him up and down. “Folk are beginning to talk that maybe I’ve lost my touch when it  comes to cooking, what with you getting a mite scrawny there.”

He knew she spoke the truth. He wasn’t eating all that well, mostly because he chose to bury himself in his work. He didn’t spend much time at home anymore, save for the few hours he grabbed for sleep. And, worst of all, Noah knew that, deep down, he preferred it that way.

Even though it had been two years since Alice’s death giving birth to Emily, home still reminded him of all he had lost. The rectory was permeated with his wife’s presence, from the framed photographs over the parlor fireplace, to the Montgomery Ward Windsor upright piano, to her beloved four-volume set of the American Encyclopaedic Dictionary. And that was just what he encountered in one room of the house.

No, he didn’t find much joy in coming home anymore. Though Noah loved his daughter, her terrible birth injuries had crippled her for life. She had a brain palsy, Doc Childress had informed him, most likely incurred from a prolonged lack of oxygen during Alice’s complicated labor. It was so painful to see Emily, know the dismal prospects for her future, and realize that even the sacrifice of Alice’s life hadn’t been enough to spare their child.

Noah exhaled a long, slow breath. “Yes, I suppose I am getting a bit thin. I’m sorry. I’ll try to do better by the both of you.”

Millie laid a hand on his shoulder. “Now, don’t go adding us to all the other burdens you carry. I didn’t say that to make you feel any worse than you already do. But if you don’t start taking care of yourself . . . well, soon enough you won’t be any good to anyone.”

Noah unwrapped the paper, pulled off a bit of the cinnamon bun, and offered it to Emily. “You’re right, of course. And just as soon as we get the fund-raiser going for the repairs to the church roof and bell tower and finish up on  the side annexes, I’m sure things will slow down. We’ve just needed that addition for so long, what with the growing community, and—”

“That’s not the problem, and you know it.” Millie’s hand gripped his shoulder. “You’ve got to make peace with losing Alice and what’s happened to Emily. You’ve got to put it all, once and for all, in the Lord’s hands.” 

“And what makes you think I haven’t given it all up to God?” Noah could feel his muscles bunching, tensing. He ripped off another chunk of the bun and fed it to his daughter. “Sometimes, just because you submit to the Lord’s will, it doesn’t mean He chooses to lift the pain. Sometimes the pain’s a lesson in itself.”

“Yes, you’re right, of course.” Millie released her hold on his shoulder and stepped away. “And sometimes the greater lesson is found in letting go of the pain and starting anew.” 

Noah slid back his chair, stood, and turned. “Here.” He handed her the cinnamon bun. “There’s a church-board meeting in five minutes. I really can’t be late. Walter Bledsoe and Harlow Peterson are itching to up the roof and bell tower budget, not to mention making noises about importing some Italian marble altar. I’ve got to be there to put a rein on those two, or we’ll all end up in the poorhouse.”

“Seems like Harlow’d love nothing more than to finance the loan we’d need, wouldn’t he?” Millie shook her head.  “Sometimes I wonder about that man. Even if he is the town banker, he puts too much store on money.”

“Harlow means well enough, I suppose. He just needs to realize borrowing money isn’t the end-all answer to what ails this town.”

In the distance, a train whistle echoed plaintively. Millie’s head turned in the direction of the sound. She smiled.

“That’ll be Beth MacKay’s train. She’s finally coming home, after all this time.”

“It’s only been five years. That’s not all that long.”

“Isn’t it?” His aunt cocked her head. “Five years is a long time not to come home even once. Passing strange, I’d say.”

“Well, Beth’s back now, and it’s a blessing she’s a doctor. Doc Childress doesn’t have many good doctoring years left in him. I can’t think of a more perfect solution.”

“And neither can I,” Millie said. “I just think it’s passing strange she’s stayed away so long. Mark my words, Noah Starr. There’s more to that than meets the eye.”
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“So, tell me everything. About your trip home, about your plans, and why you took Doc Childress up on his offer.” As she talked, Abby lifted the roast out onto the serving platter Beth held. “I’m so happy to have you home. I know I’m blathering, but I just can’t help it. I’ve missed you so!”

Beth smiled. It was good to be home. She had forgotten how warm, loving, and safe her house and family had always been. But then, she’d had to forget. Such blessed amnesia had been her only defense against homesickness. She wondered now, though, if coming home might not have been wiser—and ultimately less self-destructive—than had been her choice to stay away.

“Well,” she said as she carried the succulently browned roast to the table and began slicing it, “the trip was uneventful, the train relatively comfortable. Of course, traveling in first class helped a lot.”

Abby nodded from her spot at the cookstove where she was preparing the gravy. “Conor and I finally traveled first class last year, you know, when we attended my mother’s funeral. It was wonderful. I especially liked the dining car. Why, they made me feel like a queen!”

“Speaking of fancy travel, have you heard about the new horseless carriage, the Model T? It was just offered to the  public last year and costs eight hundred fifty dollars. Instead of electricity, it runs on gasoline.”

Abby laughed. “Well, at that price, there won’t be a lot of takers anytime soon. Especially not at Culdee Creek.”

“A horse and buggy will do me just fine.” Beth grinned.  “I saw a lot of newfangled things in New York City, but sometimes it’s best to stay with the tried and true.”

“I agree.” Abby paused to taste the gravy and add some salt and pepper, then resumed her stirring. “So, what are your plans? There’s no rush in going to work with Doc Childress, is there? We’ve so much catching up to do, and a nice rest and some good food would do you good.”

Beth glanced down at her trim figure. “Are you implying I’m too thin? I prefer to think of myself as fashionably svelte.  A waspish waist is all the rage back East, you know.”

Abby made a disgusted sound. “Well, you’re out West now, and you’ll do just fine without a corset crushing all your innards.”

“Actually, I’m not wearing a corset. I gave that up several years ago.”

 Her stepmother’s eyes widened in horror. “Then you most definitely need some good food.” She turned back to the gravy. “What’s been going on with you, Beth? Is something wrong?”

Beth sighed. Leave it to Abby to cut right to the heart of things. This was one time, however, when Beth wasn’t about to confide in anyone. Life was different out here.  Simpler, kinder, more honorable. They wouldn’t— couldn’t—understand.

“Nothing’s wrong. I’ve just been so busy the past year, I haven’t had much spare time to sleep, much less eat. But all that’s going to change. Grand View’s patient population is nothing like Johns Hopkins’s patients. Even as large as Grand View has grown, this’ll be a virtual holiday after that.”

“Well, if you say so.” Abby gestured to a gravy boat sitting on the table. “Would you hand that to me? The gravy’s ready.”

“And so’s the roast.” Beth passed over the gravy boat. “Anything else that needs doing?”

Abby glanced at the kitchen table. The big bowl of mashed potatoes was ready, as were the green beans and carrots. An apple spice cake, already iced, sat on a sideboard. She shook her head. “Nope. The big table in the dining room’s set. Get your brother and sister in here to help carry out the food.”

Beth made a move to head into the parlor.

“Just one thing more.”

“Yes?” Beth turned. “What is it, Abby?”

“The house is full, but we’ve prepared the bunkhouse for you. You’re more than welcome to stay on here, even after you start work in Grand View, if you want. It’s only a fifteen minute ride to town, after all.”

Beth hesitated. She wanted to see her family, spend time with them, especially with her younger brother and sister. But she also needed time alone to sort everything out. Time to decide how much she wanted to share and how much she wanted to store away in some deep, dark corner and never face again.

Problem was, too many people at Culdee Creek knew her too well. Abby, her father, Evan, Claire, Devlin, and Hannah. Any one of them, at the right time and place, could break down her defenses, and then the truth would come pouring out.

Beth had worked too long and too hard to build those defenses; she wasn’t about to risk them. Not now, freshly home and more vulnerable than she had been in a long while.

She managed what she hoped was a regretful smile. “Thanks so much for the offer. I’d like to stay in the bunkhouse for a few days at least, relax, visit, and eat my fill of  your wonderful cooking. I’m thinking, though, that I need to be closer to Grand View and more accessible to Doc and the majority of my patients.”

Abby bit her lip. “Are you sure, Beth? Your father was so looking forward to having the whole family back at Culdee Creek again.”

“Yes, I’m sure. It’s for the best. You’ll see.” She turned, striding out of the room. “And it’s not as if I’ll be all that far away at any rate. Besides, Pa’ll understand. He always has before.”




2 

Why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy brother’s eye, but considerest not the beam that is in thine own eye?

Matthew 7:3 

Three days later, Beth stood outside Doc Childress’s office and stared in amazement at his shingle. “John Childress, M.D.” the simple black-and-gold sign read. Beneath his name, however, was another name.

“Elizabeth MacKay, M.D.”

Beth swallowed hard. Technically, she had been able to call herself a physician since her graduation from medical school. Patients had addressed her that way, too, during the year of her internship.

Today, though, gazing at that sign, Beth could see her dream finally coalesce into reality. Elizabeth MacKay, M.D. She was a doctor, and now everyone who really mattered knew.

Her hand tightened around the handle of her black medical bag. She blinked back a sudden swell of tears, squared  her shoulders, and walked into Doc Childress’s—their— medical clinic.

The little three-room office hadn’t changed much over the years. She imagined the tiny living quarters upstairs were pretty much the same, too. The waiting area, empty of patients this early in the day, was pleasantly furnished with a blue-and-white flowered chintz sofa, four straight-back chairs, a few potted plants, and an assistant’s desk. The walls looked freshly painted—utilitarian white as always—a colorful rag rug covered most of the floor, and a pretty set of blue-and-white calico curtains hung at the single window.

Helen Yates, as much a Grand View fixture as Doc Childress, glanced up from her desk in the opposite corner. “Well, well, well,” she said, shoving her spectacles up from the tip of her nose. “If it isn’t our Dr. MacKay.”

Helen rose, came around the desk, and walked over to Beth. With hardly a break in stride, she enveloped Beth in a hearty, breath-stopping hug.

“What a blessing. Oh, what a blessing you are, my sweet girl!”

Beth could do nothing but stand there, grasping her bag.  “It-it’s nice to see you again, too, Mrs. Yates,” she all but choked out.

The older woman released her and stepped back, studying her closely. “Call me Helen. Doc does, and you’re now just as much my employer as he is.” A thin gray brow rose. “Don’t they know how to cook back East? Land sakes, but you’re little more than skin and bones.”

With only the greatest of effort, Beth controlled the impulse to roll her eyes. First Abby, now Helen Yates. Did she really look that much in need of mothering?

She managed a laugh. “Have no fear. Abby’s already seeing to that problem. I expect in another week or two, I’ll be pleasingly plump and popping out of all my fine new suits.”

“Sooner than that, once Doc gets a look at you.” Helen leaned close, a conspiratorial grin twisting one corner of her mouth. “Bledsoe’s bakery is only two buildings down. At least three times a week, Doc springs for a few sweets for us to have with our morning coffee.”

Beth chuckled and shook her head. “So is that where Doc’s at? Or hasn’t he come downstairs for the day yet?”

“Oh, yes, he’s here.” Helen pointed to the second of two doors leading off from the waiting room. “Doc’s in there, doing an inventory of his supplies. I told him I could take over that job, but he insisted he likes doing it. Helps him get his head on straight for the new day, he says.” She laughed. “And I’m not one to try to change a man after all these years.”

“Well, I guess I’ll just go say hello then.” Beth set her bag on a nearby chair and began unbuttoning her suit jacket. “No time like the present to jump in and get started.”

Helen held out her hand for Beth’s jacket. “Yes, you do that, Dr. MacKay. I’ll put your things away in the other examining room. Doc bought a desk for that room, so you can also use it as your private office. Later on, look it all over and tell me what else you think you might need.”

“That’ll be fine, Helen.” Beth turned toward the door to Doc Childress’s office, then hesitated. “I’m really looking forward to working with the both of you. It’s a dream come true.”

“For Doc, too.” A pensive look flared in Helen’s eyes. “It took a while for him to admit he needed help. Even now he fights the truth some days. Reckon it’s hard for a man to start facing his limitations.”

“Well, maybe with our help, he won’t have to face as many or as soon.” Beth smiled. “It’s the least we can do, I’d say.”

Helen bobbed her head in agreement. “The very least.”

Beth turned then, took the several steps needed to cross the waiting room, and halted at Doc’s door. She knocked lightly.

“Come in.”

She pushed the door open. The office wasn’t overly large, only about eight by twelve feet. In front of the window at the far end of the room was Doc’s desk, strewn with papers, charts, and several open medical books. A long, narrow table stood against one wall. On it was a brass scale, a metal cylinder holding thermometers, test tubes in a stand, an open tray wherein lay sterilized needles and syringes, and a microscope. Next to the table was a tall cabinet with glass doors, filled with bandages, splints, plaster of paris, catheters, adhesives, an assortment of colored bottles filled with various liquids, another tray with scalpels and holders, and a box of sutures. An examination table and rolling stool completed the medical décor.

Doc Childress glanced up from a box of supplies he was sorting on the exam table. At sight of her, his lined, craggy face broke into a grin.

Hands outstretched, he walked to her. “Welcome, welcome, my dear. I heard of your arrival on Monday but certainly didn’t expect your visit quite so soon. I assumed you’d wish a week or two to rest and spend time with your family.”

 “I’d like a few more days to visit, to be sure.” Beth took his hands and gave them a squeeze. “But I also admit to being most eager to begin seeing patients and working with you. 

And now that I’m home I can take my leisure visiting Culdee Creek and my family.”

“Visiting?” His voice echoed the surprise in his eyes. “But aren’t you going to live at Culdee Creek and come into town each day?”

“No.” It amused Beth that everyone had presumed such a thing without consulting her. “I haven’t lived at home for five  years now, and I confess to cherishing my privacy and independence. I think I’d prefer finding my own place here in Grand View.”

“Well, then we’ll just have to find you a nice place to stay in town.” He released her hands and, his brow furrowing in thought, scratched his chin. “Hmmm, now where’d be a proper place for a very pretty, unmarried young woman to stay?”

Beth eyed Doc with affection. He had definitely aged in the past five years. His hair had thinned until it was little more than a tonsure encompassing a bald pate. His fine blue eyes, behind a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles, had faded and seemed shrouded by sagging lids. His shoulders were stooped, and his long, talented fingers were little more than swollen knobs and twisted digits.

Still, the man she had known and idolized only a step below her father was still comfortingly familiar. His gaze was as sharp and assessing as ever. His voice was strong, his step firm. There was still much—and time enough—for her to learn from him.

“A few families might be willing to take in a boarder,” Doc offered after a moment of thought. “And there’s always Mamie Oatman’s boardinghouse. It’s across the street and four buildings down from here. She might have a room available.” “Mamie’s sounds like a fine idea. I’ll give her a try.”

He nodded. “Tell Mamie I sent you. She likes me.”

Beth arched a dark brow. “Does she now? And are you finally of a mind to start some long overdue courting?”

Doc blushed, removed his spectacles, and commenced to clean them. “Oh, I wouldn’t go so far as to say that.” A small smile quirked the corner of his mouth. “I’ve several possibilities, you know, and a man has to have a care not to leave a trail of broken hearts in his wake.”

“Agreed.” Beth nodded solemnly. “One has to have a care not to be breaking hearts.”

“And what of you?” As he spoke, Doc slipped on his spectacles and indicated the chair pulled up beside his desk.  “Leave any broken hearts behind when you left New York?”  he asked, walking around to take his own seat behind the desk.

Only my own, she thought grimly. “I really didn’t have much time for socializing, what with medical school and then the internship.” Beth managed a lame smile. “Besides, I figured a long-distance courtship was pointless.”

“Well, no matter. There are plenty of fine, eligible young men in these parts. And I must admit to a bit of selfishness.  With marriage comes children, and then I’d be sure to lose you.”

Beth’s stomach clenched. “I’ve no plans to wed, either now or ever.”

The old physician gave a disbelieving snort. “And that’s the most addle-minded thing I think I’ve ever heard you say, Elizabeth MacKay! You can’t just discard the idea of marriage out of hand.”

She inhaled an exasperated breath. She knew Doc meant well, but it really wasn’t any of his business, or anyone else’s for that matter, what she chose to do with her life.

“Forgive me if I sound impertinent, but what does any of this have to do with my medical qualifications?” Beth folded her tension-damp hands in her lap. “If you’re concerned I might up and wed some handsome cowboy in the next month or two, you needn’t worry. Or is it, rather, you’ve problems with me working after I wed—if I ever was to wed?”

“No, no, no.” Doc Childress held up his hands in a gesture of conciliation. “Neither do I care if you wed, nor have I problems with you continuing to work for me if you did. I was just trying to make pleasant conversation and put you at  ease.” He smiled ruefully. “Unfortunately, I seem to have failed miserably at both.”

Beth wasn’t so sure she believed him. Was Doc like all the rest of his gender? More comfortable when a woman remained in her traditional role and didn’t presume to an equality that wasn’t hers? After all, now that she was here, she presented a threat, fresh from medical school, up to date with all the latest discoveries and techniques.

“You don’t have to put me at ease,” Beth said. “All I want is to be accepted as your colleague. I value your years of experience. I want to learn from you. And though I may be a bit more current on some of the newest practices, that’s nothing to the sheer volume of knowledge you possess.”

“I’d be very interested in hearing about all the newfangled treatments.” Doc’s eyes gleamed with barely suppressed excitement. “So would the physicians in Colorado Springs, I’m sure. Well,” he amended, “most of them anyway. There are a few old fogies who still have trouble accepting a woman doctor. But not me. No, not me.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Since you offered me a partnership, I assumed you were a progressive man. Still, after you began interrogating me about getting married . . .”

“Well, why don’t we just put all that behind us? In the future, I won’t tease you about your romances, if you promise not to tease me, either.”

“Sounds like a fair trade.” Beth grinned, feeling a bit better. They had overcome their first disagreement well enough, she supposed. Time would tell, though. If things didn’t work out with Doc, it wasn’t as if she had to stay in Grand View. Colorado Springs was close enough. Given some time, she could make contacts there, feel out fresh job opportunities. Even Denver was a possibility.

Doc shuffled some papers on his desk, then patted them into a stack. He flipped closed a chart, added that to the pile of papers, and finally glanced up.

“Has Helen shown you your new office yet? I had her stock it with all the supplies I thought you might need starting out, but if you find anything lacking—”

“Oh, I’m sure it’ll all be more than adequate. Helen did mention that the other room was my office and examination room, but I haven’t had a chance to see it yet. I wanted to talk with you first and decide when I could get started here.”

“Well, you can begin working for me as soon as you’re ready. I generally see six to twelve patients a day, plus make house calls on another three or four.” He smiled wryly. “And that’s when we’re not in the midst of a diphtheria or influenza epidemic. There’s a lot more I’d like to do, like health screenings at the school, classes on proper nutrition, antepartum and postpartum care . . .”

Beth could feel herself growing excited. “I love to teach.  I’d be happy to take on the classes and the health screenings, in addition to seeing whatever patients you’d care to pass on to me.”

“In time. In due time,” Doc said with a laugh. “First, I’d like you to sit in for several days as I see patients, both in the clinic and in the home. Then as new patients come or some of my old ones ask for you, you can take on your own. And we can always consult on any that appear unusual or provide exposure to problems you’ve yet to encounter. Eventually, I’d like to cut down to maybe half a day, three or four days a week, and give you the main responsibility. How does that sound?”

“It sounds perfect. I can start tomorrow!”

Doc laughed again. “Not too eager, are you?” He shoved back his chair and rose, coming around to stand before her.  “Well, why not find yourself a place to stay first, get settled in a bit, and show up for work this coming Monday?”

Beth grinned sheepishly. “I guess I do sound a little overanxious, don’t I?”

“Oh, I’m not complaining. I like someone who’s not afraid of a little work and loves doing it. It’s just that following me around for a while also entails any night calls. It’ll be a lot easier on you if you’re already residing in town. Otherwise, every time I have to ring you up on that bothersome telephone, I’ll be waking up the entire MacKay household at Culdee Creek.”

“You find it bothersome, do you?” Beth chuckled. “My sister Erin absolutely adores it. If she’s not ringing up one of her friends, she’s listening in on someone’s party line. Abby says she’s warned Erin countless times that if she’s not careful the earpiece is going to grow onto the side of her head.”

Doc chuckled. “Now that’ll make for an interesting new surgical technique, I’d say. A telephonectomy.”

Beth rose from her chair. “I’ll have to tell Erin. Might scare some sense into her.” She shook her head. “Only nine, and already the child’s as bullheaded and high-spirited as they come.”

“Not at all like her older sister, is she?” Doc said, an impish glint in his eyes.

Beth grinned. “No, not anything like me at all.”
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“Sorry, honey. I think you’d be a nice fit here, but I’m full to the gills just now. I’d be glad, though, to put you on my waiting list.”

Her frustration rising, Beth set down her cup of tea and stared back at Mamie Oatman. She had just spent the better part of an hour sitting in the woman’s parlor being “interviewed” for suitability, only to learn Mamie had no vacancies.

 “And how far down would I be on your waiting list?” Beth asked, trying to maintain a calm demeanor.

Mamie scrunched her forehead in thought. “Well, there’s Joanna, a chambermaid who works at the hotel, and Ivan, an immigrant Russian man from the creamery, ahead of you.  Ivan, though, hopes to bring his family over in the next six months or so. He’ll have to find himself a house by then, so he shouldn’t hold you up long. Joanna, on the other hand . . .”

Beth sighed. “Well, in the interim, can you recommend another reputable establishment or family who might be willing to take me in? I really need to be quickly available whenever Doc or a patient needs me.”

Once more, Mamie’s brows migrated out of sight. “Can’t say as how I do.” Then, as if in sudden remembrance, she snapped her fingers. “But I did once hear talk that Millie Starr had been thinking about taking in a boarder. They’ve a room with a private entrance off the back side of the rectory. And with the size of the meals Millie likes to cook, one more mouth wouldn’t present any problem at all.”

Millie Starr . . . the rectory. Noah. Though well aware she’d see Noah frequently, what with working and living in Grand View, Beth wasn’t so sure she wanted to see him on the daily basis that living in the same house would entail.

“I’m afraid that wouldn’t do.” Beth pursed her lips. “I wouldn’t want to intrude on their privacy, what with Father Starr being a priest and all.”

Mamie shrugged. “Suit yourself, but I can’t say as how it’d be such a hardship, knowing Millie like I do. Besides, it’d only be a temporary situation anyway, until a room opened up here. Why, I’d bet Millie would be plumb tickled for another woman’s company. And you could help her out whenever she had problems with little Emily, too.”

Emily. Noah’s daughter. In several of her letters, Abby had mentioned her and the tragic circumstances surrounding her disability. Beth could well imagine that Millie—and Noah, too—might welcome some help with the little girl.

But did she want to get involved with them and their lives, even if only for a short time? She wasn’t some love-struck girl anymore; Beth felt certain she was past her schoolgirl crush on Noah. But Noah and Millie weren’t the sort of people you could keep at arm’s length. And Beth wasn’t all that keen on investing her emotions with anyone just now.

She needed time to crawl off into some corner and lick her wounds. She needed to rebuild her reserves, to find some answers, and to get her life back on track. What she definitely didn’t need were two good, godly, loving people and a crippled little girl. Especially not another little girl, especially not in the close, cozy haven of a home.

“Well, I’m not sure what I’ll do in the meantime, but would you be so kind to add me to your waiting list?” Beth climbed to her feet. “Until I find other lodging, you can always contact me at Doc Childress’s office.”

“I’ll do that, honey. Keep Millie in mind, though.” Mamie paused to scan Beth from head to toe. “Yep, Millie’s might be just the thing for the likes of you. If you don’t mind me saying so, you could use a bit of fattening up.”

This time, Beth couldn’t help it. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she turned to the door. “I’ll take that suggestion under careful advisement, Mrs. Oatman. Thank you.”

As determined as she was to do just the opposite, a curious thing happened just as soon as Beth departed Mamie’s boardinghouse. Almost as if her limbs had suddenly taken on a mind of their own, Beth found herself heading down the boardwalk, in the strangest direction. Heading down through Grand View, toward the Episcopal church and rectory at the far end of town.
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If any man think that he knoweth anything, he knoweth nothing yet as he ought to know.

1 Corinthians 8:2 

Beth drew up before the white picket fence enclosing the rectory. Now that she was here, all her fears assailed her once again. She just couldn’t live with people like the Starrs. It was crazy. She shook her head and turned to leave. No sense asking for— 

“Well, are my eyes playing tricks on me, or is that little Miss Beth MacKay, all grown up and become a doctor?”

At the sound of Millie’s warm, welcoming voice, Beth knew she had failed to make her escape. Plastering a smile on her face, she turned back around.

“Yes. Yes, it is, Millie.” She forced a semblance of enthusiasm into her voice. “I’m home and decided to pay a call on some old friends.”

As Millie stepped from her house and hurried down the gravel path to the front gate, her white head of hair gleamed  in the sun. “Come on in,” she said, unlatching the gate and swinging it open. “It’s almost noon. I just took a loaf of fresh wheat bread from the oven, the coffee’s hot, and we’re having warmed-up beef stew from last night for lunch. There’s plenty for an extra guest.”

“We?” Beth’s heartbeat faltered. “Oh, you mean you and Emily, don’t you?”

“Yes.” Millie nodded. “Noah might or might not show up. The poor lad gets so engrossed in all his projects that sometimes he plumb forgets what time it is. He’s been trying harder of late, though, to come home for meals, if not for himself, then to spend some time with Emily.”

With any luck, maybe this would be one of the days Noah forgot about lunch. Beth certainly hoped so. She wasn’t sure she could handle seeing Millie’s handsome nephew right now, although why that was, Beth didn’t care to consider.

“It’s really not necessary,” Beth said, shaking her head. “Inviting me to lunch, I mean. I didn’t realize how late it was getting, and I don’t wish to impose on your meal. I can come back later.”

“Nonsense.” Before Beth could back away, Millie grabbed her hand. “I’d love to have you stay. What with all the care that Emily requires, I don’t get out nearly as much as I used to. Another woman’s presence at my table would be a blessing. Besides,” she added with one of her face-filling grins, “I’m eager to hear about your medical schooling and trip home. Abby always shared your letters with me, but hearing it all in person is ever so much more fun.”

There was no way to refuse logic like that. “In that case, of course I’ll stay.” Beth allowed herself to be pulled into the front yard, waited as Millie closed the gate, then followed her to the house. “I’ve been looking forward to visiting with you and finally meeting Emily. How old is she now?”

“She’s two—just turned two last Friday, as a matter of fact—and is as bright as can be.” Millie glanced at her. “Abby told you everything about what happened, didn’t she?”

Beth knew enough about poor Alice’s difficult labor, how Emily’s head was too large to be delivered easily, and the terrible toll it had eventually taken on both mother and child.

“Yes, she did. I’m so very sorry.”

Millie drew up at the front door. “It devastated Noah, losing Alice. But the damage done to Emily . . . well, I worry about him, that I do.”

At the softly spoken revelation, all Beth’s fears about seeing Noah dissipated. Nothing remained but concern for him.

She laid a hand on Millie’s arm. “Whatever I can do to help, just let me know. Noah has shared of himself so unselfishly all these years. I’d like to give him some measure of assistance now in return.”

“Be his friend then, honey. Just be his friend.”

They entered the rectory. It was just as bright and welcoming as Beth had always remembered it, with colorful rugs on the hardwood floors, cheerful lace curtains fluttering at the windows, and all of it spotlessly clean and shining. The fragrant aroma of freshly baked bread, mingling with the mouthwatering scent of a savory beef stew, wafted to her.  Her stomach gave a most unladylike growl. She grinned sheepishly at Millie.

“Guess my appetite’s finally starting to return.”

“The fine, high air of Colorado does that to a lot of people.”

A wicker wheelchair sat beside the big kitchen window, facing out onto a backyard where sparrows and chickadees hopped about in the branches of a crabapple tree. The wheelchair began to shake, and Beth caught a fleeting glimpse of flailing arms.

“Bir—bir—bir!” a childish voice exclaimed. “Bir!”

“Yes, darling, there’s birds.” Millie came around to stand before the wheelchair. “And aren’t they all so pretty and sweet?”

“Mih-mih!”

“I’ve a new friend for you to meet, darling.” As she spoke, Millie wheeled Emily around to face Beth. “This is Dr. Beth. She’s come to stay and help take care of us when we’re sick.”

Beth swallowed hard and pasted on a friendly smile. She could get through this, just like she had gotten through all those other times since the baby. A doctor planning on entering general practice couldn’t turn away children. Besides, she had seen several children with palsy during her pediatric rotations. Emily’s wild, uncontrolled motions, jerking head, and unfocused gaze were quite the norm.

And for all her unnatural mannerisms, the little girl was pretty as could be. She had her father’s blond hair, although it was several shades lighter. Her eyes were a rich brown and framed by long, thick lashes. Her mouth was her mother’s, full and delightfully curved, her pale skin smooth and flushed with health.

Beth walked over and knelt before her. “Hello, Emily. I’ve heard so much about you. It’s wonderful finally to make your acquaintance.”

The child stared solemnly down at her for such a long time that Beth began to wonder if she had frightened her. Then, with a gleeful chortle, Emily touched her face.

Well, more like a pat and rub of the face, Beth quickly amended, because of the uncontrolled motions of Emily’s hands and arms. Nonetheless, the gesture was a sign of the toddler’s acceptance. At the action, something within Beth relaxed, if only a little, its tight grip on her heart.

She smiled and grasped Emily’s chubby little hand. Turning her face into it, she kissed the child’s palm. It smelled of  chocolate. In fact, now that Beth looked more closely, it was also smeared with chocolate.

“I’m only making a guess here,” she said, glancing up at Millie before turning back to Emily, who was now tugging on her jacket sleeve, “but do I perhaps have some brown streaks on my face?”

To her surprise, instead of Millie offering a reply, a deep, masculine voice answered instead.

“Yes, as a matter of fact, your face is now quite charmingly decorated. Consider it Emily’s mark of approval. She doesn’t usually warm to strangers quite as quickly as she seems to have warmed to you.”

Beth gasped, lost her balance in attempting to rise to her feet, and unceremoniously fell backward onto her bottom.  Her cheeks flushed.

“You could’ve warned me Noah was here.” She sent Millie a chagrined look.

“And if I’d known he’d come in, I assuredly would’ve, honey.” The older woman hurried forward and offered Beth her hand. “Some men seem to possess a special talent for sneaking about, they do!”

Noah laughed. “If I’ve offended, I beg pardon. But I wasn’t sneaking about. You two ladies were just so preoccupied with Emily, neither of you heard me come in.”

By now Beth had regained her feet. She tugged down her jacket, smoothed her skirt, and brushed off whatever dust clung to her heretofore impeccably tailored suit.

“Well, maybe we were pretty engrossed with Emily.  Still”—to hide her discomfiture, she forced a smile—“a little extra warning, a heavier tread or a clearing of the throat, would’ve been most appreciated.”

Beth looked up then, her gaze careening straight into Noah’s. He stared back, a stunned look on his face. Then, as if it had a mind of its own, his glance moved from her face down her body and back up again.

Her eyes widened; her throat went dry. But if Noah perhaps seemed a little too blatant in his amazed perusal of her, she was equally surprised at the sight of him. He looked far older than she imagined he would, even considering it had been five years since she had last laid eyes on him.

Thanks to the regular sparring and boxing workouts he had first done at the YMCA while attending seminary, Noah had always been a fit, strongly built man. Now, however, he was so leanly muscled as to be almost on the thin side. Though a man in his prime, his temples were beginning to show silver among the dark gold strands. His face looked careworn, his eyes—his beautiful, green- and gold-flecked brown eyes—appeared drained of energy.

Compassion swelled in her. Compassion and a fierce resolve to help him rediscover joy in whatever way she could. Then Beth caught herself. Even with Noah—especially with Noah—she must keep a safe emotional distance. Help him the best she could, yes, and all the while hold high the shield before her heart.

“Does the chocolate look that bad?” Beth asked, realizing Noah was still staring at her.

Noah blinked, swallowed hard. “What? What did you say?”

“I said,” Beth held out her hand to him as she repeated her question, “does the chocolate Emily has smeared on my face look all that bad?”

Noah’s glance skittered from her to Millie, then back again. “No, not really. As I said before, it’s quite charming.” As if finally gathering his wits about him, Noah smiled, took her proffered hand, and clasped it between both of his. “I’m sorry if I seemed a bit distracted there for a minute, but I haven’t seen you in all of five years, and you’ve grown into an absolutely stunning young woman.” He turned to his aunt. “Hasn’t she, Millie? Hasn’t Beth turned into a beautiful woman?”

“Yes, of course Beth’s beautiful. She’s all grown up into a fine young woman.”

Her face flooding with heat, Beth eyed them both. Though Millie’s statement was calm and matter-of-fact, Noah seemed ill at ease. Whatever was wrong with him?

“Well,” she said, gently tugging on the hand still clasped in his until he finally released it, “thank you very much for the compliment. It’s nice to know all my growing up has been duly noted and appreciated.”

She had meant the comment to lighten the increasingly strained atmosphere in the kitchen. Her little joke, however, seemed totally lost on Noah, who had turned his gaze to stare out the window, apparently deep in thought.

Beth looked to Millie. A smile tugging at the corner of her mouth, the older woman shrugged and motioned to the table.

“Time to eat, I’d say. Sit yourself down, honey, and I’ll start serving up the stew. And you, young man”—she leaned over to poke Noah in the arm—“can set out some extra silverware for Beth, then slice up the bread.”

With a jerk, Noah seemed to return to the present. He nodded, smiled brightly, and did as asked. In no time they were seated around the table. Noah said grace, Millie and Beth finished with “amens,” and they all dug in.

The sharing of food eased the tension. Emily helped lighten the mood by chortling and mashing her food onto her bowl and face. Finally, Beth, who sat beside the little girl, began to feed her, and Emily’s wild movements seemed to ease a bit. Beth caught Millie’s approving glance and slight nod of her head. Encouraged, Beth worked even harder until Emily at last shook her head and clamped her mouth shut. 

“She’s full, Beth,” Noah said. “That’s her sign for it.”

“Oh, yes. Of course.” Beth laid down the spoon.

Millie leaned forward, sudden interest in her eyes. “So, what are your plans? When are you starting work with Doc?  And where will you be staying? At Culdee Creek, or here in town?”

The question reminded Beth of her original reason for coming to the rectory today. She looked down. “I think it’d be best if I find a place in town. Problem is, Mamie Oatman’s boardinghouse is full right now. I’m on the waiting list behind two other people.”

“Yes, that’s been a problem this summer. We’ve had an unexpected influx of immigrants and homesteaders.” Millie’s brow furrowed in thought. “There are a few other possibilities, though.” Her gaze locked with Noah’s. “The rectory being one, if Noah’s of a mind to take in a boarder.”

Beth’s glance swung to Noah. His face reddened.

“It’s a possibility, I suppose,” he said. “We do have that spare bedroom off the kitchen.” He looked to Beth. “Millie and I’ll have to discuss it.”

“And what’s there to discuss?” His aunt folded her arms across her chest. “I’d say it’s a perfect solution for us all. Emily’s taken to Beth. Beth’ll have a place to stay in town that I know her parents will feel comfortable with. I’ll have some feminine companionship. And we’ll all have some much needed company to brighten our lives.”

Warily, Beth glanced from Millie to Noah. There was something unspoken being communicated between them, and she wasn’t so certain she cared to be the cause of it.

“Well, yes, it could be a wonderful idea,” she said, “but there’s no hurry on deciding. I don’t start working with Doc until Monday. And, in the meanwhile, I’ve time to look else–where.”

Noah sighed, lowered his head, and rubbed his eyes. “Look elsewhere if you want, Beth. But Millie’s right. The Lord knows I leave her alone with Emily most of the time. If your presence here will be a comfort to her, then I’m more than happy to have you.” He managed a weary smile, then  shoved back his chair and stood. “This is between you two ladies. I’m fine with it.”

Millie looked up at him. “Time to be off again, is it?”

“Yes. The carpenter’s coming to discuss a few problems he sees in the bell tower plans.”

“Will you be home for supper?”

“I hope so.” Noah turned to Beth. “I enjoyed our meal together. Whether you decide to live with us or not, don’t be a stranger.”

She smiled. “I won’t. You can be assured of that.”

After Noah departed, Millie rose and lifted a dozing Emily from her chair. “Let me put her down for her nap. We need to talk. I’m so excited that you’ll be boarding here. You’re a blessing sent from the Lord, not only for me but for us all!” 

Beth made a move to protest she hadn’t decided anything yet, then gave the attempt up as a lost cause. When Millie Starr got an idea into her head, woe to anyone who stepped in her way. And besides, the consideration of staying here was growing more and more appealing.

Living in close proximity with Noah would soon ease the unfamiliarity between them. In no time they’d be back to the easy camaraderie they had once shared. And most important of all, she could begin to be the helpmate he seemed to need. Beth refused to stand helplessly by and see his grief destroy him. Though her own heart was shattered beyond repair and even the idea of getting emotionally involved with another man repulsed her, she’d not desert Noah if he needed her.

No, she’d not desert him, any more than she’d turn from her own kin in their time of need.
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For the rest of the day, Noah could barely keep his mind on his work. The notes he had made earlier that morning for  Sunday’s sermon looked like gibberish. Nicholas Blacklock, the town carpenter, had seemed to be in an argumentative mood, and by the time he was done marking up the bell tower plans, Noah had totally lost track of the man’s point. Then Leona Gates, who worked at the mercantile, called to question Noah’s order for paint to match the bell tower and annex to the rest of the church.

Repeatedly distracted by memories of his encounter with Beth MacKay, Noah was finally forced to ask Nicholas to return tomorrow and temporarily cancel the paint order. The sermon would have to wait for another day as well. The resulting solitude, however, did little to assuage the rush of thoughts and emotions churning chaotically in his head.

Beth . . .

Her image filled his mind. Rich, raven-black hair piled luxuriously atop her head. Luminous, soulful brown eyes the color of molasses. Smooth skin, washed with the hue of light honey and kissed with the tenderest of blushes.

His mouth quirked. Molasses . . . honey. One would think he saw her as some delectable morsel to devour. And she, his good friend Conor MacKay’s daughter. And he, a widower old enough to be her father! Well, almost old enough any–way, with a span of thirteen years separating them.

With a frustrated sigh, Noah leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He was acting like some love-struck lad, but he had just never seen Beth like he had seen her today. She’d been a gangly ten-year-old when he had first come to Grand View and had matured eventually into a pretty girl before leaving for medical school. But the change in those years away had been amazing. Now she was a slim, elegant, exquisitely formed woman.

Noah didn’t think he had ever seen a more beautiful woman.

Yet more than just her outward beauty attracted him. Her sincere interest in Emily touched his heart, as did her kind41  ness and consideration for Millie. And there was still something more—a certain air of mystery about her, a fleeting glimpse of a deeply hidden pain, and frequent, sharp flashes of keen intelligence and insight.

Even in the short time he had spent with her today, Noah sensed that Beth MacKay was a deeply troubled soul, yet a soul equally brimming with talent and a capacity for goodness and love. He couldn’t help but be drawn to her. No one could, he wagered.

What unsettled Noah, though, were emotions that encompassed more than just a friendly interest and attraction. In the instant their gazes had first met in the kitchen, the keenest blade of physical longing he had ever known lanced through him. Sheer, unmitigated lust had seized him in its gut-twisting grip.

With a groan, Noah lowered his head into his hands. What had happened in that instant to turn his heretofore brotherly affection for a young woman he had all but seen grow up into one of such depraved considerations? And why, oh why, knowing his feelings for what they were, had he agreed to allow her to stay with them?

Was he so arrogant in his priesthood he imagined he was immune to temptations of the flesh? Though he had been tempted before, nothing had ever affected him as strongly as what he felt for Beth today. He must beware. Complacency was a quagmire that could draw one in so gradually one might never recognize the trap until it was too late. And he had grown so weary, so increasingly unsure of himself and his judgments of late . . .

Still, who was he fooling in his silly imaginings? Beth loved him as a brother and always would. She was a good, pure young woman. There was no danger she’d encourage him, and rightfully so.

Shame filled him. Noah lifted his head and gazed heaven–ward.

“Father, forgive me. Forgive me.”

Even as he uttered the prayer, the longing ache left him and peace engulfed him. Beth’s image faded.

A passing temptation, no more. To be expected in a man— even a priest of God—who had been more than two years without his wife. But that was all it was. A passing temptation.

Not reason enough to deny Millie a companion, Emily a dearly needed friend, and Beth a place to stay.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0190_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0186_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0200_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0193_001.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0175_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0178_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0177_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0161_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0155_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0175_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0173_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0219_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0217_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0234_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0230_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0209_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0207_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0215_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0214_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0203_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0201_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0204_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0040_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0078_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0047_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0074_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0291_001.jpg
“DWA&WW%





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0017_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0090_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0029_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0085_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0264_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0253_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0053_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0072_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0281_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0062_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0276_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0251_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0001_001.jpg
Revell

» dviion of ke Publicing Group
probchpeagelger iy





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0013_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
CHILD of PROMISE

seSiess

'K ATHLEENH
MORGAN -






OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0242_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0241_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0141_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0127_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0154_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0151_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0124_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0122_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0113_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0098_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0092_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0110_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441217370_0107_001.jpg





